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Introduction 

 

Immediately following the passage of India’s Special Economic Zones (SEZ) Act 2005, private 

sector and government officials responded eagerly. But by mid 2006, the process of establishing 

SEZs was being disrupted by grassroots protests. While many researchers and anti-SEZ activists 

characterized SEZs as a neo-colonial form of “capital accumulation by dispossession,”
2
 India’s 

Minister of Commerce and Industry insisted that “SEZs have nothing to do with displacement.”
3
 

Engaging with theory from the fields of planning and social movement studies, we examine this 

tension between SEZ advocates and opponents, which is starkly evident in the state of 

Maharashtra.
4
 Our focus is on the grievances of anti-SEZ mobilizations, how they have been 

articulated, and the state-society relations that have unfolded in the process. By examining the 

implementation of Maharashtra’s SEZ Policy and the Maha-Mumbai SEZ (MMSEZ) project, we 

explore how SEZ politics in the state have interacted with the wider processes of urban and 

regional restructuring. Where relevant, our analysis draws on events associated with three other 

SEZs in the Mumbai-Pune-Nasik economic region: the Rajiv Gandhi Infotech Park (Pune), the 

Bharat Forge SEZ (Pune), India Bulls SEZ (Nasik), and the Pan India Paryatan SEZ (Mumbai).  

 

We advance three arguments. First, SEZs are integral to an emerging discourse of city-region 

building in India. This discourse, which justifies the rationality of its visions through mimetic 

images of other paradigmatic Asian city-regions, translates into ‘city-marketing’ strategies that 

promote mega investments into infrastructure and economic enclaves via newly conceptualized 

‘investment regions.’ These strategies have explicitly abandoned the pursuit of balanced 

development.  This contrasts sharply with the emphasis found in much of the literature that 

advocates SEZs, which stresses their ability to act as catalysts of spatially dispersed growth.  

 

Second, anti-SEZ mobilization across many – if not all – of the large project sites in Maharashtra 

shows deep fractures arising out of contestations for livelihoods, land, and citizenship. The 

evolution of state-society relations, as illuminated by the MMSEZ case, highlights the complex 

relationship between fractures in anti-SEZ mobilization, the way in which movements have 

responded to the ‘unmapping’
5
 of territory and population, and the deliberate ‘assymetry of 

information’ associated with the implementation of SEZs. The fractures in anti-SEZ 
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mobilization, while exposing inconsistencies in how mainstream development agendas address 

issues of land and livelihood, point to the multiple futures of urbanization and industrialization.  

 

Third, while some activists and academics
6
 aim to frame a singular, coherent movement to gain 

control over the production of urban space by drawing in a wider array of actors, the MMSEZ 

case compels us to consider seriously whether fractures within anti-SEZ mobilizations should 

always be viewed as contributors to a weak resistance. In fact, these fractures multiplied the 

number of fronts on which SEZ developers had to contest for SEZ implementation, and thereby 

significantly increased the obstacles to the implementation process.  

 

The chapter is organized as follows. The next section contextualizes Maharashtra’s SEZs amidst 

the state’s economic development policies that seek to facilitate urban and regional restructuring 

through city-marketing strategies. This is followed by an examination of the institutional politics 

of developing and contesting SEZs through the implementation of Maharashtra’s SEZ Policy and 

the Maha-Mumbai SEZ project. We conclude by elaborating on the chapter’s three main 

arguments.   

 

SEZs within the Geography of City-Marketing in Maharashtra 

 

As of January 2011, Maharashtra had more proposed SEZs (206) than any other Indian state, 

followed by Andhra Pradesh (189) and Tamil Nadu (147). Of these 206 SEZ proposals, 38 had 

received “in prinicple” approval; 104 received “formal approval”; and 64 were “notified,” the 

final administrative step before construction can begin.   

 

The sectoral and spatial patterns of Maharashtra’s SEZs reinforces three observations found in 

the debate on India’s SEZ phenonmenon.
7
 First, most SEZs fall under the IT/ITES category – an 

already robust sector requiring little further incentivisation.
8
 Second, the domination of the 

IT/ITES sector implies that SEZs are not creating a new manufacturing base or many new jobs.
9
 

Third, SEZs are concentrated in metropolitan areas,
10

 prompting fears that they exacerbate 

regional inequities.
11

 The debate on India’s SEZ phenomenon, however, has not illuminated the 
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relationship between the spatiality of SEZs and the regional restructuring facilitated by state 

policies. 

(Insert Box I) 

 

Following the re-conceptualization of Indian cities as ‘engines of economic growth’ during the 

early 1990s and the re-scaling of governance that has characterized the subsequent era of 

liberalization, sub-national states have begun aggressively to market their key city-regions to 

potential investors by selectively advertising their physical, social, and cultural assets.
12

 City-

marketing and regional image-making strategies have affected the industrial policies followed by 

the Government of Maharashtra (GoM) during the liberalization era. 

 

In this regard, the implicit focus on Navi Mumbai and Pune in the IT/ITES Policy 1998 and the 

Modification of the Industrial Location Policy for the Mumbai Metropolitan Region 1998 paved 

the way for promoting the Mumbai-Pune corridor as an ideal site for high-tech, non-polluting  

IT/ITES industries. The Maharashtra Vision 2004 – which suggested an economic development 

strategy for the state – reinforced this imagery, presenting the Mumbai-Pune-Nasik region as an 

‘Golden Triangle’ for economic growth. In this plan, the Mumbai-Pune corridor was envisioned 

as the ‘Knowledge Corridor’ for clusters of IT/ITES industries, while the Mumbai-Nasik 

corridor was presented as an ‘Agro-Industries Corridor,’ suitable for clusters of heavy 

manufacturing and agro-based industries. The Industrial, Investment and Infrastructure Policy 

2006, expanded this vision to the ‘Golden Growth Quadrangle,’ which included Aurangabad city 

and designated the Nasik-Aurangabad corridor as an automotive industry cluster. That these 

Golden Triangles and Quadrangles are based on the mimetic images of visions for Chinese 

growth zones – particular the Shenzhen economic region – is evident from the background 

documents on which these policies and plans are based.
13

 

 

Two national initiatives pursued by Government of India (GoI) have complemented and 

supported the GoM’s strategy of urbanization and industrialization: the Jawaharlal Nehru 

National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM) and the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor Project. 

JNNURM resources have helped five cities – Mumbai, Pune, Nasik, Nagpur, and Nanded – to 

modernize their physical insfrastructures and to market themselves on that basis. The Delhi-
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Mumbai Industrial Corridor Project has delineated nine ‘Mega-Investment Regions’ of about 

250-250 square kilometeres each. Of these, two are in Maharashtra.  Both are located in the 

growth quadrangle, and SEZs are a key component in each case.  

 

It is evident from the evolution of the GoM’s policies and plans since the late 1990s that 

Mumbai, Pune, Nasik, Aurangabad, Nagpur, and the regions framed by their transportation 

corridors form the key nodes of the imagined geography of city-marketing in Maharashtra.
14

 The 

visions for these ‘investment regions’
15

 form a part of the logic through which capitalist 

accumulation exploits the rescaling of territory and governance.
16

 They are marketed as ‘premier 

export-oriented manufacturing spaces’ for attracting both global and local capital. The clustering 

of 174 SEZs in seven districts – Pune (53), Raigad (50), Thane (28), Mumbai (15), Aurangabad 

(14), Nagpur (8), and Nasik (6) – dovetails neatly with this geography of city-marketing in 

Maharashtra. India’s SEZ phenonmenon needs to be situated within the logic that is organizing 

this geography and is creating new development opportunities and conflicts. The early debate on 

India’s SEZ phenomenon has focused predominantly on the macro-scale, illuminatng issues 

concerning sectoral and spatial patterns, cost-benefit analysis of incentives and subsidies, land 

appropriation and speculation, inadequate compensation, displacement of people, and the fear of 

environmental damage.
17

 While justified, these concerns do not examine the politics of planning 

at the micro scale that could illuminate the nuances of competing claims to livelihoods, land, and 

citizenship, to which we turn in the next section.  

 

(Insert Box II) 

 

 

The Politics of Planning: Establishing and Implementing SEZs  

 

What are the processes through which Maharashtra’s vision of development, of which SEZs are 

a central part, is being realized or thwarted? What patterns of state-society relations have been 

manifested in seeking to create SEZs, and how have they evolved? This part of the chapter 

answers these questions by mapping the institutional politics of (un)settling SEZs.  
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Our analysis of institutional politics draws methodological support from three interrelated 

literatures. The first is a branch of institutional economics, which argues that public policy, 

projects, investments, and territories are shaped in a complex set of institutions that individuals 

seek to leverage to advance their interests.
18

 The second draws on McAdam et al’s synthetic 

approach to the study of state-movement dynamics, which highlights the interaction between 

mobilising structures, political opportunities, and framing processes.
19

 The third is the literature 

on insurgent planning histories, which both situates planning within the institutional architecture 

of competing claims and acknowledges the existence of approaches that challenge the normative 

hegemony of “official” planning practices.
20

 By drawing on these frameworks, we analyze the 

politics of SEZ policy and the implementation of the Maha-Mumbai SEZ, cover a period of more 

than a decade (2000-2011).  

 

In 2001, under the GoI’s Export-Import Policy 2000, the GoM formulated a state-level SEZ 

Policy. Other states like Gujarat, West Bengal, and Madhya Pradesh were also working to 

develop their own fram SEZ policies. Maharashtra’s policy, however, went further in attempting 

to dilute labour laws with which other states were reluctant to tamper.
21

 It was tabled in the state 

legislature as the SEZ Bill 2002, but was not voted into law. However, a document that 

incorporated its main elements was used to guide state action with respect to SEZ development 

in the state. 

 

While the GoM’s SEZ Policy was being drafted, the Maharashtra Vision 2005 planning 

framework was being formulated through the Maharashtra Economic Development Council 

(MEDC).  The MEDC represents big business interests within the state.
22

 Although lacking 

statutory authority, Maharashtra Vision 2005 has been used as a basis for guiding state-level 

plans, policies, and investments. Neither the GoM’s SEZ policy nor Maharashtra Vision 2005 

emphasize developing SEZs in poorer areas of the state. Neither document comprehensively 

assessed the potential impact of SEZs on employment. Implicit in these documents, however, is 

the expectation that local conflicts over implementation could be either bypassed by modifying 

the statutory planning processes
23

 or managed by calculating political opportunities during 

implementation. 

 



 7 

Unlike Maharashtra, the governments of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, and West Bengal converted 

their SEZ policy statements into legislative Acts during 2003 and 2004.  In Maharashtra, 

strategists of the state’s coalition government, led by the Congress Party and a regional offshoot, 

the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP), recognized the advantage of deferring passage of an SEZ 

Act until a more conducive environment for urbanization and industrialization – and by 

extension, for establishing SEZs – could be created. This was accomplished by amending 

existing policies and instituting new ones, such as the Maharashtra State Water Policy 2003,
24

 

and the Special Township Scheme 2005.
25

 The water policy explicitly prioritizes industries over 

agriculture and reflects changing conceptions of cities in the development process. The township 

scheme sought to address Maharashtra’s acute housing shortage and to assist landed farmers in 

periurban areas to exploit the potential of urbanization.  Both policies thus articulated and 

claimed to promote a particular notion of “public interest.” The GoM also saw the advantages in 

assembling land for SEZs before enacting an SEZ statute. Swathes of real estate were assembled 

from existing ‘land banks’ held by two state-owned entities, the Maharashtra Industrial 

Development Corporation (MIDC) and the City and Industrial Development Corporation 

(CIDCO). The state also encouraged private developers to acquire land through direct purchases, 

which officials believed would be faster than state-led acquisition.  

 

The GoI’s SEZ Act 2005, passed soon after the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) 

coalition government took power in New Delhi, required state SEZ policies to be cleared by the 

central government.
26

 Complaints about the GoM’s SEZ voiced by Maharashtra’s opposition 

parties lacked credibility and political impact in light of the role many of these same parties 

(particularly the Bharatiya Janata Party) had played in developing similar policies in other states 

where they were in power. This helps to explain the ease with which the GoM’s revised SEZ 

policy was approved by the Maharashtra State Assembly in 2006 and forwarded to GoI for 

clearance. It was not until 2008, however, that the GoI’s Commerce Ministry finally approved 

Maharashtra’s SEZ policy – and only on the condition that the state did not attempt to relax 

existing labour regulations in the name of facilitating SEZ development.
27

 Although the GoM 

incorporated the changes suggested by the Commerce Ministry, it still did not introduce an SEZ 

Act in the Maharashtra legislature. The main reason was the rising political tension on SEZ-

related land acquisition issues in parts of the state.  
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Instead, the GoM decided to issue an executive ordinance.
28

 This required another clearance 

from the Commerce Ministry in New Delhi.
29

 Due to legal objections at the centre, in April 2010 

the Congress-NCP alliance government decided to introduce the SEZ Bill in the Maharashtra 

legislature.
30

 Though listed on the legislative agenda, the Bill was not debated during the 2010 

summer session due to dissension within the Congress-NCP coalition
31

 and protests from the 

Shiv Sena-BJP opposition.
32

 A debate was planned for the winter 2010-11 session of the 

legislature, but as of mid 2011, the long-awaited SEZ legislation had not yet entered 

Maharashtra’s statute books. The GoM did, however, amend the State Water Policy 2003, to 

reprioritise water distribution for agriculture over industry. This change could be read in two 

ways: first, it reflects the electoral clout of the approximately seventy percent of the population 

that works in the the agricultural sector; second, it may have “silently given sanctity to all 

previous decisions to divert water from farming to industry”
33

 by rectifying the priority of usage 

of water but legitimising the existing diversion of water for non-agricultural purposes.
34

 

 

The GoM’s SEZ Policy reflected an effort by the state’s long-serving Congress-NCP coalition to 

surpass, in terms of its deregulatory intent, both the national SEZ Act and other states’ 

legislation. The purpose was to create a more favourable environment for business and to attract 

more investment. This zeal, however, was checked by political constraints arising from the 

alliance’s own tenuous electoral position in Maharashtra. The GoM’s approach to SEZ Policy 

implementation could perhaps most aptly be described as a wait-and-watch game.  

 

The Maha-Mumbai SEZ and the Politics of Stealth 

 

The GoM’s unstable SEZ policy environment from 2002 onward made Maharashtra’s proposed 

SEZ sites extremely volatile. We now turn our attention to Reliance Ltd’s venture, the Maha-

Mumbai SEZ (MMSEZ), announced in 2002. This ambitious project aimed to create a Multi-

Product SEZ of around 10,000 hectares on the periphery of Navi-Mumbai, or New Mumbai, in 

Raigad District.  

 

(Insert Box III) 
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The MMSEZ site is adjacent to the Navi Mumbai SEZ, the Jawharlal Nehru Port, the proposed 

Navi-Mumbai Airport, the Sewri-Nhava-Sheva Trans-Harbour Link, and the proposed Rewas 

Port SEZ.
35

 The Sewri-Nhava-Sheva Trans-Harbour Link is expected to reduce the travel time 

between South Mumbai and Navi-Mumbai from two hours to thirty minutes. It also implies a 

meteoric rise in the real estate value of the surrounding land. It is in this area that the SEZ project 

sought to acquire lands from 45 villages. The Navi-Mumbai Airport and the Sewri-Nhava-Sheva 

Trans-Harbour Link were sanctioned in the same year as the MMSEZ.  

 

A related issue is the relatively invisiblized politics of mapping and representation. The process 

by which the Reliance-commissioned Social Impact Assessment (SIA) was conducted for the 45 

affected villages raises at least two important points.
36

 First, the extent of the project’s impact 

remains inadequately clarified in the SIA. For instance, the assessment acknowledges that 10,000 

hectares of land would be acquired for the SEZ, but identifies only 15 project-affected villages. 

The total area of these villages, as the SIA indicates, is only 4800 hectares. How the remaining 

5200 hectares of land would be amassed is not specified.
37

 None of the villages from the Canal 

Command Zone are listed in the SIA as project-affected villages, even though 22 of the 45 

villages the project has sought to acquire fall in this area. Researchers studying the politics of 

SEZ implementation in India have argued that while the GoI provides an up-to-date fact sheet 

regarding the number of proposed SEZs, their location, how much land they require, and their 

export and employment potential, it supplies almost no information about displacement and 

rehabilitation.
38

 The representation of the MMSEZ project area in the SIA can be seen as a case 

of deliberate ‘unmapping’
39

 of territory and population, and of ‘asymmetrical information.’  

 

Second, the SIA presents local project-affected people as a group of passive recipients “in need 

of development,” not as active agents envisioning their own futures. It portrays the project-

affected area as a place of abject poverty due to unemployment, marginal land holdings, and a 

lack of irrigation facilities. All of this, the SIA suggests, hampers the agricultural sector and 

necessitates state-led efforts to promote private-sector investment in manufacturing and service 

industries.
40

 Opposition to the MMSEZ, discussed in detail later in the chapter, responded to the 
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‘unmapping’ of territory and population, and the ‘asymmetry of information’ that has 

characterized the entire process of developing this SEZ, by exposing inconsistencies in the way 

in which mainstream development agendas address issues of land and livelihood.  

 

Engaged in private negotiations with land owners since 2003, Reliance had by 2005 managed to 

acquire only about 38 hectares (93 acres) for the MMSEZ.
41

 Our interviews with local leaders 

and several families who sold their land during the initial phase indicated that most owners who 

sold their land did so under conditions of economic distress – for instance, to pay for medical 

treatments or wedding expenses.
42

 In a majority of cases, landowners sold only a part of their 

land and claimed to have no detailed knowledge of the planned SEZ. Gender bias in property 

relations was also apparent. In some cases, a married woman’s share of ancestral land was sold 

by her natal family without the woman’s approval. Families of absentee landowners have 

sometimes sold lands without the consent of the owners. This indicates that much of the land 

bought by the developer at that time was sold unwilllingly, not traded for the better future the 

SEZ promised to bring.  

 

Seeing the slow pace of the market-based acquistion process, Reliance asked the GoM for help in 

acquiring land for the SEZ. By 2006 several states had already begun to acquire land on behalf of 

private-sector SEZ developers. The GoM justified its decision to compulsorily acquire land by 

invoking the “public purpose” clause of India’s Land Acquisition Act 1894 (LAA). Although 

acquisition for SEZs in Maharashtra could have been pursued through the MIDC, the state’s 

main industrial development corporation, the state decided to do so through the district 

administration – overseen by the District Collector’s office – under the provisions of the LAA. 

Our field studies revealed that in several localities lands acquired earlier by the MIDC for 

industrial purposes were either vacant, underused, or are being redeveloped for non-industrial 

projects. For example, many plots of land near the proposed Maha-Mumbai SEZ, and owned by 

the same developer, are underused. Several vacant industrial sites are being redeveloped into 

housing and retail complexes on MIDC land in the Pimpri-Chinchwad area adjoining Pune. 

Politically astute officials realised that the MIDC’s participation in land acquistion for the 

MMSEZ could lead protest movements to ask tough questions about its past work, which might 

derail the acquisition process. 
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SEZ developers attached great importance to conducting land acquisition through the District 

Collector’s office. Press reports
43

 and academic research
44

 suggest that big business in India has 

made inroads into the upper echelons of both the state administrative machinery and political 

parties, but has been less successful at exerting leverage among powerful interests closer to the 

grassroots. By relying on District Collector’s offices to acquire land, business groups have not 

only sought to draw upon the state’s power of “eminent domain,” but also to infiltrate networks 

of power nearer to the base of the bureacratic pyramid – for instance at the block (or taluka) 

level, where land-records offices are located, and at the level of the village council, where the 

junior-most registry official (the talhati) works.  Talhatis possess an intimate knowledge of land 

in their jurisdictions that extends well beyond what is recorded in formal land records.
45

 In the 

case of Maharashtra’s SEZs, this complex and opaque system has bred the emergence of a 

network of informants and middle-men occupying multiple layers within the state machinery and 

spread across the project-affected areas.  

 

These intermediaries have used their local knowledge to assist Reliance by providing 

information about lands available for immediate procurement, determining the value of the land, 

and helping to broker land deals. The developers, in collusion with state officials, used 

informants to misguide the public, political leaders, and elected representatives on several 

occasions.  Two examples are offered here. First, when the parliamentary committee nominated 

by the GoI to assess the SEZ implementation process was due to arrive in Maharashtra in July 

2006, the District Collector of Raigad feigned ignorance of the committee’s schedule and 

whereabouts.
46

 Leaders of the anti-SEZ struggle, through their own political connections, 

contacted committee staff members and discovered that it would be meeting at MIDC 

headquarters in Mumbai. When the anti-SEZ protest groups arrived at the MIDC in Mumbai: 

 

“they found out that three bus loads of so-called ‘co-opted’ farmers along with the 

District Collector of Raigad were already present in discussions with the Parliamentary 

Committee. In response, Kashiram Rana, Chairman of the Parliamentary Committee, told 

the protestors that the Committee would meet them in Raigad at the Khalapur Panchayat 

Samiti Office the following day. However, in order to sabotage this meeting, the 
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Parliamentary Committee was taken to another location at Naringi Village in Pen Taluka, 

where hearings were conducted. After a long wait, when the protestors realised that there 

was a possibility of sabotage, the leaders personally called the Chairman of the 

Parliamentary Committee and forced the hearing again at Khalapur.”
47

  

 

The second example concerned approximately 640 cases of fraudulent land transactions for the 

SEZ.
48

  We were shown a sample of these registration records by villagers in Pen Taluka during 

our field research. The records reveal transfers of land by informants who did not actually 

possess the land. Fake electoral cards, ration cards, and saat-baara uttara (“seven-by-twelve 

land extract” documents) have been used as identity proofs for these land transactions.  This 

degree of document fraud would likely only be possible if managed by local informants, who had 

in-depth knowledge of local conditions.  

 

Apart from local informants, the process of SEZ implementation also required expert knowledge 

to facilitate changes in land-use rules. In order to tap into networks of technical specialists to 

assist in this process, Reliance employed prominent former bureaucrats and state planners who 

had thorough knowledge of, and easy access to, officials in the state’s planning regime. The most 

egregious case in which these networks were called into service was when Reliance sought to 

amend the land-use restrictions associated with the “forest zone” that was included in the SEZ’s 

plan.
49

  

 

Split at the Roots: Framing the anti-MMSEZ resistance  

 

Resistance to the MMSEZ became more visible and developed into an organized social 

movement after the Disctrict Collector’s office sent land-acquisition notices to the farmers in 

May 2006. Three historical factors help to explain the strength of the resulting resistance. First, 

members of the Agri community, a major social group in the area, have traditionally engaged in 

land reclamation from the sea.
50

 This has strongly shaped the community’s social identity and its 

relationship to land.
51

 Second, key historical events powerfully shaped the confrontational 

tendency of the local populace. These included the Seven Year Peasant Strike of the 1930s, 

which led to the first land reforms in pre-independence India, and the Forest Satyagraha against 
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colonial British rule. Several grassroots organizations in this area emerged out of these 

movements. Third, when land was acquired for the construction of the Hetwane Dam project in 

the mid 1980s, some of the families displaced were rehabilitated in 22 villages that were sought 

to be acquired for the SEZ. The state’s failure to honor its promise to deliver irrigation water to 

these areas strongly motivated people to resist a second round of displacement.  

 

Although the 45 villages on the proposed SEZ site are contiguous and protest activity emerged in 

most of them, the resistance movement soon split into two factions. The first included grassroots 

organizations such as the Chaubis Gaon SEZ Virodhi Sangharsh Samiti (Twenty-Four Villages 

Anti-SEZ Struggle Committee) and the Panchkosi Khar Bhumi Kheti Bachao Samiti (Save 

Panchkosi Agricultural Lands Committee), both of which were located within the command area 

of the Hetwane Dam; NGOs such as the National Centre for Advocacy Studies, Sarvahara Jan 

Andolan (Workers and Peoples Movement), Sakav (Translation), and Ankur (Seedling); and 

political parties such as the Peasants and Workers Party (PWP). These groups organized 

themselves under the banner of Jagtikikaran Virodhi Kruti Samiti (JVKS), or Anti-Globalization 

Working Committee. The second faction was composed of Lok Shashan Andolan (People’s Rule 

Movement) along with a coalition of grassroots organizations organized under the banner of 

Maha-Mumbai SEZ Virodhi Shetkari Sangharsh Samiti (SEZVSSS), or Maha-Mumbai Anti-

SEZ Farmers’ Struggle Committee. 

 

The Maharashtra State Water Policy 2003 played a central role in producing the split in the anti-

SEZ resistance. The Hetwane Dam, a medium-sized irrigation project that began in the early 

1980s, was more than halfway complete by the time the GoI’s SEZ Act was passed and the 

MMSEZ proposed.
52

 A new water-supply plan, based on the Maharashtra State Water Policy, 

envisaged a 58 million cubic meter reduction in the amount of water available for agriculture in 

the Canal Command Zone,
53

 whose resources would be shared by ISPAT Factory, MMSEZ, Tata 

Power, and the city of Navi Mumbai. JVKS reasoned that it could invoke Section 44E of the 

Maharashtra Land Revenue Code 1966 to argue against the acquisition of the 22 Canal 

Command villages for the purpose of SEZ development. This code asks that no industries be 

built within the Canal Command Zone of a dam. The JVKS also pointed out that the MMSEZ 

had not obtained a “no objection certificate” (NOC) from the Water Resources Department for 
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the acquisition of irrigated land for industrial purposes.
54

 All of these developments fuelled 

dissension within the anti-MMSEZ movement, various members of which had differing views on 

how to respond. 

 

There are at least three other reasons that explain the emerging split within the resistance to the 

MMSEZ. First, the 45 villages in question covered a large area; continuous organizing is 

particularly difficult when lengthy distances must be traversed to attend strategy session or 

participate in public protests. Second, the ideological positions of key leaders in the resistance 

differed, leading to contradictions in the way in which the anti-SEZ struggle was framed. While 

the JVKS challenged MMSEZ on the grounds of its location, the SEZVSSS questioned the very 

legality of the project. Third, several unexpected incidents created distrust between factions and 

finally divided the resistance.
55

 Let us now turn to the tactics and activities of these two main 

streams of the anti-MMSEZ movement. 

 

The Counter-Operations of the JVKS 

 

In June 2006, the JVKS met in Pen Taluka and resolved to achive five objectives – to create 

awareness, disseminate information, and advocate on behalf of farmers; to form a committee to 

organize residents of the project-affected villages; to engage experts who could articulate in a 

holistic manner the MMSEZ’s probable impact on the community; to encourage trade unions to 

fight for workers’ rights; and to repeal the SEZ Act. The organizations that constituted the JVKS 

initated several efforts to realize each goal. The Sarvahara Jan Andolan conducted street plays.  

The National Centre for Advocacy Studies produced a documentary film. Other groups 

organized mock courts in project-affected areas. In August 2006, awareness-creation and 

information-dissemination drives were conducted in the twenty-two villages of the Canal 

Command Zone and in areas of Raigad and Pune districts. Additionally, the JVKS participated in 

several discussions with leaders of various political parties and sought to mobilize labour unions 

against government attempts use the state’s SEZ Policy to dilute the effectiveness of minimum-

wage and labour legislation.
56
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Our interviews with local people in the Canal Comand Zone suggest that apart from pushing the 

state to develop dams, canals, and other infrastructure suitable for the agrarian and agro-based 

industrial economy, their own efforts to develop and diversify agriculture have played an 

important role in shaping the nature of SEZ resistance. In response to JVKS’s anti-SEZ 

resistance, Maharashtra’s chief minister said in the legislative assembly session at Nagpur in 

December 2006 that land would not be acquired for MMSEZ from the 22 villages of the Canal 

Command Zone.
57

 But land acquisition continued anyway. In March 2007, the JVKS organized a 

rasta roko (road block) at Wadhkhal on the Mumbai-Goa Highway. The Maharashtra state 

legislature responded by passing an Attention Motion, in response to which the chief minister 

promised again to exclude the 22 villages from compulsory land acquisition.
58

 Nevertheless, in 

May 2007, notices were issued under Section 6 of the LAA, invoking the “public purpose” 

clause. The JVKS responded by calling a hunger strike on 17 July 2007. Eminent leaders of the 

group, such as Prof. N. D. Patil, Medha Patkar, and Ulka Mahajan participated in the strike, 

along with 17 farmers.
59

 The strike lasted for eight days until 24 July 2007, when the chief 

minister provided a third assurance that no land in the 22 villages would be acquired by the state. 

Almost a year later, the Section 6 notices had still not been withdrawn. Another rasta roko was 

held on 24 June 2008 and plans for an indefinite hunger strike were announced on 24 July 

2008.
60

  

 

Reacting to these protests, the chief minister again denounced forcible land acquisition. But this 

time, the GoM qualified its position. It promised not to acquire land, but only so long as it was 

local farmers themselves, rather than the social activists that were helping to organize the 

protests, who directly advanced their claims against the land acquisition. This, the state said, 

would democratize decision-making. Taking this logic one step further, the GoM announced 

that, in a referendum to be held within the affected area, 70% of votes cast would need to be in 

favour of the the MMSEZ for the project to proceed. The ‘Raigad Referendum’ was held on 21 

September 2008 – the only referendum conducted by the state since India’s independence in 

1947 to seek landowners’ opinions on acquiring land for a “public purpose” project. On JVKS’s 

suggestion, voting was conducted in writing. Each farmer had to complete a prescribed form in 

triplicate, with one copy submitted to the Collector’s Office, a second to be retained by the 

farmer, and a third to be collected by the JVKS. This would permit an independent tally of the 
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votes cast. In order to reduce the chances of foul play by the developer’s network of local 

informants, each of the three copies was of a different colour, and the colours to be used for each 

of the three recipients was not disclosed until the day of the poll. As a further safeguard, the total 

number of voters in each village was to be declared only on voting day.  

 

After waiting two weeks for the Collector’s Office to declare the outcome of the referendum, the 

JVKS announced the results in the press from its own official records: out of the 6199 

landowners participating in the referendum, 95% said they did not want to part with their land; 

the other 5% were willing to sell their land, but only if their conditions were met.
61

 This 

overwhelming opposition to the project suggested that the GoM and the developer either misread 

opinion on the ground or assumed that they could manipulate the referendum or induce farmers 

to vote in favor of the MMSEZ. In the week before the referendum, the compensation package 

for landowners was doubled from one million to two million rupees. Perhaps realizing that the 

referendum’s results would not be easily manipulated, three days before the vote the developer 

filed a motion in the Bombay High Court claiming that the referendum violated the 

Memorandum of Understanding the company had signed with the GoM.  The court filing 

requested the district collector to expedite the land acquisition process.  It was not until May 

2009 that the High Court disposed of the petition by directing the developer to approach the 

Supreme Court, where a number of related cases were pending.
62

  

 

Simultaneously, the JVKS aligned with several other anti-SEZ groups in various parts of the 

state and with experts and activists throughout the country. This led to the formation of the state- 

and national- level People’s Social Audits of SEZs to pressure the state government into 

repealing the SEZ Act.  The Maharashtra State People’s Social Audit
63

 was conducted on 15 

September 2009 in Pen Taluka, which as the site of the first and only referendum in the country 

regarding land acquisition was of symbolic importance. The audit had two parts: an expert panel 

discussion and personal testimonies of project-affected people from various SEZ locations in 

Maharashtra. Neither government officials nor representatives of the private-sector developer 

accepted invitations to participate. 
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The audit sought to overcome the constraints imposed by the geographically dispersed nature of 

the SEZ resistance in order effectively to demand accountability.  It used official documentation 

(planning and financial records, mainly), information collected by researchers, and testimonies 

from local people to arrive at a factual account of attempts to establish SEZs in various parts of 

the state. The audit also attempted to expose to planning’s dark underside – that is, the links of 

‘planning to power’ that had been identified through investigations in Maharashtra and 

elsewhere. These included the subversion of democratic decision-making processes, coerced land 

acquisition, unwarranted concessions to developers, the diversion of viable agricultural land and 

agricultural resources to industrial purposes, loss of livelihoods, environmental and human rights 

concerns, the displacement of landless agricultural labour, and inadequate compensation and 

rehabilitation. The audit also performed a symbolic role by fostering personal contact between 

different groups of project-affected persons, which allowed them to share their experiences and 

to forge a united front in their interactions with state officials and business representatives. 

 

The Politics of Delay: Legalities and SEZ Implementation  

 

Unlike the JVKS, members of the SEZVSSS resided outside the Canal Command Zone and 

therefore could not rely on legal protections afforded to command zone occupants to stave off 

SEZ development. In addition, although the PWP was strong in this area, the grassroots 

organizations did not want to align with it due to its prior record of weak resistance against the 

MMSEZ.
64

 

 

In April 2006, the district collector announced that land acquisition for the MMSEZ would begin 

within 45 days. In response, grassroots organizations led by local lawyers invited Lokshashan 

Andolan, an organization created in 2004 to combat various forms of globalization-related 

abuses in India,
65

 to assist in mobilizing against the MMSEZ. The result was the SEZVSSS.  The 

organization sought to be recognized “as a struggle of the local social identity,”
66

 which in turn 

might allow formerly unrecognized local leaders to emerge as faces of the anti-SEZ movement.
67

 

Realizing that it was confronting the combined might of the state and one of India’s largest 

private enterprises, and that it could not fall back on the legal protections available to command 
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zone residents, the SEZVSSS’s strategy from the outset was to use the judicial system to delay 

the process of SEZ implementation, while continuing to mobilize popular support against it. 

 

Awareness-creation drives in 23 villages outside the command zone took place in April-May 

2006. SEZVSSS used three arguments to caution farmers against selling land. First, it suggested 

that compensation amounts grossly underestimated the true value of the land. For instance, while 

the MMSEZ’s promoters claimed the land was worth one million rupees per acre, CIDCO had 

sold land in an adjoining area to the developers of the Navi Mumbai SEZ for 12 million rupees 

per acre.
68

 The second argument was that because the developer needed the agricultural land 

only to establish a new industrial zone, land did not have to be sold or acquired – it could be 

leased instead. The third argument, which stressed the need for ‘inclusive development,’ was 

designed to counter claims that anti-SEZ protestors were instinctively ‘anti-development.’ 

Stressing its support for an alternative form of development, the SEZVSSS suggested that 

instead of giving loans to the private sector, banks could provide credit to farmers, who could 

themselves participate in the process of developing the land for industrial use. The SEZVSSS 

proposed that government entities, farmers, and financial institutions could together form a 

registered company, which would in turn lease land from the farmers and develop the site for 

industrial use. In this way the farmer would retain ownership rights over land, receive a fixed 

annual amount from the lease, and share in the company’s future profits. The SEZVSSS was 

aware of the potential losses the farmers could incur if the project failed, but offered such an 

argument to prove it was opposed neither to development as such, nor in principle to the risks 

entailed in business investment.  

 

Following the issuance of land acquisition notices in May 2006, under Section 4(1) of the LAA, 

the SEZVSSS initiated a mass mobilization campaign. To prolong the mandatory public 

comment process and delay the forcible acquisition of land, the SEZVSSS encouraged farmers to 

write suggestions and objections individually by hand instead of submitting a collective 

document.
69

 This was “in contrast to the JVKS, which had organized a standardised form that 

had the effect of making the decision process compact and also easier for the government to 

discard petitions.”
70

 Most importantly, in order to make the suggestion process more visible to 
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the government and the public, the SEZVSSS organized farmers to demonstrate before the 

district collector’s office at the time suggestions were submitted. 

 

While the SEZVSSS differed from the JVKS in many respects, it too sought to draw in groups 

from other regions to create a broader anti-SEZ coalition. According to one activist,
71

 a quarry 

for materials used in constructing the MMSEZ was located not far from Alandi, in Pune district, 

the birthplace of two prominent Hindu saints, Dnyaneshwar Maharaj and Tukaram Maharaj.  

This was an important site for the Warkari sect,
72

 which also feared degradation of famed 

Buddhist temple caves at the quarry site. Warkari religious leaders were persuaded to join the 

movement opposing the state’s SEZ policy.
73

 According to the SEZVSSS, this was “an 

important step because customarily the progressive left in India has never been able to engage 

proactively social groups like the Warkaris,” thus “‘gifting’ such …large mass [groups] to the 

right wing fundamentalists.”  

 

Lokshashan Andolan and the SEZVSSS attempted to incorporate the Warkari movement into 

their anti-SEZ, pro-agriculture narrative. Their central message was that if agriculture is in crisis 

– as evidenced by farmer suicides, reduced agricultural output, rapid migration to the cities – 

then the fundamental unit of the Warkari movement, the farmer, is under threat. If the Warkari 

movement is to survive, the farmer has to be saved. This cannot be accomplished through 

compartmentalised identities of oppressed groups, whether on the basis of class, caste, religion, 

or gender. The SEZVSSS-Lokshashan alliance claimed to be forging a shared sense of purpose 

among all such groups.
74

  

 

The SEZVSSS also mounted a legal challenge against the MMSEZ. Recognizing the generally 

favorable stance of the judiciary toward private-sector SEZ developers – the High Courts of 

Gujarat and of Punjab and Haryana had all overruled objections to SEZs in early 2007 – the 

SEZVSSS decided later that year that it would direct its writ petition against the GoM’s 

Directorate of Industries in the Bombay High Court. The petition pursued five claims. First, the 

MMSEZ and the New Khopta Township in Uran Taluka were both considered “public purpose” 

projects, and yet without any clear justification, the GoM had permitted the “public purpose” of 

the MMSEZ to trump that of the proposed township. Second, in spite of a 2004 Bombay High 
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Court order that banned sale of forest land, such lands were transferred to the MMSEZ. Third, 

the director of the MMSEZ, a former senior official in the Mumbai Metropolitan Region 

Development Authority, attended the meeting called by Maharashtra’s Revenue Minister on 28 

February 2006 to discuss allotting land to the SEZ. This favoured private interests in a “public 

purpose” project by providing asymmetrical information. Fourth, the developer failed to submit 

to the GoM two pieces of required information: evidence that the SEZ had the capacity to 

become a net foreign exchance earner and an environmental impact assessment report or 

clerance. Fifth, the writ challenged the constitutionality of the national SEZ Act.  

 

The legal challenge allowed the SEZVSSS to achieve its objective of drawing the developer into 

a protrated legal battle, thereby delaying the process of SEZ implementation. In March 2008, 

responding to the developer’s plea to expedite the process of acquisition, the Bombay High 

Court decided to transfer the case to the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court grouped the case 

together with several other cases against the the MMSEZ in early 2009, by which time anti-SEZ 

resistance and the global economic recession had already slowed the speed of SEZ 

implemenation.  

 

In the Supreme Court, the SEZVSSS challenged the MMSEZ on a slightly different legal basis.
75

  

The MMSEZ had received in-principle approval from the GoI on 8 August 2003 for 

implementation of the project within three years. After the end of this period, Reliance received 

two extensions, the last of which expired on 7 August 2009. The SEZVSSS thus challenged the 

MMSEZ on the grounds of failure to acquire land within the stipulated timeframe.
76

 It was on 

this point that the Supreme Court ruled in the SEZVSSS’s favour, forcing the state government 

to de-notify in 2011 the lands it had planned to acquire for the SEZ. 

 

By mapping the micro-institutional politics of state-movement relations over time, we have been 

able to chart the evolution of two contrasting methods for pursuing anti-MMSEZ struggle. 

Through its mass-mobilization strategies, JVKS built electoral pressures on the GoM that led the 

government to agree to democratize the decision-making process for project implementation 

through the Raigad Referendum. This has been widely publicized in the media. The final blow to 
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the MMSEZ, however, was delivered by the less-publicized legal challenge mounted by the 

SEZVSSS.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This paper has analysed the GoMs narratives of planning and industrialization in Maharashtra as 

well as the institutional politics of SEZ policy and implementation in the case of a particularly 

high-profile project. The analysis highlights three points of broader relevance. First, as economic 

enclaves, SEZs are a central feature of an emerging discourse of city-region building, in which 

the pursuit of ‘balanced development’ has been all but abandoned. In this discourse, which has 

been growing for more than twenty years, policies, plans, and projects emerge from and 

contribute to aggressive city-marketing strategies that promote newly conceptualized ‘investment 

regions.’ These regions – such as those created by the GoI in the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial 

Corridor Project and by the GoM in the Mumbai-Pune-Nasik-Aurangabad Golden Quadrangle – 

are presented as exceptional spaces for organizing export-oriented production. Maharashtra’s 

174 SEZs – overwhelmingly centered around the cities of Mumbai, Pune, Nasik, Aurangabad, 

and Nagpur – are emblematic of this geography of city-marketing.  

 

Second, the evolution of state-society relations in SEZ implementation brings to the fore a 

repetorie of strategies that reveal the contingent nature of contests over both the ‘production of 

space’ and development paradigms, as well as the evolutionary process through which these 

unfold. In recognizing that anti-SEZ mobilization need not amount to an outright rejection of 

industrialization, movement groups engaged in discursive contestation by articulating alternate 

visions of development. Mobilization within the Canal Command Zone emphasized locally 

driven economic diversification and the development of infrastructure for the agrarian and agro-

based industrial economy, whereas farmers outside the command zone proposed institutional 

arrangements for leasing their land for sustainable forms of industrialization. At the very least, 

anti-MMSEZ mobilization challenged the narrative of development through mega investments in 

infrastructure projects and economic enclaves within new ‘investment regions.’ In the anti-

MMSEZ mobilization at least three instruments of planning – mapping, counting, and audits – 

have been drawn on to develop an ‘alternate information base.’ This allowed opponents of the 
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MMSEZ to pose a stiff challenge to both the selective ‘unmapping’ of territory and population, 

and the deliberate ‘assymetry of information’ used to advance SEZ implementation. The process 

of formulating the GoM’s SEZ policy and of implementing the MMSEZ underscores the extent 

to which big business interests have over the past two decades infiltrated the institutional arenas 

of policy and planning so as to create a version of economic reform that bypasses and subverts 

democratic processes. SEZ developers have systematically strengthened their influence among 

the networks of power that reside at the base of the bureaucratic pyramid. Anti-SEZ 

mobilizations have responded by actively seeking to open up political space. They have done so 

by engageing with local state institutions – elected gram panchayats, the irrigation bureaucracy – 

whose authority the SEZ implementation process has tended to erode. Opponents of SEZ 

development have also framed issues and mobilized diverse constituencies through street plays, 

film screenings, mock courts, public hearings, and hunger strikes. These strategies have sought 

draw in unexpected allies such as leaders of the Warkari sect and project-affected persons in 

remote locations. Activists have also encroached onto the domain of electoral politics by drawing 

in sympathetic leaders from political parties that have refused to take a stand on the specific 

issues involved.
77

 Nevertheless, the split between the SEZVSSS and the JVKS underscored the 

deep fissures among resistance movements in the context of market-oriented reform. 

 

Third, there is an essential interpetive ambiguity concerning the successful anti-MMSEZ 

mobilization. At the time of our writing, at least four of the approximately twenty large SEZs 

proposed in Maharashtra have been scrapped due to their inability to procure land within the 

stipulated time period, and the fate of several others is unclear.
78

 These were mostly SEZs in 

which private-sector developers sought to purchase land directly from owners, without recourse 

to the state’s power of eminent domain. In many cases, developers have eventually sought the 

state’s help with land acquisition. GoM undertakings, such as the MIDC, the CIDCO and the 

Maharashtra Airport Development Company, have assisted other SEZs – four notified, five 

formally approved – in land matters.
79

 Anti-SEZ mobilizations, however, have not yet succeeded 

in convincing the GoM to repeal its SEZ Policy. This is partly the result of divisions among the 

forces of resistance, such as the one that gave rise to the creation of the SEZVSSS and the JVKS. 

Some activists and academics
80

 aim to frame a singular, coherent movement to gain control over 

the production of urban space by drawing in a wider array of actors.  But should we necessarily 
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read anti-SEZ mobilizations that show deep fractures as a weak resistance? The MMSEZ case at 

least compels us to consider another view. Fractures within the anti-MMSEZ mobilization led to 

a multiplication of fronts and techniques that increased the hurdles to SEZ implementation. In 

these fractures, we observe a multiplicity of actors engaged in a politics of planning, which 

tapped into the limited institutional and political space offered to counter the excesses of neo-

liberalism and to unsettle the process of SEZ implementation. This played an important role in 

transforming development trajectories articulated by the state as advancing an “all-encompassing 

public interest.” To the extent that state strategies for managing anti-SEZ mobilization in 

Maharashtra have involved a ‘politics of stealth,’
81

 the latter have shown equal guile in 

mobilizing effective resistance.    
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BOX I: Sectoral Patterns of SEZs in Maharashtra 
 

 

 
Figure A.1: Sectoral Patterns of SEZs in Maharashtra based on Functional Typology (Percentage) 

Notified                   Formal Approval           In-Principle Approval                   Total 

 

 
 
 

Figure A.2: Sectoral Patterns of SEZs in Maharashtra based on Size (Percentage) 

Notified                   Formal Approval           In-Principle Approval                  Total 

 

 

 

The case of Maharashtra shows that the IT / ITES SEZs have the highest share in the sectoral break-up. Amongst the Operational 

SEZs, this category constitutes approximately three-fourth of the total share. Considered together, the share of Notified and 

Formally Approved IT / ITES SEZs amounts to more than half of the total SEZs in these categories. Multi-Product and Other SEZs 

occupy more than three-fourth the share of In-Principle Approvals. With regard to size, out of the total 206 SEZs in Maharashtra, 

more than half (57 percent) are ‘tiny’ and approximately one-third are ‘small’ (31 percent), a negligible share are ‘medium’ (01 

percent) and around one-tenth (11 percent) are ‘large’. In terms of the amount of land that these projects would require: less than 

100 ha. of land for approximately 57 percent of SEZs, between 100 ha. to 300 ha. of land for approximately 31 percent, and more 

than 300 ha for the remaining 12 percent. When these patterns with the actual land requirement it is seen that Multiproduct SEZs, 

one-tenth of the total number (i.e. 22) require three-fourth of the proposed land area (i.e. approximately 37000 ha.). 
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BOX II: SEZs within the geography of City-Marketing in Maharashtra 
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BOX III: Location of MMSEZ 

 

 

  

 
a. Location of Maha Mumbai SEZ in relation to Mumbai Metropolitan Region: The area with a pink hatch towards the lower end 

of the map shows the SEZ. This forms the southern edge of the Mumbai Metropolitan Region.  

 
b. Location of Maha Mumbai SEZ in relation to Hetwane Dam Canal Command Zone: The area with a green hatch shows the 

Canal Command Zone and the area marked in 45 degree inclined, spaced red hatch shows the overlapping of the southern half 

of the SEZ with the Canal Command Zone. 
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