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Sunil Laxman (linuslax (at) yahoo (dot) com)
Dr. Subbaramaiah and I were able to spend some time going around the land/habitation. It has been over 3 years since my last visit, and I could see some dramatic improvements in the land.

This has been a long (over 25 year) struggle for Dr. S and it has taken quite a toll on his health and his family.  But he has done everything humanly  possible in order to get the land for the few hundred families (who all come from landless, very poor, scheduled/lower/tribal castes).  Last year, finally, he was able to get the government to issue final land deeds (pattas) to all the families.  His huge efforts were finally recognized, particularly by the local press.  This story and the final land distribution got a significant amount of coverage from all major local newspapers, as well as the big Telugu press (Enadu etc).  So finally some long overdue recognition for an incredible effort.

The land itself has improved significantly.  During my last visit, only a part of the land had good plantations/crops.  This has now expanded to almost all the plots of land (each family got 1.5 acres of land).  I can see now why this land was so valuable, and why the powerful land grabbers wanted it.  There are now multi-crop plantations, with mango orchards being the main crop, and groundnuts being grown between the mango trees.  In addition, most plots have extensive kitchen gardens/vegetable gardens, and I saw some banana trees, tomatoes, root vegetables etc growing very well.  MICDA had taken up the task of electrifying the entire area, and it is so well planned that every single plot has access to electricity (allowing irrigation).  In addition there are 17 borewells around the area, allowing full irrigation.  The very large check dam/bund that had been constructed has resulted in a pretty large lake full of collected rainwater.  In addition, there are a couple of smaller checkdams around the periphery of the development.  This means water is not a problem.  Anyway, now that Dr. S’s struggle is over, it is upto the community and the government to further improve the land, and there are at least two areas, just by the forest/hills, where the government/community should build check dams to trap the flowing rainwater.  This can result in plentiful water for the entire area.
In the habitation itself, I was happy to see that most of the huts now were becoming fully “pucca” concrete/brick houses.  Apparently, the government gives each family Rs. 30000 for house construction, and the families need to meet the remaining costs.  Given that the entire habitation has electricity, there clearly are signs of improved economic condition of these people.  However, Dr. S says that now there are problems in the community, with a few individuals now trying to now mislead other residents, or buy up their land etc.  In addition there seem to be a few “self help groups” operating in the village, which seem to be nothing more than money lenders in the guise of “microfinance groups”.  There is a racket going on here, and there is no way that the local administration is not aware of this.  There is little that can be done about it, since these groups are very well connected politically.
One thing MICDA/Dr. S has ensured is that the habitation land itself isn’t being used to make bricks.  There is clearly a huge racket going on, and along the approach road to the habitation, we saw dozens of illegal brick factories, which are using up the fertile topsoil of that region to make bricks.  The bricks are in high demand in Chennai and Tirupathi (this region is not far from the national highway that connects these cities).  The sad thing is that once the top soil is used up for bricks this very good agricultural land becomes useless.  Again, this is definitely happening with the knowledge of the local administration (and there are political hands involved in this), so I don’t think anything can be done.

In summary though, this seems to be the end of a tremendous struggle by Dr. S (over 25 years, 50 odd false cases against him, a few threats to his life and everything else), and it is a tremendous achievement.  Apparently, it is the only time in Andhra Pradesh that such a large area of land (750 odd acres for agriculture, and a couple of hundred more for the planned roads, habitation etc) has been distributed to the landless poor without a single drop of blood being shed.  A truly great achievement by Dr. Subbaramaiah, and Asha can be proud to have supported him in this effort.

