Vedanta Resources in Niyamgiri – A Project Chronology

2003 – Memorandum of Understanding between Vedanta’s subsidiary Sterlite Industries and the Government of Orissa for setting up a refinery, captive power plant and bauxite mining operation in Niyamgiri. 

March 2004 –  Sterlite applies to the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) for environmental clearance of the refinery, arguing that the plant is independent of the proposed mine. Ii also states that the construction of the refinery will not involve diversion of forestland.

September 2004 - The MoEF gives clearance for the refinery and reiterates that there will be no diversion of forestland. The Central Empowered Committee (CEC) of the Indian Supreme Court later finds that Vedanta deliberately concealed the use of forestlands for the refinery. It also criticizes the MoEF for de-linking the alumina refinery clearance from the mining clearance in the first place, as both project components and their impacts should have been considered jointly.

September 2004 – Dr. Sreedhar Ramamurty, Director of the Academy for Mountain Environics, Biswajit Mohanty of the Wildlife Society of Orissa and the human rights campaigner Prafulla Samantara petition the Indian Supreme Court to stop Vedanta’s operation in Niyamgiri.

October 2004 – The Orissa Mining Company and Vedanta Alumina sign an agreement for establishing a bauxite mine on Nyamgiri mountain. The company plans to mine 3 million tons of bauxite from Niyamgiri a year.

November 2004 - February 2005 – The Forest Department issues three showcase notices to Vedanta for clearing woodlands in violation of the Forest Conservation Act. 

March 2005 - The villages of Borbhata and Kinari are displaced to make way for the construction of the refinery. The international NGO Action Aid reports that only large land-owners were offered compensation and that most villagers were evicted overnight by force. Many of the tribals were beaten up and threatened by armed guards of Vedanta. 

May 23, 2005 - The MoEF orders construction work at the refinery to stop and directs that further construction work may only be undertaken after obtaining a forest clearance. Due to pressure by the company and the Orissa State Government, the MoEF revokes this stop order five days later. 

September 2005 – After extensive hearings and a site visit, the Central Empowered Committee (CEC) of the Indian Supreme Court issues a damning report on Vedanta’s operations in Niyamgiri. The CEC notes that there were no in-depth studies about the effect of the proposed mining on the water regime, flora, fauna and on the Dongria Kondh tribes living at Niyamgiri Hills. The report accuses Vedanta of providing wrongful information and thereby circumventing the law. The CEC recommends that the environmental clearance for the refinery project be revoked and the mining operation at Niyamgiri banned. The Supreme Court, however, refers the case to the MoEF, which in turn engages the Wildlife Institute of India to examine the project’s expected impacts. 

2006 – The state sponsored Wildlife Institute of India issues a study on the impacts of the bauxite mining scheme on forests and biodiversity in Niyamgiri. The study finds that the project will lead to irreversible changes in this important ecosystem and asks why there was no consideration of alternative sites for the bauxite mine.

May 2006 – Some 10,000 people protest in Lanjigarh against the refinery and the proposed mine. Meanwhile, Vedanta applies for a six-fold expansion of the alumina refinery. 

January 2007 - The CEC publishes a new report on Vedanta, confirming the conclusions of its previous report and writing: “The expenditure incurred by the company on the refinery reveals the certainty of their expectation to get the clearance under the Forest Conservation Act since they would be presenting a fait accompli situation before the concerned authorities, and for this scenario, Vedanta alone are responsible. Such cavalier attitude towards the laws of the land needs to be discouraged.” Although the final hearing of the Supreme Court has not taken place yet, the construction of the refinery is finished. 

February 2007 – Vedanta is accused of illegally having started construction of an aluminum smelter at Brindamal, eliciting complaints to the State Pollution Board. In its letter of February 8, the Orissa State Pollution Board writes: “The regional officer (...) has reported that you have started civil construction and mechanical erection of power plant, smelter plant, and green anode plant with approach road without obtaining environmental clearance from MoEF, Govt. of India. You are therefore, directed to stop all construction activities till you obtain environmental clearance from MoEF and report compliance.” Construction, however, continues.

November 2007 – The Orissa State Pollution Control Board (OSPCB) notes that the Lanjigarh refinery’s waste water has already contaminated the Vansadhara river as well as the ground water of neighboring villages. The OSPCB reports an alarming seepage from the plant’s red mud pond and writes,  “the situation is expected to further deteriorate when the industry will go in to full production capacity.” Local people suffer from pervasive skin infections, gastro-enteritis, asthma and other afflictions since the plant began operations.

November 2007 – The world’s second largest sovereign pension fund, operated by the Norwegian Government, disinvests all its shares in Vedanta Resources. This step was recommended by the Norwegian Government Pension Fund’s Independent Council on Ethics, which prepared a comprehensive report on Vedanta. For the text of the report see: http://www.regjeringen.no/Upload/FIN/Statens%20pensjonsfond/RecommendationVedanta.pdf

July 2008 – Protests outside Vedanta’s AGM in London. At the AGM, the company’s CEO Anil Agarwal says: “I can only promise that we will only start work if we have the complete permission of the Court and the people.” The company, however, continues to ignore the widespread and continuous protests by the affected communities. Shortly after the AGM, it announces its plan to begin operation of the mine in 2009.

August 2008 – The Supreme Court decides not to follow the advice of the CEC and gives approval to Vedanta’s forest diversion proposal in Niyamgiri. The court order specifies that a “special purpose vehicle” is to be set up and that the mining operation must invest US $2.5 million annually to “help local tribes,” but no details have been disclosed to local communities, nor has their participation been sought. Leaders of the Dongria Kondh say that no amount of money can compensate for the damage to their sacred mountain and the forests that they depend on. 

August 9, 2008 - Survival International names Vedanta as one of the three worst companies worldwide abusing tribal peoples rights.

August 20, 2008 - The Scottish investment group Martin Currie sells its 2.3 million pound stake in Vedanta. The company’s press officer, Scott White, says: “It is fundamental that we expect companies to behave both within the law and morally. The doubts over the issues with the bauxite project (...) led to exiting the stock.” For more information see: http://thescotsman.scotsman.com/scotland/Scots-firm-pulls-cash-out.4388531.jp

October 2008 – January 2009 – Tribals stage road blockades and vigils to stop heavy vehicles and road-building crews from entering their forests. Over 800 Dongria Kondh stage round-the-clock peaceful vigils on the roads. The company sends in thugs to break up the blockades.

December 2008 - Survival International puts forward a complaint to the OECD national contact point in the UK against Vedanta. Vedanta subsequently refuses to participate in mediation procedures.

January 2009 – A new letter of the Orissa State Pollution Board documents Vedanta’s non-compliance with the conditions of the 2004 environmental clearance and its failure to address the seepage of contaminated water from its red mud pond. 

January 17, 2009 - 7,000 protestors march to the gates of Vedanta’s refinery in Lanjigarh.

January 27, 2009 – Over 10,000 men, women and children form a 17 km long human chain around Niyamgiri Mountain. Their banners and placards say: “Niyamgiri is Dongria land. Vedanta cannot come here without our permission. We say No!”

February/March 2009 - Public hearing in Lanjigarh and Muniguda. The hearings were announced in the newspapers in Bhubaneshwar (630 km from the villages) and no attempts were made to reach the Dongria Kondh in their own language or in a manner accessible to them. 

March 2009 - Amnesty International undertakes a mission to the Nyamgiri hills and meets with local communities, company and government representatives. Subsequently, Amnesty writes an open letter to the Government of Orissa, protesting the expansion of the refinery, as neither the company nor the authorities have taken steps to address existing pollution and health problems caused by Vedanta. 

April 25, 2009 – Public hearing in village Belamba on the planned expansion of the Lanjigarh refinery. Although almost every speaker opposes the project and over 500 people bring protest banners, the minutes of the meeting erroneously conclude: “the overall opinion on the project is favorable.” For footage of the hearing see: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6-P5SKW8bQ

April 28, 2009 - MoEF gives environmental clearance to Vedanta for operating a bauxite mine on Niyamgiri. A final forest clearance is, however, still outstanding. New protests by the Dongria Kondh, whose spokesman Lodu says: “This is our mountain. The Government has no right to sell it.”

April 2009 - German television team visits Niyamgiri and reports on massive pollution impacts of the refinery. See: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NOXm4do7QFM

May 2009 - Amnesty writes an open letter to the MoEF, asking that the environmental clearance for the project to be withdrawn. 

May 20, 2009 – Survival International launches its expose “Behind the Lies – Vedanta’s PR Offensive.” See: http://www.survival-international.org/behindthelies/vedanta

June 2009 – The World Environment Foundation (WEF) announces that Vedanta is to be awarded the Golden Peacock award for environmental management. Before it is handed out, the prize is, however, withdrawn, as details of Vedanta’s highly polluting alumina refinery in Lanjigarh are brought to the attention of the jury and WEF is stormed with protests. 

August 2009 – India’s Minister of Environment and Forests, Jairam Ramesh, warns Vedanta that it will be prosecuted if it begins bauxite mining in Niyamgiri without full permission from the Indian government. Ramesh says: “They have got environmental approval in principle. They have not got full forest clearance. If mining takes place in Niyamgiri, then it is illegal.” See: http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2009/aug/05/vedantaresources-india

September 2009 – After a nine month investigation into a complaint by Survival International against Vedanta’s plans to mine Niyamgiri, the British government ruled that Vedanta has violated the OECD Guidelines on Multinational Enterprises. For a link to the government’s report, see: http://www.survivalinternational.org/news/4980
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