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I will be sharing my refl ections on the ongoing coal mining activities in 
Nagaland  and highlight the aspirations for a carbon future among powerful 

tribal actors. Keeping the framework 
of the two-day meeting Dialogue 
on Green Federalism: Sharing 
Best Practices, in this presentation 
this paper dwells on the gaps that 
exist between green federalism 
and experiences of governance. In 
the context of the hill states like 
Northeast India, we have to connect 
the history of militarization, 
violence, armed confl ict, and the 
increasing operations of extraction. 
In Nagaland, questions about 
sustainability and environmental 
rights have emerged in the last two 
decades. The state is promoted as a 

cultural state and the Department of Tourism has declared Nagaland as the 
“Land of Festivals”. However, there is a deeper and darker story of extraction 
in the state. Along the districts that 
share a border with the foothills of 
Assam, Naga community land are 
increasingly becoming privatized as 
rich tribal families turn agricultural 
lands or forest lands into coal mines. 

The justifi cation for the ongoing 
coal mining activities rests on Article 
371 (A) of the Indian constitution. 
This provision guarantees special 
rights and protection for Nagas living 
in Nagaland. All Naga people in the 
state have the right over natural 
resources and ownership over land. 
In addition, all matters pertaining to 
customary law, religion, and social 
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practices. At the centre of this constitutional provision is the confusion and 
the overlapping power systems between the state authority and the tribal 

councils across the state. 
Who controls and protects the 

forests? Whose voices matter? Who 
is the true representative of the Naga 
people? In the case of the ongoing coal 
mining activities and the discussions for 
the future of hydrocarbon exploration 
and extraction in Nagaland, there are 
three important key actors; the Naga 
armed groups, the state government, 
and the Naga landowners who control 
the coal mines and the land. I feel that 
the struggle between Naga groups—
some armed (various factions of the 
Naga insurgents), others elected 
(representatives of the Naga tribal 
councils, student bodies, cultural 

associations and the state legislative assembly)—for the right to represent 
the Naga past and their future is most intensely articulated in the scramble 
to control resources in the coalmining villages, where plans to explore for oil 
and natural gas are being mapped out.

My ongoing research and 
engagement in Northeast India dwells 
on the political economy of extraction. 
Therefore, the questions I have posed 
above comes from my long drawn 
engagement with multiple political 
actors on the ground in the extractive 
landscape across the region. Focusing 
on coal mining villages, hydrocarbon 
politics in Assam, and paying 
attention to the ongoing mining 
debates in Meghalaya, Tripura, 
and Arunachal Pradesh including 
Manipur, the context of Nagaland 
needs to be understood in relation to 
its neighbouring states. Particularly, 
an important form of politics around 
imposing and resisting the mining activities in Nagaland can be witnessed 
across Meghalaya and Manipur as well.
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For instance, during my fi eldwork travels in East Jhantia Hills, local 
residents who depend on coal mining operation for livelihood said the most 
hated people in the areas were environmentalists who came to the villages 
to ban mining activities. These conversations illustrated the polarization 
of the community on issues of mining, environmental issues, and labour 
conditions. These debates on mining and other extractive regimes between 
the mining communities, state, and the environmental rights groups 
forces us to engage with mining and extraction as issues where local 
actors – communities, tribal elites, insurgents, and politicians – are deeply 
entangled. In Nagaland, extraction is tied to Chapter 371 (A) of the Indian 
Constitution and the invocation of customary law and the recognition of the 
Naga people as the rightful owners of land and natural resources. However, 
the invocation of this constitution right should also invoke the ethical and 
political duty to be accountable to one another and what happens on the land 
in Nagaland. As a powerful actors extract everything from the land on the 
basis of claiming rights as enshrined in Chapter 371 (A), social relations and 
economic conditions on the ground is rapidly undergoing transformation. 

This means we have to look at the new questions and puzzles emerging 
from the ground. Who benefi ts from the profi t from the coal trade and the 
new plantation economy in the state? Who has access to land and resources 
in the scramble for new mines and land for plantation? Who can aff ord 
to amass large tracts of land for prospective hydrocarbon exploration in 
Nagaland? What is the future of the poor and the subsistence cultivator in 
this new economy? Chapter 371 (A) of the Indian Constitution might not be 
able to answer these questions. The answer to these questions lies with the 
people of Nagaland and its representatives if they are able to refl ect on an 
inclusive future and a customary reformation founded on justice, gender 
equality, and the right to determine indigenous and tribal lands. This also 
means the task lies with the Indian state to devolve more power to its states 
in Northeast India in the true spirit of federalism and address ways to bring 
an end to the structures and systems of militarization in the region. 




