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I Introduction
Communities that inhabit the transboundary spaces 
between the high mountains of the relatively younger 
Eastern Himalayas and the rolling hills of the much 
older Patkai ranges, navigate multiple and layered 
political, social, economic and ecological identities 
and lived realities or experiences. The international, 
regional, sub-regional, national and transboundary 
scales overlap across temporalities and the core 
understanding of such borderland spaces in policy 
terms needs to be re-/ordered along these lines. The 
natural environment, society, economics and politics 
of the geographical space of the Eastern Himalayas, the 
floodplains that the many Himalayan transboundary 
rivers nourish and the surrounding foothills, needs 
to be examined outside the nation-state box, in the 
alternative framing of being a bioregion.
 The eight states of North-East India (Arunachal 
Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya Mizoram, 
Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura) share borders with 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, Myanmar and Nepal. It 
is a site of longstanding contestations in the social, 

political and development realms in the South/South-
East Asian regional context. The region sits amid a 
truly trans-regional context with a spatial intercon-
nectedness, spanning South and South-East Asia. The 
existing perceptions of social, economic and political 
regionalism needs to extend to alternative policy and 
regional constructs of bioregionalism1. Such a biore-
gional construct will enable the critical connectivity 
link between the community stakeholders and the 
state agencies and navigate the regionalism discourse 
to enable ecological conversations to be embedded.
 It is important to understand borders and 
spaces in North-East India in a larger theoretical 
framework, spanning national and regional politics, 
development policies, social anthropology, migration, 
rivers and environment. This paper is an attempt to 
foster a cross-cultural understanding of borders and 
spaces within North-East India and the sub-region, 
and to bring experience, theory and knowledge from 
other borders and spaces of the world. This paper 
will attempt to take forward the conversation on 
governance of rivers, forests, land and ecology in this 
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region, within a larger context of bioregionalism, river 
regionalism and the core aspects of environmental 
democracy. The pace and practice of environmental 
democracy is necessary to enable borderland 
communities of North-East India to participate in the 
regional development discourse. 
 An understanding of the history of borders 
and spaces in North-East India is critical to any 
worthwhile analysis of sub-regional connectivity and 
development in the larger ecological and regional 
context, and to address challenges of border security, 
border trade and flows, access for communities and 
the management of transboundary resources, such as 
rivers and forests. The mighty Brahmaputra river basin 
connecting China, India, Bangladesh and Bhutan has 
nurtured civilizations and communities have lived 
and moved along its flow for centuries. The aspects 
of riparian borders, spaces and connectivity need to 
be examined to understand transboundary rivers and 
how to share their benefits mutually, in the context of 
the ability of riparian communities to participate in 
decision-making on environmental issues and policy, 
which is core to their livelihood.
 Transboundary rivers, for instance, as a 
regional policy construct, has been thus framed as 
‘river regionalism’ (Rahman 2020). The intersection 
of multiple scales across international, regional, 
sub-regional, transboundary and community-level 
decision-making are evident in policy contexts, when 
we take rivers as an example. The ability of establishing 
transboundary dialogue processes, consultation 
mechanisms, norms, institutions and solutions 
in a transboundary river basin by overcoming the 
limitations and boundedness of nation-state borders 
characterizes ‘river regionalism’. The cooperation across 
multiple scales and stakeholders across basin riparians 
in the Lower Mekong river basin is an example where 
such processes have been underway and is underlined 
by what is referred to as the ‘Mekong Spirit’. 

II State of Play
The objective of this paper is in terms of critically 
examining the trajectory of infrastructure 
development in a sub-region, which includes North-

East India, which sits in a historically and strategically 
important and diverse geographical space of ecology, 
flows, identities and traditional knowledge systems. 
The research problematizes the regular deployment 
of development narratives such as “progress” and 
“prosperity” in North-East India, by “Look-ing” or 
“Act-ing” East. The understanding of peace, progress 
and prosperity in North-East India cannot be in 
a linear narrative, and cannot hop, skip and jump 
the core aspects of inequality among communities 
within North-East India and the question of long-
term sustainability of economic development, 
socio-economic and physical infrastructure in the 
sub-region.
 Any infrastructure development policy in 
North-East India must therefore not be seen in a 
“linear” manner of peace progressing to prosperity, 
but essentially “meander” the social, political, 
ethnic, economic, cultural, physical and strategic 
landscape of North-East India, in order to make 
meaningful and sustainable connections with and 
across communities inhabiting this intensely diverse 
frontier region. The understanding of meandering 
pathways to peace, progress and prosperity comes 
from the idea of imitating the natural geographical 
patterns of the many rivers in the region, which fits 
in to the traditional worldview and understanding of 
communities living and moving along meandering 
rivers from time immemorial. The natural trajectories 
and formations shaping the development imagination 
of communities need attention.
 The meandering pathways to peace and 
development connote that there is no shortcut to 
achieving socio-economic prosperity for communities 
in the region and one community cannot be bypassed 
for the speedy political, economic and infrastructure-
based solution provided to other communities by the 
government. This explains the base from which the 
disjointed processes of development infrastructure 
are deployed in North-East India by New Delhi. This 
also explains the futility of any hurriedly concluded 
political arrangements to end conflict and insurgency 
in a piecemeal manner, a bulk of which is economic 
development promises through infrastructure 
development, announcing roads and bridges. The 
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development discourse in various parts of North-East 
India is trapped in these overlapping pathways.
 The core policy aspects that require attention 
is not simply to Look East or Act East, as has been 
the dominant policy discourse for over two decades 
now, however; it is to acquire a larger sub-regional, 
regional and bioregional lens towards development. 
The geo-economic and geopolitical equations in 
South Asia need to be looked at through the strategic 
prism of bioregions for better policy formulations 
(Bakshi 2016). This paper seeks the pathways that 
can lead to such alternative policy visions involving 
formal governmental and informal community-
level participation in institutional platforms, which 
engages with a mutually agreed set of norms, 
principles and procedures. Such policy pathways are 
important towards dialogues and conversations across 
alternative perspectives on framing the region, in 
strategic ecological contexts.
 The trajectory of development in North-East 
India over the past seven decades and the resultant 
inequalities that it has created between mainland 
India and itself on one hand, and within North-East 
India on the other, must be embedded in such a 
narrative. This paper attempts to provide a critique 
of the pattern of creating infrastructure in North-East 
India over the past decades on these lines, outlining 
how infrastructure development can lead to new 
conflicts, if it leapfrogs core aspects of inequality and 
sustainability. Infrastructure development needs to be 
organically linked and understood by communities 
and the framing of ecological spaces, eco-regional 
spaces and bioregional spaces need to be examined 
in a strategic context of policy formulation, which is 
marked by an active sense of community participation 
and due consultations. 
 Therefore, the meandering pathways of peace, 
reconciliation and development is what I invoke to help 
understand the underlying conflict dynamics and the 
processes of peace and development in various parts of 
North-East India, which is not homogeneous in nature 
but has many overlapping facets of interaction and is 

largely interdependent. The interconnectedness and 
the diverse ethnic claims, contestations and develop-
ment aspirations of communities in North-East India, 
require, at the same time, a separate understanding of 
the conflict dynamics. A concerted, coherent and con-
nected vision of peace, progress and prosperity for the 
entire region cannot be achieved in a piecemeal fash-
ion. The inability towards addressing inequality and 
sustainability aspects leads to a sense of infrastructural 
chaos and futility in developing the region.
 To make the success of the counterinsurgency 
efforts and outcomes of the past decade translate 
into tangible and sustainable peace and development 
in the region, the development efforts and physical 
infrastructural interventions must be informed of 
and reconciled with the meandering nature of the 
pathways, and the recognition that these are not 
straight lines or easily explained in black and white. 
To be successful in the long run,  the intricacies 
and contours of peace processes and development 
policies in North-East India have to be understood in 
a holistic manner and taken forward in an approach 
of reconciliation of development aspirations of 
various communities inhabiting North-East India. 
In the absence of this reconciliation process, 
infrastructure development will mean nothing to 
communities.

III Findings2

The invoking of national security by New Delhi in the 
infrastructural development discourse in North-East 
India makes for the framing of the frontier region 
as an essentially strategic space in the larger national 
imagination. North-East India is seen primarily as a 
national security and strategic geography, which is 
in direct contestation with the socio-spatial sacred 
geography consciousness of communities inhabiting 
this space. The strategic construction of North-East 
India as a national security dominated space versus 
the social construction of spaces in North-East India 
by the communities characterizes the clash seen in the 

 2 The author is engaged in fieldwork under various research projects, with a particular focus on North-East India and the 
transboundary Himalayas, over the past decade, which informs these findings.
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process of creating infrastructure in North-East India’s 
frontier spaces. Infrastructure development for national 
security goals is an attempt towards the coupling of 
community spaces within North-East India.
 Such a coupling of community spaces brings 
forward the coupling of unequal spaces within North-
East India, which makes communities vulnerable to 
the intended and unintended effects of such linking, 
especially when such community spaces include com-
mon resources such as forests, rivers and sacred ecology. 
The national security discourse is deployed to push 
through infrastructural interventions in the frontier 
areas of North-East India, which includes road projects 
and hydropower dam projects that are in a military and 
exploitative scale, and communities fail to grasp fully 
the implications of such grand scales of infrastructural 
intervention in their relatively smaller and traditional-
ly sustainable spaces. The terms of reference for such 
scales to be deployed is not based upon a community 
participative process of decision-making.
 The invoking of the national security discourse 
essentially means that the community is expected to 
undertake significant risks to their socio-spatial and 
sacred spaces and forego a process of democratic 
decision-making on the parameters, terms of reference, 
equity, sustainability and scale of infrastructural 
interventions. This is directly linked to a larger sense 
of democratic deficit that characterizes the space of 
North-East India and its communities within the 
larger national space of India. North-East India sends 
a cumulative total of twenty-five members to the Lok 
Sabha, the lower house of the Parliament of India, and 
the province of Assam alone sends fourteen of them. 
None of the other seven states that comprise North-
East India sends more than two members, and this 
reflects a sense of democratic deficit for communities 
in the region.
 The social impact assessment and the 
environmental impact assessment processes in the 
context of infrastructural interventions in North-East 
India are not done in a manner that regulates the 
social and environmental costs and risks that these 
might bring to communities involved. The bypassing 
of such assessments is done in a two-pronged strategy 

by the government departments, one by invoking 
national security, which necessitates the urgency 
of the infrastructural intervention, and the other 
urgency being deployed as necessary to fulfil on a fast-
track basis the development lag that North-East India 
has seen over the decades. The infrastructure is meant 
towards the coupling of spaces within North-East 
India, but the cumulative impact assessment of such 
coupling is bypassed, and not even seen as a necessary 
condition.
 The public hearing process for infrastructure 
interventions in several parts of North-East India, 
be it for road projects or hydropower dam projects, 
have not been carried out in the true spirit of the 
term of “public hearing”. The question usually is not 
if the community involved as a stakeholder in the 
infrastructure project wants the project or not or can 
discuss the viability and sustainability of the project 
through a process of public hearing, but the project 
is taken as granted and pushed already in the name 
of national security. The public hearing therefore is 
converted to discussions primarily focused on how 
much compensation will be offered to the community 
members, and at best it can be called a compensation 
hearing. The lack of proper social and environmental 
assessment studies impacts the relevance of public 
hearings.
 In the context of coupling of spaces through 
infrastructure development and connectivity, it is 
seldom seen that a cumulative public hearing happens 
upstream and downstream of projects, be it roads, 
dams or bridges. In the case of a mega hydropower 
dam project on the Siang river, for instance, the 
public hearing for several dam projects were held on 
the same day and were designed to not allow upstream 
and downstream communities to participate in all 
of them. The invoking of national security happens 
to such an extent that communities are expected to 
forego participation in the development process and 
gain from it. Communities are expected to undertake 
ecological risks and loss of sacred spaces as a part 
of their burden sharing for national security, and 
the decades-long grants-in-aid from New Delhi is 
invoked as a strategy.
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IV Recommendations
Moving away from the broad-brushed nature of 
engagement of India’s Look East/Act East Policy 
with North-East India, and the accompanying 
infrastructure development push in the past decade, 
it is pertinent to examine the role and positioning 
of states that constitute the region of North-East 
India, in the larger development and connectivity 
discourse. This will enable an understanding of the 
nature, strength and weaknesses of the intra-North-
East social, economic, political and institutional 
scaffolding that the Look East/Act East Policy needs to 
have to make infrastructure meaningful, participative 
and sustainable for communities across the region. 
New Delhi simply cannot hope to join A and B 
together with bridges and roads and hope that the 
infrastructure will talk to communities automatically 
and ensure prosperity.
 The core questions that provinces and 
communities in North-East India face are related 
to the reconciliation of different trajectories of 
socio-economic growth and indicators from 
past development to minimize the impact of big 
infrastructural interventions and the conflict that 
it can create. Such reconciliation of inequality 
will require robust social-economic, political 
and institutional scaffolding, which will prepare 
communities to be able to meaningfully participate 
in the gains from any large-scale infrastructural 
development and connectivity that grand visions of 
the Look East/Act East Policy brings to North-East 
India. Community participation in the decision-
making process and its capacity building to be 
able to absorb the benefits of such infrastructure 
development is the necessary social scaffolding to 
ensure efficacy.
 The institutional scaffolding in North-East 
India is seen as weak with the North-Eastern Council 
(NEC) and the Ministry of Development of the 
North-Eastern Region (MDoNER) not living up to 
their mandate of coordinating between the constituent 

states of North-East India and the central ministry 
departments in New Delhi. A coordinated plan and 
joint vision would help a lot in making the best out of 
the infrastructural and road connectivity projects in 
North-East India and result in expanded cooperation 
between the states of North-East India. So far, the 
various state governments in the region have not been 
able to work in concert and that has directly impacted 
the ability of infrastructure development to distribute 
growth in the larger region. This stems from the 
inequality that characterizes bureaucratic capacity 
among the various states.
 The North-Eastern Council (NEC), which is 
mandated as the nodal agency for disbursement of 
grants and developmental aid to states in North-East 
India and to act as a platform for all states to streamline 
policies for the overall development of North-East 
India, has failed in performing the coordination 
required for such cooperation among the states of 
North-East India. The Ministry of Development of 
the North-Eastern Region, which is headquartered in 
New Delhi, is seen as being aloof from the ground 
realities of North-East India, and it has not been 
able to perform its tasks of coordinating policies 
for the region among various among various central 
government departments in New Delhi, which has 
been its mandate. More importantly it has failed to 
build consensus among states of North-East India on 
crucial policy related matters.
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