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...the most significant 
failure of many current 
policy initiatives on land 

is the inability to combine 
idealism with pragmatism, 

to balance distributive 
concerns and aggregate 

goals like industrialization 
or conservation of forest 

cover. Distributing our land 
endowments more equally is 
important for social justice, 
but this has no real conflict 
with allowing land markets 
to function smoothly and 
promoting the best use of 

land
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...compensation at market price is a 
deeply flawed principle. The market 
price of land should not be confused 

with its value to the owner. The 
latter derives from many factors 

including crop output, employment 
for family labour, food security, use 

as collateral, protection against 
inflation and social status.

A recent survey of households 
whose lands were acquired in 

Singur provides evidence of the 
heterogeneity of land valuations to 
owners and the important role this 

played in opposition to the land 
acquisition (Ghatak et al 2012). 
The compensation offered by the 
West Bengal government was on 

average equal to the market values 
reported by the owners. Yet one 

third of these owners refused the 
compensation and opposed the land 

acquisition.
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Alternative Mechanism: Land 
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As a first step towards acquiring 
land for any project, the 

government should buy land 
in the general neighbourhood 

through an auction, procuring an 
aggregate area roughly equal to 
the size of the project site. Next, 
owners of unsold plots that lie 
within the intended project site 
can be compensated with land-

for-land awards, that is, by giving 
them cultivable land of equal area 

outside the location.

The fixed mark-up introduced in the 
new law (with only a rural-urban 

distinction) is simply too rigid 
to serve its purpose all over the 

country.The problem is that getting 
this ratio correct is crucial. If it is 
set too high, the cost of acquiring 

land will become prohibitively 
large and industrialisation will 

slow down too much. It may also 
compromise farmers’ interests by 
depriving them of windfall gains 

from profitable land conversion. If 
it is set too low, the problems seen 

in Singur will re-emerge.
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financing land purchases. 
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Many factors contribute to the 
dysfunctional state of rural land 

markets – poor land records 
that make it difficult to officially 
transfer ownership, the presence 
of tenancy and land ceiling laws 

lead to concealment of ownership 
status and roadblocks on the way to 
sales, limited mobility of potential 
buyers, lack of brokerage services 
and limited flow of information 

about buying and selling 
opportunities.

The Singur experience showed  that 
a key problem underlying resistance 

of one third of all owners to the 
acquisition  stemmed from the 

outdated land records  
(Ghatak et al 2012). 
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More generally speaking, the most significant failure of many 
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is important for social justice, but this has no real conflict with 
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the man-elephant conflict besides augumenting the livelihoods of the local 
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