
POSCO Committee UPSC Exam Explained

Description

The term â??POSCO Committeeâ?• in the context of UPSC examinations often refers to the various
expert groups, review panels, and fact-finding committees established in relation to the proposed
POSCO India steel project in Odisha. This project, intended as a major foreign direct investment,
became a significant case study in Indiaâ??s development trajectory, highlighting the complex interplay
between industrial growth, environmental protection, land rights, and tribal welfare. Understanding the
various committees formed around this project, their mandates, and their findings offers critical insights
into governance challenges, policy implementation, and socio-economic dynamics in India.

These committees were not a single, unified body but a series of distinct expert panels, government-
appointed review groups, and even judicial or quasi-judicial inquiries. Their formation was typically a
response to escalating controversies surrounding the projectâ??s approvals, especially concerning land
acquisition, environmental clearances, and the impact on local communities, including forest dwellers
and tribal populations. Their work often involved scrutinising legal compliances, assessing ground
realities, and offering recommendations to the government.

Understanding the POSCO Committee

The â??POSCO Committeeâ?• broadly refers to a series of committees, expert groups, and fact-finding
missions constituted by various government bodies, ministries, and sometimes civil society, specifically
to examine issues surrounding the proposed POSCO (Pohang Iron and Steel Company) integrated
steel plant in Jagatsinghpur district, Odisha. These committees were distinct entities, each with a
specific mandate, but all revolved around the contentious aspects of the mega project.

At its core, the establishment of these committees reflected the multifaceted challenges inherent in
large-scale industrial projects in India. These challenges included obtaining land, securing
environmental clearances, addressing the rights of indigenous communities and forest dwellers, and
ensuring equitable rehabilitation and resettlement for those displaced. The committees served as
mechanisms to evaluate adherence to existing laws, assess ground realities, and provide independent
expert opinions to guide government decisions or inform public discourse. The cumulative work of these
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committees collectively shaped the narrative around the POSCO project.

Nature and Purpose of the Committees

The committees formed concerning the POSCO project typically fell into several categories, reflecting
the specific issues they aimed to address:

Environmental Appraisal Committees: These were often sub-committees or expert appraisal
committees (EACs) under the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEF&CC).
Their purpose was to scrutinise the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) reports submitted by
POSCO, evaluate the projectâ??s potential environmental damage, and assess compliance with
environmental laws, including the Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) notifications.
Forest Rights Act (FRA) Compliance Committees: Given that a significant portion of the land
identified for the project was forest land inhabited by traditional forest dwellers, committees were
formed to ascertain whether the provisions of the Forest Rights Act, 2006, particularly regarding
Gram Sabha consent, were being upheld.
Land Acquisition and Rehabilitation Committees: These committees investigated the legality
and fairness of the land acquisition processes, assessed compensation packages, and reviewed
the proposed rehabilitation and resettlement plans for affected families. They often looked into
whether land acquisition was voluntary and whether alternative livelihoods were adequately
provided.
Human Rights and Fact-Finding Missions: At times, independent fact-finding missions or
committees were constituted, sometimes by human rights bodies or concerned citizensâ??
groups, to investigate alleged human rights violations, police excesses, and the impact of the
project on civil liberties and livelihoods of protesting villagers.

The common objective across these diverse committees was to bring a degree of independent
assessment and expert scrutiny to a project mired in controversy, providing a basis for informed
policymaking or legal intervention.

Circumstances Leading to Committee Formation

The POSCO India project, initially envisioned as an â?¹52,000 crore (USD 12 billion) investment, was
conceptualised in 2005 through a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Odisha government.
It promised significant economic development, employment generation, and technological transfer.
However, the ground reality proved far more complex than initial projections, leading to widespread
protests and eventually, the formation of various committees.

The primary triggers for the establishment of these committees were:

Land Acquisition Challenges: The project required approximately 4,004 acres of land, much of
which was either forest land, homestead land, or betel vine farms, cultivated by generations of
villagers. This immediately brought the project into conflict with the rights of local communities,
particularly the Forest Rights Act, 2006, which mandates Gram Sabha consent for diversion of
forest land and recognition of individual and community forest rights.
Environmental Concerns: The proposed site was located close to the coast, within or adjacent
to the Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ), raising concerns about potential damage to fragile coastal
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ecosystems, destruction of mangroves, and impact on local fisheries. Environmental activists and
local communities raised red flags about the projectâ??s ecological footprint and the adequacy of
its environmental clearances.
Displacement and Livelihood Loss: Thousands of families, primarily dependent on agriculture
(especially betel vine cultivation) and fishing, faced displacement. The proposed rehabilitation
packages were often deemed insufficient or inequitable by the affected populations, leading to
sustained protests.
Violation of Laws and Procedures: Allegations of procedural irregularities in obtaining
clearances, forced land acquisition, and non-compliance with environmental norms fueled public
outrage. This necessitated independent reviews to verify these claims.
Intense Public Protests and Civil Society Intervention: Continuous and often intense protests
by local communities, supported by national and international civil society organisations, brought
the issue into national prominence. This sustained pressure compelled the government to form
committees to address the mounting concerns and ensure due process.

Now this becomes important. The public agitation against the project, marked by peaceful protests and
legal challenges, highlighted a growing awareness among citizens about their land, forest, and
environmental rights.

The Committeeâ??s Mandate and Working

The mandates of the various committees related to the POSCO project were specific to the issues they
were tasked to investigate. While their composition and exact terms of reference varied, a general
pattern of their working can be observed.

Typical Mandates

Verification of Forest Rights Act (FRA) Compliance: A crucial mandate for several committees
was to verify whether the provisions of the FRA, 2006, particularly Section 4(5) requiring the
consent of the Gram Sabha for the diversion of forest land, had been properly followed. This
involved examining records, conducting village visits, and interacting with local communities.
Assessment of Environmental Clearances: Committees, especially those under the
MoEF&CC, were mandated to review the environmental and CRZ clearances granted to the
project. This included scrutinising the EIA report, checking for factual inaccuracies, assessing the
potential impact on biodiversity, water resources, and coastal ecosystems, and verifying
compliance with specific conditions attached to clearances.
Evaluation of Land Acquisition Procedures: Some committees were tasked with scrutinising
the land acquisition process itself, checking whether it adhered to the Land Acquisition Act (pre-
2013) or subsequent state-specific provisions. This involved reviewing compensation amounts,
assessing the voluntariness of land transfers, and investigating allegations of coercion.
Review of Rehabilitation and Resettlement (R&R) Plans: Committees examined the adequacy
and fairness of the R&R policy proposed by the state government and POSCO for displaced
families. They assessed whether alternative livelihoods were viable, housing provisions were
satisfactory, and basic amenities were ensured.
Fact-Finding on Alleged Violations: Committees also investigated specific allegations of
violations of laws, human rights, and environmental norms, collecting evidence and testimonies
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from various stakeholders.

Working Methodology

The working methodology of these committees typically involved a multi-pronged approach:

Document Review: Thorough examination of all relevant official documents, including MoUs,
land records, environmental clearance files, EIA reports, Gram Sabha resolutions, and police
reports.
Site Visits: On-the-ground visits to the proposed project site and affected villages to observe the
conditions firsthand, assess environmental impacts, and understand the lived experiences of local
communities.
Stakeholder Consultations: Extensive consultations with a wide range of stakeholders, including
affected villagers, betel vine farmers, fisherfolk, tribal representatives, local administration
officials, company representatives, environmental experts, legal practitioners, and civil society
activists.
Expert Analysis: Utilising the expertise of committee members, who were often drawn from fields
such as environmental science, law, social anthropology, and public administration, to critically
analyse the collected data and information.
Report Submission: Compiling their findings, observations, and recommendations into a detailed
report submitted to the appointing authority. These reports often became crucial public
documents, influencing policy debates and legal challenges.

This point needs attention. The independence and thoroughness of these committees were often
subject to public debate, yet their reports frequently provided the first comprehensive, official accounts
of the contentious issues.

Important Observations and Suggestions

The various committees formed around the POSCO project generally converged on several critical
observations and subsequently offered a range of suggestions. While each committee had its specific
findings, common themes emerged, revealing systemic issues in large-scale project implementation.

Key Observations

Violation of Forest Rights Act (FRA): Many committees observed significant non-compliance
with the FRA, 2006. It was frequently highlighted that the mandatory Gram Sabha consent for the
diversion of forest land had often not been genuinely obtained or that the process was flawed.
Individual and Community Forest Rights (IFR and CFR) were not adequately recognised or
settled before proceeding with land acquisition.
Environmental Clearance Irregularities: Several reports pointed out irregularities in the
environmental clearance process. This included issues with the demarcation of the Coastal
Regulation Zone (CRZ), potential impacts on unique coastal ecosystems like Dhinkiaâ??s betel
vine cultivation areas, and concerns about the validity of the Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) reports, which sometimes lacked comprehensive data or failed to account for all local
ecological sensitivities.
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Flawed Land Acquisition Process: Observations frequently indicated that the land acquisition
process, especially for betel vine farms, was not entirely voluntary. Allegations of coercion,
inadequate compensation for highly productive land, and lack of clear tenure for many cultivators
were common. The classification of land as â??government landâ?• when it had been traditionally
cultivated for generations also became a contentious point.
Inadequate Rehabilitation and Resettlement (R&R): Committees often found the proposed
R&R plans to be insufficient or not properly implemented. They noted that the socio-economic
impacts on displaced families, particularly the loss of traditional livelihoods, were not fully
addressed, and the promised alternative employment or support was often not materialised
effectively.
Suppression of Dissent: Some reports or independent fact-finding missions also commented on
the forceful suppression of local protests and alleged human rights violations against villagers
resisting land acquisition.

Key Suggestions

Based on these observations, the committees offered crucial recommendations:

Strict Adherence to FRA: Foremost was the suggestion for strict compliance with the Forest
Rights Act, including the proper recognition of IFR and CFR claims and ensuring genuine, free,
and informed consent from Gram Sabhas before any forest land diversion.
Re-evaluation of Environmental Clearances: Many recommended a thorough re-evaluation of
environmental and CRZ clearances, possibly requiring fresh EIAs or more robust monitoring
mechanisms to ensure ecological protection.
Fair and Transparent Land Acquisition: Suggestions included adopting a more participatory
and transparent land acquisition process, ensuring fair compensation at market rates, and clearly
documenting voluntary transfers.
Comprehensive and Equitable R&R: Committees emphasised the need for a holistic R&R
policy that not only provided monetary compensation but also focused on sustainable livelihood
restoration, skill development, and social infrastructure for displaced communities.
Protecting Human Rights: Recommendations often called for upholding the human rights of
protestors and ensuring that local communities could voice their concerns without fear of reprisal.
Strengthening Governance and Oversight: Underlying many suggestions was the need for
stronger institutional mechanisms, greater transparency in decision-making, and enhanced
oversight to prevent future procedural lapses and ensure accountability.

At this stage, one issue becomes clear. The consistent findings across various committees underscored
the critical need for a more people-centric and environment-conscious approach to industrialisation.

Broader Implications of the Committeeâ??s Work

The work of the committees concerning the POSCO project had far-reaching implications, extending
beyond the specific project itself. It profoundly influenced Indiaâ??s policy discourse on development,
governance, and the balancing act between economic growth and social-environmental sustainability.

Impact on Policy and Legislation
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Land Acquisition Reforms: The POSCO controversy, among other similar cases (e.g., Vedanta
in Niyamgiri), significantly contributed to the public and legislative pressure that eventually led to
the enactment of the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition,
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013 (LARR Act). This law made Gram Sabha consent
mandatory for land acquisition in scheduled areas and for multi-cropped irrigated land, and
stipulated higher compensation and more comprehensive R&R provisions. The recommendations
of the POSCO-related committees directly informed the need for such robust legislation.
Environmental Governance: The committeesâ?? scrutiny exposed gaps in environmental
impact assessments and clearance processes. This led to increased calls for stronger
environmental regulations, more rigorous EIA processes, independent oversight, and greater
transparency in granting environmental clearances. It also highlighted the importance of CRZ
notifications and their enforcement.
Forest Rights Act Implementation: The repeated findings of FRA violations underscored the
challenges in implementing the Act effectively. It pushed for better training of local administration,
improved procedures for recognising forest rights, and stricter enforcement of the Gram Sabha
consent clause for forest land diversion.

Influence on Investment Climate and Corporate Responsibility

FDI Scrutiny: The prolonged delays and eventual withdrawal of POSCO highlighted the risks
foreign investors face in India, particularly regarding land acquisition and regulatory hurdles. It led
to greater scrutiny of proposed large-scale foreign direct investments, especially those involving
sensitive land and environmental issues.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): The controversy brought CSR into sharper focus. It
demonstrated that financial investment alone is insufficient; companies also need to ensure social
legitimacy, ethical practices, and genuine engagement with local communities to ensure project
success.

Role of Civil Society and Judiciary

Empowerment of Local Communities and Civil Society: The sustained resistance by local
communities, often backed by civil society organizations and environmental activists, showcased
the power of grassroots movements in influencing policy and challenging large projects. It
demonstrated that community voices cannot be ignored in the development process.
Judicial Activism: The project saw various legal battles and interventions by higher courts,
reinforcing the judiciaryâ??s role in protecting environmental norms and fundamental rights when
executive action falls short.

The POSCO committee findings served as a potent reminder of the importance of inclusive
development, where economic progress does not come at the cost of human rights, environmental
integrity, and procedural justice. It became a significant reference point for future debates on
sustainable development and responsible resource management in India.

UPSC Perspective
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Understanding the POSCO committees offers multi-dimensional insights crucial for the UPSC Civil
Services Exam, particularly for General Studies Papers I, II, and III.

Prelims focus:

Key Acts: Knowledge of the Forest Rights Act (FRA), 2006; Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ)
notifications; Environmental Protection Act, 1986; and the Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and
Resettlement Act, 2013 (LARR Act).
Committees: Awareness of the existence of various expert committees related to large projects
and their typical mandates (e.g., environmental clearance, land rights).
Geographical Location: Specifics about the proposed project site (Jagatsinghpur, Odisha) and
its environmental characteristics (coastal area).
Stakeholders: Identifying key actors involved â?? POSCO (company), MoEF&CC (ministry),
Odisha government, local communities, Gram Sabhas.

Mains focus:

GS Paper I (Geography & Society):

Resource Distribution: Conflicts arising from natural resource allocation (iron ore, land).
Tribal Issues: Impact of development projects on tribal populations and forest dwellers,
rights of indigenous communities.
Social Movements: Role of grassroots movements and civil society in resisting
development projects.

GS Paper II (Governance, Constitution, Polity & Social Justice):

Government Policies & Interventions: Critical analysis of land acquisition policies,
environmental clearance procedures, and rehabilitation frameworks.
Governance Challenges: Issues of transparency, accountability, and participation in
decision-making processes for large projects.
Rights Issues: Fundamental rights (right to life and livelihood), human rights, and the
implementation of specific laws like FRA, LARR Act.
Federalism: Interplay between central and state governments in project approvals and
conflict resolution.

GS Paper III (Economy, Environment & Disaster Management, Security):

Indian Economy: Debates around foreign direct investment (FDI), industrialisation, and
economic growth vs. sustainable development.
Environmental Degradation: Environmental impact assessments (EIA), coastal zone
management, balancing development with environmental protection.
Land Reforms: Challenges in land acquisition for industrialisation and infrastructure.

Analytical Observations:
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The POSCO case study epitomises the classic â??development vs. displacementâ?•
dilemma in India.
It highlights the inadequacy of existing legal frameworks and administrative machinery to
protect vulnerable populations in the face of powerful corporate and state interests.
The project became a crucible for testing Indiaâ??s environmental laws and forest rights
legislation.
The sustained resistance demonstrated the increasing assertion of democratic rights at the
grassroots level.

Common Student Confusion

A common misunderstanding among students is to confuse â??POSCO Committeeâ?• with a single,
permanent committee or to associate it with the POCSO (Protection of Children from Sexual Offences)
Act.

Misunderstanding: Students often think â??POSCO Committeeâ?• refers to one specific, standing
committee or mistakenly link it to child protection laws.

Correction: The â??POSCO Committeeâ?• in the UPSC context primarily refers to the series of expert
groups, review panels, and fact-finding missions that were set up at different times by various
government agencies and even civil society, specifically related to the controversial POSCO India steel
plant project in Odisha. These committees addressed distinct issues like land acquisition,
environmental clearances, and forest rights compliance. It has no direct relation to the POCSO
(Protection of Children from Sexual Offences) Act. It is essential to distinguish between the industrial
project (POSCO Steel) and the child protection legislation (POCSO Act).

Short Revision Points

POSCO Committee: Refers to various expert groups on POSCO India steel project in Odisha.
Context: Mega FDI project, contentious land acquisition, environmental concerns, tribal rights.
Key Issues: Forest Rights Act (FRA) non-compliance, Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) violations,
inadequate R&R, Gram Sabha consent issues.
Mandate: Verify legal compliance (FRA, environmental laws), assess land acquisition fairness,
review R&R.
Observations: Frequent violations of FRA, procedural lapses in environmental clearances,
inadequate compensation, suppression of protests.
Implications: Led to LARR Act 2013, stricter environmental governance, increased scrutiny of
FDI, strengthened role of civil society.
UPSC Relevance: Case study for GS1 (society, geography), GS2 (governance, rights, policies),
GS3 (economy, environment).

FAQs
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1. What was the primary reason for the formation of the POSCO Committee(s)?
The committees were formed primarily due to widespread protests and allegations of legal
violations concerning land acquisition, environmental clearances, and the displacement of local
communities for the proposed POSCO India steel project in Odisha.

2. Which major Indian laws were frequently invoked or examined by the POSCO-related
committees?
The Forest Rights Act (FRA), 2006, Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) notifications, and the
prevalent land acquisition laws were frequently invoked and examined by these committees.

3. What was a significant outcome of the POSCO controversy and related committee findings
for Indian policy?
The controversy contributed significantly to the push for, and eventual enactment of, the Right to
Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act,
2013 (LARR Act).

Understanding such complex case studies like the POSCO Committee is vital for a holistic preparation
for the UPSC Civil Services Exam. For a deeper understanding of such contemporary issues and their
multi-dimensional analysis, serious aspirants often seek expert guidance. SHRI RAM IAS is regarded
as the best IAS coaching in Delhi, providing comprehensive support in navigating such nuanced topics
for exam success.
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