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E n v i r o n m e n t

Ashish Kothari

Two years back w e started a review of the impact of the N ew  
Economic Policies (NEP) on India 's environm ent and  on those 
communities w hich depend  d irec tly i^ r  their subsistence an  
livelihood on  the natural environm ent (Alternative Economic 
Survey, 1993 and  1994). It w as show n that each of the major 
com ponents of these policies w ere having  a severe env ironm en 

tal (and consequently social) impact:

(i) the drive tow ards an export-led m odel of grow th w as rap i
dly sacrificing natural resources to earn  foreign exchange, 
as was especially seen in the fisheries and  m ining sectors;

(ii) the move tow ards liberalisation had resulted in an a tm os
phere  of a free-for-all, with industries increasingly ignor
ing environm ental standards, and state governm ents 
sacrificing natural habitats, including their ow n wildlife 
protected areas, to make way for commercial enterprises;

( i i i )  the directive to reduce governm ent expenditu re  yvas 
resul-ting in cuts in social and environm ental sector s. his 
was leading to a reduction in p rogram m es for the consei 
vation and  regeneration of natural resources,

( i v )  opening up of the economy was bringing in com panies 
w ith  a notorious track record on environm ent (including

IT h is  a r t ic le  is d e d ic a te d  to  N i le s h  Nnik ,  age  25 .  killed'T rfpplice t i r in g  in 
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pesticide m anufacturers who had almost w ound  up in 
their paren t countries), and wasteful consumer goods and 
toxics which were adding  to the country 's  garbage and 

health problems.

A  brief review of the events during  1994-95 shows that, though 
there has been an increase in the allotments to social sectors in 
response to the w idespread outcry against the earlier cuts, the 
trend of sacrificing natural habitats and resources for short-term 
gains, and  oi ignoring the daily survival needs of local rural 
communities, has continued unabated. There is in the new 
policies an over-arching objective: to integrate India into the 
global market. This means making available Indian natural 
resources to outside markets, and making available the vast 
Indian m iddle class, as a market, to outside companies. Natural 
resources, painstakingly conserved and sustainably utilised by 
Indian communities, are now  up  for the grab.

Water pollution in class II  cities : 90% sources polluted 

Land degradation 174 of 329 million ha. degraded

Threatened wildlife 141 animal and 1500 plant species

Threatened wetlands 45% of 85 important wetlands

(Source for all: Economic Survey 1994-95) 

(No years mentioned presumably data is for 1P93-94).

Exports: Selling our Future

1 li'.ivy reliance is being placed on exports as a means to drive the 
econom y forward. Not for one moment against a judicious 
policy of exporting what India has an abundance oi. But a 
rational export policy would ensure  that domestic supplies of 
the same products  are not hijacked, Iha tth eex p o r tsd o iu .i  cause 
dom estic prices to skyrocket, rights of local comm unities from 
w hom  r e s o u r c e s  are being extracted are respected, and that they 
control and benefit from the exports as far as possible Unfor
tunately, the current th rust violates each of these principles.

The clearest examples of this destructive thrust are in the case 
of fisheries and aquaculture, floriculture, cash cropping, and 

mining.
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1994 was m arked by a series of massive protests by fisher folk 
living along India 's coasts. On February 4 and again on N ovem 
ber 23, millions of fisherfolk struck work, refusing to engage in 
any  fishing, fish landing, or fish selling. Their target of ire was 
the Indian governm ent's  current thrust towards opening out the 
country 's  fisheries to export-oriented, mechanised harvesting. 
They claimed that this thrust w ould  devastate both the m arine 
environm ent and small-scale fisherfolk's livelihoods.

M arine product exports rose by well over 30% from 1992-93 to
1993-94, increasing their share in the overall exports from 3.2 to 
3.6%. Exports of fish and fish products  as a whole have risen 
from 159,000 tonnes, valued at Rs. 960 crores, in 1990-91, to
258,000 tonnes, valued at Rs. 2552 crores, in 1993-94. In the same 
period (1991-94), 82 companies were given clearance for joint 
(foreign and Indian) venture m arine fisheries, using 255 deep 
sea fishing trawlers.

N ot surprisingly, joint ventures being allowed into India are all 
export-oriented. According to FAO and other data, fish catch in 
virtually the entire w orld is declining, with the exception of the 
Indian ocean. It is obvious that the major fishing companies, and 

the rich fish-eating nations, are eyeing our waters to satiate their 
large appetites. Unfortunately, lured by the foreign exchange 
prospects, our governm ent has given in to this unjustified and 
unsustainable dem and. Proponents of trawling claim that these 
ventures will be allowed to fish only in deep waters, w here 
traditional fisherfolk do not go. But past experience has show n 
that trawler ow ners find it convenient and  cheaper to fish closer 
to shore. Also, trawlers are often used in the fish-breeding 
season, du r ing  which time traditional fisherfolk usually give the 
seas a rest. The results, for India 's m arine ecosystems and 
traditional fisherfolk, are already proving to be disastrous. 
Physical clashes between trawler ow ners and local fisherfolk are 
a com m on occurrence. It is not at all surprising  that millions of 
fisherfolk are so stridently asking for a change in policy.

Fisherfolk and  farmers along the coasts will also be seriously hit 
by the spate of new praw n and shrim p farming ventures which 
are being cleared. There has been a rapid expansion of such
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aquaculture, largely oriented to foreign dem and for sea-food. 
Such farming involves intensive m anagem ent of coastal ecosys
tems, oriented to a single species; this invariably d isrupts  the 
delicate salinity balance of coastal areas, and reduces their 
biodiversity. In m any areas of the world (Thailand, Philippines, 
Taiwan, Ecuador), such farming has left m arine deserts in its 
wake. Since large-scale such farming has left marine deserts in 
its wake. Since large-scale operations s tandardised to meet 
stringent export requirem ents are affordable mainly by big 
companies, benefits hardly  go to small fisherfolk.

The Governm ent of India has big plans for aquaculture in the 
country. The head of the A qua Foundation of India, M. Sak- 
thivel, w as recently quoted as projecting a jum p of shrim p 
exports from 70,000 tonnes at present to 2,00,000 tonnes by 2000 
AD, and  stating that "the world is looking to India to meet its 
shrim p requirem ents". A World Bank funded  project alone 
expects to convert vast stretches of brackish water area along 
the coast into aquaculture  farms; a recent estimate suggests that 
about 1 million ha. are suitable for such conversion. The promise 
is that this will provide em ploym ent to several million people, 
cause minimal environm ental dam age and no displacem ent, 
and  of course earn the country immense foreign exchange. H ow 
ever, studies of farms which have been set up in the last few 
years, for instance in the Nagai Quaid-e-Milleth district of 1 amil 
N adu , and the Nellore district of A ndhra  Pradesh, have show n 
that serious pollution problem s have been caused by p raw n  
farming, and that per unit of area, aquaculture  has | >rovidcd less 
than half the em ploym ent that farming previously did. In a d d i 
tion, considerable depletion of g roundw ater  had taken place, 
and  salinity of the water and  of the soils on land surround ing  
the aqua-farms, has increased significantly. Threats have been 
reported  to the biodiversity and  livelihood resources of ecologi
cally sensitive areas like the Pulicat Lake (straddling A.P. and 
Tamil N adu), by indiscriminate expansion of aquaculture. 
Similar experiences are being reported  from other parts of 
India 's  coastline.
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Other sectors slated for major export-oriented production are 
floriculture and agro-products, including processed foods. Be
tween 1992-93 and 1993-94, India 's agro-exports jum ped from 
Rs. 7,430 crores to 10,062 crores. As argued  in m y analysis for 
last year, agriculture production oriented tow ards the export 
m arket can be extremely dam aging to the environm ent and to 
the livelihood security of small farmers.

Since 1991,41 joint ventures for export-oriented flower p roduc 
tion have been approved; from a figure of O^m illion US dollars 
in 1987-88, exports had already leaped to 4.8 million US dollars 
in 1992-93. Intensive floriculture can be ecologically destructive, 
given that production is highly dependent on the use of fer
tilisers, pesticides and other artificial inputs. It is also likely to 
push  out the small farmer, w ho  will not have the necessary 
resources to invest, in favour of the large farmer and  the private 
corporation.

Mining is another major thrust area for investments, especially 
related to exports. 1994 saw  major changes in the National 
M ining Policy and am endm ents in the Mines and  Minerals 
Developm ent Act, primarily tow ards easing investments by the 
private sector, including foreign concerns. Imm ediately several 
companies have evinced interest. A subsidiary of an  Australian 
consortium  of mining firms, the Australia Indian Resources, has 
applied for prospecting licenses over a staggering 50,000 sq. k m . 
in A ndhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Maharashtra. One of the 
w orld 's  largest mining companies, the British RTZ Corp. Pic, 
has set up  a subsidiary in India nam ed Kembla Coal and Coke, 
and is scouting for joint ventures for iron ore mining in Orissa. 
These are just tips of the coming iceberg.

The concern is that in the desire to cash in on the country 's  vast 
mineral resources, neither state governm ents nor private com 
panies are likely to bother about such niceties as natural 
resource conservation and local com m unity  rights. Mining, 
especially surface mining, is extremely devastating, as wit- 
nessed in the vast desertscapes created in the iron ore belts of 
Goa, the limestone belts of Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh hills, 

the coal belts of east India, and other areas. As an  example of
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what is to come, Orissa's export earnings have risen by 36% per 
annum  over the decade, with minerals topping the list of items 
exported; what is ignored is that this has been at the cost of 
largescale deforestation and dispossession of lands from tribal 
communities. Even rich wildlife habitats are being sacrificed by 
the sam e state governm ent which once declared them 
protected; recently the K udrem ukh Iron Ore com pany was 
given a new  lease to prospect for iron-ore in the m iddle  of the 
K udrem ukh National Park, one of the few remaining evergreen 
forest patches in Karnataka.

Nor does the argum ent, that multinational com panies are able 
to do  mining in a safer and less environm entally  destructive 
way, hold m uch water. For instance, RTZ Corp. has a global 
record of destruction and displacement which few others can 
equal: violation of indigenous people 's territorial rights in South 
America and South-East Asia, encouraging a bitterly fought 
civil w ar in Papua N ew Guinea, furthering white rule in South 
Africa. A com pany like this should not be touched with a barge 
pole by the Indian government; bu t then, forex speaks much 
more powerfully in its current mindset then does env ironm en 
tal sustainability and hum an  rights.

With the acceptance of GATT by the Indian G overnm ent, the 
above trends can only intensify. The G A IT  secretariat projects 
that the major boost in international trade by this treaty will be 
in the sectors of textiles, agricu lture/forestry /fisheries , and 
processed foods/beverages. In its offic ial Economic Survey for 
1994-95, the governm ent has gleefully reported that these are 
the precise sectors in which "India 's existing and potential 
export comeptitivoness lies", and that they could earn the 
country an extra 2.7 to 7 billion U.S. dollars per annum . The 
commercial stakes are very high, and  competitiveness can be 
greatly increased by ignoring the costs of environm ental con
servation and social security measures needed to achieve sus 
tainability in production in these sectors.

Also pushing  the unsustainable thrust tow ards export-oriented 
exploitation will be India 's  continuing debt-repaym ent burden. 
The bu rden  is expected to about 13 billion U.S. dollars in 1995-
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96, and the governm ent has clearly stated that a healthy Balance 
of Paym ents situation can only be achieved with greatly in
creased exports. The finer print reads: "no matter at w hat cost".

Liberalisation and Foreign Investments: A Free-for-AII

The thrust tow ards exports has been accompanied by a cor
responding relaxation of various controls which were earlier 
exercised over the industrial and commercial sector. Once 
again, no-one is arguing that bureaucratic controls should not 
be relaxed. However, all industrial countries of the world have 
gone through a process of tightening environm ental s tandards  
and controls over industrial and developm ent projects, for the 
simple reason that project authorities and corporate houses on 
their ow n have not show n environmental and social respon
sibility. In India, there is a reverse process going on, that of
loosening, in policy or in practice, the environm ental safeguards

so painstakingly built up  over the 1980s. Bureaucratic red- 
tapism  was an inappropriate  bathw ater for the environm ental 
safeguard baby; what the new  economic policies are doing is to 

th row  out the baby with the bathwater.

There are several examples of this, apart from the changes in the 
mining policy and  law, m entioned above. In the 1993-94 budget, 
the governm ent announced  a five year tax holiday lor new 
industries being set up in Industrially Backward Areas, this has 
now been extended to all Backward Areas by the Departm ent 
of Revenue. Since such areas are defined primarily from the 
narrow  economic point of view, almost invariably they are areas 
w here the last vestiges of natural habitats and traditional cu l
tures remain. The G overnm ent is still v iewing relatively non- 
monetised, non-commercialised livelihoods (such as traditional 

organic farming, small-scale fishing, pastoralism, and  village 
industries), as "backw ard", not realising (or not w anting  to 
accept the fact) that these are in fact the most sustainable w ays 
of living on earth, and not thinking of w ays to encourage and 
enhance these livelihoods to meet the challenges of m odernity . 
A nd so in large parts of the country which have so far been free 
from the suicidal pa th  of industrial developm ent (Kutch, 
Ladakh, A ndam an and Lakshadweep Islands Bastar...), in-
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dustries are being given a red-carpet welcome by the new 
policies. With virtually no monitoring by official environmental 
agencies in these 'remote' areas, and  with weak local NGO 
presence, this process is inevitably going to lead to ecological 
devastation and social disruption on a massive scale.

A sample of the industrial policy reforms which some states 
have announced, as listed in the Economic Survey 1994-95, gives 
a taste of things to come:

Haryana has set up a High Powered Committee to take spot 
decisions on foreign investments, NR1 projects, and 100% 
export-oriented projects; it has also announced that all 
projects will be cleared through the State Pollution Control 
Board within 15 days.

Kerla has introduced a Green Channel Scheme to expedite 
clearances.

Punjab has constituted a committee to provide land “off the 
shelf", and is formulating a policy to ensure clearances 
within 24 hours of the submission of a proposal.

Rajasthan has exem pted 155 SSI industries from obtaining 
a No Objection Certificate from the State Pollution Control 
Board, and reduced the num ber of industries to be in
spected under the Factories Act from 15 to 3.

In each of these cases, it is clear that the state governm ents attach 
no im portance to the critical environmental appraisal process 
which industries must go through: it is impossible for such an 
appraisal to be done within 15 days (I iaryana)! The whittling 
dow n o! the list of industries requiring pollution clearances and  
Factories Act inspection (which includes the p lant 's  w orking 
environm ent and state of maintenance), by Rajasthan, is even 
more chilling.

A specific a larm ing  example of industrial deregulation is the 
autom obile industry. The Economic Survey 1994-95 boasts that 
"delicensing of the autom obile industry  has led to a boom in 
investment in autom obile com ponents and plants for p roduc 
ing new  cars"; it notes that m any of the biggest international 
names in the field are entering into joint ventures, including
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General Motors, Peugeot, Mercedes, Daewoo, and  Rovers; it 
also records the following jumps in vehicular sales over the 
period 1993-94: 20% for cars, 30% for jeeps, 25% for commercial 
vehicles, 18% for 2-wheelers, and 41% for 3-wheelers. Already 
Indian cities are am ongst the most polluted in the worid  wi h 
severe health impacts on their residents. While undoubtedly  
m any of the new vehicles will be less polluting than the existing 
Indian models, the sheer jump in num bers will lead to an in
crease in aggregate pollution levels. This is very evident in 
Delhi, for instance, where the last few years haveseen  a quan 
tum  jump in pollution levels, caused primarily be the 90,000 
new vehicles which get added  to its streets every year.

A part from the threat posed by liberalisation to our air and 
water, there is a direct attack on land resources also. As noted 
above, Punjab is ready to sell land "off the shelf . There s 
increasingly talk of relaxing the Land Ceiling Acts for rural and 
urban areas, to make w ay for the massive land holdings which 
industry  and commercial farming or floriculture will require. 
Not only prime agricultural land, but also pastures and wetlands, 
which are critical for biodiversity conservation and for poor 
local communities, are likely to fall victim to this trend. The 
process also flies in the face of the governm ent s oft-repeated 
and  obviously hollow claim of being concerned with increasing 

social and economic equity.

One rather alarming example of this is the proposal to lease 
forest lands to industries, for growing raw materials. Ostensibly 
to reduce the pressure of industries on natural forests, this move 
is being severely criticised on a num ber of counts: in places, 
Rood forest areas may be leased out in the guise of degraded  
forest lands, and the dependence of local poor people (especla - 
ly pastoralists) on degraded lands and  grasslands will be denied 
if these lands are leased to industry. Astonishingly, Environ
m ent Minister Kamal Nath  defended the move by saying that 
state governm ents were not fully able to protect f o r e s t l a n d  
»nd .ha, private com panies m ay be able to d o  h,» b « .e r!  
Alternative suggestions regarding farm forestry to meet n  
dustrial dem ands  have so far been ignored by the Ministry. It is
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indeed sad that the very Ministry which should be resisting and 
m oderating the new economic forces, is capitulating the unjus

tified industrial demands.

Liberalisation of imports has also led to dangerous trends. Last 
year we reported the enorm ous influx of consumer goods and 
the consequent rise in waste materials going into our water and 
soils. Plastics are just one example of this. Now, evidence has 
surfaced that the situation is far worse: India is becoming the dum p
ing ground for a whole range of toxic wastes from the industrial 
countries, much as has happened to m any other tropical coun
tries in the past. Pepsi Cola Company, welcomed with folded 
hands by the government, is reported to be exporting some
45,000 tonnes of plastic waste into India. Greenpeace Interna
tional reports that an Indian company, Futura  Industries of 
Tamil N adu, has imported 10,000 metric tons of plastic waste 
since 1992. This is for recycling, but Futura has adm itted  that 
30-40% of this could not be re-used. In the first half of 1994, 5 
million kgs. of metal wastes were im ported  from Australia; 
between 1992 and 1993, imports of lead acid battery wastes from 
the sam e country increased nearly three-fold from 1,26,000 kg. 
to 3,46,000 kg. In October 1994, a delegation of Australian 
officials was to come to India to negotiate more such trade 
arrangements; fortunately, due  to w idespread public protest, 
the tour was cancelled. The Ministry of E nvironm ent has now 
reportedly taken a strong view against such imports, but it has 
been sidelined by other governm ent departm ents, including the 
Departm ent of Chemicals and Petrochemicals, and by sections 
in industry, inc luding thesh ipb reak ingand  small-sc ale plastics 
industry. All that has happened  is that a committee has been 
appointed to suggest conditions under which the import can be 
allowed.

Another indication of the eagerness of the Indian governm ent 
to please foreign investors and major Indian industries is the 
alacrity with which it has proposed an intellectual property  
rights (IPR) system for new plant varieties. U nder GATT, India 
is obliged to introduce a sui generis IPR system for plants; 
however, it has a five year grace period in which to do  so, and



152 / Ashisli Kothari
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There is obviously hardly any understanding am ongst the 
country 's  economic planners, of the cross-cutting significance 
of the environment. The fact that nil hum an  (including eco
nomic) activity is ultimately based on four elements -  land, 
water, air, and biological resources -  and that therefore eco
nomic activity must be mindful of the sustainability of these 
elements, seems to continue to e lude the policy advisors and 
decision makers. If the governm ent was serious about sus
tainable developm ent (as grandly  proclaimed by Narasimha 
Rao at the Earth Sum mit in Rio in 1992), it would at the very 
least analyse the two-way relationship between environm ent 
and  developm ent as it unfolds every year, and then take correc

tive mea-sures.

There is no evidence of this in the Economic Survey. The section 
on environm ent gives a general picture of the dismal situation 
regarding forests, land and water, and pollution, and  then lists 
a few steps that the governm ent is taking to tackle these. It does 
not link the year's major economic developm ents with this 
situation; it does not, for instance, analyse w hether the impact 
of these developm ents was detrim ental or corrective. Nor does 
it do the reverse: analyse the implications of the environm ental 
situation for future economic developm ent in India.

This failure is all the more glaring because the facts presented 
in this brief section all point to the need to drastically review the 
economic policies of the country. Perhaps this is w hy no 
analysis is presented, for if done honestly, the governm ent 
would  have to admit that tin-environmental crisis is an outcome 
ol these very policies. I he Survey admits, for instance, that.

industrialisation has put severe pressure on natural resour

ces;

-  90% of w ater in 241 Class II cities is polluted;

-  54% of the urban and  97% of the rural population  do not

have sanitation facilities;

m angrove forests on  our coasts are under  great threat due  
to oil spillages from ships and  coastal refineries, discharge 

of industrial effluents, etc.
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Yet, it fails to state that the economic activities of the past year 
(or for that matter of the 1990s as a whole) have only served to 
pu t  further pressure, cause more pollution, destroy more 
mangroves; and on the other hand, the drastically increased 
budgets that would be required to tackle the pollution and 
sanitation and  other problems have not been forthcoming. It 
does not d raw  the logical conclusion from the data presented: 
that m echanised trawling, large-scale aquaculture , in tensive 
cash cropping, m ining, indiscrim inate industria l  g row th in 
ecologically sensitive ("backward") zones, and other ac
tivities w hich are now being prom oted, m ust be halted and 
alternative forms of economic activity sought w hich do not 
cause irreversible ecological damage. It blithely talks of the 
governm ent's  strategy of conserving natural resources, 
preventing and controlling pollution, conducting prior environ
mental impact assessments, and involving people in afforesta
tion, bu t does not show how the past year's policies and p ro 
gram m es have actually m anaged to achieve these steps, or 
indeed how  the next year's policies and  program m es will do  so.

To give a specific example of the failure to logically diagnose 
its ow n data, the Survey mentions that stress needs to be given 
to Integrated Pest M anagem ent (IPM), which emphasises a mix 
of pest control methods, minimising the use of hazardous pes
ticides; yet in the same breadth, estimates that pesticide use has 
increased from 68 thousand tonnes in 1992-93 to 83 thousand  
tonnes in 1993-94. Though it claims that 5000 extension workers 
have been trained in IPM techniques for cotton and rice, no 
policy statem ent is m ade that there will be an a ttem pt to 
gradually  replace pesticide use by IPM or other safer methods. 
More generally on agriculture, the Survey states that there is a 
"large unfinished agenda of agrarian reform, special support  
program m es for small farmers , but fails to analyse how the 
thrust tow ards agro-product exports, floriculture, and  aquacul
ture is likely to affect this agenda. Nor does it anyw here mention 
the need to take the path  tow ards sustainable agriculture, whicfl 
w ould  involve getting away from the G r ee n  Revolution model 
tow ards farming which uses minimal chemicals, indigenously 
p roduced  seeds, locally harvestable water, and  so il /m o is tu re
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conservation measures. Integrated watershed development 
and conservation schemes are mentioned in passing, but the 
Survey does not show how, if at all, the policies and program 
mes being pursued  actually encourage these schemes.

The G overnm ent has grandly declared, in its Economic Survey
1994-95, that the country 's  basic goals are "growth, equity, 
self-reliance, and modernisation"... and "sustained improve
ment in the living s tandard  of people of India, especially the 
poor". While there is plenty of evidence that the goals of growth 
and m odernisation are being vigorously followed, those of 
equity and self-reliance are quite obviously being sacrificed at 
the altar of short-term and narrow-visioned material growth. 
NSS household consum ption data suggests that in the first two 
years of reforms, the 'upper ' 30% of population increased their 
share of the nation 's  economic pie at the cost of the remaining 
70%; this increase in inequality is perhaps even more 
pronounced if one takes into account the fact that m any non 
m arketed goods and services (e.g. fresh water, free fodder, 
medicinal plants, etc.) are increasingly being snatched from the 
poor to commercialise for the benefit of the rich. To talk of 
"sustained improvement" in the lot of the country 's  poor is a 
mockery, w hen the policies are only serving to exploit the 
natural resources on which these poor are dependent, in order 
to enrich the trawler owner, tin- large farmer, the big Indian 
industrialist and the multi-national company, the contractor, 
the mine owner, and of course the politicians and bureaucrats 
w ho get their share ol the economic pie. The poor will undo u b 
tedly get some crum bs falling their way, but that would be a 
pathetic form of equity, sustainability, and self-reliance indeed.

People's Resistance Increases

It is not our case that all investments being m ade as a result of 
.the new economic policies, by foreign or Indian companies, are 
environm entally  destructive. Several investments in pollution 
control technologies, non-conventional and renewable energy 
sources, recycling, and so on, are likely to be made. For instance, 
proposals for the generation of 450 MW by w ind farms and solar
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plants are presently under consideration. But even a cursory 
glance at industrial trends clearly shows that investments on 
sustainable and conservation-oriented projects are insignificant 
compared to what is going into resource-exploitative, polluting, 
land-grabbing, inequitous projects. This is not surprising, given 
that quick money is easier to make from the latter than from the 
former, and that those w ho stand to gain from short-term 
exploitation of natural resources are the ones w ho are dictating 
the decisions on economic policies and program mes. If forest- 
dwellers, village women, marginal farmers, tribals and  nom ads, 
small-scale fisherfolk, and  other such ecosystem-dependent 
people were taking the decisions, we would  have a very dif
ferent structural adjustment process taking place.

There are, indeed, signs that this m ay not be a dream. People's 
mass resistance to the new  policies and program m es has sig
nificantly increased, and  is having some effect not only on 
individual projects bu t on the policies themselves. Most 
w idespread was the agitation of traditional fisherfolk, w ith two 
nation-wide strikes against the deep sea fishing policy. Apart 
from achieving impressive following am ongst fishing com 
munities, the agitation, and some hard  questioning from M em 
bers of Parliament during a heated debate on the subject, led the 
Governm ent of India announcing a review of this policy.

Sporadic successes elsewhere also signaled hope. Sustained oppo 
sition by villagers and activists continued to stall work on the 
Du Pont-Thapar Nylon plant in Goa; the agitation reached a 
head in early 1995 when a young boy was killed in police firing 
during  a dem onstration against the plant, and villagers in 
retaliation burn t structures on the p lant premises. Du Pont 
announced  that it m ay  consider an alternative site in India....

In Gujarat, the High C ourt ordered a stay on the denotification 
of the N arayan  Sarovar Sanctuary, which had been illegally 
done by the state governm ent in 1993 to m ake way for a cement 
factory. It is not clear how  long this stay will continue, given the 
intense pressure of the industrial lobby to clear the project, but 
at least environm entalists have w on some time to gather forces. 
In Orissa, a mix of environm ental and political opposition has
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continued to stall the denotification of Balukhand Sanctuary 
(proposed by the Biju Patnaik governm ent to make way for a 
hotel complex), as also of the Bhittarkanika Sanctuary (home to 
the w orld 's  largest congregation of the endangered Olive rid ey 
sea turtle, and threatened by trawling, fishing jetties, and roads). 
International groups like the M angrove Action Project joined in 
the protest, and announced that they would press for a boycott 
of shrim p and praw ns produced  in such destructive manner. 
Greenpeace International has joined Indian groups in dem and 
ing a halt to toxic waste exports from industrial countries to 
India. Innovative protests against the ridiculous proposals to 
import 7-10 million tonnes of cattle d u n g  from Holland (im
pregnated w ith  chemical feedstock), including the dum ping  of 
50 tonnes of "swadeshi" dung  by farmers outside the Lo 
Sabha, led to the proposal being rejected. And though the 
w idespread  opposition to GATT did not stop the Ind lan govern 
ment from entering into the treaty, considerable g roundw ork  to 
subvert its implementation appears to have been done.

These successes are at best temporary, helping to buy  time. I he 
most pressing need is for environmentalists, social activists, and 
sensitive academics to w ork out an alternative strategy for the 
economic renewal of the country, a strategy which is socially 
and environm entally sensitive and sustainable. Elements o 
such a strategy are present in the w idespread mass m ovem ents 
built a round  natural resource conflicts, and in the various a tei - 
native energy, agricultural, and  industrial projects which are 
successfully being run  by citizens' groups and a handlui ot 
governm ent officials across the country. But unless these ele
m ents can be bound  together into a comprehensive conceptual 
and practical alternative, the powerful forces unleashed by the 
new economic policies and the IM F/W orld  Bank will continue 

to lead the country  over the brink of survival.


