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E n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  the New E co n o m ic  Policy

\s ltish  K a th a rt
j

r"J ' 'h e  natural environm ent has beers viewed b \ 

X  conven tiona l econom ists  an d  d< velopment 
advocate? a s  an  exploitable resource and  a  sitric 

into w hich the w astes o f  econom ic development 

can  be. throw n. T h is  view  ignores the fact that for 

the  m ajority o f  people on earth, and particularly  in 

s o -c a lle d  " d e v e lo p in g 1 c o u n tr ie s , th e  na tu ra l 

env ironm en t fo rm s the  very b as is  o f  survival 

Forests, land, and  watcr-bodics directly  meet the 

food, w ater, housing, energy, medical, a n d  cultural 
needs o f  m uch  o f  hum anity. W hen these resources 

a r c  t a r g e t e d  b y  d e v e lo p m e n t  p la n n e r s  fo r  

com m ercial use, o r for appropriation b y  a  small 

elite in the nam e o f  some unspecified "national 

interest" and  the single-minded pursuit o f  economic 

growth, it is the  lives and livelihoods o f  these jjeople 

which arc  threatened. M uch the  sam e world-view 

guides the  p lanners o f  India’s economy, and  a? no 

tim e  h a s  th is  been  c leare r  th a n  in the  1990s. 

particularly with the S tm ctund  Adjustment Program 

(S A P ) u n d er  tlie IM F and  W orld Bank aegis and 

the reforms under the N ew  Econom ic Policy  (NKP) 

o f  the  governm ent

A  review  o f  the  im pact o f  the  N EP on India's 

env ironm en t a n d  o n  those  com m unities which 

depend directly  for their subsistence and  livelihood 

on the  natural environment has been done in a  scries 

o f  annual artic les in the A lternative Economic 
Survey  o f  earlie r years  W ith h a l f  a  decade  o f  the 

N E P  o v e r ,  a n d  w i th  a  p o s s ib le  c h a n g e  o f  

governm ent com ing into India, it is an  opportune 

m om ent to  take  a  look a t  this impact, particularly 

its  q u a l i ta t iv e  a sp ec ts . In the  la s t  f iv e  years, 

evidence strong ly  suggests th a t each o f  the  major 

c o m p o n e n ts  o f  th e  N E P  is  h a v in g  a  se v e re  

environm ental (and consequently social) impact:

i. T h e  l i b e r a l i s a t io n  o f  t r a d e  h a s  h ad  tw o 

consequences the  m ove to w ard s  a n  export-led

model o f  grow th is rapidly s  ic r if  icing natural 

resources to  earn  foreign exchange. a*- 'sas 

espec ia l!)  Seen in the  fisheries and  m ining 

sectors; secondly, there has beer, a  sudden flux.1 

o f  consum er goods and  toxics comini; into India, 

c re a tin g  se rio u s  w a s te  d isp o sa l a n d  health  

problems

ii. The m ove tow ards industrial and  agricultural 

l ib e r a l i s a t io n  h a s  r e s u l te d  in  in d u s t r ie s  

increasingly ignoring environmental standards, 

an d  s ta te  g o v e rn m en ts  s a c r i f ic in g  n a tu ra l  
habitats and  p rim e food-grow ing land to  :nakt 

w ay for commercial enterprises; in addition, the 

goals o f  equity  a re  beinp given u p , e.g. m the 

m ove to  re lax  land  ce ilings to  allow a g ro 

industrial expansion.

iii. The open ing  u p  o f  the  econom y  to  foreign 

inves tm en ts  is  b rin g in g  in c o m p an ie s  w ith  

notorious track  records on environment, and 

w ith  d e m a n d s  to  fu r th e r  re la x  so c ia l and  

environm ental m easures

iv. P r iv a t i s a t i o n ,  w h i le  b r in g in g  in  c e r t a in  

efficiencies, is encourag ing  m e  vio lation  or 

dilution o f  environmental s tandards, and the 

neglect o f  social services/goods for the  poor

E x p o r ts :  S e l l in g  o u r  F u tu re

While easy  reliance is being placed on exports 

as a  m eans to  drive the econom y forw ard 

and  to  ease  the  Balance o f  Paym ents crisis, this is 

being  done w ithout an  overall policy w h ich  would 

ensure  that:

■  d ie  dom estic availab ility  o f  the products is not 

jeopardised.
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■  the  exports  d o  not cause dom estic  p n ccs  to 

skyrocket;
■  the  exploitation  o f  natural resources to  extract/ 

p r o d u c e  th e s e  p r o d u c t s  is  e c o lo g ic a l ly  

sustainable;

B  the  rights o f  local com m unities from  whose 

a rea s  the resources arc  being extracted  arc 

respected; and

■  these communities are the primary beneficiaries 

o f  exports.

U nfortunate ly , the  N E P  violates each  o f  these 

principles. T he clearest exam ples o f  this destructive 

thrust a re  in the case  o f  fisheries and  aquaculture, 

floriculture, cash  cropping, and  mining, which are 

all am ongst the  fastest grow ing  export sectors.

Exports o f  fish a n d  fish p ro d u c ts  as  a  whole, with 

m arine  products  a s  their m ajor component, have 

r isen  from  159,000  tonnes, valued at Rs. 960  

crorcs, in 1990-91, to  321.000 tonnes, valued at 

Rs. 3537  crorcs, in 1994-95 {Economic Survey 

1995-96). In  the period 1991-94, 82 companies 

w ere  given clearance for joint {foreign and Indian) 

venture marine fisheries, using 255 deep sea fishing 

traw lers. Further clearances have been frozen due 

to  p ro tests  from  traditional fisheifolk - but more 

on that later.

N ot surprisingly, jo in t ventures being allowed into 

India a rc  all export-oriented According to  available 

da ta , fishery stocks in m ost o f  the w orld 's seas 

have been c ither  exploited to  their full potential, or 

over-exploited; one o f  the  exceptions being the 

Indian Ocean. It is obvious that the m ajor fishing 

com panies, and  the rich fish-eating nations, are- 

eyeing  o u r w aters. Unfortunately, lured by the 

foreign exchange prospects, ou r government has 

g iv en  in to  this un justified  and  unsustainab le  

dem and. Proponents o f  traw ling claim  that these 

ventures will be allowed to fish onl> in deep waters, 

w here traditional fisherfolk d o  not go. But past 

experience has  shown that traw ler owners find it 

convenient and cheap er to  fish c loser to  shore 

(K u ric n , E conom ic a n d  P o litic a l Weekly, 
F eb ru ary  11, 1995). A lso, traw lers a re  often used 

in th e  fish-breeding season , during which time

traditional fisherfolk usually  give the seas  a  rest 

I l ie  results, fo r  Ind ia 's  m arine ecosystem s and  

traditional fisherfolk, a re  a lready proving to  be 

d is a s tro u s .  P h y s ica l c la sh es  b e tw een  t ra w le r  

o w n e r s  a n d  lo c a l  f ish e r fo lk  a r c  a  co m m o n  

occurrence.

Both the public and  private  sectors have big plans 

for aq u acu ltu re  in the  country  F isherfolk and 

farm ers along the coasts will be seriously hit by 

the  sp a te  o f  n ew  p raw n  and  s h r im p  farm ing 

ventures which are  being cleared T here  has been 

a  rap id  expansion o f  such aquaculture, largcK 

o rien ta l to  the foreign dem and for seafood Such 

farm ing involves intensive management o f  coastal 

e co sy s tem s, o rien ted  to  a  s ing le  spec ies ; this 

invariably  d isrup ts  the  delicate salinity  balance o f  

coastal a reas, causcs pollution, and  reduces their 

b io d iv e rs ity . I n  m an y  cou n trie s  o f  th e  w orld  

(Thailand, M exico, Ecuador), such farming has 

destroyed large  stretches o f  m angrove forest, and 

caused serious pollution (Greenpeace International 
C oasta l Aquaculture in the Context o f  the CHI). 

1 9 9 5 ).  I n  I n d ia ,  s u r v e y s  by th e  N a t io n a l  

Environmental Engineering Institute (NEERI) have 

show n serious negative im pacts in O rissa and other 

states. T he  environmental and  social repercussions 

have  been show n to have  economic implications 

also; for instance, the report notes that in Tamil 

N adu, there  w a s  a  net loss o f  Rs. 142 erores due 

to  dam age  to  farm  land and sa lt pans, w age losses 

to  farm ers, fa ll in  n e e  production, and  losses in 

fishing incom e (Viswanatlian, S Survival Stakes: 

P ie  Battle on the  A quaculture Front. Frontline, 

J u ly  14, 1 9 9 5 ). S in ce  la rg e -sca le  o p e ra tio n s  

standardised to  m eet stringent export requirements 

are  affordable  m ainly by big companies, benefits 

hardly  go to  small fisherfolk.

O ther studies o f  farm s which have been set up in 

the last few years, for instance in the N agai Quaid- 

c-M illeth d istric t o f  Tamil Nadu, and  the Nellorc 

district o f  Andhra Pradesh, have shown that serious 

pollution problem s have been caused by praw n 

fann ing , and  that per unit o f  area, aquacu ltu re  has 

provided less than h a lf  the  employment that farming 

prev iously  did (R aj, Jaco b  D a n d  D harm araj,
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Daisy: A quaculture , A Boon o r a  Banc: Andhra 

Pradesh Experience. In V. Shiva (ed.), Biodiversity 
C o n s e r v a tio n :  W h o se  R eso u rce?  W hose  
K n o w le d g e? , 1N TA C H , N ew  D elh i, 1994). 

C onsiderab le  depletion o fg round-w ater has taken 

place, and  sa lin ity  o f  the w ater and o f  (he soils on 

land su rround ing  the aqua-fanns, has increased 

significantly. T h rea ts  have been reported to  the 

b io d iv e rs ity  a n d  livelihood re so u rces  o f  other 

ecologically  sensitive areas  like lhe  Pulicat Lake 

S a  11 c  I u a  r y 

(straddling A. P. and 

Tamil N adu) in the 

Indian coastline.

O ther sectors slated 

for m a jo r  ex p o rt-  

oriented production 

a re  ag ro -p ro d u c ts  

( in c lu d in g  p r o 

cessed foods) and 

floriculture. O ne o f  

th e  c o n se q u e n c e s  

o f  th is  is  the  loss o f  

g e n e tic  d iv e rs i ty ,

which is largely ignored. Export markets and large- 

scale agro-industries typically demand standardised, 

uniform  produc ts , an d  result in  the replacement o f 

a  h igh d iversity  o f  indigenous crops by a  few so- 

called  h igh-y ield ing  varieties. A lready  a  single 

va rie ty  o f  B a sm a ti  r ice , fa v o u re d  b y  foreign 

consumers, h as  replaced dozens, possibly hundreds 

o f  other local varieties o f  rice. Pepsi has  reportedly 

encouraged farm ers to  grow  one particular variety 

o f  tom ato, which is suited to  its production process. 

K entucky Fried Chicken is reported to  have delayed 

the s ta r t  o f  its  operation in Ind ia  because it  w ants a  

special va rie ty  o f  m aiz t-fed  chicken, which it will 

introduce to  replace the  local Indian breeds.

F rom  1991 to  1994, 4 !  jo in t ventures for export- 

o r ie n te d  f lo w e r  p ro d u c t io n  w ere  a p p ro v e d . 

I n te n s iv e  f l o r i c u l t u r e  c a n  b e  e c o lo g ic a l ly  

d e s t ru c t iv e ,  g iv e n  th a t  p ro d u c t io n  is  h igh ly  

dependent o n  th e  u se  o f  fertilisers, pesticides and 

other artific ia l inputs. I t  is a lso  likely to  push  out 

the  sm all farm er, w ho will no t have  the  necessary

resources to  invest, in favour o f  the large farm er 

and  the p riv a te  corporation . Indeed, a s  will be 

show n below, s ta te  governm ents arc  increasingly 

considering relaxing the limits to  land-holdmgs. to 

e n c o u ra g e  la rg e  c o m m e rc ia l  F arm ing  b y  the 

corpora te  sector.

Mining is another major thrust a rea  lor investments, 

especia lly  re la ted  to  ex p o rts . 1994 saw  m ajor 

changes in the N ational M ining Policy and am end
m ents in the Mines 

a n d  M in e ra ls  

Development Act, 

p rim arily  tow ards 

easing investments 

b y  th e  p r iv a te  

s e c to r ,  in c lu d in g  

fo re ign  conccrns. 

T he concern is tliat 

in  th e  d e s i r e  to  

c a s h  in  o n  th e  

c o u n t r y 's  v a s t 

m ineral resources, 

n e i th e r  s t a t e  

g o v e rn m e n ts  nor 

private  com panies a rc  likely to  bo ther ab o u t such 

niceties as  na tu ra l resou rce  conservation and local 

co m m unity  r ig h ts . M in ing , e sp e c ia l ly  su rface  

mining, is extrem ely  devastating, a s  w itnessed in 

the vast dcscrtscapcs  c rca tcd  in the  iron  o re  belts 

o f  G oa, the  lim estone belts o f  R ajasthan  and  Uttar 

Pradesh hills, the  coal belts o f  cast India, and  other 

areas. A s an  exam ple  o f  w hat is to  com e, O rissa ’s 

export earnings h av e  risen by 36%  per annum  over 

the decade, w ith  m inerals topping the list o f  items 

exported; w h a t is ignored is th a t this has been at 

th e  c o s t  o f  l a r g e - s c a l e  d e f o r e s t a t i o n  a n d  

dispossession o f  lands from  tribal communities.

A  final indication o f  the  im pact o f  an  export-led 

economy are  the  revisions m ade, in A pril 1993, in 

the policy regarding export. In  one sweeping move, 

som e 144 items and  sub-item s w ere  rem oved from 

the  negative list o f  exports, including the export o f  

t h r e a te n e d  p l a n t  a n d  a n im a l  s p e c ie s  T he  

notification rem oved o r severely diluted restrictions 

o n  the  e x p o r t  o f  w ild  orchids, kiith  e x trac t o f

in A pril  1993 ... some 144 items and  sub- 
item s w ere  removed from the negative  list of 

exports, including the export o f  th rea tt i ied  

p lan t  and anim al species. T he  notification 
rem oved o r  severely diluted restric tions on 
the export o f  wild orchids, kuth  e x tra c t  of 

Saussurea lappa, roots o f D iosgenm  ^ d S  
Dioscorea s p p and o ther  p lan ts  whose 

pH continued survival in India is a l re a d y  a h 

m a t te r  of g rea t  concern;
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S a u s s u r e a  la p p a ,  r o o ts  o f  D io sg en in  a n d  

Dioscorea spp., and  o ther plants whose continued 

survival in  India is already a  matter o f  great concern. 

Also removed from  the  list w ere brown sea  w eals  

and  agarophy tes  (mushroom s), processed timber 

o f  all species except Sandalw ood ajid Red sanders, 

a n d  i t e m s  m a d e  o f  p e a c o c k  ta il  f e a th e r s ,  

sandalwood, an d  seashells. A  general category o f  

“plants, p lan t portions and  derivatives, obtained 

from the  w ild” w as a lso  removed from the negative 

list, leaving open  to  interpretation whether virtually 

all wild plants were now  exportable. In early 1996, 

the governm ent has  indicated that it is considering 

leaving ve ry  few  items on the  restricted category 

in its next revision o f  the exportable list.

W ith  th e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  th e  W o rld  T ra d e  

O rganisation (W T O ) regime, the  above trends can 

only intensify- Also pushing the unsustainable thrust 

to w ard s  export-o rien ted  exploitation  is Ind ia’s 

continuing heavy  debt-repaym ent burden.

Im p o rt  L ib era l isa t io n :  C on su m er ism  

a n d  I m p o r t  o f  T o x ic  W a s te

T h e  c o n s u m e r is m  t h r u s t  th a t  th e  1980s 

w itn e s s e d  - a l r e a d y  a  cau se  o f  se rio u s  

ecological dam age and  social distortions - is likely 

to  pale in to  insignificance in  comparison to w hat is 

com ing  now . F la sh y  ad v ertisem en ts  for elite 

p ro d u c ts  to w e r in g  a b o v e  an  u g ly  c lu s te r  o f  

squa tte r’s hutm ents: this c lassic visual o f  riches in 

the  m idst o f  increasing poverty is now a  common 

sight in a n y  o f  In d ia ’s cities. W hile the social 

co n seq u en ces  o f  th is  consum erism  boom  arc 

frightening enough, the environmental implications 

arc  a lso  serious. T h e  rapid rise in production o f 

luxury goods has serious ecological consequences 

from resource extraction (mining, tree-felling, etc.) 

to  production (pollution, w ork ing  hazards, etc.). 

After consum ption  too, environmental impacts arc  

felt in the  increasing w astes which are generated. 

In this respect the  phenomenal rise in the use o f  

plastics, detergents, and o ther non-biodegradable 

o r hazardous m aterials in the  last few years is 

alarming.

The last few  years  have a lso  seen India emerging 

as  a  m ajo r im p o rte r  o f  tox ic  w astes  from  the 

industrial countries, m uch as has happened to  many- 

other tropical countries in the  past. A ccording to 
in fo rm a t io n  u n e a r th e d  b y  G re e n p e a c e  

International, hundreds o f  tonnes o f  plastic , metal, 

lead, copper, and  other wastes arc  coming into India 

from countries like A ustralia , C anada, U .K ., and 

U.S.A., ostensibly for recycling (Public  Interest 

Research G roup: Toxic Waste Trade: A  Primer,

New Delhi, 1994). U ndoubtedly a  substantia l part 

o f  th is  does get recycled, bu t m uch  a lso  gets 

dum ped as  it  is not reusable, while the recycling 

process itself yields serious effluents. Greenpeace 

In ternational reports  th a t  an  Indian  com pany,

F u tu ra  Industries o f  Tamil Nadu, has  imported

10.000 metric tons o f  plastic w aste  s ince  1992 for 

recycling. Futura  has admitted that 30 -40%  o f  this 

could no t be refused. Between 1992 and  1993, 

imports o f  lead ac id  battery’ wastes from  Australia 

increased nearly three-fold from  1,2 6 ,0 0 0  kg. to

3 .46.000 kg. In  1995, India was even considering 

opposing the  ratification o f  the Basel Convention, 

banning trans-boundary  movement o f  toxic waste, 

bu t p u b l ic  pressu re  fortunately persuaded  it to 

w ithdraw its  opposition. ^  L i  cA

In tern a l  L ib e r a l is a t io n  : A  F ree-fo r -a l l  o

All industrial countries o f  the world have gone 

through a  process o f  tightening environmental 

s ta n d a r d s  a n d  c o n tro ls  o v e r  in d u s t r ia l  a n d  

development projects, for the  sim ple reason that 

project authorities and  corporate houses on their 

ow n have no t show n environm ental and  social 

responsibility. In India, there is a reverse process 

going on, that o f  loosening, in policy o r  in practice, 

the environmental safeguards s o  painstakingly built 

up over the  1980s.

For example, there  w as a  considerable delay in 

issu in g  a  n o tif ic a t io n  m ak in g  en v iro n m en ta l 

clearances legally m andatory  for certa in  types o f 

development projects. This notification, drafted and 

tw ice opened for pub lic  objections in the  early 

1990s b y  th e  M inistry o f  Environment and  Forests 

(MoEF), w as kept pending with the Prime Minister
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It was finally gazetted  in ! 994, bu t in a  considerably 

d ilu te d  fo rm . F o r  in s ta n c e , a  p ro v is io n  that 

development projects near ecologically fragile areas 

would need sp ec ia l clearance, has been dropped. 

T h is  d ilu tion  is  d u e  to  severe opposition from 

industrialists an d  politicians, whose objections arc 

simple: w hen  a ll regulations are  being removed, 

and the  econom y is m oving into fast gear, why 

im pose environm ental regulations?

A simple argum ent, bu t deadly in  its consequences. 

In no in d u s tr ia l ise d  co u n try  o f  the  w o rld  arc  

developm ent pro jects , even privately owned ones, 

given a  free  re ign  over 

how and  w hat na tura l 

resources they  c a n  use, 

and w hat they a r c  to  do 

with the  adverse  social 

a n d  e n v i r o n m e n ta l  

im p a c ts  o f  t h e i r  

activities. T hese  issues 

are  sub jec t to  stringent

regulations, in c lu d in g  environm ental c learance 

p ro ced u re s , s i t in g  c o n s id e ra tio n s , m onito ring  

e x e rc is e s ,  a n d  p e n a lt ie s  fo r  v io la tio n s . Such 

regulations have been pu t into place a fte r learning 

the  ha rd  w ay, th a t  an  uncontrolled development 

process is a  rec ipc  fo r  ecological and  social suicide. 

In India, the  G overnm ent under reform s is now 

d ism antling  the  environm enta l regulations and 

opening the  w a y  fo r  environm ental disaster.

The Union M in is te r fo r  Environment and  Forests 

recently adm itted th a t the  Forest Conservation Act 

o f  1980, w h ich  helped  to  reduce the  diversion o f  

forests for non-fo rest purposes by subjecting this 

diversion to  sc n itin y  b y  the central governm ent, is 

itself being challenged by state C hief M misters, who 

now sec  in it a  roadblock to  industrialisation. In 

late 1995, the  R a jas than  S tate  Governm ent issued 

a  directive to  its forest officers to  identify forest 

lands w h ich  c o u ld  b e  d e n o tif ic d  f o r  m in ing  

purposes, open ly  defying the Forest Conservation 

Act. T h e  M o E F  is itse lf  considering leasing forest 

land for industrial plantations, ostensibly to  reduce 

p ressure  on na tu ra l forest lands. T h is  m ove has 

been opposed  fo r  years  b y  environmentalists and

local com m unities as  good fo rest a reas  m ay  be 

leased ou t in the  gu ise  o f  degraded forest lands, 

and the dependence o f  local poor people (especially 

pastoralists) on degraded lands and  grasslands will 
be denied if  these lands a re  leased  to  industry 

Alternative suggestions regarding farm  forestry to 

meet industrial dem ands have so  far been ignored 

by the M oEF. Fortunately, w idespread protests 

have so  far stalled the  move.

For those w ho have  struggled to  sav e  India’s las t 

few wildlife habita ts from  destn ictive processes in 

the last few  decades, the  N E P  presents horrifying 

prospects. T h e  1990s have  
seen a  sp a te  o f  proposed 

a n d  actual denotifications 

(or degazetting) o f  national 

p a rk s  an d  san c tu a r ie s  in 
v a r io u s  s ta te s .  B o th  the 

d e c l a r a t i o n  a n d

m a n a g e m e n t  o f  s u c h  

w ild life  protected  a rea s  is 

in the  h an d s  o f  s ta te  g o v e rn m e n ts ,  a s  is the 

procedure for their denotification, 'faking advantage 

o f  this, the  H im achal P radesh  governm ent took 

th e  lead  in  1992 , d e n o t i fy in g  th e  D a r la g h a t  

S anctuary  to  m ake w a y  fo r  a  cem ent factory. 

Nationwide protests a fte r th is  fact becam e public 

forced the governm ent to  rcnotify a  sm aller portion 

o f  the previous sanctuary, bu t the  dam age had  been 

d o n e . G u j a r a t  f o l lo w e d  in  1 9 9 3 , w ith  th e  

denotification o f  the N arayan  S aro v ar Sanctuary, 

a  critical hab ita t for w ildlife typical o f  the  western 

arid zone and  coastal ccosystcm  interface. Once 

again, the beneficiary  is a  cement factory. N G O  

protests reduced the  dam age, as the government 

renotified a  portion o f  the  sanctuary, bu t over 300  

sq km. w ere still sacrificcd.

S e v e ra l  o th e r  a r e a s  a r e  t h r e a te n e d  w ith  

denotification. Bhittarkanika Sanctuary' in O rissa, 

home to  the w o rld 's  largest nesting congregation 

o f  the endangered O live R id ley  sea  tu n ic ,  m ay be 

truncated in size  to  accom m odate  traw ling jetties 

and roads. T h e  proposed  dCnotification o f  a  part 

o f  the M arine N ational Park  in the  G u l f  o f  Kutch, 

G u ja ra t  is a n o th e r  s u c h  e x a m p le .  R e lian ce

T he  1990s have seen a spate  of 
proposed and actual 

deuotifications (or degazetting) of 

national p a rk s  and sanctuaries in 
various states.
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Industries proposes to  set up a  refinery o n  the 
K u tch  coast, in collaboration with the Japanese 

firm , C .Itoh . In one o f  its p ro jec t docum ents. 

Reliance had  explicitly sought the denotification o f  

a  p a r t  o f  the national park, even giving details o f  

the a r e a s  to  be denotified ( ‘R eliance  R efinery  

C om plex ', undated. Reliance G roup oflndustries). 

T hese  included the  fam ous Piro tan  Island and 

su rround ing  coral reefs. In the sam e document. 

R e lia n c e  s ta ted  th a t C .I to h , its  c o lla b o ra to r , 

“ re q u ire d ,  in p r in c ip le ,  c le a ra n c e  o f  lim ited  

denotification o f  marine park’ ! T he  implication, 

no t explicitly  stated bu t obvious, w as that in the 

absence  o f  this and  other conditions being met, 

C .Itoh  would not be interested in collaborating.

R elaxation o f  environmental m easures is taking 

place in  other fields loo. In the  1993-94 budget, 

th e  governm ent announced a  five-year tax holiday 

for n ew  industries being set u p  in Industria lly  
B ackw ard  Areas; this has  now been extended to 

all Backward Areas by the Department o f  Revenue. 

S ince such  areas arc  defined prim arily  from  the 

narrow  economic point o f  view, alm ost invariably  

they a re  areas  where the  last vestiges o f  natural 

hab ita ts  and  traditional cultures remain. A nd so  in 

large parts o f  the country w hich have so  fa r  been 

free  f ro m  a  d is to r te d  in d u s tr ia l  deve lo p m en t 

(K u tc h , L adakh, A ndam an  and  L akshadw eep  

Islands, B astar), industries are being given a  red- 

carpct welcom e by the  new policies. G ujarat, for 

instance, has  industrial projects worth Rs. 5000 

cro res pending for the  Kutch area. W ith virtually  

n o  m onitoring b y  official environmental agencies 

in  these "remote" areas, and  w ith  weak local N G O  

presence, this process is inevitably going to  lead to 

ecological devastation and social disruption on a  

m assive scale.

A sam ple o f  the industrial policy reforms w hich 

so m e  s ta te s  have  anno u n ced , as  lis ted  in  the  

Econom ic  iSurvey 1994-95, gives a  tas te  o f  things 

to  come:

■  H aryana  has set up a  High Powered Com m ittee 

to  take  spot decisions on foreign investments, 

N R I  p ro je c ts ,  a n d  100%  e x p o r t-o r ie n te d

projects; it has also announced that all projects 

will be c leared  th rough the  S tate  Pollu tion  

Control B oard  within 15 days.

H Kerala has introduced a  Green Channel Scheme 

to  expedite clearances.

H P un jab  h as  constituted a  committee to  provide 

land “off the  shelf", and  is formulating a  policy 

to  ensu re  c learances within 24 ho u rs  o f  the  

subm ission o f  a  proposal.

■  R ajasthan  has  exem pted 155 SSI industries 
from  obtaining a  No Objection Certificate from 

the S tate  Pollution Control Board, and  reduced 

the num ber o f  industries to be inspected under 

the  Factories Act from 15 to  3.

In each o f  these cases, it is c lear that the state 

governm ents a ttach  no importance to  the critical 

environm ental appraisal process which industries 

m u s t go th rough : it is im possib le for such an 

appra isa l to  be done w ithin 15 d ay s  (H aryana), 

m uch less w ithin 24 hours (Punjab), not to  mention 

"on the  spo t" (H aryana)! The whittling dow n o f  

the list o f  industries requiring pollution c learances 

a n d  Factories A c t inspection (which includes the 

p l a n t ’s  w o r k in g  e n v iro n m e n t  a n d  s t a t e  o f  

m aintenance), b y  Rajasthan, is even m ore chilling.

A part from  the threat posed by liberalisation to  o u r 

a ir  and  w ater, there  is a  d irect a ttack  on land 

resources also. A s noted above, Punjab is ready  to  

sell land “o f f  the  s h e l f ’. In  an astounding move, 

s tate governm ents are  considering re lax ing  the ir  

Land Reform s A cts and land ceiling rules, to  make 

w ay  fo r  the  m assive land holdings which industrial 

projects, commercial fanning , aquaculture , and  

floriculture will require. Sim ilar m oves a re  a lso  

being initiated in K arnataka and  other states.

In  ye t another tw ist to  this gam e o f  depriving the  

poor to  benefit the  rich, the Andhra P radesh  suite  

g o v e r n m e n t  h a s  h it  u p o n  a  n e w  w a y  o f  

circum venting the  constitutional guaran tees g iven 

to  tribals. In m ost p a rts  o f the  country, tribal lands 

cannot b e  transferred  to  non-tribals, to  pro tect the

136



E n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  t h e  N e w  E c o n o m i c  P o l i c y

in te re s ts  o f  th e  fo rm er. H o w ev e r , in  A ndhra  

Pradesh, the s ta te  governm ent h as  given itse lf  the 

pow ers to  take ov er tribal lands; now, it is acting 

as  a  front to  lease tribal lands for m ining to about 

15 private  com panies. A m ongst the  beneficiaries 

is the B irla  g ro u p  o f  com panies, one o f  India's 

largest corporations. The losers, o f  course, are the 

tr ib a ls  and  the forests o f  the  a rea , including o f  the 

ecologically  sensitive E astern  G hats belt.

T he  latest th rust under the  N E P  is for tourism. 
Several s ta te s  a re  open ing  u p  areas  previously 

restricted fo r  to u r is ts  including sensitive border 

areas o f  the  north  and  north-east. Am ong the  areas 

to be opened  u p  for this a re  ecologically  sensitive 

habita ts in Pachm arh i, K anha, Bandhavgarh, and 

Pench - all curren tly  protected  areas for wildlife. 

In A ndam an Islands, there has  been a  spate  o f  

tourism  related s truc tu res  com ing up on the  coast, 

in v iolation o f  the  C oasta l Z one  Regulations.

F o re ig n  I n v e s tm e n t

Th e  t r a n s f e r  o f  h a z a rd o u s  in d u s tr ie s  and 

commodities, a s  has  a lready happened in other 

developing countries, becomes m uch more possible 

w ith  th e  N E P  a n d  w o o in g  o f  fo re ign  capital. 

Inform ation o n  th e  foreign com panies w ho are 

investing in India confirm s this view. Am ong the 

multinationals w h o  have a  notorious environmental 

reco rd , a n d  w h o se  inves tm en ts  in  Ind ia  have 

a lready  been app roved , a re  Im perial Chemical 

Industries o r IC I (U K ), D u  Pont, M onsanto, and 

Cargill (all U SA ), Shell (Netherlands), and  Ciba 

Gcigy (Switzerland).

O n e  o f  th e  m a jo r  a r e a s  ta rg e te d  b y  fo re ign  

corporations i.. pesticide production. R ecently  the 

Econom ic Tim es rep o rted  th a t  sev era l “m ajor 

international p layers  in the  pesticide industry  arc 

now  scouting to r  partners to  set u p  shop in India” 

These include Ja p a n 's  largest pesticide company, 

Kumiai Chemical Industries, as  also Nippon, Hokke 

C lub, M itsub ish i, A tochem , D ow  Chemicals, and 

Du Pont. The in ten tions are  clear. ‘1110 Economic. 
Times quoted a  Du Pont official as  saying tliat there 

w as v a s t m arket potential in India: “ In  Japan, the

average use o f  pesticides per hectare is 10 kg. In 
India, it is 450 gm . C onsidering that India is mainly 

an  agricultural econom y, the  industry has ample 

scope to  grow.”  T h is , a t  a  tim e  w hen the  w orld  is 

moving aw ay from  pestic ides tow ards biological 

pest control and  organic  farming.

An example o f  w hat this move b y  entails is provided 

b y  c o l la b o ra t io n s  w h ic h  h a v e  a l r e a d y  been  

approved. C iba  Geigy, w hich ju s tif iab ly  earned 

notoriety when it te s ted  pesticides on Egyptian 

children, plans to  m anufacture  M onocrotophos, in 

collaboration with its Indian counterpart Hindustan 

C iba  Geigy. M o n o cro to p h o s  is c lassified  a s  a 

“highly hazardous”  pesticide b y  the W orld Health 

Organisation, and is  banned  o r  severely restricted 

in m any countries. Yet it  is freely being used in 

India. Since C iba G eigy ’s  technology to  produce it 

is no longer o f  use in industrialised countries, what 

better w ay to  m ake a  killing than to  transfe r it  to 

countries like India?

T he  ridiculous extrem es to  w h ich  the  new  open- 

door policy can  go is h ighlighted by the  proposal 

to  im p o r t  c o w d u n g  f r o m  H o l la n d !  A m ore  

harebrained schem e fo r  a  country' w hich has the 

world’s largest livestock popula tion  would be hard 

to  think. T h is  h as  been  seriously  proposed by a 

D utch firm, S easw an  B.V., in collaboration with 

an  Indian fertiliser a n d  pesticide com pany, EID 

Parry. The proposed label "Envirodung"1 will hide 

the fact that the  dung m ay  contain  residues o f  the 

chemicals used in the  intensive livestock fanning 

system s o f  H o llan d  (P u b l ic  In te res t  R esearch 

G roup: C ow dung fr o m  H olland: A ction  Alert, 

1995). Indeed, these residues, which in Holland 

leak into the g round-w ater, are  the m ajor reason 

the D utch governm ent w a n t to  get rid o f  the  dung. 

The proposal, fortunately, w as buried  after strong 

protests.

Another indication o f  the eagerness o f  the Indian 

government to please foreign investors and  major 
Indian industries is th e  a lac r ity  w ith  which it has 

proposed an  Intellectual P roperty  R ights (IPR) 

system for new  p lan t varieties. Under GATT, India 

is obliged to  introduce a  su i generis  IP R  system
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for p lan ts ; however, it lias a  five year grace period 

in w hich to  d o  so, and there is no obligation to  

fo llow  an y  ex is ting  model o f  1PR legislation. 
However, under pressure  from  seed companies and 

powerful m ultinationals w ho w an t monopolistic 

rights to  the  varieties they produce, the  Agriculture 

M in is try  has not on ly  a lread y  d ra fted  a  Plant 

Varieties Act, bu t more o r less modelled it after the 

International Convention for the  Protection o f  New 

Varieties o f  Plants (U PO V ) which restricts farmers 

and  icscarchcrs from  access  to  genetic material

Once w e  are  on the  road to  accepting private IPRs 

on life form s, there is n o  w ay  w e will be ab le  to 

resist the  global trend to  m ake su ch  IP R s more 

and  m ore monopolistic, affecting both  farmers and 

th e  c r o p  g e n e t ic  d iv e r s i ty  w h ic h  they  h av e  

developed and continue to  depend. India could well 

have adapted  a  system  o f  protection which gave 

comm on/public/com m unity rights to  plants, which 

oblige breeders to  publicly  share  the ir  inventions 

w h ile  a s su r in g  them  f in an c ia lly  adeq u a te  and  

so c ia lly  accep tab le  re tu rns , w h ich  em phasised 

diversity ra ther than  uniform ity in the  use o f  crops, 

and  w hich used pub lic  good  rather than private 

p ro fit as  the  m ajo r incentive fo r  creativ ity  (as has 

so  f a r  b een  d o n e  in  th e  p u b l ic  s e c to r  seed  

development programme). B ut Cargill and Imperial 

Chem icals Industries (IC I) a n d  W R  G race  would 

not have  liked that, so  it  w a s  no t to  be.

T h e  E c o n o m ic  S u r v e y ,  E n v ir o n m e n t ,  

a n d  E q u ity :  L ip -s e r v ic e

The E conom ic Survey  every  year reviews the 

m a jo r  trends in the  econom y a n d  provides an 

outlook for the coming year. For the last three years, 

the  official Econom ic Survey  o f  the  Government 

o f  Ind ia  h as  included a  section o n  environment, 

p rev io u sly  ab sen t. H ow ever, th e  environm ent 

scction is  an  insignificant com ponent (e.g., all o f  2 

pages o u t  o f  183 in the  1995-96 Survey), tucked 

aw ay  in  the chapter o n  Infrastructure. I t  is clearly 

being treated  like an  irritating  aside  which h as  to 

b e  pa id  lip-service.

T h e  scction on environment gives a  general picture 

o f  the  dism al situation  regard ing  forests, land and

water, and  pollution, and  then lists a  few steps that 

the government is taking to  tack le  these. I t  docs 

not link the y e a r s  m ajor econom ic developments 
with this situation, it docs not, for instance, analyse 

w hether the im pact o f  these developm ents w as 

detrimental o r corrcctive. Nor docs it do the reverse: 

a n a ly se  the  im plica tions o f  th e  env ironm enta l 
situation lor future economic development in India.

This failure is all the more glaring because the facts 

presented in this b rie f  section all point to  the  need 

to  drastically review  the  econom ic polic ies o f  the 

c o u n try . P e rh a p s  th is  is w hy n o  a n a ly s i s  is 

presented, for i f  done honestly, the  governm ent 

would have to  adm it that the  environm ental crisis 

is an outcom e o f  these very policies. T h e  1994-95 

Survey admitted, fo r instance, that:

■  industrialisation  has  pu t severe  p re ssu re  on 

natural resources;

■  9 0 %  o f  w ater in 241 C lass  II cities is polluted

■  5 4 %  o f  th e  u rb a n  a n d  9 7 %  o f  th e  ru ra l  

population do not have san ita tion  facilities

Hie 1995-96 Survey' adds o ther tales o f  woe. Yet. 

bo th  S u rv ey s  fa i l  to  s ta te  th a t  th e  n a tu re  o f  

econom ic activities o f  the  past few  y e a rs  (or for 

th a t m atter o f  the 1990s a s  a  w hole) have  only 

s e rv e d  to  p u t  fu r th e r  p r e s s u r e ,  c a u s e  m ore  

pollution, destroy more forests; and  on the  other 

hand, the  drastically  increased  budgets th a t would 

be required to  tack le  the  pollution a n d  san ita tion  

and  other problem s have no t been forthcom ing. It 

does not draw  the  logical conclusion from  the  da ta  

presented: th a t m echanised traw ling, large-scale 

a q u acu ltu re , in tensive  c a sh  c ro p p in g , m ining, 

indiscrim inate industrial grow th in  ecologically  

sensitive ( “backw ard") z o n e a n d  o ther activities 

w hich arc  now  being prom oted, m ust b e  halted 

and  alternative fo rm s o f  econom ic ac tiv ity  sought 

which d o  not cau se  irreversible ecological dam age.

E x p lo r in g  A lte r n a t iv e s ,  S t r e n g t h e n in g  

P e o p le ’s M o v e m e n t s

Any meaningful transform ation  in  Ind ia  m ust 

tack lc  th e  p a ten tly  u n e q u a l  c o n tro l  ov er 

n a tu ra l re so u rces  (espec ia lly  land, w ate r , and
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forests) w h ich  a llow s the  m inority  elite to  race 

tow ards a  luxurious 21st century, a t  the  cost o f 

further dispossessing the  p o o r  o f  whatever little 

they have. T h is  transfo rm ation  m ust also redirect 

the present model o f  development, which is socially 

iniquitous and  ecologically  unsustainable.

T he true alternative to  the  econom ic crisis lies in 

getting aw ay from  both an  over-centralised system, 

w h ic h  e x i s t e d  s in ce  

In d e p e n d e n c e ,  a n d  an 

excessively p riva tised  one, 

w h ich  is lo o m in g  o n  the  

h o r iz o n .  C o m m u n i ty  

m anagem ent o f  resources  

needs to  b e  revived, w ith  a  

c l e a r  s e t  o f  r i g h t s  a n d  

o b l ig a t io n s  f o r  lo c a l  

communities, governm ental 

a g e n c ie s ,  a n d  v o lu n ta r y  

organisations. I f  sustainable development is the  goal 

o f  economic policies, then there  is m uch to  leam  

from  the  m an y  genuine people’s  a n d  governmental 

developmental efforts th a t a re  scattered throughout 

In d ia . T h e  w a te r s h e d  a n d  la n d  m an ag em en t 

experim ents o f  R a legan  Siddhi (M aharash tra) and 

Sukhom ajri (U tta r  P radesh), involving villagers 

w ith  the  help o f  som e enlightened individuals have 

turned food a n d  cash-deficit villages into surplus 
economies (A garw al, A . a n d  N arain , S: Towards 

G reen  V illa g es , C e n t r e  f o r  S c ie n c e  and  

Environment, N ew  Delhi. 1990). Ralegan Siddhi 

is in fact qu ite  an  eye-opener, for it  is. in one o f 

In d ia ’s m o s t d ro u g h t-p ro n e  a re a s  (an  average 

rainfall o f  400  m m ), and h a -  achieved adequate 

w ater supplies fo r  drinking and  agriculture through 

rainw ater harvesting, w ithout th e  help o f  a  costly, 

debt-incurring b ig  d am  (Pangarc, G . <ind Pangare, 

V: From P overty to Plenty: The S tory o f  Ralegan 
S id d h i , I N T A C H  S tu d ie s  in  E c o lo g y  a n d  

S usta inab le  D evelopm ent 5, N e w  Delhi 1992). 

T hese  experim ents h av e  a lso  ensured  a  greater 

degree o f  equ ity  in  th e  d istribution o f  the  resultant 

benefits than  lias been  possib le in  m ost government 

program m es. Such  equ ity  has  been  the  hallmark 

o f  another unique effort, th e  w a te r  management 

a n d  d is tr ib u tio n  sy s tem  o f  P an i P an ch ay a t ir.

villages o f  l \m c  district o f  M aharash tra . T hen  there 

are  the dozens o f  efforts a t  sw itch ing  to  organic 

farming, either through trad itiona l methods o r new 

ones, reducing o r e lim inating com pletely  the  need 

for expensive, ecologically d isastrous, an d  fossil- 

fuel guzzling chemical fertilisers  a n d  pesticides. 

S im u ltan eo u s ly , p e o p le 's  g r o u p s  a lo n g  w ith  

intellectuals are  w o rk in g  o u t  p o licy  a n d  legal 

a lternatives to  the p resen t d e v e lo p m en ta l and 
g o v e r n a n c e  s y s te m . 

Scientists and activ ists  have 

p roposed  a  P eople 's  Nature, 

H ealth , an d  Education Bill, 

w ith  detailed  provisions for 

governing resources from  the 

v i l l a g e  t o  n a t io n a l  lev e l 

( G a d g i l ,  M . a n d  P.R . 
S c s h a g i r i  R a o :  P e o p l e ’s 

N a t u r e ,  H e a l th  a n d  

E d u c a t io n  B ill TechnicaI 
Report 55. Centre for E cological Sciences, Indian 

In s t i tu te  o f  S c ie n c e ,  B a n g a l o r e ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  A 

widespread process o f  consu lta tion  in  the  1990s 

led, in 1995. to  the form ulation  o f  a  People’s Forest 

Act, as  an alternative to  th e  p re sen t a c t  which is a 

carry-over from colonial tim es ( Sam aj Parivartana 

Sam udaya: A m ended  D ra ft F orest B ill  1995 - 
NGOs, C entre  for T riba l C onscien tiza tion , 1995).

W hile this quiet constructive  w o rk  o f  sustainable 

development and a lternative  p o licy  form ulation 

goes on, there is increasing peo p le ’s resistance to 

the NEP. M ass protest a n d  pub lic  debate  a rc  having 

some effect no t only  on individual p ro jects  bu t on 

the policies themselves.

Most significant a n d  w idesp read  w a s  the  ag ita tion  

o f  7 to  8 million fisherfolk, w ith  a  scries o r  m ass 

actions, including three nation-w ide  strikes in  the 

last tw o years, against th e  d eep -sea  fish ing  policy. 

Apart from achieving im pressive following amongst 

fishing communities, th e  ag ita tio n , supported  b y  a 

c ro ss -se c tio n  o f  in te l le c tu a ls ,  s c ie n t is t s ,  and  

politicians, led the G overnm ent o f  Ind ia  to  appoint 

a  committee to  rev iew  o f  th e  p o licy  o n  deep-sea 

f i s h in g ;  A f te r  a n  y e a r  o f  c o n s id e r a t io n ,  the  

committee recom m ended th a t  a ll  perm its  fo r  jo in t

^ C o m m u n i ty  m anagem ent of 
; resources needs to be revived, 

w ith a  c lear  set of rights and 

 ̂obligations for local 

c o m m u n i t i e s ,  gove rn m en ta l .
agencies, and voluntary 

; -S’OTga ni$at io ns.
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ven tu re  o r  ch a rtc r  vesse ls  for deep sen fishing 

should  be cancelled (subjcct to  legal processes), 

a n d  th a t 110 such perm its should b e  g iven  in future. 

F o r  Indian fisherfolk, this is a  m a jo r  victory; they 

have sh o w n  th a t sustained resistance coupled with 

inform ed debate  can  fo rce  the  w ithdraw al o f  a 

m a jo r  com ponent o f  tlte NEP.

Significant succcsscs elsewhere also signalled hope:

»  Susta ined  opposition b y  villagers and activists 

stalled w ork on the Du Pont-Thapa: Nylon plant 

in  G o a  for years; the  agitation reached a  head 

in  early  1995 when a  young boy  w as killed in 

police firing during a  demonstration against the 

plant, a n d  villagers in retaliation burnt structures 

o n  the  p lan t premises. Du Pont finally to  move 

ou t o f  G oa, but are  now encountering resistance 

from  villagers near the new  proposed site in 

Tam il Nadu

H In  O rissa , a  mix o f  environm ental and  political 

opposition  stalled Inc proposed  denotificatiw. 

o f  B alukhand Sanctuary , to  m ake w ay  for a 

ho tel com plex, until the  governm ent dropped 

the proposal. Similar opposition continues to 

protect the Bhittarkanika S anctuary  from the 

p roposed  development o f  jetties and  roads, In 

G ujara t, the High C ourt ordered a  stay  on the 

d e n o t i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  N ar-ayan  S a ro v a r  

Sanctuary, based on a  petition b y  environmental 

N G O s . T he  stay  d id  no t las t long, a s  the slate 

g o v e rn m e n t m an ag ed  to  o b ta in  legislature 

approval fo r  th e  denotification; how ever. it had 

to  renotify  a  substantia l part o f  the sanctuary.

® P ressu re  from  concerned politicians, public 

interest legislation by environmental groups, and 

m ass protest b y  farm ers in o ther states lulled 

the  ind iscrim inate  expansion  o f  aquaculture 

along  m any  p a rts  o f  India 's coasts. In Tamil 

N ad u , an  N G O  coalition “C am paign Against 

Shrim p Industry" w as formed; -50 M em bers of 
the  Legislative A ssem bly iu O rissa demanded a 

t o t a l  h a l t  t o  s u c h  f a r m in g ;  a n d  se v e ra l  

international g roups like the M angrove Action 

Pro jec t appealed for a  boycott o f  shrim p and 

p raw ns im ported  from  India Acting on a  writ

b y  the  Tamil Nadu G ram  S w araj Movement 

and PREPA RE, the  Suprem e C o u rt asked  for 

a  s t a y  o n  f u r th e r  a l lo tm e n t  o f  la n d  for 

aquaculture till further hearings In a belated 

m ove in late 1995, d ie  G overnm ent o l India 

issued guidelines on how  to  m ak e  aquaculture 

m ore environmentally friendly, though thv-e are 

not com prehensive, and  leave  m ost critical 

decisions to  the s ta te 's  discretion.

a  T he  M o E F ’s proposal to lease  forest lands to 

industry  for grow ing com m ercial plantations, 

w as quietly buried after intense opposition from 

environm ental and  social ac tion  groups These 

g ro u p s  a rc  keeping a  close ta b  on events, as 

proposals such as  this h av eah ab it  o f  resurfacing 

tim e  and  again.

a  G reenpeace International jo in ed  Indian groups 

in demanding a  halt to  tox ic  w aste  exports from 

industrial countries to  India.

■  T h e  Indian G overnm ent's  p roposa l to  amend 

the  Indian Patents A ct, to  b r in g  it  ui line with 

G A IT , has  been twice defeated in the Rnjva 

Sabha, thanks to  some intense political lobbying 

b y  N G O s and intellectuals.

T hese  succcsscs and  m oves are  certa in ly  helping 

to  buy  time. But the  m ost p ress in g  need is for 

environmentalists, social activ ists , and  sensitive 

academ ics to  work ou t an  a lternative  stra tegy  foi 

the  econom ic renewal o f  the  country, a  strategy 

w hich is socially sensitive a n d  environm entally  

sustainable. Elements o f  such a  strategy are  present 

in  the  w idespread m ass m ovements built around 

natural resource conflicts, in the van . -js  alternative 

energy, agricultural, and  industrial projects which 

a re  successfully  being  ru n  b y  c itizens’ groups and 

a  h a n d fu l o f  go v ern m en t ag en c ie s  a c ro s s  the 

country, and in the  alternative governance  models 

w hich are  being practiced in  severa l a rea s  (Jut 
unless these elem ents can be b ound  together into a 

comprehensive conceptual and practical alternative, 

the powerful forces unleashed by the N E P  will lead 

the country  over the  b n n k  o f  survival
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