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Over the last few years the 
Ministry of Environment and 
Forests has become a rubber 
stamp for the most destructive 
and unsustainable process of 
“development” unleashed in 
India. Several environmental 
regulations have been 
systematically re-engineered 
to fall in line with the status 
quo of the great green cover-
up. The National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plan was just 
another victim of this process, 
dumped because it recommended 
uncomfortable steps necessary to 
reorient the economy and polity 
towards greater sustainability, 
accountability and democracy.

India’s Ministry of Environment and 
Forests (MoEF) sure knows how to 
waste money and undermine its own 

initiatives. A million dollars for a wide-
spread planning exercise has just been un-
ceremoniously dumped.

In 1999, MoEF received a grant of about 
this amount, from the United Nations 
D evelopment Programme (UNDP)/global 
environment facility, to prepare a National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 
(NBSAP). This was part of India’s obliga-
tions under the UN convention on biologi-
cal diversity, which requires all party 
countries to prepare laws, plans, and  
policies that help achieve three main 
goals: the conservation of biological  
diversity, the sustainable use of biological 
resources, and the equitable sharing of 
benefits arising from such use. Starting 
2000, the NBSAP was to be prepared in 
two years. It was to have built on the na-
tional policy and macro-level strategy on 
biodiversity, brought out by the govern-
ment of India in 1999, by detailing specif-
ic actions that could help implement the 
broad strategies contained in that docu-
ment. Over the next four years, MoEF fa-
cilitated one of the world’s biggest exer-
cises in environmental planning, involv-
ing tens of thousands of people from all 
walks of life (Apte 2006; Bhatt et al 2006). 
This resulted in a draft NBSAP (then on-
wards called the Final Technical Report 
or FTR; TPCG and Kalpavriksh 2005), 
along with several dozen l ocal, state, re-
gional, and thematic action plans to take 
account of the enormous d iversity of situ-
ations in India. By 2004, India should 
have had a comprehensive NBSAP in place, 
based on the FTR.

It was only in January 2009, nine years 
after starting the process, that the MoEF 

finally released what it calls a National  
Biodiversity Action Plan (NBAP) (Arora 
and Bhatt 2008). One would have expect-
ed that with such a long gestation period,  
the product would be well-thought out, 

comprehensive, actionable, and innova-
tive. Unfortunately, though well-meaning 
and making many of the right noises, the 
NBAP fails on all these counts. Crucially, it 
barely goes beyond the 1999 macro-level 
strat egy, thus failing to fulfil the mandate 
of the UNDP million-dollar grant.

Avoiding Specificity, on Purpose?

The NBAP sets out its objectives by stating 
that it is based on the principles laid out in 
the country’s National Environment Policy 
(NEP), 2006, a highly contested and con-
troversial document (Kothari and Kohli 
2006; Lele and Menon 2005). The draft-
ing of the NEP started around 2004, and 
the NBSAP process FTR was put on the 
backburner, on the grounds that the NEP 
needed to be finalised first.

The NBAP substantially ignores the out-
puts of the NBSAP process, including the FTR, 
even though the process gets a c ursory one 
line mention in the introduction. Most tragi-
cally, though, in its lack of specificity, the 
NBAP appears designed to remain on the 
shelves of government and donor agencies. 

It starts with presenting a brief assess-
ment of biodiversity and its status in India, 
and a few lines of some key threats. Though 
the analysis is patchy, missing out on some 
crucial underlying causes such as the cen-
tralisation of decision-making in the hands 
of a tiny powerful elite, or the lack of mean-
ingful citizens’ participation, these sections 
are still useful. There are some glaring  
errors, e g, a box on the vulture crisis (re-
garding the recent decimation of three spe-
cies of vultures to near-extinction) fails to 
mention what most s cientists now agree to 
be main cause: D iclofenac, a painkiller 
used in veterinary practice, which enters 
vulture bodies from dead cattle. (As an 
aside, this means that those drafting the 
NBAP did not take into account the MoEF’s 
own Vulture A ction Plan, which promi-
nently mentions Diclofenac and the gov-
ernment’s ban on this drug.)

The NBAP then moves into brief descrip-
tions of ongoing activities, which forms 
most of section 5 in the Action Plan. So a 
substantial portion of the action plans 
f ocuses heavily on what the government is 
doing, bypassing very many innovative 
and successful initiatives by communities 
and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), such as on-farm conservation of 



commentary

may 16, 2009 vol xliv no 20 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly14

crop and livestock diversity, or community-
led forest protection. In the same box on 
vultures, the report ignores the role of 
groups like the Bombay Natural History 
Society, which drew nationwide attention 
to the crisis and coordinated studies that 
showed the role of Diclofenac. 

The suggested strategies and actions 
follow the description of ongoing initia-
tives, without an inventory of key gaps. 
This lack of a gap analysis is not becoming 
of an NBAP that is meant to be the guiding 
next steps for systematic and sustained 
conservation of biodiversity. In many 
ways, it only weakens the scientific cre-
dentials of the NBAP.

Erasing History, Ignoring 
the Present

The most important part of the NBAP are 
the 140 “actions”, clubbed under the fol-
lowing heads: conservation of biodiversity 
in the wild, on farms and offsite (ex-situ), 
augmentation and sustainable use of bio-
resources, managing alien species, deal-
ing with climate change, integrating bio-
diversity into development, tackling p ol-
lution and toxics, building up databases, 
taking policy and legal measures, d eve-
loping capacity and using appropriate 
technologies, utilising economic tools and 
measures, and achieving international co-
operation. An annex lists some key agen-
cies that would be responsible for each 
strategy and a broad time frame. 

Most of the “actions” listed are com-
mendable, some even bold. Some of the 
preambular text is radical; for instance: 
“The loss and fragmentation of natural 
habitats affects all animal and plant 
s pecies. We need to not only stop any fur-
ther habitat loss immediately but also re-
store a substantial fraction of the wilder-
ness that has been depleted in the past.” 
Bravo! Read in itself and without refer-
ence to h istory, the NBAP could even pass 
off as progressive.

But history cannot simply be erased, 
though MoEF has attempted to do so. The 
NBAP fails to excite, for two key reasons:
(1) Most of the “actions” listed are actually 
broad strategies, with no detail on how they 
are to be implemented. Indeed, shockingly, 
40% of these actions are picked up verba-
tim from the 1999 macro-level strategy. 
Though, commendably, there are sections 

on climate change and living modified or-
ganisms (both issues that are recent), on 
most fronts it is as if nothing was learnt in 
the interim 10 years,   where the global sce-
nario has only   made the challenges more 
complex. To take one example, the NBAP 
makes a  r ecommendation to “integrate 
bio diversity concerns across development 
sectors (such as industry, infrastructure, 
power, mining, etc)”. The bracketed text is 
the only addition to what the 1999 docu-
ment already said, but there is no elabora-
tion of how the integration can be achieved 
in each of these sectors. This is what the 
million d ollar grant was for, not to repro-
duce something already said years back.
(2) The NBAP substantially ignores the FTR 
that resulted from the 2000-03 NBSAP 
process. In 2004 the MoEF had explicitly 
said that the final action plan would be 
based on the FTR. That promise has fallen by 
the wayside. Of the FTR’s 100-odd strategies, 
only about a third a ppear in the NBAP, with 
no explanation on why the rest are left out. 
The FTR also spelt out about 300 specific 
actions to i mplement these strategies, most 
of which are missing from the NBAP (see box 
for e xamples). In leaving out such specific 
a ctions, MoEF has ensured that the NBAP is 
a toothless statement of intent, glossy 
enough to be paraded in international 
c ircles, but easy to ignore on the ground.

Let us take again the example of inte-
grating biodiversity into economic sectors. 
Anyone waving this document in the face 
of the mandarins at the power ministry, for 
instance, would get laughed out of the 
room; even a bureaucrat or minister who 
feels for the environment, would be blank 

about what to do, for the NBAP simply does 
not say. The FTR actually did say it had 
s everal pages of steps that the power, 
i nfrastructure, irrigation, agriculture, and 
other such sectors should take to make 
b iodiversity a central concern. But none of 
this figures in the NBAP, nor has the MoEF 

said that it will use the FTR to implement its 
strategies. Does the MoEF claim that it is 
not possible for them to implement these, 
or perhaps they do not fall in line with the 
government’s agenda of b ludgeoning 
through economic growth at any cost?

Or take the example of the bold state-
ment the NBAP makes about stopping “any 
further habitat loss immediately”, quoted 
above. This would have required concrete 
actions such as, for instance, not allowing 
any more large-scale diversion of natural 
forests for mining and dams, or not allow-
ing expressways to cut across remaining 
natural ecosystems, actions that the FTR 
contains, but which the NBAP ignores. 

It also says: “Promote decentralised 
management of biological resources with 
emphasis on community participation”. 
Well-said. But if this is to be achieved, it 
needs actions such as amendments in laws 
and policies, and creation of appropriate 
institutions at local levels, which empower 
village assemblies and town wards to 
meaningfully participate in local deci-
sions. Again, the NBAP does not provide 
such concrete actions, condemning this 
strategy to remain a nicely worded intent. 

Quite ironically the NBAP supports the 
modern biotechnology sector, which is 
e ssentially based on a monoculture  
framework. Leave alone the threats and 

Box: Ignoring Innovation

Dozens of innovative actions contained in the FTR have been ignored.

For instance, a successful initiative by Deccan Development Society in Andhra Pradesh links the Public 

Distribution System (see www.ddsindia.com) to local foodgrain production through organic means (rather 

than relying on long-distance, expensive, wasteful transport of grains from Punjab and Haryana). This has 

encouraged biologically diverse and ecologically sustainable farming, and significantly enhanced livelihoods 

for very poor (including dalit women) farmers. The FTR recommended similar actions nation-wide.

Or to shift to another sector: education. The FTR recommended using various means of public transport 

– trains, buses, planes – as carriers of conservation messages. Millions of people could be reached out to 

through simple signage, announcements, and messages on tickets or brochures, without skyhigh costs.

Or take the example of large landscapes. Planning in India has been plagued by looking at elements of a 

landscape (or seascape) as isolated fragments (agricultural fields, pastures, forests, wetlands, mountains, 

settlements, etc), rather than in an integrated manner. The FTR provided in detail, actions that could link up 

land and water use across river basins, mountain ranges, and other large ecological units. This would help 

avoid fragmented planning and decision-making. The NBAP professes that it “takes into account ecosystem 

approach, where appropriate”, but its strategies do not reflect this other than recommending integrated 

river basin and coastal management (with no details on how this is to be done).
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unexplored risks of these new age tech-
nologies, this sector stands in contradic-
tion to the biodiversity which celebrates a 
variety of life, rather than promote single 
crop mantras. The NBAP only cursorily 
mentions bio-safety concerns without giv-
ing due r egard to the serious ecological, 
equity, and economic concerns raised by 
many civil society and farmers’ groups.

In line with this, the document also 
treats traditional knowledge in a some-
what instrumental manner. It insultingly 
states that such knowledge “has to be sci-
entifically validated through screening for 
biological diversity for commercially valu-
able products, so as to make bioprospect-
ing useful and effective”. This is an open 
invitation to biopiracy. 

The NBAP also seems to support the di-
lution of regulatory systems related to de-
velopment and industrial projects. It refers 
positively to the most regressive change to 
the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) 
notification in 2006, as being more effi-
cient, transparent and decentralised. 
E fficiency here can only mean clearing 
100 projects a month, without sound 
a ppraisal, surely not in any way a 
b iodiversity-friendly process. The plan 
i gnores a number of crucial macro-level 
strategies that the FTR proposed, which 
could take biodiversity conservation, sus-
tainable use, and equity into exciting new 
directions. These include:
(1) State and national land use plans, 
backed by a clear policy, which identifies 
the sites most crucial for India’s ecologi-
cal, water, and food security, and buffers 
these against destructive development 
processes such as mining, big dams, 
and industries.
(2) A governance regime that combines 
the best of decentralised, local decision-
making (by people closest to the biodiver-
sity and natural resources), with innova-
tive landscape and regional level plan-
ning, and institutional reforms in central-
ised bureaucracies managing forests, wet-
lands, and other natural resources (some 
of these are mentioned in general terms, 
but not integrated and elaborated). 
(3) A fundamental review of the “develop-
ment” model that we have adopted, 
e specially in the last 15-20 years, which is 
imperative given all the accumulated 
e vidence about how unsustainable it is. 

(For instance, a recent review by the 
E cological Footprint Network and CII 
showed how India is already using twice 
its biological carrying capacity, causing 
i rreversible damage to soil, water, and 
natural ecosystems.)
(4) Positive links between culture, conser-
vation, human rights, and other aspects of 
human life, as also between wild and agri-
cultural biodiversity, all of which are cru-
cial to the maintenance of life’s balance 
and people’s livelihoods.
(5) Special measures to empower specific 
groups such as nomads, artisans, and adi-
vasis who are most dependent on biodi-
versity, including the provision of tenurial 
security to land or natural resources. 
(6) Legal and policy measures for ecosys-
tems neglected so far, such as marine areas. 

Where Are the State, Regional 
and Local Action Plans?

Apart from the FTR, the 2000-03 NBSAP 
process also resulted in action plans for 
every state, for 10 “ecoregions” cutting 
across states (e g, Western Ghats, Araval-
lis, Western Himalaya, etc), for about 20 
local sites (ranging from individual settle-
ments to small river basins, or districts), 
and for several themes (wild flora/fauna, 
domesticated biodiversity, urban biodiver-
sity, livelihoods, culture, education, etc). 
During the NBSAP process, MoEF was very 

excited about these, and promised to sub-
sequently help with their implementation. 
UNDP too made similar pledges. But just as 
it unceremoniously dumped the FTR, MoEF 
also abandoned these other plans. Their 
existence is only mentioned in the intro-
duction to the plan without stating if their 
findings influenced the NBAP or what has 
become of these. Fortunately, on the 
strength of the participatory process that 
produced them, several of these are being 
taken forward by state biodiversity boards, 
or civil society and community organisa-
tions. Fortunately too, some elements of 
the FTR are now incorporated into the 
Eleventh Five-Year Plan finalised in 2008, 
thanks to several NBSAP participants who 
were on relevant Planning Commission 
committees. Additionally, the process gen-
erated a number of initiatives that have 
carried on well beyond the NBSAP period: 
biodiversity melas or festivals in which 
farmers and others exchange experiences 
and resources, networking between com-
munities and scientific organisations and 
government agencies, newspaper columns 
for children, and so on (Bhatt et al 2006). 

And so from a document (the FTR) pro-
duced using the inputs of tens of thousands 
of people, we now have a NBAP that has 
been written by two individuals, with al-
most no public inputs. A draft of the NBAP 
was put up on the MoEF web site for public 
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Census and the Aam Admi

Ashish Bose

If the government is to modernise 
the census process, the next 
decennial census to be held in 
2011 should make collection of 
information on the aam admi 
a  priority. 

Every politician, regardless of his or 
her political affiliation, while 
launching any project, invariably 

points out that it is for the benefit of the 
aam admi. It is difficult to determine how 
far the politician has gained and how far 
the aam admi has benefited. 

The next decennial census to be held in 
2011 offers a great opportunity to find out 
from the heads of the households in what 
way they have benefited from pro-
grammes like the National Rural Employ-
ment G uarantee Scheme, Sarva Shiksha 
A bhiyan, Mid-day Meal Scheme for 
school children, Integrated Child Deve-
lopment Scheme, Rural Drinking W ater 
Mission, National Rural Health M ission, 
etc. Why not introduce two new questions 
and ask heads of households of aam admi 
whether they had at all heard about these 
schemes and if so in what way they b ene-
fited. This will be a national audit. But the 
problem the census takers will face will 
be: How to identify the households 

where   the members b elong to the aam 
admi category?

Data on Income

The best test to determine an aam admi 
would be the monthly or yearly income of 
the household. But the census, right from 
1881 to 2001 has not asked any question on 
income. It has been argued that one cannot 
get reliable data on income because people 
will underestimate their income for fear of 
income tax, etc. This may be true of well-
off households but a poor household to 
which an aam admi belongs will have no 
hesitation in stating their income. If at all, 
he might underestimate his income. In any 
case, the question on income should speci-
fy income groups like “below Rs 500; 500-
1,000” and so on. There is no need to col-
lect the exact income; ask the respondents 
about income groups like below Rs  500; 
500-1,000 and so on.

The National Sample Surveys do not 
collect data on income. But they c ollect 
data on household consumer expenditure 
on the basis of which several categories 
are made. This is a proxy for income 
c ategories.

The new census commissioner should 
introduce new questions on income in  

comments, but clearly this was tokenism, 
for the final version is almost the same as 
the draft. Civil society critiques of the 
draft, submitted to the MoEF and to the 
prime minister’s office, resulted in a small 
handful of broad strategies (e  g, on educa-
tion, or on people’s participation) being 
picked up from the FTR and inserted into 
the NBAP, but the vast majority of the ac-
tions in the FTR have remained ignored. 

Signs of the Times

The FTR had laid out a concrete institu-
tional structure to ensure the implemen-
tation of the action plan. The NBAP talks of 
implementation taking place through var-
ious existing agencies, but does not specify 
who will coordinate or ensure that agen-
cies do what they are being asked to. It 
will be instructive to see how MoEF takes 
forward the NBAP into implementation, 
but we will not be surprised if the docu-
ment remains as toothless as the 1999 
macro-level strategy. 

This is especially so because this whole 
sorry story needs to be seen within the con-
text of the powerful economic and p olitical 
forces that are driving the country today. 
Over the last few years the MoEF has be-
come a rubber stamp for the most destruc-
tive and unsustainable process of “develop-
ment” that has ever been unleashed in  
India. In this era of globalisation and the 
race to a double-digit rate of economic 
growth, ecological concerns (and the inter-
ests and rights of communities most de-
pendent on natural resources) are clearly 
secondary. Both the MoEF, and several en-
vironmental regulations, have been sys-
tematically r e-engineered to provide a thin 
veneer of greenness to the god of growth 
(Kohli and Menon 2005; Menon and Kohli 
2007). The NBSAP was just another victim 
of this process, dumped because it recom-
mended uncomfortable steps necessary to 
reorient the economy and polity towards 
greater sustainability, accountability, and 
democracy. The MoEF’s NBAP, by contrast, 

has been allowed to go through as it falls in 
line with the status quo, and is a part of the 
great green cover-up. An expensive fig leaf, 
billed at a m illion dollars.
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