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About CUTS

n r^ IS regis,ered' —  n°n-partisan, non-profit and non-government membership
gamsation pursuing social justice and economic equity within and across borders with 

value for people as the underlying theme.

It began out of a rural development communication initiative in Rajasthan in 1983 - a rural 

wall-newspaper: Cram Gadar (Village Revolution). Involved in several grassroot activities 

t o d »  1 T ntBS '" Indla and Simultaneously, several national and international issues, 

strengths *  ‘ C° nSUmer group in India “ compassing unique advocacy

Over the past decade CUTS has risen to the forefront o f  the consumer movement in India

and the world. It has not only spearheaded several campaigns but pioneered consumer

powerment. At the ground level it has trained and created over 1000 activists and help 
establish over 300 independent groups.

In association with Consumer International (Cl) in 1993, CUTS launched an intensive 
programme for training young consumer leaders in India and Nepal to meet with the

NetwXVcANre'hThhS h h nhr° Wn UP C° a,iti0n: V° ,Unta,y C°nSUmer ActionNetwork (V-CAN), which is challenging the irrational health policy and practices in India.

In 11994, the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung spurred CUTS in establishing the South Asia Watch 

on Tiade, Economics & Environment to build up policy research and advocacy capacity 

among consumer and environment groups and media persons in South Asia to cope with 

the pains o f  transition’ in the process of economic liberalisation and globalisation CUTS 

is now a full member o f  Cl and also the co-convenor of C l’s Global Policy and Campaigns 
Committee on Economic Issues.

CUTS also serves on several Govt of India committees: the Central Consumer Protection 

Council, the National Road Safety Council and the Technical Committee on Ecomark.

Consisting of eminent persons on its board, elected after every three years, CUTS has over 

nt ? |  members and derives its support from members and donors like HIVOS, 
etherlands, The Ford Foundation, USA and the Government of India. More details are 

available in a report: “A Decade of CUTS”.



PR EFA C E

The Consumer Unity & Trust Society (CUTS), founded in 1983, has been at the forefront o f  the

consumer movement in India and is also recognised in several parts o f  the world for its pristine

work in the areas of  trade, economics and environment. With centres in Calcutta, Jaipur, Chittorgarh

and Padrauna (UP) in India it works simultaneously at the grassroot, national, regional and

international levels m the areas of consumerism and development. CUTS pursues its activities

with value for people as its underlying theme, pursuing social justice and economic equity within 
and across borders.

Pursuant to the discussions under the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs &

Trade (GATT) there was a heated debate within the International Organisation of Consumer Unions

(IOCU, now Consumers International), as neither there were much consultations, nor there was a

capacity within consumer groups in the South to understand and discuss the ramifications o f  the

Round. Consequently, CUTS took a decision in 1991 to engage in analyses and debates revolving

around the Uruguay Round and domestic economic reforms, and their likely impact on developing 
countries.

In 1993, the IOCU commissioned CUTS to write a paper on the impact of the Uruguay Round on 

Developing Countries: “Trading Up” . This association led to CUTS being nominated as the Asian 

representative on the IO C U ’s Global Policy & Campaigns Committee on Economic Issues. O ne of 

its first decisions was to create a vertical process for consultation and horizontal process for education 
o f  members and other interested persons.

As a part o f  this quest involving policy, consultation and training, CUTS assumed a very heavy 

burden. And as part of its mission, CUTS decided to em power activists and mediapersons in the 

South Asia region to understand the processes of  transition resulting from trade and economic 

liberalisation, and build capacities and alliances by enhancing regional and international cooperation. 

In pursuance of these goals, in 1994, CUTS launched the South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics 

& Environment (SAWTEE) in association with Consumers International’s India Programme, 

Federation o f  Consum er Organisations, Tamilnadu in India; The Network and the Sustainable 

Development Policy Institute in Pakistan; the Law & Society Trust in Sri Lanka; Consumers 
Association of Bangladesh; and the LEADERS and the PRO PUBLIC in Nepal.

SAW TEE s methodology involves policy research, advocacy, capacity building and networking.

Under the programme, we are publishing a quarterly newsletter, briefing papers, discussion papers 
and occasional papers.

“Sacrificing our Future” is one such publication, which is a collection of three articles spread over 

three tnne periods: 1991-93, 1993-94 and 1994-95 written by noted environmental activist, Ashish 

Kothari and his brother Miloon Kothari. This collection brilliantly maps out the impact o f  the new 

econom ic policy on the ecology and suggests specific measures for appropriate changes. We 

recommend this document for anyone interested in following the inevitable conflict between 

environment and development. The authors have invited comments, which are more than welcome.

Calcutta 

Septem ber 1995
Pradeep S Mehta 
Gen.Secy. ‘CUTS’



A U T H O R  S F O R E W O R D

The 1990s have witnessed far-reaching changes in the economic policies of the Government of 

India. From a stress on self-reliance and internal growth, the country has suddenly been catapulted 

into the arena of ‘globalisation’, with the concomitant opening up of borders to a massive increase 

in imports and exports, and an atmosphere of free-for-all (“liberalisation” , some people call it).

W hatever the alleged economic imperatives and impacts of this new thrust, it is clear that virtually 

no concern has been shown for its environmental and social impacts. Hard-won ecological victories, 

which characterised the 1980s, and saw a much greater level of  integration of environmental 

concerns into our planning process, are being rapidly eroded.

Not everything in the new economic policy (NEP) and its impacts are new; destructive development 

and trade policies and practices were present even earlier. However, there is both a tremendous 

acceleration of these trends, as also certain qualitative changes, which are of  great concern. 

Particularly worrisome is the wasteful consumerism being lapped up by our elite, and the clear 

signal that has gone across to state governments that natural resources and habitats are expendable 

so long as foreign exchange and profits can be made.

At the same time, as the consequences o f  this form o f  ‘development’ become starkly visible, there 

is also far greater public resistance. This is witnessed in the battles over the Dupont-Thapar, Enron, 

Cogentrix, Cargill, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and other projects, and in the outcry against largescale 

mechanised trawling and aquaculture. These movements, along with much more incisive critiques 

o f  the NEP, and articulation o f  viable alternatives, appear as hopeful diyas (lamps) in the darkness 

engulfing us.

Som e o f  these trends and changes are explored in the series o f  articles presented in this booklet. 

The articles follow a chronological order, having been written as successive pieces over the last 

three years o f  the NEP. They have been previously published in somewhat different versions in the 

Alternative Economic Survey (Public Interest Research Group 1993 and 1994; Wiley Eastern 

1995); the 1993 and 1995 pieces also appeared in Economic and Political Weekly. They are being 

put together here for easy access, and to give a more complete picture of  the trends over the last 

few years.

I am  grateful to CUTS for publishing this document. Many thanks also to colleagues at Kalpavriksh 

and the Indian Institute o f  Public Administration, for the intellectual and activist atmosphere which 

stimulates such writing. Though I have not asked Miloon, I am sure he will not mind being 

co-author o f  the document, given that he was instrumental in starting off the series o f  articles.

C om m ents and criticisms from readers would be greatly appreciated.

Ashish Kothari

N ew  Delhi, Septem ber 1995
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NEW ECONOMIC POLICY AND THE ENVIRONMENT: 1 9 9 1 -9 3

The last couple of years have seen 
drastic changes in India’s economic 
policies. The thrust towards socialism 
and egalitarianism which has 
characterised planning in the last four 
decades and a half (though not very 
successfully), has been all but given 
up, and moves made to usher in full- 
scale capitalism, domestic and global. 
Also gone is the emphasis towards 
self-sufficiency (somewhat more 
successful), displaced by an increasing 
dependence on agencies like IMF and 
the World Bank, and international 
capital of other kinds.

Under the New Economic Policy 
(NEP), drastic ‘stabilisation’ and 
‘structural adjustment’ programmes 
are being put into cff'cct in an effort to 
meet Ind ia ’s severe balance of 
payments crisis, and to propel its 
economy into quicker growth and 
global integration. Apart from direct 
fiscal policies, the major components 
of the new package include boosting 
exports to earn foreign exchange, 
liberalising industrial production, 
dropping barriers to the entry of foreign 
companies and goods, expanding 
privatisation, and cutting government 
spending. Some of these are a part of 
the IMF-World Bank led Structural 
Adjustment Programme (SAP), a set 
prescription which these multilateral 
agencies have forced onto dozens of 
Third World countries.

The drastic nature of the NEP 
package has understandably set off 
considerable debate on issues of 
economic management and national 
sovereignty'. But the debate has only 
marginally, and in a very general way, 
touched the vital question of how the 
new economic policies will affect the 
environmental and living conditions 
of our citizens. It is surprising that a 
year and a half after the adoption of 
the new policies, there has been almost 
no serious analysis of their implications

on the living environment 
of our citizens2.

The natural
environment has so far 
been looked at by 
conventional economists 
and development 
advocates, whose vision is 
the driving force behind 
the NEP, as either or both 
of two things: an
exploitable resource, and a sink into 
which the effluents of affluence can be 
thrown. This view ignores the fact that 
for the vast majority of Indians, the 
natural environment forms the very 
basis of their subsistence economy. 
Forests, land, and waterbodies directly 
meet their food, water, housing, 
energy, medical, and cultural needs. 
When these resources are targeted by 
development planners for commercial

use, or for appropriation by a small elite 
in the name of some unspecified 
“national interest”, it is the lives and 
livelihoods of these people which are 
threatened. In adopting the NEP, has 
our government been mindful of this?

It seems not. It is, of course, 
difficult to predict the impacts with 
accuracy, for the interplay of various 
economic, social, political and 
ecological factors is complex, and there 
are pulls and counter-pulls of all kinds 
within Indian society, including within 
its decision-makers. But important 
lessons can be drawn from the 
experiences of other Third World 
countries which have come under

similar SAP regimes, and 
some analysis can be 
attempted by juxtaposing 
past developmental trends 
in India with the new 
policies. The overwhel
ming impression we are 
left with is that the NEP 
could lead to an 
acceleration in the already 
deteriorating  env iron 
mental situation, and 

consequently further marginalisation 
and alienation of communities that are 
already living in economically and eco
logically vulnerable conditions. This 
includes the landless and the marginal 
farmers, the tribals and the so-called 
OBCs, and amongst these groups 
particularly the women and children.

Forex, the New God

Take, for instance, export- 
orientation. With foreign exchange 
(forex) as the new god, the government 
will be keen on earning it any which 
way, regardless of the environmental 
consequences. This of course is not a 
new phenomenon; export of iron ore 
from Goa has devastated its once-lush 
forests, granite mining for export to 
Japan has laid bare hills in Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, processing 
units for India’s fourth largest export 
earner, leather, have polluted water 
over vast stretches in Tamil Nadu and 
along the Ganga. Yet these arc only 
precursors of what could come if the 
SAP aim of converting India into an 
export-led growth economy is fulfilled. 
What this could entail is a further and 
rapid transformation of staple food and 
subsistence crop lands into cash 
cropping, in tensification  of 
commercial fisheries in marine and 
freshwater areas, increase in mining for 
raw mineral exports and so on. The 
acceleration of this trend is already 
evident. In a bid to “tap the country’s 
vast marine resources on a priority
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basis”, the government recently cleared 
eleven 100% export-oriented deep sea 
fishing ventures in the private sector, 
with foreign collaboration The 
Economic Times, Delhi, 30/5/1992). 
Indian companies are also quickly 
cashing in: the powerful house of Tatas 
has moved the Orissa state government 
to clear a large-scale shrimp farming 
project adjoining one of India’s most 
valuable brackish wetlands, the Chilka 
Lake. The proposed project is aimed 
at exports primarily to Japan, and the 
language used in a glossy brochure 
aimed at quelling rising environmental 
and local opposition is revealing: 
“Several countries are enriching their 
national exchequers through 
aquaculture. The opportu-nities for 
India to net this ‘new-wealth’ are 
limitless”3.

It has been argued that export- 
oriented development in itself is not 
destructive. The export value of a 
product/resource could theoretically be 
an argument for its conservation. 
Experience from India and other 
countries, however, strongly suggests 
o therw ise. When the 
predominant motive for 
change in an economy 
becomes short-run profit- 
seeking and foreign 
exchange earning, the 
neglect o f  long-term 
environmental and social 
responsib ility  grows.
Cash cropping in many 
parts of India has already 
led to severe problems of 
water overuse and 
pollution, fertiliser and 
pestic ide based
contamination and land degradation. 
Large-scale commer-cialised fishing 
has led to destruction of aquatic and 
coastal ecosystem s, and the 
m arg ina lisa tion  of traditional 
fisherfolk. If export-orientation could 
indeed be made more environment- 
friendly and people-friendly, there is 
nothing in the current SAP package 
which could make it so.

Recently , an agri-business 
consortium has been proposed by the 
government, ostensibly to help small

and marginal farmers, which is to give 
a boost to commercialising Indian 
agriculture to cater to expanding 
consumerist markets, both locally and 
abroad. Dr. M.S. Swaminathan, chief 
architect of the Green Revolution in 
India, praised this proposal, stating that 
this “second Green Revolution” would 
shift the present emphasis on meeting 
minimum needs to tapping the full 
commercial potential of agriculture. 
Suddenly it seems that meeting 
minimum needs (like food and water) 
is no longer important, so long as 
money (especially forex) can be 
generated.

The experience of Latin 
American countries is indicative. 
Under SAP policies, the Costa Rican 
government has since 1985 
encouraged beef exports, clearing 
thousands of hectares of forests for 
conversion into ranches. The 
burgeoning cattle population has 
overgrazed the land, increasing topsoil 
erosion and killing the country's only 
coral reef due to silt deposition. Under 
IMF recommendations, the 

government reduccd 
credit to subsistence 
farmers, replaced 
indigenously grown basic 
grains with imports from 
the United States, and 
subsidised cash crops 
(strawberries, melons and 
ornamental flowers) for 
export to the U.S. market. 
The resultant ecological 
damage has been 
accompanied by a rapid 
growth o f  poverty, and 
increasing income 

disparity4. As an analyst commented, 
“real minimum wages have declined 
and the rich-poor gap has become a 
chasm. According to Otton Solis, a 
former Minister of Economic Planning, 
‘the wealthiest ten per cent of the 
population used to enjoy an average 
income 16 times greater than the 
bottom ten pcrccnt; now, it is 31 times 
higher.’”5

In Guatemala, export-orientation 
has led to the replacement of the staple 
crop maize by cash crops such as

cardamom and macadamia, produced 
to meet the demands of the 
international market. Ironically, maize 
has now to be imported! SAP led 
policies have also led to excessive 
commercial timber logging at a time 
when the Mayan people have been 
forbidden to cut even a single tree for 
their daily subsistence.6

Similarly, over a large part of the 
African continent, SAP policies of 
export-orientation have aggravated 
ecological degradation through 
excessive cropping, over-grazing, soil 
erosion, and deforestation. For 
example, Zimbabwe was till recently 
hailed as one of the few ‘successes’ in 
Africa, with an efficient public 
distribution system and self-sufficiency 
in foodgrains. Not any more. In the 
current drought year, the country is. 
facing critical famine conditions. Part 
of this is a direct consequence of the 
IMF influenced forex chase, which 
forced the government to sell off one 
year’s stock of food grains, depress the 
price of the staple crop maize, and 
encourage farmers to switch to cash 
cropping. As an analyst has recently 
remarked "In Zimbabwe, there has 
been strong criticism of the running 
down of the country’s large maize 
stockpiles in recent years, World Bank 
officials agree some strategic slocks are 
necessary, but argue that carrying 
stocks sufficient to deal with drought 
does not make economic sense. ‘A 
country needs financial reserves, not 
large grain reserves’, one Bank official 
comments”7.

Exports are one way of earning 
forex — tourism is another. The last 
few months have witnessed an 
aggressive new thrust to tourism 
promotion. Many areas previously 
restricted to foreigners — Ladakh and 
Lahaul-Spiti, the Andaman Islands, 
and others which had so far been saved 
from hordes of insensitive and 
uncaring tourists, have been thrown 
open. And it is not only India’s image 
which is being sold. Recently the 
government announced its intentions 
to lease out entire islands in 
Lakshadweep, India’s famous coral 
island union territory, to international
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hoteliers for developing as tourist
resorts.

Liberalisation vs. the Environment

The other major component of 
SAP is the liberalisation of the 
economy. Unnecessary bureaucratic 
hurdles definitely need to be removed, 
but the tendency seems to be to throw 
the baby out with the bathwater. In no 
country in the world has industry on 
its own shown social and 
environmental responsibility; there 
has always been a need for appropriate 
regulations. Such regulations are in

grave danger now. The first hint of this 
has come in the strong opposition to a 
proposed central government 
notification of January 1992, which 
would make environmental clearances 
for major industries and development 
projects mandatory.

Such a notification is long 
overdue, to control the haphazard and 
often politically motivated siting and 
planning of development projects in 
India, with severe social and 
environm enta l impacts. Not 
surprisingly, the strongest objections 
to this move came from C hief 
Ministers of several stales, industrial 
houses, and export conglomerations, 
all o f  whom argued that such a 
notification would create barriers to 
the new-found industrial “freedom". 
Io his credit, the Prime Minister 
defended the notification in a meeting

of India’s National Development 
Council, but has not yet, over 11 
months after it was proposed, okayed 
its final gazetting.

Indeed, in the new “liberalised” 
(read: free-for-all) atmosphere, the 
environment departments in all states 
and at the Centre are going to become 
everyone’s punching bag, and will find 
it harder and harder to enforce their 
regulations. In the state of Gujarat, 
several private sector industries have 
been cleared adjacent to a Marine 
National Park, despite objections from 
wildlife officials.

Yet another example of the 
destructive potential of the new 
‘liberal’ era is the strong revival of the 
proposal for a Free Port in the 
Andaman and Nicobar Islands. 
Scientists and ecologists have 
justifiably identified these tropical 
islands, with their incredible wealth 
of rainforests, coral reefs, and marine 
waters, as one of the world’s most 
important genetic storehouses. By their 
very nature, these islands are also 
extremely fragile, their ecosystems 
easily disrupted and leading to a chain 
of consequences which have repeatedly 
rebound on human settlers themselves. 
In addition, the islands are home to 
some of India's most ancient tribes, 
two o f  whom have already been 
reduced to near extinction by the 
activities of outsiders. It is sheer 
common-sense that a Free Port here 
would be folly of the highest order,

especially when the greed for foreign 
exchange is threatening a tourist boom 
in the islands. The proposal had been 
dropped for the last couple of years, 
following strong protests from various 
quarters. Yet, in a recent meeting of 
the Island Development Authority, 
chaired by the Prime Minister, the 
proposal has been revived, and a group 
reportedly asked to look into its 
feasibility.

Privatisation And Foreign
Investments: How Wise?

Accompanying liberalisation is 
an emphasis on privatisation . 
Resources which are considered for the 
common good and are under public 
control, may increasingly come under 
private corporate control. This sector 
has shown scant respect for the 
environment, let alone for the needs 
of the poor*. Particularly severe will 
be the adoption of ‘user charges’ on 
essential services such as drinking 
water, sanitation and medical care, 
regardless of whether people can afford 
to pay. Such a measure has been 
recommended by the World Bank for 
years, ostensibly to increase the 
economic viability of social services by 
adopting the principle  of  ‘cost 
recovery ’. For families  that are 
burdened with these charges, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to meet 
other basic needs'*.

Yet another thrust of the SAP is 
the opening up of the country to 
foreign investment and goods. A 
limited amount of competition from 
abroad in specific sectors may do our 
own industrial sector some good. 
However, the environm ental 
consequences of what is proposed may 
offset the gains. An extreme, but not 
uncommon, form of this mindset is 
evident in by now infamous internal 
memo circulated by World Bank’s 
Chief Economist Lawrence Summer. 
He suggested that the Bank should be 
“encouraging more migration of dirty 
industries to the less developed  
countries", where concern for the 
economic and social costs of pollution 
are less than in developed countries!

Sacrificing our Future
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The transfer of hazardous 
industries and commodities, as has 
already happened in Africa, becomes 
much more possible with the new 
open-door policies. So does, on the 
other hand, the transfer and growth of 
pollution control and ‘c lean ’ 
technologies. But if trends in other 
countries are an indicator, this positive 
prospect may be far outweighed by 
negative ones. Our government is 
currently  wooing Jap an ’s giant 
corporations, many of whom have a 
horrendous environmental record. 
These multinationals have caused the 
decimation of rainforests in South-East 
Asia, and the consequent dispossession 
and displacement of entire tribal and 
poor peasants communities. Prime 
Minister Rao’s recent visit to Japan 
with a begging bowl, and the talk of a 
“mini-Japan” being established to 
provide special privileges to Japanese 
investors residing in India, are chilling 
indicators of things to come.

Increasing Efficiency by 
Cutting Off the Poor

At the current juncture in our 
country, the Government will have to 
continue to play an important role in 
harm onising  developm ental and 
environmental interests. This was 
recently  re iterated by the Prime 
Minister. But will the NEP allow this? 
It is here that the IMF-World Bank 
insistence on increasing government 
efficiency by cutting spending is of 
particular concern. Though these 
agencies do not necessarily specify 
which sectors to make budgetary cuts 
in, countries  under SAP 
conditionalities invariably end up 
chopping allocations for those social 
or “soft” sectors which cannot show 
immediate tangible returns. The last 
three budgets (since 1989) have seen 
mild to severe cuts, or no appreciable 
rise in allocations, in a number of 
social sectors: education, health, 
developm ental and em ploym ent- 
genera ting  expenditure, and 

environment.

Indian Finance Minister Dr. 
Manmohan Singh’s 1992-93 budget is 
particularly harsh in this respect.

While some of the 
cuts may be justified 
on account of under

utilisation in the 
previous year, the 
severity of the cuts 
indicates another 
logic at work.
Allocations for the 
prevention and 
control of pollution 
have been cut (in real 
terms) by 35.5% at a 
time when the policies outlined above 
are likely to increase the pollution 
problem. Rural sanitation programmes 
have suffered a cut of 46.8%, and the 
rural water supply project of the Water 
Mission has been sheared of 39.3% of 
its budget. In a situation in which lakhs 
of children and adults die or are 
afflicted every year by water-related 
diseases, this cut is extraordinarily 
callous. Other programmes which have 
suffered are wastelands development 
(down by 23.5%), and promotion of 
non-conventional energy sources (cut 
by 26.3%). But the heaviest reduction 
(61%) is in the biomass development 
programme. This cut, coupled with 
increasing privatisation of common 
property resources displays total 
insensitivity towards the 30 crore 
people (40% of our population) whose 
very existence is tied to the health and 
availability of biomass fuels and 
fodder.

These spending cuts are already 
having their impacts on the rural poor. 
Several voluntary organisations 
working in the drought-hit areas of 
Rajasthan have reported intensified 
distress as allocation of foodgrains 
under the Public Distribution System 
(PDS) has been severely curtailed.10 
Cuts in the water supply and biomass 
development program m es may 
undermine long term anti-drought 
measures. Further desertification could 
result where the Government reduces 
investm ents in conserving or 
regreening, while the rural poor have 
no option but to overuse the meagre 

natural resources left to them. 
Experiences from several sub-Saharan 
African countries under SAP indicate 
the clear co-relation between SAP

policies and intensified 
desertification.

The health 
impacts of the NEP are 
particularly worrying. 
Reductions in
investment towards 
improving civic 
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  
particularly water 
supply and sanitation, 
have resulted in sudden 

outbreaks of cholera in several Latin 
American countries. The IMF, in the 
case of Peru, was directly held 
responsible. In m id -1991, Hiroshi 
Nakajima, Director-General of the 
World Health Organisation stated: 
“The economic adjustment programme 
dictated by the IMF is responsible for 
the increasing cholera epidemic in 
Peru....without doubt, in order to 
comply with payments claimed by the 
IMF, Peru now finds itself in a position 
that it cannot allocate more resources 
to fight the cholera epidemic"11.

Many communities in India live 
in perilous conditions where epidemics 
of water-borne diseases (cholera, 
diarrhoea, typhoid and hepatitis) 
already occur without warning. 
Witness the death of over 1500 
(officially 600) people in the cholera 
epidemic in Delhi in 198812. Poor 
communities all over India are in 
urgent need of health and housing 
infrastructural inputs to reduce the 
incidence of such outbreaks. Instead, 
the government is reducing allocations, 
which will result in even more severely 
debilita ting  and l ife- threaten ing  
conditions.

In its eagerness to maintain a 
‘honorable’ record of repayments so 
that even more money can be borrowed 
from the IMF, the Philippines 
government has diverted money from 
primary health care, drinking water 
schemes, employment generation, 
housing, and nutrition. The results are 
horrific on women and children, as has 
been repeatedly  pointed out by 
UNICEF and the Freedom from Debt 
Coalition (FDC) and other Filipino 
NGOs. One child is reported to die 
every ho u : from the diversion of
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resources for debt servicing. This 
particularly telling example exposes 
the hollowness of the claims that SAPs 

are only short term measures and do 
not involve any severe hardships in the 
long run. As Richard Jolly 
of UNICEF says, “If you 
miss the opportunity when 
a child is one, five or even 
ten years old, to provide 
the basic nutrition, early 
education, and a secure 
loving home, the 
consequences will show 
when that child is an adult.
I fear that we will see these 
consequences and have to 
deal with them 20, 30, 40 years from 
now.” It is, of course, another matter 
that today’s planners will not be around 
then.

Finance Minister Manmohan 
Singh in a recent lecture on 
‘Environment and the New Economic 
P o licy ’1', correctly  stated that 
environment is "here and now" for the 
majority of In d ia ’s people. 
Unfortunately, his severe budget cuts 
do not rcflect any concern for this “here 
and now", According to the Minister, 
such cuts are only temporary, and 
greater allocations will be possible 
once the economy stabilises. Such 
logic is not only small compensation 
to a drought-hit Rajasthani struggling 
for survival “here and now”, but also 
exposes the insensitivity of a minister 
sold to the neo-classical world-view of 
economics. Nor do the experiences of 
other nations, trapped in the SAP 
tunnel, inspire confidence that there 
is an escape from the debt trap even in 
the long run, so long as the 
deve lopm ent model is not 
fundamentally changed. Examples arc 
available from around the world that 
indicate the increasing inability of 
governments, who indulge in SAPs, 
to grapple with the devastation caused 
by natural and human-m ade 
disasters14.

Spending cuts and other 
measures also entail a massive laying 
off of workers, about which much has 
been said. An estimate by the ILO and 
UNDP states that by 1992-93 between

4 to 8 million people will become 
unemployed. Many of these people, 
who are currently employed in rural 

development programmes, are likely to 
either migrate to cities, adding to the 

environmental and social 
and environmental stress 
already faced there. Those 
who are already in the cities 
are unlikely to leave, but 
will probably be forced to 
live in environmentally 
degraded slum settlements. 
If they do go back to rural 
areas, they will probably 
end up further degrading the 
environment by being 

forced to cash in on common lands or 
moving into marginal, ecologically 
sensitive zones. Certainly SAP appears 
not to provide any alternative 
employment for them.

Indeed, an often overlooked 
consequence of SAP is the large scale 
d isplacement resulting from the 
d ispossession of people and 
communities. The rise in 
unemployment, changes in modes of 
agricultural production particularly 
affecting small farmers, intensified 
extraction of natural resources to fuel 
foreign trade, favouritism to the urban 
or com m ercialised  sector to the 
detriment of rural development, the 
acceleration of five star tourism and so 
forth could all lead to displacement.

The case of the maize farmers in 
rural Mexico is a telling illustration of 
this process. The fall in the support 
price of maize (on IMF 
recommendation) and the attendant 
fall in real wages, the flooding of the 
domestic market with foreign grains, 
and the official favouritism towards 
export crops all contributed to a 
deepening recession in rural Mexico, 
forcing many maize farmers to 
migrate. The plight of the mexican 
peasants and the existence of a viable 
rural economy arc now in serious 
doubt. As has been pointed out “ Small 
and medium-size national companies 
arc being rapidly e lim inated  by 
com petition from transnational 
companies; foreign dependence will 
increase as imports of technology and

materials increase; and foreign capital 
will exercise greater control and 
influence on the types of production 
in the primary sector and on the 
patterns of  consum ption, with 
repercussions on the diet and nutrition 
of the majority of people in both urban
and rural a reas ......Transnational
corporations are today involved in the 
production of 90% of processed foods
and 84% of animal feeds.....and the
law has been changed to permit foreign 
capital 100% ownership of certain 
non- strategic branches of Mexican 
industry”15.

In the Philippines, policies 
resulting from debt servicing (to the 
tune of $6 million a day!) have 
displaced hundreds of thousands of 
people from their productive lives and 
driven them into huge squatter 
settlements that surround the cities. In 
Brazil, the conversion of agricultural 
lands into export-orien ted  cash 
cropping (soybean, etc.) has displaced 
thousands of small peasants, who have 
been forced to clear the Amazon 
rainforests to eke out a perilous living.

The Absence of Assessment

The irrefutable evidence of 
environm ental damage from a 
majority of SAP affected countries 
should have cautioned our government 
to proceed only after a thorough 
understanding  of the likely 
consequences in India. Yet, there ,was 
no environmental or social impact 
assessment of these policies by either 
the governm ent or the funding 
agencies. Indeed, it is unlikely that the 
Ministry of Environment and Forests 
and other relevant ministries were 
even consulted.

Keeping in mind the adverse 
impact that SAPs have had on living 
conditions all over the world, it is 
shocking that the IMF has not even 
bothered to conduct social and environ
mental impact studies of the SAP that 
it recommends. As has been pointed 

out “the IMF has taken no effective 
measures to protect the poorest sectors 
of society or the environment... Since 
poverty and vulnerab ility  are an
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integral part of the 
crisis, any adjustment 
program that does not 
seek to reverse this from 
worsening is wholly 
inadequate... Currently, 
unlike the World Bank, 
the IMF does not 
conduct studies of 
environm ental and 
social consequences of 
its action. This is partly 
the result of the absence 
of qualified personnel 
on the IMF staff in the 
areas of  natural 
resource, development, 
poverty and related subjects, as well 
as the lack of contact with the affected 
populations”16.

SAP vs. Democratic and
Human Rights

One of the worst aspects of the 
NEP is the thoroughly undemocratic 
process in which it has been adapted. 
There was no prior public debate, no 
attempt by the government to explain 
its consequences. In his June 17 lecture 
Manmohan Singh said that a debate 
should take place now. This is like 
throwing open the stable door to let the 
horse out (or rather, to let the 
m ultina tionals  in!), then asking 
everyone to debate whether the doors 
should have been opened or not!

For those who question these 
policies, democratic space is being 
fur ther squeezed. Thousands of 
workers were arrested in pre-emptive 
moves all over the country, before their 
June 16 strike protesting the new 
economic policies. So keen is the 
government to appease its donors that 
peaceful demonstrations organised by 
grassroots movements against the NEP 
have been often brutally dealt with17.

In the face of such opposition, 
which is mild compared to the food- 
riots and indeed the toppling of 
governments that have occurred in 
other countries, the IM F’s stand 
remains tragically irresponsible and 
bereft of the lessons of history. In 
September 1991, the IMF told the

United Nations that 
“ p r o g r a m m e s  
supported by the Fund 
are the programmes of 
the countries
themselves. Indeed, 
they cannot succeed 
unless they have the 
full support of the 
population, including 
those whose full 
economic, social and 
cultural rights may be 
infringed upon”1*. If 
full support is the 
criteria for success, 
then SAP is bound to 

fail in India, since our government has 
neither sought nor received the support 
of the majority of its citizens on this 
issue.

The immense loss of social and 
human capabilities that accompany the 
adverse environmental impacts of the 
NEP is a violation not only of 
constitutional rights of India’s citizens, 
but also of numerous rights recognised 
in international legal instruments 
which India has ratified. These include 
the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, and the International Covenant 
of Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR). The latter in its 
Article 11(1) places the obligation 
upon States Parties to recognize "the 
right of everyone to an adequate 
standard of living for himself and his 
family including adequate food, 
clothing and housing, and to the 
continuous improvement of living 
conditions”. The ICESCR in Article 
12(b) also recognises that “ The steps 
to be taken by the States Parties to the 
present Covenant to achieve the full 
realisation of this right shall include 
those necessary for.. ..The 
im provem ent of  all aspects of 
environm ental and industrial 
hygiene”1'1.

The U.N. Com mittee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
recently noted in a legal interpretation 
of Article 11(1) that “external factors 
can affect the right to a continuous 
improvement of living conditions, and 
that in many States Parties overall

living conditions declined in the 
1980’s....It would thus appear to the 
Committee that a general decline in 
living and housing conditions, directly 
attributable to policy and legislative 
decisions by States Parties, and in the 
absence of accompanying 
compensatory measures, would be 
inconsistent with the obligations found 
in the Covenant (the ICESCR)”20.

What is the Alternative?

All this is not to say that the pre- 
NEP days were ideal from an 
environmental and social jus tice  
viewpoint. There is no denying that 
structural transformation of our society 
and economy is required. But such a 
transformation must tackle the patently 
unequal control over natural resources 
(especially land and water) which 
allows the minority elite to race 
towards a luxurious 21st century, at the 
cost of further dispossessing the poor 
of whatever little they have. This 
transformation must also redirect the 
present model of development, which 
is socially iniquitous and ecologically 
unsustainable. The NEP shows no 
potential for this, but rather reinforces 
the status quo.

Alternatives to the IMF-World 
Bank led policies have been put 
forward by regional groupings and 
popular movements throughout the 
world. One such effort that carries 
universal lessons is the African 
Alternative Framework (AAF) to SAP 
co-ordinated  by the Econom ic 
Commission for Africa (ECA) and 
endorsed by the United Nations 
General Assembly in 1989. Rooted in 
the cultural traditions o f  African 
societies, its “fundamental ethos is the 
intrinsic sanctity and dignity of the 
human person, the collective spirit in 
social endeavours and mutual support 
under rec ip roc ity” . The African 
Alternative seeks a Global People’s 
Coalition and a spirit o f  global 
solidarity because the mission it is 
prom oting is “a mission for all 
democratic forces the world over” . The 
AAF stated, "in addition to stressing 
the need for dem ocratisation and 
effective popular participation, human-
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centered development has a clear 
environ-mental obligation to maintain 
sustain-able ecological balance 
between people and nature. As further 
slated “The traumatic experience of the 
1980’s has demonstrated abundantly 
that it is easy enough to reel off 
statistics of increasing GNP, GDP, 
savings, capital stock, exports, etc. 
while human misery, starvation, un
employment, mortality rates, diseases, 
literacy and environmental degradation 
worsen” 21.

Within India too, the true 
alternative to the economic crisis lies 
in getting away from both an over
centralised system, which has been the 
case since Independence, and an 
excessively privatised one, which is 
looming on the horizon. Community 
management of resources needs to be 
revived, with a clear set of rights and 
obligations for local communities, 
governmental agencies, and voluntary 
organisations. Nor is this an empty 
slogan; if sustainable development is 
the goal of economic policies, then 
there is much to learn from the many 
genuine people’s and governmental 
developmental efforts that are scattered 
throughout India. The watershed and 
land management experiments of 
Ralegan Siddhi (Maharashtra) and 
Sukhomajri (Uttar Pradesh), involving 
villagers with the help of some 
enlightened individuals who had their 
feet firmly on the ground, have turned 
food and cash-deficit villages into 
surplus economies22. Ralegan Siddhi 
is in fact quite an eye-opener, for it is 
in one of India’s most drought-prone 
areas (an average rainfall of 400 mm), 
and has achieved adequate water 
supplies for drinking and agriculture 
through rainwater harvesting, without 
the help of a costly, debt-incurring big 
dam3*. These experiments have also 
ensured a greater degree of equity in 
the d is tr ibu tion  of the resultant 
benefits than has been possible in most 
government programmes. Such equity 
has been the hallmark of another 
unique effort, the water management 
and d is tr ibu tion  system o f  Pani 
Panchayat in villages of Pune district 
of Maharashtra. Then there arc the

dozens of efforts at switching to 
organic farming, either through 
traditional methods or new ones, 
reducing or eliminating completely the 
need for expensive, ecologically 
disastrous, and fossil-fuel guzzling 
chemical fertilisers and pesticides24. 
Gloria Land in Pondicherry, Narayan 
Reddy’s farm in Karnataka, Bhaskar 
Save and P.D. Baphna’s orchards at 
Bordi (Maharashtra), and myriad 
others come to mind, yet remain 
neglected by the dominant agricultural 
establishment. As for governance, 
there is a lot to learn from the tribal 
village of Seed (Rajasthan), which is 
managed by a Gram Sabha (village 
council) having the legal and executive 
power to decide all matters relating to 
local land and natural resource use, 
under the Rajasthan Gramdan Act of 
197133. Stringent rules regarding the 
use of common lands ensure their 
conservation and sustainable use. But 
in many places, local community 
structures have broken down; they will 
need to be revived, and collaborative 
management strategies between them 
and the government thought of to 
complement each others strengths. 
I'here are, for instance, the joint forest 
management systems evolved in many 
parts of India, between villages and 
forest departm ents36, which are 
proving to be successful not only in 
afforesting degraded lands but also in 
providing employment and economic 
security to impoverished village 
communities.

The ideas and models are there, 
the solutions staring at us in the face, 
if only we care to look. The danger is 
that the new policies may wipe out 
these genuinely sustainable 
alternatives even before we have learnt 
from them.

|H e lp  in ihc preparation o f  this articic was 

r c c e iv c d  f rom  A ru n  K u m a r  and  M a n ish a  

Marwaha, and com m ents  on an earlier draft 

from  Shekhar .Singh, O u r  thanks  to them . 

References arc given at the end o f  this book. ]

Sacrificing our Future



NEW ECONOMIC POLICY AND THE ENVIRONMENT: 1993-94

A year back I had co-authored 
an article on the possible impacts of 
structural adjustment and libera
lisation on India’s environmental and 
living conditions in the Alternative 
Economic Survey (1992-1993). We 
had warned of the intensification of 
ecological damage and social 
disruption by activities and 
programmes related to an export-led 
growth, the dismantling of industrial 
controls through liberalisation, the 
wooing of the private sector (domestic 
and foreign), the servicing of external 
debt, and cuts in spending on social 
sectors (including environment). We 
had also cited the example of several 
other countries  which had been 
undergoing structural adjustment 
programmes for varying periods, to 
provide indicators for the direction in 
which India could be heading.

A year later, some trends of the 
impact of the new economic policy are 
beginning to emerge. An analysis of 
the major new domestic investments 
and foreign tie-ups, and of other 
governmental and industrial actions, 
suggests that most of the fears we 
expressed may be coming true.

Export-orientation

Most Third World countries who 
have stressed exports under SAP or 
debt-repayment compulsions, have 
focused heavily on the export of raw 
m ateria ls  including biological 
resources. Given India’s industrial 
capacity, raw materials are likely to be 
supplemented substantially by value- 
added goods. But even in such a 
scenario, there appears to be a very 
marked stress on exploiting the 
co u n t ry ’s natural wealth to gain 
foreign exchange.

In the earlier chapter, we had 
written that “the SAP aim of converting 
India into an export- led  growth 
economy ... could entail a further and

rapid transformation of staple food and 
subsistence crop lands into cash 
cropping, intensification of 
commercial fisheries in marine and 
freshwater areas, increase in mining 
for raw mineral exports and so on.”

All of this, and more, is already 
happening. The Minister of State for 
Food Processing, Shri Tarun Gogoi, 
recently stated that 56 100% export- 
oriented projects in fish processing 
were cleared in the last two years 
(1992-93). Marine fisheries grew by 
28.45% in 1992-93, and exports of 
marine products are 
expected to cross Rs. 2000 
croresin 1993-94. In 1992 
alone, 18 foreign 
collaborations for marine 
fishing and fish processing, 
many of them deep sea 
fishing, were approved 
(List of Foreign 
Collaborations Approved 
During the Year 1992.
Indian Investment Centre, Government 
of India, New Delhi. Hereafter referred 
to as IIC 1993). At a time when fish 
catch along India’s coast is stagnant or 
on the decline (due to serious 
overfishing and habitat destruction), 
and when small-scale traditional 
fisherfolk are up in arms at the loss of 
their livelihoods as a result of modem 
trawling operations, such investments 
can only spell further trouble. The 
government claims that the deep seas 
in India are still relatively untapped, 
and that this will not interfere with 
traditional fishing grounds. But such 
assurances were given when trawling 
was first introduced in India, and was 
proved hollow. Trawling operations 
have frequently impinged on small- 
scale fisherfolk, resulting in often 
violent clashes. The National 
Fishworkers Forum, a conglomeration 
of mass movements along much of 
India’s coastline, has repeatedly sought 
a ban on trawling operations during the 
fish spawning season and within a

certain distance of the coastline. Such 
a step is absolutely necessary if the fish 
populations are to regenerate and the 
interests of small fisherfolk protected. 
But with an all-out effort at exploiting 
marine areas, the government is 
unlikely to ever agree to such a ban.

Apart from its impact on local 
fisherfolk and coastal eco-systems in 
general, specific concern has been 
expressed about the implications of 
trawler operations on endangered 
marine species of fauna. For instance, 
at least one and possibly four jetties are 

being constructed  or 
p lanned close to 
Bhitarkanika Sanctuary, 
Orissa, to service deep sea 
trawlers. Bhitarkanika 
harbours the w o rld ’s 
largest nesting site of the 
Olive Ridley turtle, a 
severely endangered 
marine reptile. Over
200,000 turtles are known 

to nest here. Wildlife experts and 
enthusiasts have protested against the 
state government’s proposals, and the 
central Ministry of Environment and 
Forests is reportedly not in favour of 
them. The imperatives of  foreign 
exchange earning may, however, 
override these objections; if allowed, 
the trawling operations in this area 
would be yet another nail in the coffin 
of this species.

The rapid expansion of 
aquaculture in the coastal areas is also 
going to cause serious ecological and 
social disruption. Prawn and shrimp 
farming involves intensive, single
species oriented  m anagem ent of 
coastal eco-systems, a process which 
com plete ly  d isrupts  the delica te  
salinity balance and greatly reduces the 

biodiversity of these areas. Nor do the 
benefits of export-oriented aquaculture 
go to small fisherfolk, since large-scale 
operations standard ised  to meet 
stringent export requirements are
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affordable mainly by big companies. 
According to information compiled by 
the Centre for Monitoring Indian 
Economy, in 1992, three projects for 
aquaculture were approved, of which
2 were 100% export-oriented; in 1993, 
the number of approved projects 
jumped to 24, 17 of which were 100% 
export-oriented, and 7 with foreign 
collaboration (The Shape of Things to 
Come: A Synoptic Survey of Major 
Investment Projects on Hand: 
December 1992 and December 1993 
Centre for M onitoring Indian 
Economy, New Delhi. Hereafter 
referred to as CMIE 1992 and CMIE 
1993). The Indian Investment Centre 
has offered somewhat different figures 
for foreign collaborations in 1992. 
Eleven projects of aquaculture were 
approved, mostly prawn and shrimp 
farming (IIC 1993). (The discrepancy 
between the figures of  foreign 
collaboration given by the CMIE and 
the IIC has not been resolved, but could 
be due to greater access to information 
that the latter, a governmental body, 
has).

Other sectors which urc 
receiving a major boost for export 
purposes include agro-industries and 
food processing. On the face of it, agro
industries  should help rural 
communities in adding value to their 
produce, thereby getting them a better 
price. However, the dictates of the 
export market often have ecological 
and social consequences which 
undermine the sustainability of such 
value addition. There is, first of all, a 
transformation of food cropping to 
cash cropping lands, with some of the 
major export items targeted being 
cotton, sugar, tea, etc. The exception 
to this could be rice, which is also 
slated for major export increases. In 
both these cases, however, there is 
going to be an intensification of 
production through artificial inputs 
like fertilisers and pesticides, and loss 
of genetic diversity. This last impact, 
genetic erosion, is as yet largely 
ignored. Export markets and large- 
scale agro-industries typically demand 
standardised, uniform products, and 
result in the replacement of a high 
diversity of indigenous crops by a few
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so-called high-yielding 
varieties. If Basmati 
rice is favoured by 
foreign consumers, it 
will replace dozens, 
possibly hundreds of 
other local varieties of 
rice. Pepsi has 
reportedly encouraged 
farmers to grow one 
particular variety of tomato, which is 
suited to its production process. 
Kentucky Fried Chicken has delayed 
the start of its operation in India 
because it wants maize-fed chicken, 
which it will introduce to replace the 
local Indian breeds of poultry.

Mining is yet another sector 
targeted for export-oriented 
production. Considerable opposition 
has been voiced to the devastation 
wrought by granite mining in Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, for export to 
Japan, even before the new economic 
policies came in. Now, as many as 10 
major foreign collaborations have been 
approved in 1992 alone, for granite 
slabs and related product (IIC 1993). 
In all, 16 projects for making granite 
products were approved in 1992, of 
which 12 were 100% export-oriented; 
in 1993, an additional 21 were 
approved, including 13 which were 
100% export-oriented (CMIE 1992; 
CMIE 1993). Of these 13, figures of 
granite quantity to be exported are 
available for 8, and total up to about 
13.38 lakh sq. metres. All of this is 
being extracted in open-pit mines and 
by blasting hillsides, which cause great 
and irreparable devastation.

A final indication of the shape 
of things to come are the revisions 
made, in April 1993, in the policy 
regarding exports. In one sweeping 
move, some 144 items and sub-items 
were removed from the negative list 
of exports. Most of Ihdse were from 

the agricultural and biological 
materials sector, though chemicals and 
minerals also figured prominently. 
Chills were sent down the spines of 
those who have fought for years to ban 
or restrict the export of threatened plant 
and animal species. The notification 
removed or severely diluted

restr ic tions on the 
export of wild orchids, 
kuth extract of 
Saussurealappa, roots 
of D iosgenin  and 
Dio sc ore a spp., and 
other plants whose 
continued survival in 
India is already a 
m atter o f  great 

concern. Also on the list were brown 
sea weeds and agarophytes 
(mushrooms), processed timber of all 
species except Sandalwood and Red 
Sanders, and items made of peacock 
tail feathers, sandalw ood, and 
seashells. A general category of 
plants, plant portions and derivatives, 

obtained from the wild” was also 
removed from the negative list, leaving 
open to interpretation whether virtually 
all wild plants were now exportable. 
Evidently, the survival of the country’s 
rich and valuable biodiversity is in 
danger of being sacrificed at the altar 
of foreign exchange.

Liberalisation

Removing unnecessary bureau
cratic redtape is one thing, throwing all 
regula tions into the dustbin  and 
encouraging a free-for-all is another. 
Ind ia’s liberalisation programme, 
under the SAP, is tending  more 
towards the latter than the former. In 
last year’s article we had lamented the 
delay in issuing a notification making 

environm ental clearances legally 
m andatory for certain  types of 
developm ent projects .  This 
notification, drafted and made public 
twice over by the M inistry  of 
Environment and Forests (MOEF), 
was till recently pending with the 
Prime Minister. It has now been 
gazetted, but in a considerably diluted 
form. For instance, a provision that 
development projects near ecologically 
fragile areas would need special 
clearance, has been dropped. This 
dilution is due to severe opposition 

from industrialists and politicians, 
whose objections are simple: when all 
regulations are being removed, and the 
economy is moving into fast gear, why 

impose environmental regulations?
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A simple argument, but deadly 
in its consequences. In no 
industrialised country of the world are 
development projects, even privately 
owned ones, given a free reign over 
how and what natural resources they 
can use, and what they are to do with 
the adverse social and environmental 
impacts of their activities. These issues 
are subject to stringent regulations, 
including environmental clearance 
procedures, siting considerations, 
monitoring exercises, and penalties for 
violations. Such regulations have been 
put into place after learning the hard 
way, that an uncontrolled development 
process is a recipe for ecological and 
social suicide.

Till the late 1980s it appeared 
that we were willing to learn from this 
experience, by instituting the

bosses, however, may 
now have different 
ideas.

Another chilling 
indication of things to 
come is the spate of 
proposed and actual 
denotifications of 
national parks and 
sanctuaries in various 
states. Both the 
declaration and 
management of such 
wildlife protected areas 
is in the hands of state governments, 
as is the procedure for their 
denotification. Taking advantage of 
this, the Himachal Pradesh government

I hope foreign competition 
is not allowed to enter our 

business too !

Several other 
areas are threatened 
with denotification. 
Balukhand Sanctuary 
in Orissa is actively 
being considered as a 
site for a luxury hotel 
complex, which will 
serve the interests of 
tourists to Konarak and 
nearby beaches. The 
one that really lakes the 
cake, in terms of the 
sheer audacity of the 
private sector, is the 

proposed denotification of a part of the 
Marine National Park in the Gulf of 
Kutch, Gujarat. Reliance Industries 
proposes to set up a refinery on thev  i— u p  a  i c i n i c i  v u n  m e

took the lead in 1992, denotifying the Kutch coast, in collaboration with the
Darlaghat Sanctuary to make way for Japanese firm, C.Itoh. Interestingly in
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In the 1990s, the lessons are being 
unlearnt, as the move towards the “fast 
track” bulldozes even the 
environmental measures taken in the 
past. The Union M inister for 
Environment and Forests 
recently admitted that the 
Forest Conservation Act 
of 1980, which helped to 
reduce the diversion of 
forest for non-forest 
purposes, is itself being 
challenged by C hief 
Ministers, who now see 
in it a roadblock to 
unfettered industr ia 
lisation. Indeed, one 
major change in the Act which the 
Ministry is actively considering is to 
lease forest land for industrial 
plantations. Ostensibly to reduce 
pressure on natural forest lands, this 
move has been opposed for years by 
environm enta lis ts  and local 
communities because of the serious 
implications of giving control over 
large tracts of land to private 
corporations. The former National 
Wastelands Board had considered this 
step in the 1980s, but widespread 
opposition made it change its mind. 
Senior M inistry  of Environm ent 
offic ials  them selves have been 
vehemently against it. Their political

government to renotify a smaller 
portion of the previous sanctuary, but 
the damage had been done. A clear 
signal had gone out to other states that 
they too could sacrifice such areas, and 

that the central 
government was unwilling 
or unable to stop them. 
Gujarat followed in 1993, 
with the denotification of 
the Narayan Sarovar 
Sanctuary, a critical habitat 
for wildlife typical of the 
western arid zone and 
coastal ecosystem 
interface. Once again, the 
beneficiary is a cement 

factory. Pockets of this sanctuary area 
were forested, which the state 
government could not denotify without 
getting central government clearance 
under the Forest Conservation Act, so 
these pockets were renotified. The 
Narayan Sarovar Sanctuary now 
consists of several small forest blocks, 
unconnected to each other and 
therefore difficult to manage for 
wildlife protection. A large chunk of 
the Mclghat Tiger Reserve has been 
denotified, ostensibly to free the tribals 
living inside of the hardships they face, 
but more obviously to make way for a 
proposed road, hotel complex, and 
dam.

of a part of the National park, even 
giving details o f the areas to be 
denotified ( ‘Reliance Refinery 
Complex’, undated, Reliance Group of 
Industries). These included the famous 
Pirotan Island and surrounding coral 
reefs. In the same document, Reliance 
stated that C .Itoh, its collaborator, 
"required, in principle, clearance of 
limited denotification of marine park”! 
The implication, not explicitly stated 
but obvious, was that in the absence of 
this condition (and others) being met, 
C.Itoh would not be interested in 
collaborating.

One proposal which appeared to 
have been buried a few years back, but 
has been recently revived, is the 
creation of a free port in Great Nicobar 
Island. India’s southern-most island, 
Great Nicobar is home to one of the 
country’s most sensitive hunting- 
gathering tribes, the Shompens. It also 
harbours amongst the largest and least 
touched rainforests of India, forests 
which arc still relatively unexplored 
for their b iodiversity  and value. 
Recognising their great importance, the 
central government declared most of 
the island as a Biosphere Reserve, and 
the Andamans administration followed 
by giving two large forest chunks 
national park status. And now, the new



Lt. Governor of the islands has raked 
up the Free Port issue again, declaring 
that he was happy that the central 
government was considering it 
favourably, and noting that it would 
transform the islands into another 
Hong Kong or Singapore !!. 
Considering that the proposal had been 
looked at threadbare and 
rejected on grounds of 
ecological and social 
damage and lack of local 
resources (including 
freshwater!), the Lt.
Governor’s statement can 
only be connected to the 
clear message contained 
in liberalisation, that 
ecological and social 
concerns can be sacrificed if there is 
money to be made. Especially if it is 
foreign currency.

Foreign Investment

Foreign firms arc being wooed 
by the current government as if they 
were the saviours of the Indian 
economy, While I do not believe that 
foreign companies are necessarily any 
worse than Indian ones, the haste and 
desperation with which they are being 
invited to set up shop in India leads one 
to fear that environmental norms could 
be severely compromised to allow for 
easy entry. Many of the examples 
d iscussed above, for foreign 
collaborations in deep sea fishing, 
aquaculture, mining of granite and 
other minerals, food processing, and 
industrial products, are cases in point.

Last year we had written that 
"the transfer df hazardous industries 
and commodities, as has already 
happened in Africa, becomes much 
more possible with the new open-door 
policies . Information on the foreign 
companies who are investing in India 
confirms this view. Amongst the 
multinationals who have a notorious 
environmental record, and whose 
investments in India have already been 
approved, are Imperial Chemical 
Industries or ICI (UK), Du Pont, 
Monsanto, and Cargill (all USA), Shell 
(N etherlands) ,  and Ciba Geigy 
(Switzerland).

One of the major areas targeted 
by foreign corporations is pesticide 
production. Recently The Economic 
Times reported that several “major 
international players in the pesticide 
industry are now scouting for partners 
to set up shop in India”. These include 
Japan’s largest pesticide company, 

Kumiai Chemical 
Industries, as also 
Nippon, Hokke Club, 
Mitsubishi, Atochem, 
Dow Chemicals, and Du 
Pont. The intentions are 
clear. The Econom ic  
Times quoted a Du Pont 
official as saying that 
there was vast market 
potential in India: “In 

Japan, the average use of pesticides per 
hectare is 10 kg. In India, it is 450 gm. 
Considering that India is mainly an 
agricultural economy, the industry has 
ample scope to grow.” This, at a time 
when the world is moving away from 
pesticides towards biological pest 
control and organic farming.

An example of what this move 
by pesticide multinationals entails is 
provided by collobarations which have 
already been approved. Ciba Geigy, 
which justifiably earned notoriety 
when it tested pesticides on Egyptian 
children, plans to manufacture 
Monocrotophos, in collaboration with 
its Indian counterpart Hindustan Ciba 
Geigy. Monocrotophos is classified as 
a “highly hazardous” pesticide by the 
World Health Organisation, and is 
banned or severely restricted in many 
countries. Yet it is freely being used in 
India. Since Ciba Geigy’s technology 
to produce it is no longer of use in 
industrialised countries, what better 
way to make a killing than to transfer 
it to countries like India?

Unconfirmed reports arc also 
coming in of the dumping of hazardous 
and toxic wastes produced in northern 
countries, into India (see Pg.16). 
Greenpeace recently reported that in 
August 1993, the United Kingdom 
exported over 500 tonnes of lead waste 
to India, following up from a one

Corporation is alleged to have exported 
7000 tonnes of plastic wastes from 
USA to India in 1992. These reports 
need to be urgently investigated for 
their veracity, but it would not be at all 
surprising if they were true. The 
experience of becoming a dumping 
ground for the wastes of the 
industrialised North, where 
environmental lobbies are strong 
enough for the “not in my backyard” 
argument to work, is all too familiar 
for a number of other countries which 
have come under SAP.

The ridiculous extrem es to 
which the new open-door policy can 
go is highlighted by the move to import 
cowdung from Holland! Yes, import 
from, not export to! This proverbial 
coal to Newcastle situation has been 
seriously proposed by a Dutch firm, 
Seaswan B.V., in collaboration with an 
Indian fertiliser and pesticide 
company, EID Parry. The proposed 
label ‘Envirodung’ will hide the fact 
that the dung may contain residues of 
the chemicals used in the intensive 
livestock farming systems of Holland. 
Indeed, these residues, which in 
Holland leak into the groundwater, are 
the major reason the Dutch 
government want to get rid of the dung.

A nother issue causing 
considerable concern is the entry of 
multinationals into the seed sector. The 
impact of this entry on the indigenous 
seed industry, especially small scale 
producers, and on farmers, could be 
serious. With India’s recent accep
tance of the GATT provisions, and the 
conclusion of the Uruguay Round, 
these companies will also soon be able 
to obtain Plant B reeders’ Rights 
(PBRs) on these seeds, giving them 
monopolistic control for a period of 15 
or more years. I f  these become 
precedents for the entry of other 
multinationals, within a decade or so 
some important crops could become 
the domain of the private sector, 
pushing out the small Indian seed 
producer and leaving the Indian farmer 
at the mercy o f  profit-m aking  
companies (especially in the case of

Unconfirmed 
reports are also 
coming in of the 

dumping of 
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wastes produced in 

northern countries, 
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year), As in the case of 
export-oriented farming, 
discussed above, large seed 
producing firms will be 
keen to have their limited 
varieties used in as wide an 
area as possible, with the 
result that a diversity of 
indigenous seeds will be 
displaced. The genetic 
erosion witnessed in India 
over the last three decades 
of the Green Revolution, 
could be further intensified. This is all 
at the moment a matter of speculation, 
and it appears that some critics have 
greatly exaggerated the concerns. But 
the indications of what may come are 
already visible: giants like ICI and 
Cargill have set up units to produce 
hybrid seeds, and others are queuing 
up. Six foreign collaborations 
(including with ICI) for hybrid seed 
production, and another six for tissue 
culture and high-yielding plantlets, 
have been approved in 1992 (IIC 
1993).

One of the firms which has been 
allowed entry with Indian collaboration 
is W.R. Grace & Co. This American 
company has become infamous for its 
patenting of a biopesticide based on

neem. Since parts of the 
neem tree have been used 
for centuries by Indians, 
for a variety of pesticidal, 
medicinal, and other 
properties, this patent has 
justifiably been branded 
by farmers and activists as 
intellectual theft. The fact 
that the same company has 
been allowed to enter into 
a collaboration with the 
Indian firm P.C. Margo 

Pvt. Ltd., for the production of 
vegetable oils, has understandably 
caused a furore. But this too is an 
indication of how much the 
government is willing to bend over 
backwards to please the foreign 
investor.

One can argue that opening the 
doors to foreign investment will also 
bring in the best of available 
technologies for environmental 
m anagement and regeneration. 
Certainly, pollution control 
technologies are likely to become more 
easily available. In the 1992 list of 
approved foreign collaborations, there 
are some for the production of 
biopesticides, pollution control 
equipment, energy efficient bulbs,

solar devices, recycling plants, and 
environmental engineering services. 
However, such investments are a tiny 
fraction of the total, thoroughly 
insignificant compared to the 
collaborations on environmentally and 
socially destructive ventures such as 
those described above.

Consumerism

The consumerism thrust that the 
1980s witnessed — already a cause of 
serious ecological damage and social 
distortions — is likely to pale into 
insignificance in comparison to what 
is coming now. Fueled by the 
electronic media, aggressive 
advertising, slashing of import duty, 
and other such measures, the upper 
middle class consumer is now being 
flooded with dazzling luxury goods. 
Flashy adverts for elite products 
towering above an ugly cluster of 
jhuggi-jhopris: this is now a common 
sight in any of India’s cities. While the 
social consequences of this 
consumerism boom arc frightening 
enough, the environm ental 
implications are also serious. The rapid 
rise in production of luxury goods can 
only place a greatly increased strain on 
natural resources, with ecological 
consequences from the time of 
resource extraction (mining, tree- 
felling, etc.) to the time of production 
(pollution, working hazards, etc.). 
After consumption too, environmental 
impacts are felt in the increasing wastes 
which are generated. In this respect the 
phenomenal rise in the use of plastics, 
detergents , and other non- 
biodegradable or hazardous materials 
in the last few years is alarming. 
Visions of the massive waste dumps 
that dot the USA, till now only 
available in magazines and TV, may 
well come alive if we continue to 
encourage the wasteful consumerism 
track which the Western countries have 
taken. Perhaps then we will do to our 
less powerful neighbours what 

industrialised countries have begun to 
do to us: treat them as dum ping 
grounds for the waste that we can no 
longer manage.

One can argue 
that opening the 
doors to foreign 
investment will 
also bring in the 
best of available 
technologies for 
environmental 
management and 
regeneration.

14
Sacrificing our Fulure



Equity, Environment, and
the New Economic Policy

Inequity (between countries and 
communities/classes, between humans 
and other species, and between 
different human generations) is the root 
cause of environmental problems. It 
allows the powerful and rich to usurp 
a disproportionate and 
unsustainable share of 
natural resources, while 
forcing the weak and poor 
to overstrain whatever little 
resources are left with 
them. It allows the 
powerful to defile and 
pollute the water, air, and 
soil, while forcing the 
weak to bear the 
consequences of such 
defilement. In turn, 
environmental degradation 
intensifies inequalities and 
social deprivation, as when 

tribal livelihoods are destroyed by 
deforestation, or when fisherfolk are 
affected by water pollution.

In this sense, the new economic 
policies are dealing a double blow to 
India, fuelling and greatly accelerating 
the spiral of social/economic inequality 
and ecological degradation. As 
mentioned above, the thrust towards 
export-orientation, liberalisation, 
privatisation, and foreign investments 
is likely to favour those who have 
significant investment opportunities: 
the trawler owner, the large (often 
absentee) farmer, the big domestic 
corporation, the foreign multinational, 
the mine owner, and of course the 

upper and upper middle class 
consumer. These classes of Indian 
society arc already putting an 
unsusta inab le  pressure on the 
environment. By encouraging them, at 
the expense of the large mass of poor 
people, the new economic policies arc 
ultimately leading to the undermining 
of the very natural resource base on 
which our entire economy, our very 
society, stands. There could not be a 
more suicidal palh to progress.

The 1993-94 Economic Survey, 
released by the Government of India

In this sense, the 

new economic 

policy is dealing 

a double blow to 

India, fueling 
and greatly 

accelerating the 

spiral of social/ 

economic 

inequality and 

ecological 

degradation

in February, while dealing for the first 
time with environmental issues, 
completely sidesteps these 
fundamental concerns. The section on 
environment (placed, for some strange 
reason, into the chapter on 
Infrastructure), merely reiterates the 
government’s major initiatives, and 
does nothing to analyse the relationship 

between natural resource 
destruction and other 
sectors of the economy. If 
someone wants an answer 
to the question — how has 
the Indian economic 
scenario in 1993-94 
affected its environment, 
and vice-versa? — the 
Economic survey is not 
the place to look. Indeed, 
when one has a section 
which starts off by 
asserting that “ vast 
population with
widespread poverty in 

India lead to environmental 
degradation”, how can one expect an 
in-depth analysis of the impact of elitist 
development on environment and the 
poor?

Is there a Way Out?

If at all this depressing scenario 
is to change, it will be because the 
Indian people — not the upper middle 
class, which has sold its soul to the 
American dream, but the affected poor
— will not take this new attack quietly. 
M illions of fisherfolk recently 
(February 4)struck work to protest the 
governm en t’s encouragem ent to 
trawling. They refused to engage in any 
fishing, fish landing, or fish selling that 
day, demanding a new fisheries policy 
which supports the small fisherfolk in 
fishing in deeper waters, increases 
domestic availability of fish, respects 
the rights of fishing communities to 
contiguous marine zones, and spells 
out measures to ensure conservation of 
fish-rich areas. Farmers in Karnataka 
and elsewhere have threatened to 
physically throw out MNCs and strive 
towards a self-reliant agriculture; the 
attack on Cargill’s factory by the 
Karnataka Rajya Ryatha Sangha was 
an expression of the popular anger

against the new “seed colonialism” 
being promoted by the government. 
Popular resistance forced Cargill to 
abandon plans for salt manufacture in 
Kutch, and the Tatas to give up their 
aquaculture plans in the Chilka lagoon. 
Environmentalists have gone to court 
to challenge the denotification of 
protected areas, and obtained a stay in 
the case of Narayan Sarovar Sanctuary 
in Gujarat. The proposed denotification 
of Balukhand Sanctuary (Orissa) has 
been stalled due to lobbying by 
environmental and local community 
opposition.

Simultaneously, serious efforts at 
evolving national alternatives to the 
prevailing destructive development 
policies are mounting. These include 
an alternative budget, as also 
sustainable agriculture and energy 
policies. Linking these academic, 
national, exercises to the more activist, 
local movements may yet help to stave 
off the destructive forces unleashed by 
Manmohanomics.



Waste Impor t s  into India

Year Weight
[in kg]

Australia

Plastic waste 

Plastic waste 

Plastic waste

Metal waste (other than lead) 

Lead battery waste 

Lead battery waste

Canada

Copper and copper alloy wastes 

Ash and residues 

Lead waste

Ferrous waste, iron or steel, n.e.s

Non-ferrous waste

Plastic and polystyrene waste

1990

1992

Jan-Sept. 1993 

1992 

1992

Jan-Sept. 1993

1992

1992

1992

1992

1992

1992

United Kingdom

Ash and residue waste 

Copper wastes 

Other metal waste 

Ash and residue waste 

Copper wastes 

Lead Wastes 

Other metal waste

United States

Plastic waste 

Plastic waste 

Scrap metal

Tin plate waste and tin waste

Jan-Jul 1992 

Jan-Jul 1992 

Jan-Jul 1992 

Jan-May 1993 

Jan-May 1993 

Jan-May 1993 

Jan-May 1993

Jan-July 1992

1993 

1990

1993

3,000

16,000

74,000

33,621,000

126,000

346,000

960,371

1,226,455

1,0007,897

106,005,000

90,330

42,275

(these figures do not include waste exported from Canada via the US)

524,652

2,443,578

719,172

250,056

2,575,413

501,944

1,120,608

3,974,700

7,841,800

1,794,011,000

26,802,360

Source: Greenpeace 11993]
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NEW ECONOMIC POLICY AND THE ENVIRONMENT: 1994-95

This article is dedicated to Nilesh Naik, age 25, killed in police fir ing  in January 1995, during an agitation  

against the Thapar-Du Pont Nylon factory  proposed to he set up in Goa. The fac tory  remains stalled due to 
popular local resistance.

T wo years back we started a review of 
the impact of  the New Economic 
Policy (NEP) on India’s environment 
and on those communities which 
depend directly for their subsistence 
and livelihood on the natural 
environment (Kothari and Kothari 
1993; Kothari 1994). It was shown that 
each of the major components of these 
policies were having a severe 
environmental (and consequently 
social) impact:

i) the drive towards an export-led
model of growth was rapidly 
sacrificing natural resources to earn 
foreign exchange, as was especially 
seen in the fisheries and mining sectors;

ii) the move towards liberalisation 
had resulted in an atmosphere of a free- 
for-all, with industries increasingly 
ignoring environmental standards, and 
state governments sacrificing natural 
habitats,including their own wildlife 
protected areas, to make way for 
commercial enterprises;

iii) the d irective to reduce 
government expenditure was resulting 
in cuts in social and environmental 
sectors. This was leading to a reduction 
in programmes for the conservation 
and regeneration of natural resources;

iv) opening up of the economy was 
bringing in companies with a notorious 
track record on environment (including 
pesticide manufacturers who had 
almost wound up in their parent 
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 (hat, though 
there has been an increase in the

allotments to social sectors in response 
to the widespread outcry against the 
earlier cuts, the trend of sacrificing 
natural habitats and resources for 
short-term gains, and of ignoring the 
daily survival needs of local rural 
communities, has continued unabated. 
There is in the new policy 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 
middle class, as a market, to outside 
companies. Natural resources, 
painstakingly conserved and 
sustainably utilised by Indian 
communities, arc now up for the grab.

Exports: Selling our Future

Heavy reliance is being placed 
on exports as a means to drive the 
economy forward. Not for one moment 
am I against a judicious policy of 
exporting what India has an abundance 
of. But a rational export policy would 
ensure that domestic supplies of the 
same products are not hijacked, that the 
exports do not cause domestic prices 
to skyrocket, that the resultant 
exploitation is ecologically sustainable, 
that the rights of local communities 
from whom resources are being 
extracted are respected, and that they 
control and benefit from the exports as 
far as possible. Unfortunately, the 
current thrust violates 
each of these 
principles.

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

1994 was marked by a series of 
massive protests by fisherfolk living 
along India’s coasts. On February 4 and 
again on November 23, millions of 
fisherfolk struck work, refusing to 
engage in any fishing, fish landing, or 
fish selling. Their target of ire was the 
Indian government’s current thrust 
towards opening out the country’s 
fisheries to export-oriented , 
mechanised harvesting. They claimed 
that this thrust would devastate both 
the marine environment and small- 
scale fisherfolk’s livelihoods.

Marine 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 
I ish 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 
marine fisheries, using 255 deep sea 
fishing trawlers.

Not surprisingly, joint ventures 
being allowed into India are all export- 
oriented. According to FAO and other 
data, fish catch in virtually the entire 
world is declining, with the exception 
of the Indian occan. It is obvious that 
the major fishing companies, and the 
rich lish-cating nations, are eyeing our 

waters to satiate their 
large appetites. 
Unfortunately, lured by 
the foreign exchange 
prospects ,  our
government has given 
in to this unjustified and 
unsustainable demand. 
Proponents of trawling 
claim that these 
ventures will be allowed
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to fish only in deep waters, 
where traditional 
fisherfolk do not go. But 
past experience has shown 
that trawler owners find it 
convenient and cheaper to 
fish closer to shore. Also, 
trawlers are often used in 
the fish-breeding season, during which 
time traditional fisherfolk usually give 
the seas a rest. The results, for India’s 
marine ecosystems and traditional 
fisherfolk, are already proving to be 
disastrous. Physical clashes between 
trawler owners and local fisherfolk are 
a common 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 prawn and shrimp 
farming ventures which are being 
cleared. There has been a rapid 
expansion of such aquaculture, largely 
oriented to foreign demand for sea
food. Such farming involves intensive 
management of coastal ecosystems, 
oriented to a single species; this 
invariably disrupts the delicate salinity 
balance of coastal areas, and reduces 
their biodiversity. In many areas of the 
world (Thailand, Philippines, Taiwan, 
Ecuador), such farming has left marine 
deserts in its wake. Since large-scale 
operations s tandardised to meet 
stringent export requirements are 
affordable mainly by big companies, 
benefits hardly go to small fisherfolk.

The Government of India has big 
plans for aquaculture in the country. 
The head of the Aqua Foundation of 
India, M. Sakthivcl, was recently 
quoted as projecting a jump of shrimp 
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 shrimp requirements”.
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 
prom ise is that this will provide

employment to several 
million people, cause 
minimal environmental 
damage and no 
displacement, and of 
course earn the country 
immense foreign 
exchange. However, 

studies of farms which have been set 
up in the last few years, for instance in 
the Nagai Quaid-e-Milleth district of 
Tamil Nadu, and the Nellore district 
of Andhra Pradesh, have shown that 
serious pollution problems have been 
caused by prawn farming, and that per 
unit of area, aquaculture has provided 
less than half the employment that 
farming previously did. In addition, 
considerable depletion of groundwater 
has taken place, and salinity of the 
water and of the soils on land 
surrounding the aqua-farms, has 
increased significantly. Threats have 
been reported to the biodiversity and 
livelihood resources of ecologically 
sensitive areas like the Pulicat Lake 
(straddling A.P. and Tamil Nadu), by 
indiscrim inate  expansion of
aquaculture. Similar experiences are 
being reported from other parts of 
India’s coastline.

Other sectors slated for major 
export-oriented  production are 
floriculture and agro-products, 
including processed foods. Between
1992-93 and 1993-94, India’s agro
exports jumped from Rs. 7,430 crores 
to 10,062 crores. As argued in my 
analysis for last year, agriculture 
production oriented towards the export 
market can be extremely damaging to 
the environment and to the livelihood 
security of small farmers.

Since 1991,41 joint ventures for 
export-oriented flower production 
have been approved; from a figure of
0.6 million 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 fertilisers, pesticides and other 

artificial inputs. It is also likely to push 
out the small farmer, who 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 Mining Policy and 
amendments in the Mines and Minerals 
Development Act, primarily towards 
easing investments by the private 
sector, including foreign concerns. 
Immediately 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. km. in Andhra 
Pradesh, Karnataka, and Maharashtra. 
One of the world’s largest mining 
companies, the British RTZ Corp. Pic, 
has set up a subsidiary in India named 
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 governments 
nor private companies arc likely to 
bother about such niceties as natural 
resource conservation and local 
community rights. Mining, especially 
surface mining, is extrem ely 
devastating, as witnessed 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 what is to come, 
Orissa’s export earnings have risen by 
36% per annum over the decade, with 
minerals topping the list o f  items 
exported; what is ignored is that this 
has been at the cost of large-scale 
deforestation and dispossession of 
lands from tribal communities. Even 
rich wildlife habitats are being 
sacrificed by the same state 
government which once declared them 
protected; recently the Kudremukh 
Iron Ore company was given a new 
lease to prospect for iron-ore in the 
middle of the Kudremukh National 
Park, one of the few rem ain ing  
evergreen forest patches in Karnataka.

Mining is another 
major thrust area 
for investments, 
especially related 
to exports
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Nor does the argument, that 
multinational companies are able to do 
mining in a safer and less 
environmentally destructive way, hold 
much 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 war in Papua New Guinea, 
furthering white rule in South Africa. 
A company like this should not be 
touched with a barge pole by the Indian 
government; but then, forex speaks 
much more powerfully in its current 
mindset then does environmental 
sustainability and human rights.

With the acceptance of 
G ATT by the Indian " 
G overnm ent, the above 
trends can only intensify. The 
GATT secretariat projects 
that the major boost in 
international trade by this 
treaty will be in the sectors 
of textiles, agriculture/ 
forestry /fisheries,  and 
processed foods/beverages.
In its official Economic 
Survey for 1994-95, the 
government has gleefully 
reported that these are the 
precise sectors in which 
“In d ia ’s existing and 
potential export
competitiveness lies”, and 
that they could earn the 
country an extra 2.7 to 7 
billion U.S. dollars per 
annum. The com m ercial 
stakes are very high, and 
com petit iveness  can be greatly 
increased by ignoring the costs of 
environmental conservation and social 
security measures needed to achieve 
sustainability in production in these 
sectors.

Also pushing the unsustainable 
thrust towards export-orien ted  
exploitation will be India's continuing 
debt-rcpayment burden. The burden is 
expected to reach about 13 billion U.S. 
dollars in 1995-96, and the government 

has clearly stated that a healthy Balance

of Payments situation can only be 
achieved with greatly increased 
exports. The finer print reads: “no 
matter at what cost”.

Liberalisation and Foreign
Investments: A Free-for-All

The thrust towards exports has 
been accompanied by a corresponding 
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 
environmental standards and controls

over industrial and development 
projects, for the simple reason that 
project authorities and corporate 
houses on their own have not shown 
environm ental and social 
responsibility. 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  rcd-tapism  was an 
inappropriate  bathwater for the 
environmental safeguard baby; what 
the new economic policy is doing is to 
throw out the baby with the bathwater.

There are several examples of 
this, apart from" the changes in the 
mining policy and law, mentioned 
above. In the 1993-94 budget, the 
government announced a five-year tax 
holiday for new industries being set up 
in Industrially Backward Areas; this 
has now been extended to all Backward 
Areas by the Department of Revenue. 
Since such areas are defined primarily 
from the narrow economic point of 
view, almost invariably they are areas 
where the last vestiges of natural 
habitats and traditional cultures remain. 
The Government is still viewing 
relatively non-m onetised , non
commercialised livelihoods (such as 
traditional organic farming, small-scale 
fishing, pastoralism, and village 

industries), as “backward”, not 
realising (or not wanting to 
accept the fact) that these are in 
fact the most sustainable ways 
of living on earth, and not 
thinking of ways to encourage 
and enhance these livelihoods to 
meet the cha llenges of 
modernity. And so in large parts 
of the country which have so far 
been free from the suicidal path 
of industrial developm ent 
(Kutch, Ladakh, Andaman and 
Lakshadw eep Islands, 
Bastar....), industries are being 
given a red-carpet welcome by 
the new policies. With virtually 
no m onitor ing  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 investm ents ,  NRI 
projects, and 100% export-oriented 
projects; it has also announced that 
all projects will be cleared through
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the State Pollution Control Board 
within 15 days.

— Kerala 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 exempted 155 SSI 
industries from obtaining a No 
Objection Certificate from the State 
Pollution Control Board, and 
reduced the number of industries 
to be inspected under the Factories 
Act from 15 to 3.

In each of these cases, it is clear 
that the state governments attach no 
im portance to the critical 
environm enta l appraisal process 
which industries must go through: it 
is impossible for such an appraisal to 
be done within 15 days (Haryana), 
much less within 24 hours (Punjab), 
not to mention ‘on the spot’ (Haryana)! 
The whittling down of the list of 
industries  requiring pollution 
clearances and Factories Act inspection 
(which includes the plant’s working 
environment and state of maintenance), 
by Rajasthan, is even more chilling.

A specific alarming example of 
industria l deregulation is the 
automobile industry. The Economic 
Survey 1994-95 boasts that 
“delicensing  o f  the autom obile  
industry has led to a boom in 
investment in automobile components 
and plans for producing new cars”; it 
notes that many of the biggest 
international names in the field are 
entering into joint ventures, including 
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 amongst the most polluted in the 
world, with severe health impacts on

their residents. While undoubtedly 
many of the new vehicles will be less 
polluting than the existing Indian 
models, the sheer jump in numbers will 
lead to an increase in aggregate 
pollution levels. This is very evident 
in Delhi, for instance, where the last 
few years have seen a quantum jump 
in pollution levels, caused primarily by 
the 90,000 new vehicles which get 
added to its streets every year.

Apart 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 is 
increasingly talk of relaxing the Land 
Ceiling Acts for rural and urban areas, 
to make way 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 government’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 number of counts: in 
places, good forest areas may be leased 
out in the guise of degraded forest 
lands, and the dependence of local poor 
people (especially pastoralists) on 
degraded lands and grasslands will be

denied if these lands are leased to 
industry. Astonishingly, Environment 
Minister Kamal Nath defended the 
move by saying that state governments 
were not fully able to protect forest 
lands, and that private companies may 
be able to do this better! Alternative 
suggestions regarding farm forestry to 
meet industrial demands have so far 
been ignored by the Ministry. It is 
indeed sad that the very Ministry which 
should be resisting and moderating the 
new economic forces, is capitulating 
to unjustified industrial demands.

Liberalisation of imports has also 
led to dangerous trends. Last year we 
reported the enormous 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 dumping ground 
for a whole range of toxic wastes from 
the industrial countries, much as has 
happened to many other tropical 
countries in the past. Pepsi Cola 
Company, welcomed with folded 
hands by the government, is reported 
to be exporting some 45,000 ions of 
plastic waste into India. Greenpeace 
International reports that an Indian 
company, Putura Industries of Tamil 
Nadu, has imported 10,(XX) metric tons 
of plastic waste since 1992. This is for 
recycling, but Futura has admitted that 
30-40% of this could not be re-used. 
In the first half of 1994, 5 million kgs. 
of metal wastes were imported from 
Australia; between 1992 and 1993, 
imports of lead acid battery wastes 
from the same country increased nearly 
three-fold  from 1,26,000 kg. to
3,46,000 kg. In October 1994, a
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delegation of Australian officials was 
to come to India to negotiate more such 
trade arrangements; fortunately, due to 
widespread public protest, the tour was 
cancelled. The Ministry of 
Environment has now reportedly taken 
a strong view against such imports, but 
it has been sidelined by other 
government departments, including the 
D epartment of Chemicals and 
Petrochemicals, and by sections in 
industry, including the shipbreaking 
and small-scale 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 government 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. Under GATT, India is 
obliged to introduce a sui generis 
system for plants; however, it has a five 
year gracc period in which to do so, 
and (here is no written obligation to 
follow any existing model of IPR 
legislation. However, under pressure 
from seed com panies who want 
monopolistic rights to the varieties they 
produce, the Agriculture Ministry has 
not only already drafted a Plant 
Varieties Act, but more or less modeled 
it after the International Convention for 
the Protection of New Varieties of 
Plants (UPOV). The UPOV 
Convention has recently been amended 
to almost e lim inate sections 
guaranteeing farmers’ and researchers’ 
exemptions from being subject to IPR 
monopolies. Though the Indian draft 
has included strong sections on 
farmers’ and researchers’ rights, it is 
feared that these will not stay for long; 
it is probably a matter of time before 
the Indian government succumbs to the 
intense pressure from the international 
seed industry, which caused the 
dilution of these aspects in the UPOV 
Convention.

Once we are on the road to 
accepting private IPRs on life forms, 
there is no way we will be able to resist

the global trend to make such IPRs 
more and more monopolistic, affecting 
both farmers and the crop genetic 
diversity which they have developed 
and continue to depend on. India could 
well have adopted a system of 
protection which gave common/public 
rights to plants, which obliged breeders 
to publicly share their inventions while 
assuring them financially adequate and 
socially acceptable returns, which 
emphasised diversity rather than 
uniformity in the use of crops, and 
which used public good rather than 
private profit as the major incentive for 
creativity (as has so far been done in 
the public sector seed development 
programme). But Cargill and Imperial 
Chemicals Industries (ICI) and WR 
Grace would not have liked that, so it 
was not to be.

The Economic Survey and
Environment: Lip-service

For the second year now, the 
official Economic Survey of the 
Government of India has included a 
section on environment. As was the 
case last year, this time too it is an 
insignificant component, totalling a 
mere three out of 167 pages. Again like 
last time, it is tucked away in the 
chapter on Infrastructure, treated like 
an irritating aside which has to be paid 
lip-service to.

There is obviously no 
understanding amongst the country’s 
economic planners, of the cross-cutting 
significance of the environment. The 
fact that a ll human (including 
economic) activity is ultimately based 
on four elements — land, water, air, 
and biological resources —  and that 
therefore economic activity must be 
mindful of the sustainability of these 
elements, seems to continue to elude 
Manmohan Singh and co. If  the 
government was serious about 
sustainable development (as grandly 
proclaimed by Narasimha Rao at the 
Earth Summit in Rio in 1992), it would 
at the very least analyse the two-way 
relationship between environment and 
development as it unfolds every year, 
and then take corrective measures.

There is no evidence of this in 
the Economic Survey. The section on 
environment gives a general picture of 
the dismal situation regarding forests, 
land and water, and pollution, and then 
lists a few steps that the government is 
taking to tackle these. It does not link 
the yea r’s major economic 
developments with this situation; it 
does not, for instance, analyse whether 
the impact of these developments was 
detrimental or corrective. Nor does it 
do the reverse: analyse the implications 
of the environmental situation for 
future economic development 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 
why no analysis is presented, for if 
done honestly, the government would 
have to admit that the environmental 
crisis is an outcome of these very 
policies. The Survey admits, for 
instance, that:

— industrialisation has pul severe 
pressure on natural resources;

— 90% of water in 241 Class II cities 
is polluted

—  54% of the urban and 97% of the 
rural population do not have 
sanitation facilities

—  mangrove forests on our coasts are 
under great threat due to oil 
spillages from ships and coastal 
refineries, discharge of industrial 
effluents, etc.

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 put 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 draw the logical conclusion 
from the data presented: that 
mechanised trawling, large-scale

Sacrificing our Future
2!



aquaculture, intensive cash cropping, 
mining, indiscriminate industrial 
growth in ecologically  sensitive 
( “backw ard”) zones, and other 
activities which are now being 
promoted, must be halted and 
alternative forms of economic activity 
sought which do not cause irreversible 
ecological damage. It blithely talks of 
the governm en t’s strategy of 
conserving natural resources, 
preventing and controlling pollution, 
conducting prior environmental impact 
assessments, and involving people in 
afforestation, but does not show how 
the past y e a r ’s policies and 
programmes have actually managed to 
achieve these steps, or indeed how the 
next year’s policies and programmes 
will do so.

To give a specific example of the 
failure to logically diagnose its own 
data, the Survey mentions that stress 
needs to be given to Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM), which emphasises 
a mix of pest control methods, 
minimising the use of hazardous 
pesticides; yet in the same breath, 
es tim ates  that pestic ide 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 statement is made that there 
will be an attempt 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 
programmes for small farmers...”, but 
fails to analyse how the thrust towards 
agro-product exports, floriculture, and 
aquaculture is likely to affect this 
agenda. Nor does it anywhere mention 
the need to take the path towards 
sustainable agriculture, which would 
involve getting away from the Green 
Revolution model towards farming 
which uses minimal chem icals, 
indigenously produced seeds, locally 
harvestable water, and soil/moisture 
conservation measures. Integrated 
w atershed  deve lopm ent and 
conservation schemes are mentioned in 
passing, but the Survey does not show

how, if at all, the policies and 
programmes being pursued actually 
encourage these schemes.

The Government has grandly 
declared, in its Economic Survey 
1994-95, that the country’s basic goals 
are “growth, equity, self- 
reliance, and
modernisation”.... and 
“sustained improvement 
in the living standard of 
people of India, 
especially the poor” .
While there is plenty of 
evidence that the goals 
o f  growth and 
modernisation 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 
consumption 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 many non
marketed 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 
im provem ent” in the lot o f  the 
country’s poor is a mockery, when the 
policies are only serving to exploit the 
natural resources on which these poor 
are dependent, in order to enrich the 
trawler owner, the large farmer, the big 
Indian industrialist and the multi
national company, the contractor, the 
m ine-owner, and of course the 
politicians and bureaucrats who get 
their share of the economic pie. The 
poor will undoubtedly get some 
crumbs falling their way, but that 
would be a pathetic form of equity, 
sustainability, and self-reliance indeed.

People’s Resistance Increases

It is not my case that all 
investments being made as a result of 
the new economic policy, by foreign 
or Indian com panies, are

environmentally 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 wind farms and solar 

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 who stand to gain from 
short-term exploitation of natural 
resources are the ones who are 
dictating the decisions on economic 
policies and programmes. If forest- 
dwellers, village women, marginal 
farmers, tribals and nomads, small- 
scale fisherfolk, and other such 
ecosystem-dependent people were 
taking the decisions, we would have a 
very different structural adjustment 
process taking place.

There are, indeed, signs that this 
may not be a dream. People’s mass 
resistance to the new policy and 
program m es has significantly  
increased, and is having some effect 
not only on individual projects but on 
the policies them selves. Most 
widespread was the agitation of 
traditional fisherfolk, with two nation
wide strikes against the deep-sea 
fishing policy. Apart from achieving 
impressive following amongst fishing 
communities, the agitation, and some 
hard questioning from Members of 
Parliament during a heated debate on 
the subject, led the Government of 
India announcing a review of this 
policy.

Sporadic successes elsewhere 
also s ignaled hope. Sustained 
opposition by villagers and activists
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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 demonstration against 
the plant, and villagers in retaliation 
burnt structures on the plant premises. 
Du Pont announced that it might 
consider an alternative site in India...

In Gujarat, the High Court 
ordered a stay on the denotification of 
the Narayan Sarovar Sanctuary, which 
had been illegally done by the state 
government in 1993 to make 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 
environmentalists have won some time 
to gather forces. In Orissa, a mix of 
environmental and political opposition 
has continued to stall the denotification 
of Balukhand Sanctuary (proposed by 
the Biju Patnaik government to make 
way for a hotel complex), as also of

the Bhittarkanika Sanctuary (home to 
the world’s largest congregation of the 
endangered Olive ridiey sea turtle, and 
threatened by trawling, fishing jetties, 
and roads). International groups like 
the Mangrove Action Project joined in 
the protest, and announced that they 
would press for a boycott of shrimp and 
prawns produced in such destructive 
manner. Greenpeace International has 
joined Indian groups in demanding a 
halt to toxic waste exports from 
industrial countries to India. Innovative 
protests against the ridiculous proposal 
to import 7-10 million tons of cattle 
dung from Holland (impregnated with 
chemical feedstock), including the 
dumping of 50 tons of “swadeshi” 
dung by farmers outside the Lok 
Sabha, led to the proposal being 
rejected. And though the widespread 
opposition to GATT did not stop the 
Indian government from entering into 
the treaty, considerable groundwork to 
subvert its implementation appears to 
have been done.

These successes are at best 
temporary, helping to buy time. The 
most pressing need is for 
environmentalists, social activists, and 
sensitive academics to work out an 
alternative strategy for the economic 
renewal of the country, a strategy 
which is socially and environmentally 
sensitive and sustainable. Elements of 
such a strategy are present in the 
widespread mass movements built 
around natural resource conflicts, and 
in the various alternative energy, 
agricultural, and industrial projects 
which are successfully being run by 
citizens’ groups and a handful of 
government officials across the 
country. But unless these elements can 
be bound together into a 
com prehensive conceptual and 
practical alternative, the powerful 
forces unleashed by Manmohan Singh 
and the IMF will continue to lead the 
country over the brink of survival.
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