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More than a year and a half after the adoption of the new economic policies and the structural adjustment 
programme, there has been almost no serious analysis of their implications on the living environment of our citizens. 
While it is nd doubt difficult to predict their impact with accuracy because of the complex interplay of various 
economic, social, political and ecological factors, it is possible to make some assessment based on past developmental 
trends in India and the experiences of other third world countries under similar programmes. 

T H E last couple of years have seen drastic 
changes in India's economic policies. The 
thrust towards socialism and egalitaria-
nism which has characterised planning in 
the last four and a half decades ( 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 the I M F and the World 
Bank, and internat ional capital of other 
kinds. 

Under the New Economic Policies 
(NEP) , drastic 'stabilisation' and •struc-
tural ad ju s tmen t ' p rogrammes are being 
put into effect in an effort to meet India's 
severe balance of payments crisis, and to 
propel its economy into quicker growth 
and global integration. Apart from direct 
fiscal policies, the m a j o r components of 
the new package include boosting exports 
to earn foreign exchange, liberalising in-
dustrial product ion, dropping barriers to 
the entry of foreign companies and goods, 
expand ing pr ivat isa t ion and cut t ing 
government spending. Some of these are 
a part of the IMF-World Bank-led struc-
tural ad jus tment programme (SAP), a set 
prescription which these multilateral agen-
cies have forced on to dozens of third 
world countries. 

The drastic nature of the N E P package 
has understandably set off considerable 
debate on issues of economic manage-
ment and nat ional sovereignty.1 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 condit ions 
of ou r citizens. It is surprising that a year 
and a half af ter the adopt ion of the new 
policies, there has been almost no serious 
analysis of their implications on the living 
environment of our citizens.2 

T h e natural environment has so far 
been looked at by conventional econo-
mists and development advocates, whose 
vision is the driving force behind the NEP, 
as either or both of two things; an ex-
ploitable resource, and a sink into which 
the eff luents of affluence can be thrown. 
This view ignores the fact that for the vast 
major i ty of Indians, the natural environ-
ment fo rms the very basis of their sub-
sistence 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 appropr ia t ion 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 adopt ing the NEP, has our 
government been mindfu l of this? 

It seems not. It is, of course, difficult 
to predict the impact 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 
among 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 at tempted by jux 
taposing past developmental trends in 
India with the new policies. The over-
whelming impression we are left with is 
that the N E P could lead to an accelera-
tion in the already deteriorating environ-
mental si tuation, and consequently fur -
ther marginalisation and alienation of 
communit ies that are already living in 
economically and ecologically vulnerable 
conditions. This includes the landless and 
the marginal farmers, the tribals and the 
so-called OBCs, and amongst these 
groups part icularly the women and 
children. 

FOREX THE NEW GOD 

Take, for instance, export-orientat ion. 
With foreign exchange (forex) as the new 
god, the government will be keen on ear-
ning it any which way, regardless of the 
environmental consequences. This of 
course is not a new phenomenon; export 
of iron ore f rom Goa has devastated its 
once-lush forests, granite mining for 
export to Japan has laid bare hills in 
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, proces-
sing units for India's fourth largest export 
earner, leather, have polluted water over 
vast stretches in Tamil Nadu and along the 
Ganga . Yet these are only precursors of 
what could come if the SAP aim of con-
verting India into an export-led growth 
economy is fulfilled. What this could en-
tail is a fur ther and rapid t ransformat ion 
of staple food and subsistencce crop lands 
into cash cropping, intensification of 
commercial fisheries in marine and fresh-
water areas, increase in mining for raw 
mineral exports and so on. The accelera-

tion of this trend is already evident. In a 
bid to " t ap the country 's vast marine 
resources on a priority basis", the govern-
ment recently cleared eleven 100 per cent 
export-oriented deep sea fishing ventures 
in the private sector, with foreign col-
laboration (Economic Times, Delhi, May 
30, 1992). Indian companies are also 
quickly cashing in: the powerful house of 
Tatas has moved the Orissa state govern-
ment to clear a large-scale shr imp farm-
ing project ad jo in ing one of India's most 
valuable brackish wetlands, the Chilika 
Lake. The proposed project is aimed at 
exports primarily to Japan , and the 
language used in a glossy brochure aim-
ed at quelling rising environmental and 
local opposi t ion is revealing: "Several 
countries are enriching their nat ional ex-
chequers through aquaculture. The oppor-
tunities for India to net this 'new-wealth' 
are limitless:" 

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 f rom India and 
other countries, however, strongly suggests 
otherwise. When the predominant motive 
for change in an economy becomes short-
run profit-seeking and foreign exchange 
earning, the neglect of long-term environ-
mental and social responsibility grows. 
Cash cropping in many parts of India has 
already led to severe problems of water 
overuse and pollution, fertiliser and 
pesticide-based contaminat ion and land 
degradat ion. Large-scale commercialised 
fishing has led to destruction of aquat ic 
and coastal ecosystems, and the margi-
nalisation of traditional f isherfolk. If 
export-orientation could indeed be made 
more environment- and people-friendly, 
there is nothing in the current S A P 
package which could make it so. 

Recently, an agri-business consor t ium 
has been proposed by the government, 
ostensibly to help small and marginal 
farmers, which is to give a boost to com-
mercialising Indian agriculture to cater to 
expanding consumerist markets, both 
locally and abroad. 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 mini-
mum needs to tapping the full commer-
cial potential of agriculture. Suddenly it 
seems that meeting minimum needs (like 
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food and water) is no longer impor tan t , 
so long as money (especially forex) can be 
generated. 

The experience of Latin American 
coun t r i es is indicative. Unde r S A P 
policies, the Costa Rican government has 
since 1985 encouraged beef exports, clear-
ing thousands of hectares of forests for 
conversion into ranches. The burgeoning 
cattle populat ion has overgrazed the land, 
increasing topsoil erosion and killing the 
country's only coral reef due to silt deposi-
t ion. Under IMF recommendat ions , the 
government reduced credit to subsistence 
farmers, replaced indigenously grown 
basic grains with imports from the United 
States, and subsidised cash crops (straw-
berries, melons and o rnamenta l flowers) 
for export to the U S market . The resul-
tant ecological damage has been accom-
panied by a rapid growth of poverty, and 
increas ing income dispar i ty . 4 As an 
analyst c o m m e n t e d , "real m in imum 
wages have declined and the rich-poor gap 
has become a chasm. According to Ot ton 
Solis, a former minister of economic plan-
ning, " the wealthiest 10 per cent of the 
popula t ion used to enjoy an average in-
come 16 times greater than the bo t tom 10 
per cent; now, it is 31 t imes higher" " 

In Gau temala , export-orientat ion has 
led to the replacement of the staple crop 
maize by cash crops such as ca rdamom 
and macadamia , produced to meet the 
demands of the internat ional 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-
orientat ion have aggravated ecological 
degradat ion through excessive cropping, 
overgrazing, soil erosion, and deforesta-
tion. For example, Zimbabwe was till 
recently hailed as one of the few 'suc-
cesses' in Afr ica , 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 condit ions. 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 foodgrains, depress 
the price of the staple crop maize, and en-
courage farmers to switch to cash cropp-
ing. As an analyst has recently remarked 
" In Zimbabwe, there has been strong 
criticism of the running down of the coun-
try's large maize stockpiles in recent years, 
World Bank officials agree some strategic-
stocks are necessary, but argue that car-
rying 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 promot ion. Many areas pre-
viously restricted to foreigners—Ladakh 
and Lahaul-Spiti , the A n d a m a n Islands 
and others which had so far been saved 
f rom 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 announc -
ed its intentions to lease out entire islands 
in Lakshadweep, India's f amous coral 
island union territory, to internat ional 
hoteliers for developing as tourist resorts. 

LIBERALISATION VS ENVIRONMENT 

The other m a j o r componen t of SAP is 
the liberalisation of the economy. Un-
necessary bureaucrat ic 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 regula-
tions. Such regulations are in grave danger 
now. The first hint of this has come in the 
strong opposi t ion to a proposed central 
government notification of January 1992, 
which would make environmental clear-
ances for m a j o r industries and develop-
ment projects mandatory. 

Such a not if icat ion is long overdue, to 
control the haphazard and of ten political-
ly motivated siting and planning of 
development projects in India, with severe 
social and environmental impacts. Not 
surprisingly, the strongest object ions to 
this move came f rom chief ministers of 
several states, industrial houses, and ex-
port conglomerations, all of whom argued 
that such a not if icat ion would create 
barriers to the new-found industrial 
'freedom'. To his credit, the prime minister 
defended the not if icat ion in a meeting of 
India's Nat ional Development Council , 
but has not yet, over 11 m o n t h s after it 
was proposed, okayed its f inal gazetting. 

Indeed, in the new 'liberalised' (read: 
free-for-all) atmosphere, the environment 
depar tments in all states and at the cen-
tre are going to become everyone's pun-
ching bag, and will find it harder and 
harder to enforce their regulations. In 
Guja ra t , several private sector industries 
have been cleared ad jacent to a Marine 
National Park, despite object ions f rom 
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 store-
houses. By their very nature, these islands 
are also extremely fragile, their ecosystems 
easily disrupted and leading to a chain of 
consequences which have repeatedly re-
bound on h u m a n settlers themselves. In 
addit ion, the islands are home to some of 

India's most ancient tribes, two of whom 
have already been reduced to near extinc-
tion 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 ex-
change is threatening a tourist boom in 
the islands. T h e proposal h a d been drop-
ped for the last couple of years, follow-
ing strong protests f rom various quarters. 
Yet, in a recent meeting of the Island 
Development Authority, chaired by the 
pr ime minister, the proposal has been 
revived, and a group reportedly asked to 
look into its feasibility. 

PRIVATISATION AND FOREIGN 
INVESTMENTS: H o w WISE? 

Accompanying liberalisation is an em-
phasis on privatisation. Resources which 
are considered for the c o m m o n good and 
are under public control may increasingly 
come under private corpora te 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 ser-
vices such as dr inking water, sani tat ion 
and medical care, regardless of whether 
people can a f fo rd to pay. Such a measure 
has been recommended by the World 
Bank for years, ostensibly t o increase the 
economic viability of social services by 
adopt ing the principle of 'cost recovery'. 
For families that are burdened with these 
charges, it becomes increasingly difficult 
to meet other basic needs.9 

Yet another thrust of the S A P is the 
opening up of the country to foreign in-
vestment and goods. A limited amount of 
competi t ion f rom abroad in specific sec-
tors may do our own industrial sector 
some good. However, the environmental 
consequences of what is proposed may 
offset the gains. An extreme, but not un-
c o m m o n , form of this mindset is evident 
in by now infamous internal memo circu-
lated by World Bank 's chief economist 
Lawrence Summer. He suggested that the 
Bank should be "encouraging more mig-
ration of dirty industries to the less 
developed countries", where concern for 
the economic and social costs of pollu-
tion are less than in developed countries! 

The transfer of hazardous industries 
and commodities, as has already happen-
ed 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 'clean' technolo-
gies. But if t rends in o ther countries are 
an indicator, this positive prospect may be 
far outweighed by negative ones. O u r 
government is currently wooing Japan ' s 
giant corporat ions , many o f whom have 
a horrendous environmental record. These 
mult inat ionals have caused the decima-
tion of rainforests in south-east Asia, and 
the consequent dispossession and displace-
ment of entire tribal and poor peasants 
communities. Prime minister Rao's recent 
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visit to Japan with a begging bowl, and 
the talk of a 'mini-Japan' being establish-
ed to provide special privileges to 
Japanese investors residing in India are 
chilling indicators of things to come. 

At the current juncture in our country, 
the government will have to continue to 
play an important role in harmonising 
developmental and environmental in-
terests, This was recently reiterated by the 
prime minister. But will the NEP allow 
this? It is here that the IMF-World Bank 
insistence on increasing government effi-
ciency 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 chop-
ping 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, developmental and employment-
generating expenditure, and environment. 

Indian finance minister 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 per cent at a time when the poli-
cies outlined above are likely to increase 
the pollution problem. Rural sanitation 
programmes have suffered a cut of 46.8 
per cent, and the rural water supply pro-
ject of the Water Mission has been sheared 
of 39.3 per cent of its budget. In a situa-
tion in which lakhs of children and adults 
die or are afflicted every year by water-
related diseases, this cut is extraordinary 
ly callous. Other programmes which have 
suffered are wastelands development 
(down by 23.5 per cent) and promotion 
of non-conventional energy sources (cut 
by 26.3 per cent). But the heaviest reduc-
tion (61 per cent) is in the biomass 
development programme. This cut, coupl-
ed with increasing privatisation of com-
mon property resources displays total in-
sensitivity towards the 30 crore people (40 
per cent of our population) whose very 
existence is tied to the health and availa-
bility 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 distribu-
tion system (PDS) has been severely cur-
tailed.10 Cuts in the water supply and 
biomass development programmes may 
undermine long-term anti-drought mea-
sures. Further desertification could result 
where the government reduces investments 
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 par-
ticularly worrying. Reductions in invest-
ment towards improving civic infrastruc-
ture, particularly water supply and sanita-
tion, have resulted in sudden outbreaks of 
cholera in several Latin American coun-
tries. The IMF, in the case of Peru, was 
directly held responsible. In mid-1991, 
Hiroshi Nakajima, director-general of the 
World Health Organisation stated that: 
"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 1,500 (officially 600) people in the 
cholera epidemic in Delhi in 1988.12 Poor 
communities all over India are in urgent 
need of health and housing infrastructural 
inputs to reduce the incidence of such out-
breaks. Instead, the government is reduc-
ing allocations, which will result in even 
more severely debilitating and life-threate-
ning conditions. 

In its eagerness to maintain a 'honoura-
ble' 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 
hour from the diversion of resources for 
debt servicing. This particularly telling ex-
ample 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 to-
day's planners will not be around then. 

Finance minister Manmohan Singh in 
a recent lecture on 'Environment and the 
New Economic Policies',13 correctly 
stated that environment is 'here and now' 
for the majority of India's people. Unfor-
tunately, his severe budget cuts do not 
reflect 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 stabi-
lises. Such logic is not only small compen-
sation to a drought-hit Rajasthani strug-
gling for survival 'here and now', but also 
exposes the insensitivity of a minister sold 
to the neo-classical world-view of econo-
mics. Nor do the experiences of other na-
tions, 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 development model is not funda-
mentally changed. Examples are 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-
made disasters.4 

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 and 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 environ-
mental 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 set-
tlements. If they do go back to rural areas, 
they will probably end up further 
degrading the environment by being forc-
ed to cash in on common lands or mov-
ing into marginal, ecologically sensitive 
zones. Certainly SAP appears not to pro-
vide any alternative employment for them. 

Indeed, an often overlooked conse-
quence of SAP is the large-scale displace-
ment resulting from the dispossession of 
people and communities. The rise in 
unemployment, changes in modes of 
agricultural production particularly affec-
ting small farmers, intensified extraction 
of natural resources to fuel foreign trade, 
favouritism to the urban or commercialis-
ed 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 pro-
cess. The fall in the support price of maize 
(on IMF recommendation) and the atten-
dant 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 reces-
sion in rural Mexico, forcing many maize 
farmers to migrate. The plight of the 
Mexican peasants and the, existence of a 
viable rural economy are now in serious 
doubt. As has been pointed out "Small 
and medium-size national companies are 
being rapidly eliminated by competition 
from transnational companies; foreign 
dependence will increase as imports of 
technology and materials increase; and 
foreign capital will exercise greater con-
trol and influence on the types of produc-

Economic and Political Weekly March 13, 1993 475 



lion in the primary sector and on the pat-
terns of consumption, with repercussions 
on the diet and nutri t ion of the majori ty 
of people in both urban and rural 
a r e a s . . . Transnational corporat ions are 
today involved in the production of 90 per 
cent of processed foods and 84 per cent 
of animal f e e d s . . . and the law has been 
changed to permit foreign capital 100 per 
cent ownership of certain non-strategic 
branches of Mexican industry."15 

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

The irrefutable evidence of environmen-
tal damage f rom a major i ty of SAP af-
fected countries should have cautioned 
our government to proceed only after a 
thorough understanding of the likely con-
sequences in India. Yet, there was no en-
vironmental or social impact assessment 
of these policies by either the government 
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 condit ions 
all over the world, it is shocking that the 
IMF has not even bothered to conduct 
social and environmental impact studies 
of the S A P that it recommends. As has 
been pointed out " the IMF has taken no 
effective measures to protect the poorest 
sectors of society or the e n v i r o n m e n t . . . 
Since poverty and vulnerability are an in-
tegral part of the crisis, any adjus tment 
programme that does not seek to reverse 
this f rom worsening is wholly inade-
q u a t e . . . Currently, unlike the World 
Bank, the I M F does not conduct studies 
of environmental 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 af-
fected populations."16 

S A P v s DEMOCRATIC AND HUMAN 
RIGHTS 

One of the worst aspects of the N E P 
is the thoroughly undemocratic process in 
which it has been adapted. There was no 
prior public debate, no a t tempt by the 
government to explain its consequences. 
In his June 17 lecture M a n m o h a n 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 
mult inat ionals 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 further squeez-
ed. 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 demonstra t ions organised by 
grassroots movements against the N E P 
have been of ten brutally dealt with.17 

In the face of such opposi t ion, which 
is mild compared to the food-riots and 
indeed the toppling of governments that 
have occurred in other countries, the 
I M P s stand remains tragically irresponsi-
ble and bereft of the lessons of history. 
In September 1991, the I M F told the 
United Nat ions that "programmes sup-
ported 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 8 If full 
support is the criteria for success, then 
S A P is bound to fail in India, since our 
government has neither sought nor receiv-
ed the support of the major i ty of its 
citizens on this issue 

The immense loss of social and human 
capabilities that accompany the adverse 
environmental impacts of the N E P is a 
violation not only of constitutional rights 
of India's citizens, but also of numerous 
rights recognised in international legal in-
struments which India has ratified. These 
include the Universal Declaration of 
H u m a n 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 recognise " the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living 
for himself and his family including ade-
quate food, clothing and housing, and to 
the cont inuous 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 Cove-
nant to achieve the full realisation of this 
right shall include those necessary f o r . . . 
The improvement of all aspects of en-
vironmental and industrial hygiene".19 

The U N Commit tee 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 cont inuous improvement of living 
conditions, and that in many States Par-
ties overall living condit ions declined in 
the 1980s . . . It would thus appear to the 
committee that a general decline in living 
and housing conditions, directly attri-
butable 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)."2 0 

All this is not to say that the pre -NEP 
days were ideal f rom an environmental 
and social justice viewpoint. There is no 
denying that structural t ransformation of 
our society and economy is required. But 

such a t ransformat ion 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 fur ther dispossessing the poor of 
whatever little they have. This transforma-
tion must also redirect the present model 
of development, which is socially ini-
quitous and ecologically unsustainable. 
The N E P 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 through-
out the world. One such effort that carries 
universal lessons is the African Alternative 
Framework (AAF) to S A P co-ordinated 
by the Economic Commiss ion for Afr ica 
(ECA) and endorsed by the United Na-
tions General Assembly in 1989. Rooted 
in the cultural tradit ions of African 
societies, its " fundamenta l ethos is the in-
trinsic sanctity and dignity of the human 
person, the collective spirit in social 
endeavours and mutual suppor t under 
reciprocity". The Afr ican Alternative 
seeks a Global People's Coali t ion and a 
spirit of global solidarity because the mis-
sion it is promot ing is "a mission for all 
democrat ic forces the world over". The 
AAF "in addition to stressing the need for 
democrat isat ion and effective popular 
part icipation, human-centred develop-
ment has a clear environmental obligation 
to maintain sustainable ecological balance 
between people and nature". As fur ther 
stated "The t raumat ic experience of the 
1980s has demonstrated abundant ly that 
it is easy enough to reel of f statistics of 
increasing GNP, GDP,' savings, capital 
stock, exports, etc, while h u m a n misery, 
s tarvat ion, unemployment , morta l i ty 
rates, diseases, literacy and environmen-
tal degradat ion worsen".21 

Within India too, the true alternative 
to the economic crisis lies in getting away 
f rom both an over-centralised system, 
which has been the case since indepen-
dence, and an excessively privatised one, 
which is looming on the horizon. Com-
munity management of resources needs to 
be revived, with a clear set of rights and 
obligations for local communities, govern-
mental agencies, and voluntary organisa-
tions. Nor is this an empty slogan; if sus-
tainable development is the goal of econo-
mic policies, then there is much to learn 
f rom the many genuine people's and 
governmental developmental e f for t s that 
are scattered throughout India. The water-
shed and land management experiments 
of Ralegan Siddhi (Maharasht ra) and 
Sukhomajr i (Uttar Pradesh), involving 
villagers with the help of some enlightened 
individuals w h o had their feet firmly on 
the ground, have turned food- and cash-
deficit villages into surplus economies.2 2 

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 dr inking and agricul-
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tune through rainwater harvesting, without 
the help of a costly, debt-incurring big 
dam. 2 3 These experiments have also en-
sured a greater degree of equity in the 
distribution of the resultant benefits than 
has been possible in most government 
programmes. Such equity has been the 
hal lmark of another unique ef for t , the 
water managemen t and dis t r ibut ion 
system of Pani Panchayat in villages of 
Pune district of Maharashtra . Then there 
are the dozens of e f for t s at switching to 
organic farming, either through tradi-
tional methods of new ones, reducing or 
eliminating completely the need for ex-
pensive, ecologically disastrous, and fossil-
fuel guzzling chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides.24 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 establish-
ment. As for governance, there is a lot to 
learn f rom 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 
1971.25 Stringent rules regarding the use 
of common lands ensure their conserva-
tion and sustainable use. But in many 
places local communi ty structures have 
broken down; they will need to be revived, 
and collaborative management strategies 
between t h e m and the government 
thought of to complement each others ' 
strengths. There are, for instance, the joint 
forest management systems evolved in 
many parts of India, between villages and 
forest departments , 2 6 which are proving 
to be successful not only in afforest ing 
degraded lands but also in providing 
employment and economic security to im-
poverished village communit ies . 

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 f rom them. 
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