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Ashish Kothari, environmentalist and a founder of Kalpavriksh,
highlights the importance of indigenous knowledge, collective
action, and sustainable conservation as alternatives to mainstream
development models.

9 min read

Ashish Kothari is one of the founders of Kalpavriksh, a nonprofit working on environmental
and social issues at the local, national, and global levels. Until recently, he led their
programme on alternatives, which works to create alternatives to dominant systems such as
patriarchy, capitalism, and casteism, which perpetuate injustice, inequality, and
unsustainability.

He has been active in various people’s movements, including the Narmada Bachao
Andolan (Save the Narmada movement), Beej Bachao Andolan (Save the Seeds
movement), and the Community Forest Rights Learning and Advocacy Network. He helped
set up and is on the coordination teams of Radical Ecological Democracy, Vikalp Sangam
(Alternatives Confluence), and the Global Tapestry of Alternatives

.

In this interview with IDR, Ashish discusses how issues of development and sustainability
are understood, as well as the need to explore alternative ideas and indigenous, non-
dominant knowledge systems. He also outlines what collectives and nonprofits can do to
incorporate these alternatives into their everyday practices.

https://idronline.org/article/environment/why-we-need-development-alternatives/
https://idronline.org/sectors/environment/
https://kalpavriksh.org/
https://kalpavriksh.org/our-work/alternatives/
https://frontline.thehindu.com/environment/india-at-75-epochal-moments-1985-narmada-bachao-andolan/article65730806.ece
https://www.euttarakhand.com/beej-bachao-andolan
https://radicalecologicaldemocracy.org/
https://vikalpsangam.org/
https://globaltapestryofalternatives.org/introduction
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What is wrong with the dominant discourse of development and sustainability?

The term ‘development’ has largely been defined by economic markers such as GDP, or
gross domestic product, which measures the amount of goods and services a country
produces. However, it focuses only on quantifiable or monetisable economic activity, which
significantly narrows the broader concept of development.

Because of this narrow focus, any form of production, trade, or consumption is often seen
as inherently good, without consideration for the negative consequences. Ecological, social,
psychological, and cultural impacts are externalised by this model. The emphasis is on
large infrastructure projects, heavy industrialisation, and urbanisation. It assumes a linear
progression from hunter-gatherer to agricultural to industrial and post-industrial societies as
being necessary and inevitable; and this is where the labels of underdeveloped, developing,
and developed countries come from.

https://idronline.org/donate/
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To maximise growth, this model treats both people and nature as commodities to be
exploited for production and consumption. It also tends to view human beings as being
separate from nature. This perspective is rooted in certain modern Western philosophies
such as Cartesian dualism, which sees both humans and nature as machines that are
fundamentally separate from each other. This separation has deeper cultural and social
roots, including patriarchy, colonialism, and the division of the earth into nation states with
fixed boundaries and competitive economies. Another result has been rapidly growing
inequality across the globe, such that a handful of billionaires own or control most of the
wealth.

All these factors together create a model with no inherent logic for true sustainability or
equity. The results of this are evident today in the various ecological, social, and economic
crises we face.

Could you give an example or two of what this kind of unsustainable development looks like?

Let’s take agriculture as an example. In the 1960s, India underwent the Green Revolution,
which was touted as the development of agriculture. It included moving away from
traditional forms of agriculture, in which land, seeds, and water were interrelated elements,
and where agriculture was not only an economic activity but also part of social and cultural
life. Instead, these elements were treated as mere components in a narrowly defined
economic production process, essentially as commodities. The focus shifted to producing
for the market rather than for self-consumption.

Fertilisers, pesticides, as well as hybrid and genetically modified seeds have been
introduced to maximise agricultural production. But production is defined very narrowly,
focusing solely on the quantity of food grains produced per acre. This approach has ignored
sustainability during production processes and the additional benefits that traditional
agriculture provided, such as fodder, biodiversity, and a thriving ecological system.

For example, in an organic rice field, you might find crabs and fish, which contribute to the
overall productivity and ecological health of the area, and to the farmer’s food basket. In
contrast, a Green Revolution rice field focuses only on the grain, which often leads to the
destruction of other aspects of productivity of the farm and undermines the ecological
resilience of the soil given the heavy use of chemicals. This is a classic example of what’s
wrong with the mainstream model of development.

https://www.thecollector.com/rene-descartes-dualism-mind-body/
https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/wealth-five-richest-men-doubles-2020-five-billion-people-made-poorer-decade-division
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/green-revolution
https://www.instagram.com/idr_hindi
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When it comes to big dams such as the Sardar Sarovar Dam, the problems are similar. The
focus is on maximising hydroelectricity and irrigation, while neglecting the broader
ecological and social impacts as also less destructive alternatives. The Sardar Sarovar
Dam, part of the Narmada Valley Project, was intended to provide hydroelectric power,
irrigation, and water to people across Gujarat, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, and
Rajasthan. The idea was to direct water from Narmada River in Gujarat to all these places.
However, the project led to the mass displacement of communities, submergence of wildlife
as well as forest and agricultural land, unequal power benefits, and other issues. The
assumption [under which] this type of development [operates] is that there is too much
water in one place and too little in another. This ecologically flawed perspective ignores the
needs of the local downstream ecosystems, such as the highly productive coastal and
mangrove ecosystems in the Gulf of Khambat.

Moreover, the assumption that regions like Kachchh in Gujarat cannot manage with their
natural rainfall leads to misguided projects that transfer huge amounts of water from one
place to another. This fails to factor in the potential for local water self-sufficiency through
proper rainwater harvesting and sustainable water use. More than 100 villages across
Kachchh have demonstrated that by managing their water resources wisely and not
growing water-intensive crops such as sugarcane, they can be water self-sufficient even
with limited rainfall.

This is why there is a need to question the mainstream version of ‘development’—which is
top-down, exclusionary, often displaces local communities for profit motives, and is
ecologically unsustainable—and seek alternatives.

In this context, what would alternatives look like?

Alternatives refer to ways of fulfilling human needs and aspirations that do not harm the
planet or marginalise large segments of humanity. These include political and economic
democracy; grassroots initiatives addressing basic needs; movements for justice and
equality; and policies, technologies, and frameworks that challenge oppressive, unequal,
and unsustainable structures. This alternative model involves not just technocratic solutions
such as changes in equipment—for instance, the adoption of solar technology or digitisation
—to enhance livelihoods, but also social and political changes to make systems more
inclusive and equal. Alternatives involve looking at systems in their entirety and
understanding the various interlinkages and intersections at play. It is about learning from
the ground up rather than imposing academic or administrative systems approaches from
above, which unfortunately is the way the current systems discourse operates.

One example of alternatives can be found in the collective governance and
management of forests in central India.

https://india.mongabay.com/2024/07/lives-of-thousands-of-families-hang-in-the-balance-as-the-water-level-of-sardar-sarovar-dam-is-altered/?amp=1
https://www.thehindu.com/society/madhya-pradesh-villagers-displaced-by-sardar-sarovar-dam-wait-in-tin-sheds-for-new-life/article29596657.ece
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/ahmedabad/Kutch-villages-protect-water-table-with-community-wells/articleshow/52409325.cms
https://idronline.org/article/perspectives/we-need-a-system-for-systems-change/
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We can find examples of alternatives everywhere, especially among communities that
manage their resources collectively, and in ways that ensure fair distribution and
sustainable use. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, a community-led movement
in Nagaland helped people navigate the harsher second wave in March 2021 in a better
way. Initiated by the women of the North East Network (NEN), the initiative [made way for]
essential activities such as vending and farming to continue despite restrictions. Women
street vendors in Kohima rallied to secure limited vending spaces through collective
advocacy with municipal councillors. Women from rural areas shared the herbs they had
foraged and the vegetables they had harvested with urban residents, distributing them in
various locations such as hospitals, where people could take what they needed.

Another example can be found in the collective governance and management of forests—
empowered by the Forest Rights Act—in central India. In Maharashtra’s Gondia district,
where 75 percent of the population are Gond and Halba Adivasis, more than 250 villages
have secured their community forest resource rights (CFRR). In Deori block [of Jharkhand’s
Giridih district], elected representatives from 29 villages have formed a federation to
manage and sell minor forest produce. During the 2020 lockdown, the federation obtained
government permission to continue collecting tendu leaves and mahua, vital sources of
income for the villagers. Despite the challenges, the federation facilitated the safe collection
and sale of these products, ensuring that all adults from 5,069 families were involved in and
compensated for their work.

https://vikalpsangam.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/EWOP-Vol6-North-East-Mar-2022.pdf
https://vikalpsangam.org/wp-content/uploads/migrate/Perspectives/cfr_and_the_pandemic_gs_lead_the_way_bulletin_5_oct2020.pdf
https://idronline.org/article/rights/how-can-adivasi-communities-claim-their-forest-rights-under-the-fra/
https://vikalpsangam.org/wp-content/uploads/migrate/Perspectives/cfr_and_the_pandemic_gs_lead_the_way_bulletin_5_oct2020.pdf
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There is a need to question the mainstream version of ‘development’ and seek alternatives. | Picture
courtesy: Needpix

How can nonprofits working closely with communities on the ground incorporate an alternative
approach? What needs to change to make this possible?

Most of the development sector, including nonprofits and donor agencies—leaving aside the
government for a moment— unfortunately still relies on tried, and I would say, tired
methods. Even when we talk about the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the
approach is still fairly conventional. For example, aiming for 100 percent school enrolment
and literacy is a noble goal, but nobody is asking what kind of learning or literacy we are
aiming for. What happens when someone becomes literate in English but forgets their own
language? They often cannot compete with more privileged English speakers vying for the
same jobs, nor are they any longer equipped to take up traditional occupations.

The vast majority of development scenarios are still stuck on approaches where
people from cities come to tell villagers what to do.

The vast majority of development scenarios are still stuck on approaches where people
from cities come to tell villagers what to do, and formal science dominates other forms of
knowledge. Sometimes, this happens because donors tend to dictate terms that do not
allow for creativity and experimentation. However, one of the most fundamental changes
needed is in our mindsets. If the dominant mindset is that only formal sector science can
solve problems, or that only big corporations have the resources to find solutions, then we

https://www.needpix.com/photo/download/1210163/drought-dry-mud-green-plant-cracked-dry-land-warming-ground-crack-free-pictures
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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will never engage in these kinds of collaborations. It is widely believed that people in
villages—often labelled as ‘illiterate’—have nothing to contribute to solutions. The
downgrading of folk knowledge systems has been an issue since colonial times. To achieve
this [mindset] change, there is also a need to focus on India’s education system. Even 75
years after independence, the Indian education system, designed during the British rule,
remains fundamentally colonial. Some states have made positive changes, but overall, we
still teach rural kids that their parents’ and communities’ knowledge systems are outdated
and primitive, and [we tell] urban kids that rural India is dragging us down.

Here are some ways in which nonprofits can centre alternative thinking in their work:

1. Prioritise alternate knowledge systems

For nonprofits working with communities, prioritising alternative or hybrid knowledge
systems can help strengthen knowledge production, leading to more effective and
contextually relevant solutions. Many civil society groups have already developed
innovative solutions by leveraging local knowledge and resources.

Alternative education is one area where civil society has been particularly active, creating
new models that respect and incorporate local knowledge and languages. A comprehensive
alternative is Marudam Farm School (Marudam) in Tamil Nadu, which dispenses with the
formal curricula set by the government and the need for exams. Some elements of the
conventional system are still present to ensure that students can pursue higher education in
the traditional sense if they choose, but the approach is fundamentally different from
conventional education.

At Marudam, the curriculum is formed democratically, with a strong emphasis on hands-on,
activity-based learning. They follow the Gandhian concept of Nai Talim(basic education),
which emphasises working with the head, hands, and heart, rather than just forcing
students to do rote memorisation. There’s a strong focus on integrating with the local
community, learning from and within the local environment, helping sustain and restore local
ecosystems, and creating an inviting learning environment where each child’s innate
abilities, skills, talents, and perspectives are nurtured rather than suppressed.

This principle of valuing different kinds of knowledge applies to every sector. For nonprofits,
recognising and integrating these knowledge systems is crucial. Emphasising these
systems not only preserves valuable local wisdom but also ensures that the solutions
developed are sustainable and deeply rooted in the communities they serve.

2. Bridge the gap between different knowledge systems

Additionally, collaborations between researchers, scientists, and indigenous knowledge
holders are essential to thinking alternatively. For instance, in Telangana, the Krishi Vigyan
Kendras are run collectively by government-appointed scientists and Dalit women farmers.

https://marudamfarmschool.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20061003011657/http:/www.ibe.unesco.org/publications/ThinkersPdf/gandhie.PDF
https://kvk.icar.gov.in/
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This collaboration, probably the only one of its kind in India, has been going strong for the
last 20 years. Both the farmers and the government scientists acknowledge that this
partnership has enabled them to develop sustainable, small farm–based agricultural
systems.

The Deccan Development Society (DDS), another such collaboration, has shown how
traditional and organic methods can be highly effective. In the Telangana villages where
DDS works, Dalit women farmers now have their own livestock and seeds and are socially
and financially empowered, breaking free from the oppressive control of upper-caste large
landholders on whom they were earlier dependent.

This highlights the enormous potential of integrating multiple knowledge systems—ranging
from those of local communities to formal sector institutions, and from traditional to modern
approaches—to complement and enhance each other.

3. Advocate for policy changes

Policy advocacy is essential to scale up successful local initiatives. Nonprofits and
collectives act as that crucial bridge between policymakers and communities on the ground.
Therefore, they can demonstrate the potential of these initiatives and advocate for
supportive policies. For example, significant grassroots advocacy has led to the adoption of
organic farming policies in several Indian states such as Sikkim, Ladakh, and Uttarakhand.

4. Scale, but collectively

Nonprofits and collectives can help create large-scale change not by scaling up a single
initiative, which can lead to bureaucracy and power concentration, or by trying to replicate
similar efforts in different areas, which may not work due to varying local contexts. Instead,
they should focus on ‘outscaling’. This means learning the processes, values, and principles
from successful initiatives, adapting them to local contexts, and then connecting with other
people and networks to build a collective movement for broader change. A good example of
this is the setting up of the Millet Network of India and the Millet Sisters Network of India
with the help of Dalit women farmers in Telangana. These networks have successfully
promoted millets to thousands of farmers. Their collective advocacy eventually made millets
an increasingly central part of India’s agricultural policy, though there is still a long way to
go.

However, it’s important to point out that at the moment, sustainable alternatives are
exceptions rather than the norm within the development sector. There is growing fear that if
an unconventional approach is taken, the government or other entities may crack down on
the organisation. As nonprofits, our role should be to recognise that people on the margins
have their own knowledge and institutions, or the agency to create them. Instead of coming
in with a charity mindset, thinking “We know best, and we’ll help you,” we need to adopt

https://www.equatorinitiative.org/2019/07/30/deccan-development-society/
https://kalpavriksh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/TimbaktuVSReport.pdf
https://india.mongabay.com/2023/08/commentary-how-grassroots-led-natural-farming-at-the-landscape-scale-can-support-communities-and-heal-the-planet/
https://www.milletindia.network/
https://idronline.org/article/fundraising-and-communications/who-loses-when-fcra-licences-get-cancelled/
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approaches that respect and build upon the wisdom of local communities while also
enabling them to change aspects that may be problematic, such as gender and caste
inequities.

—

Know more

Watch this short documentary about how ordinary people are constructing alternative
methods of development.
Read this article about how conservation policies can be more inclusive by including
indigenous narratives.
Read more about environmentalist are proposing an alternative development model
for the Himalayan region.

We want IDR to be as much yours as it is ours. Tell us what you want to read.
[email protected]
ABOUT THE AUTHORS

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d8ajoGL8jII
https://idronline.org/article/climate-emergency/can-folklore-play-a-role-in-environmental-conservation/
https://thewire.in/environment/people-for-himalaya-campaign-calls-for-alternative-devlopment-model-to-free-region-of-disasters
https://idronline.org/cdn-cgi/l/email-protection#3740455e435243584244775e534558595b5e595219584550
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Saba Kohli Dave

Saba Kohli Dave is an editorial associate at IDR, where she is responsible for writing,
editing, sourcing, and publishing content. She has a degree in anthropology and is
interested in development and education from a ground-up perspective. She has worked
with the Social Work and Research Centre, Barefoot College, and the School for
Democracy. Saba’s experience includes building models for rural community libraries and
making curriculums on democratic and constitutional values.

Shreya Adhikari

Shreya Adhikari leads IDR’s climate vertical and is responsible for sourcing and producing
content that amplifies underrepresented voices and narratives in the climate conversation.
Additionally, she manages podcasts at IDR, including the award-winning show On the
Contrary by IDR. Before joining IDR, Shreya was involved in curating and producing
various arts and cultural festivals in India and internationally, including the Jaipur Literature
Festival. She is a Terra.do fellow and has completed her postgraduation from Xavier’s
Institute of Communication.
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