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“Balancing Resources” by S L Rao

   There is the probably apocryphal story of Jawaharlal Nehru pointing out a spot on the edge of the Lodi Gardens in Delhi as being best suited for the India International Centre, the iconic institution unique to India which has produced many intellectuals and ideas over almost fifty years. No Prime Minister today could do such a thing. Environmental groups, media and many other well-meaning people would be aghast, and protest. Parliament will be in uproar over the Prime Minister’s unilateral decision in giving away public land. Similar reactions could be expected on decisions that led to the building of the “temples of modern India”, especially the great steel plants in the tribal areas at Rourkela, Bokaro and Bhilai, and many other such factories built in virgin forests, mountains, good farm lands, some spewing gases into housing colonies as in Chembur by the Rashtriya Fertilizers and Chemicals plant, and many others. These many government investments were the base for the subsequent development of India. 

   The rich countries of today just went ahead and killed native populations as in the Americas, cleared forests and destroyed the animals in it, polluted rivers and lakes, in their zeal to develop their countries through industrialization. They also exploited labour with low wages, pitiful living conditions, poor access to health and education, etc. As they prospered, their governments were persuaded to improve living conditions and opportunities for their masses. No developed country of today can claim not to have gone through a period of environmental and human exploitation in its desire to grow. Some of us  living today have witnessed the pollution in the Thames, in Japan, and the ruthless clearance in China   from lands of human and animal habitations, and of virgin forests in Latin America, Indonesia, etc, in order to build cities, railway lines, roads and factories. All of us admire the economic development of the West, Japan and China.    

   India in the age of the internet and with a democracy, cannot behave in the same way. We cannot put such concerns about the environment and human habitations to one side as did the other countries, to bedealt with after reaching a certain level of economic development. 

    Global warming and climate change are now affecting almost everyone in the world. Climate change skeptics are falling silent in the face of the reality. Countries responsible for climate change (the developed countries), now want even the developing ones, innocent of such past sins, to reduce their carbon emissions, by burning less fossil fuels. These countries have over centuries emitted far less carbon than developed countries. Despite soaring demand for energy and no viable affordable alternatives, countries like India and China, for whom coal is the primary affordable fuel for generating electricity are asked to burn less coal. Coal is the major emitter of carbon, the main cause of global warming. 

   Global communications now enable ideas to flow instantaneously across borders. India’s environmental groups are well informed and organized. They forcefully agitate against projects that take away traditional tribal rights on forests and lands, protect wet lands from being urbanized for factory developments,  the extermination of fauna and flora, pollution of large water bodies, emission of noxious gases into the atmosphere, the construction of factories that can be dangerous to the health and lives of neighborhoods; in short, any human action that significantly changes the natural habitat for all life. We also have a legislative democracy with opposition patties ready to oppose any government initiatives that do not enjoy complete popular support.

   The competitive media and especially television ensure that the dire consequences of any tampering with Nature are trumpeted to a public for whom the media is the only source of information. The judiciary is also responsive to complaints about the present or potential harm to people from various projects and quick to stay them. All this adds to the costs of new projects.     

   Political leaders sensitive to world opinion and to the need to protect India’s natural habitat for its future citizens, have legislated some laws that protect tribal rights, forests, protect natural hill and water formations, green cover, etc.  Despite such legislation we have experienced major disasters. The Bhopal tragedy when the poisonous gas leakage from a Union Carbide plant killed and debilitated thousands of people is one. A careless local government knew of the dangerous nature of the plant’s manufacture but allowed habitations within dangerous distance from the plant. Union Carbide should have ensured that there was no gas leakage. People suffered.

   Mumbai”s severe flooding was due to construction along a river bed that was the natural flow path of flood waters. Similarly in Chennai in 1975 water was released after heavy rains, from Chembarabakam  lake with the overflow path built up with multi-story buildings that were inundated.  

   Traders and businessmen have expropriated tribal lands in many parts of India (except so far perhaps in the North East). These have deprived tribals of livelihoods and their traditional ways of life, making them the most economically and socially deprived people in India (according to every socio-economic study). In recent years urban youth have taken to organizing them and protecting their rights. They have had to use violence against the landlords and others who have stolen tribal lands and forests, and been protected by governments. Organized violence has resulted in the killing of many innocent and murderous tribals and their organizers as well as law enforcers. Naxalism will not go till tribal rights are better protected.

   How much how much of our natural habitats are we willing to sacrifice and how many of our poor are we willing to impoverish further, for overall economic growth? Is civil and violent agitation by Naxalites  a price we should pay for economic growth and development using natural resources?  For this, forests must be denuded, tribals evicted, factories built on valuable agricultural lands, destroying rivers and lakes, flattening hills and hillocks, and emitting a pall of noxious gases and smoke into the air that we breathe.  We have to make hard choices, and soon.

   Meanwhile, the laws that in past years gave munificent opportunities to politicians and bureaucrats in state, central and local administrations to make vast fortunes in bribes, as they gave permissions that violated the laws, must be enforced. Pollution Control Boards, forestation schemes, building and mining permissions, many such approvals that were opportunities for the investor and the government official to make money. Intermediaries (agents, lobbyists, public relations specialists), facilitated such deals. New employment and wealth were created by transferring resources from the poor to the better-off. 

   I am no Luddite arguing against industrialization and for the tranquility of a never-existing pastoral India. But I am all for clarity on how India develops and who pays what price for growth. We need  sensible laws that are enforced and not let investors get away with violations by bribery. Foreign investment is scared of India because of this corruption.  If we have no option but to extract coal or other mineral resources out of forests, or to build nuclear power plants, aluminum smelters, etc, in holy tribal lands, let us do it with a full awareness of the implications and provide alternatives that minimize the damages.   

   That is why I cheer Jairam Ramesh, the first Environment Minister in independent India who understands the issues, enforces the law without corruption,  is not against industrialization for development and economic growth, but is trying to take balanced decisions that recognize their full consequences.  (1264) 

