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he kinds of environmental problems

we get depend on the kinds of devel

opment options we choose. The pri-
mary causes of environmental degradation
in any society lie largely in the consump-
tion patterns it adopts. Consumption pat-
terns are determined by the kinds of de-
mands society makes for various goods
and services, each of which require inputs
from the resource base or sinks in the en-
vironment. The goods and services can be
made in a variety of ways and the produc-
tion systems that society adopts can fur-
ther aggravate the pressure on the environ-
ment. Both the consumption patterns and
the production systems are, in turn, deter-
mined by the distribution of income, cul-
tural practices, historical background, mar-
ket behaviour and a host of other factors.

The immediate causes of environmental
destruction are too many products — too
many big houses, too many cars, too many
conditioners, too many appliances, too
much packaging, too much meat — de-
manded by too many people. The interme-
diate causes that lead to these immediate
causes lie in the choice of technologies,
economic systems and instruments, and
industrial and resource management poli-*
cies. And the ultimate causes that produce
the intermediate causes include the atti-
tudes, mindsets and values that promote
high material consumption and discourage
living within the limits set by nature.

Affluence, through the demands it gener-
ates for industry and resources is, of course,

the primary engine of environmental de-
struction. Almost all the major environ-
mental issues of today are the result of
mindless growth of industry and natural
resource exploitation by those who are now,
as aresult, financially rich. And it is because
of the limitless growth of the demand for
materials and energy of this minority (who
exist both in the North and the South) that
many of the planet’s non-renewable re-
sources — fossil fuels, minerals, biodiversity,
etc. — are now under such threat.

But even in the most sympathetic view of
poverty, whether it comes from a socialist
or a romantic urge, we must recognise the
damage large numbers of poor people can
cause to the resource base, particularly in
the fragile ecosystems they usually find
themselves in. The exigencies of survival
often force them to (under)mine even the
most renewable of resources to the point
where they become non-renewable. And
their limited financial resources prevent
them from choosing more sustainable op-
tions, whether in the city or in the village.

Poverty, moreover, is a major causal factor
in population growth, which leads to fur-
ther demands on the environment as new
generations come into the job and con-
sumer markets. For birth rates to come
down in a society, two conditions have to
be met: couples must want smaller families
and reproductive health services must be
easily accessible to them.

Since the development trajectory followed

by our country has left the vast majority of
our people untouched by the benefits of-
fered by the modern economy; it is only to
be expected that we find ourselves in a
poverty trap. Poverty leads to rapid popu-
lation growth and rapid population growth
propagates poverty. It is this vicious cycle
that accounts for the fact that there are
twice as many marginalised people as there
were in 1947. The fact that we have lost so
much of our foregsts, waters and soils is a
direct result of the fact that our nation’s
investments over the past 50 years hardly
ever addressed the fundamental issues to
be solved by a poor nation: education of
the young, health of the women and jobs
for the marginalised.

It is not difficult to imagine economic sys-
tems that can p%oduce better all round eco-
nomic and social development than we
have been able to achieve. And actually
quite difficult to construct one that multi-
plies poverty continuously over 50 years —
except possibly for professional econo-
mists who seem to be fairly good at it.
Doubling the number of poor people in 50
years probably takes conscious doing.
Could it be that our economy has gener-
ated so much poverty by design — perhaps
because it needs it? If so, they have been
unquestionably successful.

In this context, there is no point in talking
about the dangers of poisoned air, vanish-
ing forests and drying rivers since they are
the logical outcome of the patterns of in-
equity and exploitation we have set up in
our single-minded pursuit of our lop-sided
“development.” We needed to create edu-
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cation for our children, health facilities for
our women and work for the poor. What
we got was five star luxuries for the rich.
So, why blame the poor? I have overheard
government officials strolling down the
corridors of power referring to the poor as
“them” (as distinct, presumably, from “us,”
to whom the country really belongs) and
asking how long will the poor continue to
be a millstone around our neck. The mill-
stone around the neck of India is, actually,
the rich and their friends who make the
policies of our country.

Ultimately, the roots of our environmental
problems are precisely the same as those of
our social and political problems. Air pollu-
tion in our cities and lack of drinking water
in our villages are caused by the same fun-
damental factors as the alienation of people
in our society and the corruption of our
politicians and bureaucrats. Despite our
denials and invocation of great traditions
and national culture, the India of today is
defined almost universally by narrow, short-
sighted, parochial self-interest. Those who
attain positions of power place themselves,
and their families, above the law — and now
there are enough of them to do real damage
to the future of our country. It appears un-
likely that any corrective measure can now
solve the problems we face short of a thor-
oughgoing revolution. Unfortunately that
could involve unpleasant consequences for
those who have usurped the power to run
our affairs. And for many innocent by-
standers as well. The only grace that saves
them from fear of this inevitability 1s that
they are too much absorbed in the pursuit
of their self-interest to notice it.

Some Solutions

To those of us who are genuinely con-
cerned about making India a better place
for ourselves and our children to live in,
things look quite bleak. The country, with
all its strengths and achievements appears
to be on a self-destructive trajectory, accel-
erating towards economic, social and eco-
logical oblivion. Which of these disasters
comes first is not important — massive
political upheaval will surely be the initial
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manifestation for all of them. And while
this might well provide the sudden, dis-
continuous and possibly violent change
needed to effect improvement, it will not
necessarily produce an outcome that is
best from everyone’s point of view.

We need to explore other ways into a more
acceptable future and work out strategies
that could lead to a different outcome
from the one that currently seems inevita-
ble. And such strategies can be meaningful
only if they pass the acid test of practical-
ity, both in the relevance of their goals and
in the identification of the action needed,
together with who will carry it out. Thus,
they must specify the outcome expected,
the means needed to achieve it, the actors
who must take responsibility and how
they could be persuaded to do so, the
obstacles to moving forward and how they
can be overcome and a specific plan of ac-
tion. To be credible, they must also describe
the organisational framework that will
champion and take responsibility for the
entire process. In this sense, statements
commonly heard these days such as “if only
the politicians were honest...,” “everyone
should stop corrupt practices together, on
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a given day ...”, “government must...
Without specifying how these undeniably
exemplary goals will be attained, the state-
ments are totally meaningless, wishful

thinking — and without any value.

To bring about the change needed, two
significant possibilities present them-
selves. The second possibility would de-
pend on the sudden appearance on our
political scene of wise, charismatic and
courageous leadership. Such leadership,
once it becomes accepted widely, could
certainly help to reorient the nation in a
more benign direction. With such a
reorientation, a country with the human
and natural wealth of India could quickly
become a model for others to emulate.
Unfortunately, the likelihood of this sce-
nario is very low. Wisdom, charisma and
courage are a rare combination and the
frequency of their appearance on earth is
usually measured in centuries and millen-
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nia, not in years and decades. And we
have already had more than our share in
this century. Moreover, such leadership
has historically tended gradually to gravi-
tate towards autocracy and fascism, a cure
that could become worse than the disease.
Again, this option is weak on the acid test
of practicality unless the proposer is able
to identify a leader who is wise, charis-
matic and brave.

The third way forward is the one proposed
by Development Alternatives and People
First. It comprises five broad categories of
intervention that could be initiated by a
group of like-minded people who simply
agree on the basic premises and to take re-
sponsibility for specific parts of the agreed
agenda. This option comes nearer to satis-
fying the acid test of practicality than most
of the solutions currently on offer and has
the advantage of careful analysis and wide
public debate to support it.

The five types of intervention or changes
that can be made to achieve any kind of
societal change are:

® Technology

¢ Economic instruments and policies

® Institutions and governance

* Knowledge structures

® Value systems

This list forms a hierarchy of interven-
tions, presented here in ascending order in
terms of difficulty in implementation, as
well as in the depth and duration of im-
pact. To turn our country around on the
ecological, economic or social and political
fronts, a consistent set of changes will
need to be made in each of these areas:

I Technology

Our current technology choices, dictated
in large part by the imperatives of our mis-
guided desire to participate in the global
economy and borrowed from elsewhere
without adaptation are not necessarily
suited to our own circumstances. Large
scale industries, fossil fuel based and cen-
tralised energy systems, motorised and
personal transportation networks and
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chemical intensive agriculture have, at best,

a limited value for an economy like ours.
They are virtually useless for the eradica-
tion of poverty or the regeneration of the
environment. They are capital intensive,
create few jobs, exclude the poor and de-
stroy the environment. In the context of
India, they have led not only to great eco-
nomic disparity and social inequity, but
also to corruption and urban decay.

Appropriate technology — the kind advo-
cated by Mahatma Gandhi offers much bet-
ter and more sustainable solutions. It em-
phasises small scale, decentralised and lo-
cally owned production systems. It prefers
the use of labour over machines, renewable
over non-renewable resources, public rather
than personal modes of transportation. By
its nature, it is technology that is the slave,
not the master of people.

2 Economic instruments and policies
To encourage the wider use of appropriate
technology, we simply need to introduce
fiscal measures that promote wider partici-
pation in the economy, creation of jobs
and conservation of natural resources — all
stated objectives of every government
since independence. However, to achieve
this widely accepted goal, the actual priori-
ties of those governments would have to
be more or less inverted.

Currently, even when they are not dis-
torted by the massive corruption that ac-
companies our entire structure of govern-
ance and economic control, these policies
tend to promote practices that increase
economic inefficiency, social inequity and
environmental destruction. With the cor-
ruption in place, these tendencies are com-
pounded many-fold. Fiscal policies are also
needed to encourage entrepreneurship and
institutional initiatives that are geared to
the needs of sustainable development.
Details of such policies have been worked
out by numerous civil society and aca-
demic researchers.

3 Institutions and governance
There is perhaps no intervention of greater
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importance than putting people back in
charge of their lives. Once again, Gandhiji
comes to the rescue with his concept of
Gram Swaraj. The powers and decision
systems of governance now need to be
turned upside down, letting them flow
from the village Gram Sabha to the dis-
trict, state and national governments. To
make such a system work, other pieces of
the institutional jigsaw must also be in
place — particularly mechanisms to ensure
transparency, access by the public to infor-
mation and the right of people to partici-
pate meaningfully in decision-making.
And one has to accept the inconvenient
conclusion that for all this to happen may
need some fundamental changes in the
constitution, not simply some quick fine-
tuning in our systems of governance.

To ensure this, we need to ensure that the
media continue to be free and active, and
the civil society is strong and independent.
From his studies of 19% Century Italy,
Professor Putnam of Harvard University
has shown dramatically how strong the
linkage is between the health of democracy
and the vibrancy of the voluntary sector.
India needs to encourage rather than ham-

e per the the work of its civil society.

Our decision-making frameworks are to-
tally incapacitated and in a sense petrified
—they prefer not to take any decisions. For
instance the Ministry of Environment not
only has limited competence but is also
continually at loggerheads with the Pollu-
tion Control Boards. And in the vacuum
created by Ministry of Environment’s in-
ability to take decisions, the Supreme
Court has now stepped in and is issuing ad
hoc orders such as “No more bricks” in a
country where the official number of
homeless families is more than 30 million.
And in the meantime, our government
officials are more interested in their extra-
curricular activities than in carrying out
the tasks assigned to them.

4 Changing the knowledge structures
Despite our nation’s long tradition of learn-
ing, our present dominant knowledge struc-

tures have the dubious distinction of being
borrowed entirely — but incompetently —
from the West. Our educational systems are
essentially Cartesian, linear and narrowly
conceived and have very little to do with the
needs of 20™ century India. To take India
into the 21" century, our structures for
learning, skill building and research need to
be completely different: universal, bottom-
heavy, trans-disciplinary and multi-faceted.

Given the failure of our system of educa-
tion to ensure that every child receives at
least some meaningful education, we
should also invert our priorities in educa-
tion and give the highest priority to fund-
ing primary education.
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Given the faultlines in our knowledge
structures, research in India is severely
limited — it is almost entirely imitative and
reactive. Typically, the research revolves
around either disproving or agreeing with
a paper published abroad and then opting
out of society and the real world. To work
on issues of practical interest, let alone
practical interest in the Indian context, is
considered unacceptable. This is not so
even in the U.S., the country which sup-
ports by far the largest amount of “blue
sky” research. Even at a prestigious univer-
sity like Harvard, more than 60 per cent of
the research work is directly and visibly
geared to practical problems of the coun-
try, 30 per cent for issues of concern to the
State of Massachusetts and 15 percent to
those of the host city of Cambridge.

5 Changing our value system

Our current value systems seem designed
to self-destruct the nation. Therefore, our
values towards each other, towards ma-
chines, towards nature and our sense of
responsibility to minimise waste, pollu-
tion, etc. need to be altered radically to
make a systematic and thorough assault on
the problems we face currently.

This task is only possible through religion.
We need to bring religious leaders on
board and initiate a dialogue to get the
message across.




