24 June, 2005

To

Mrs Sonia Gandhi

Chairperson

National Advisory Council

2, Motilal Nehru Place

New Delhi

Dear Mrs Gandhi,

As you are aware, the Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of India, has formulated a draft policy on the environment. The NAC had received requests from several NGOs and environmental and social activists from all over the country to review the draft policy as it was perceived by many to be very problematic. These NGOs and individuals had raised various objections and offered suggestions relating to the draft policy. The breadth of the objections as well as the fact that they emerged from all over the country and through several well-known individuals and organizations in civil society, prompted the NAC to examine the suggestions and points raised. 

Subsequently, after examining the issue in some depth, the NAC held under its auspices two consultation meetings with representatives of some of the NGOs and of the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF). The first of these consultations was organized in the offices of the MoEF on 15 February 2005. A memo on this consultation, by Jean Dreze, who was the only member of the NAC who attended, was earlier submitted to the NAC for circulation. 

The second consultation was organized at the NAC office on 8 April 2005. This was attended by various NGO representatives, representatives of the MoEF including  the Secretary, Dr. Pradipto Ghosh, and by Madhav Chavan, Jairam Ramesh, Jean Dreze, and Aruna Roy (Members), and Arun Bhatnagar (Secretary) and other staff of the NAC. 

It was evident, from the deliberations which took place at this second consultation, that the issues being raised by the NGOs and prominent individuals deserved serious consideration. There were objections about the process followed to ensure the required degree of consultation for such an important and wide ranging policy, impacting multiple sectors. There were also substantive issues relating to the content and structure of the policy. 

Though, during the second consultation, the MoEF representatives, specifically the Secretary, agreed to review some of the issues raised and to consider making the required changes. However, there were other issues, on which the Ministry did not appear to be receptive. 

Perhaps the most worrying aspect of the draft policy was that in some areas it seemed to ignore, or even be in conflict with, the Common Minimum Program of the Government and as such not in line with current priorities. This seemed to be the case in matters related, for example, to tribal rights and the right to information. The MoEF did not seem to adequately recognize this and perhaps the reason why the draft policy did not reflect the stated priorities of the current government was that the policy was actually drafted before the current Government came to power and formulated the CMP.

It is, therefore, strongly suggested that in the revised draft policy be put on the web for public comments and that, before it is finalised, it be circulated to the NAC members for consideration. 

With regards,

Yours sincerely,

Aruna Roy

