Concerns about state of Environmental Governance


Numerous people’s groups, NGOs, and mass movements, have expressed concern that the importance of environmental issues in governmental decision-making has been severely undermined in past few years. In particular, the role of the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) seems increasingly to have become simply to be a clearing agency for economic and commercial activities, regardless of their environmental impact. 

The MoEF also appears to be systematically undermining the participation of citizens in its decision-making process, and has become more and more closed in its functioning. Lack of transparency not only reduces public participation, it is also a way to avoid serious scientific scrutiny. Public inputs even when asked for, e.g. in formulating certain pieces of legislation, are ignored. These trends seem to have become worse in the last few years, such that the lay person is left wondering: is the mandate of the MoEF to help industries and ‘developers’ by-pass or get over environmental regulations, rather than to safeguard the country’s environment? These problems are of additional concern because of the vast numbers of India’s poor who are directly dependent on natural resources and are directly and adversely affected by environmental degradation and a loss of ecological security. 

There are numerous instances that illustrate an increasingly indifferent attitude towards India’s environment. Some actions seem to emanate from a premeditated vision of undermining even the commendable and strong framework of environmental laws and valuable progress towards safeguarding the environment made in the years since independence: 

· The dilution of notifications under the Environment Protection Act: Over the last few years MoEF has considerably reduced the scope and weakened the provisions of various notifications and rules (including the Environmental Impact Assessment notification and the Coastal Regulation Zone notification) under the Environment Protection Act 1986. Regulatory norms- even crucial ones such as the provision of adequate information -  are being eased for developmental projects and industries. 

· The clearance of ‘development’ projects without adequate assessment: There are many shocking instances where MoEF has given clearance to dams, mining, roads, ports, industries, and other projects, without an adequate environmental impact assessment or without ensuring that environmental safeguards are built into the project. Some of these projects even threaten many areas that governments have themselves declared protected for wildlife
· The framing of a National Environment Policy that is technically unsound and rife with internal contradications, and drafted without any public participation. This policy presents a strongly economic fundamentalist approach, and assumes that market and economic instruments will solve basic environmental problems.  Further the draft policy has been prepared without any consultation with NGOs known for their environmental record, or communities with maximum dependence on the environment. 
More detailed explanations and examples of the problems with environmental governance are attached.

In this scenario, it is recommended that:

· A standing committee be set up under the NAC to look into the integration of environmental concerns in development/economic sectors across the board, and the issues of balancing the needs of the poor with conservation imperatives. Overseeing policy developments and integrating environmental concerns into the CMP would be part of the mandate of this committee. 

· An independent Statutory Body for environment be instituted that has charge of providing clearances and overseeing the systems of environmental governance in the country. This body could be instituted along the lines of the office of the Comptroller and Auditor General. 

