Some Key Substantive Defects of NEP

1. Some key principles such as gender equality find little mention in the NEP document. This is a retrograde step since the 1992 National Conservation Strategy gave significant attention to the role of women as conservers and managers of the environment. Ignoring the differential way in which women are impacted by environmental degradation and the role they play in conserving the environment also go against the spirit of empowering women fully contained in the CMP.  

2. Though people’s participation is mentioned time and again, there is little in the  operative part on how to make this functional. Instruments such as Right to Information, which are so essential to meaningful participation of citizens, are confined to giving public access to “real-time” online information on pollution. 

3. In an elaborate analysis, environmental damage is seen to exacerbate poverty and differentially impact the poor, while conversely poverty is also regarded as the driver of environmental damage. However, in the bulk of the document, the emphasis remains on the latter perspective. Additionally, while consumption patterns are acknowledged as a problem, there is nothing in the operational parts on tackling the rampant consumerism that is one of the driving forces of ecological damage.  

4. The notion of stakeholders is used without internal distinctions, where all parties would be treated at par. This ignores the enormous difference in leverage that interest groups such as the large-scale  corporate sector (including MNCs) wield in relation to local communities, and fails to distinguish between the latter’s right to survive and the former’s privilege to conduct business.  

5. There is an alarming emphasis on  “reviewing existing procedures for granting clearances and other approvals”, especially to “reduce delays and levels of decision-making” (5.1.2(i)). In the past few years, most such moves to “review” procedures have resulted in dilution of environmental standards (as many as 30 dilutions of the CRZ and EIA notifications under the Environment Protection Act, for instance), rather than their strengthening. The logic has always been that environment is standing in the way of development, rather than that stringent application of environmental standards and processes is one effective tool towards ensuring sustainable development. The draft NEP cites the Govindarajan Committee as having identified environment and forest clearances as being the “largest source of delays in development projects”….it is astounding that the NEP takes this as gospel truth, completely ignoring the fact that (a) ‘development’ projects are in fact the largest source of environmental destruction, and that (b) a considerable part of the delays are caused because project proponents simply do not furnish adequate or timely information that would allow systematic decision-making.

6. Even while talking in generic terms about environmental governance, there is no clear statement of how it is to be achieved. Decentralisation is paid lip service, though there is no evidence of having honoured the principles of decentralization in the process of formulating the NEP (e.g. Nagarpalikas and Panchayats have not been consulted), nor are there adequate provisions for decentralizing the functions of environmental governance to the levels of the PRIs and gram sabhas – a clearly stated objective of the CMP.  A policy that is essentially formulated in a highly centralized manner cannot be truly propagating decentralisation. One essential pre-requisite to genuine and meaningful decentralisation, the establishment of community rights to Common Property Resources, is missing with the exception of some generic statements on tribal rights to forest resources. 

7. The section on biodiversity shockingly reduces the myriad ecological, cultural, livelihood, economic and scientific and other values of biodiversity to only how it can be useful for “improved crop varieties, new pharma products, etc., apart from ensuring the resilience of ecosystems.” Traditional knowledge is acknowledged firstly as “potentially an important means of unlocking the value of genetic diversity through reduction in search costs”, and even subsequently only in terms of “benefit-sharing”. Such a standpoint dishonours the value of cultural histories that have given rise to rich traditional knowledge, the importance of biodiversity and biodiverse landscapes for sheer survival, livelihoods and cultural sustenance of tens of millions of people.   

8. There are serious scientific lacunae in the draft NEP. Just as an example: the divisions of “environmental resources” (a terminology which is itself problematic) are not particularly scientific: there are “forests and wildlife”, “freshwater resources”,  “mountain ecosystems” and “coastal resources”. This seems to indicate that “wildlife” is found only related to forests, that mountains cannot have forests and wetlands, and so on. Moreover, grasslands, deserts, and marine ecosystems are completely missing from this draft. Surely MoEF’s scientists would have informed those drafting the NEP that wildlife exists in all ecosystems, and that there are many scientifically valid methods of classifying the natural environment.

9. Totally missing is any kind of cultural linkage and history, which is surprising given that all Indian traditions have been so deeply connected with the natural environment. Spiritual, ethical, and cultural facets of environment are not integrated into the text at all. 

10. The draft is predominantly human-centred, not providing to all of nature the ethical right to exist (this probably reflects the totally a-cultural nature of the draft). 

11. While the ‘right to development’ is provided for, there is no ‘right to environment’, which should surely be primary in an environment policy! 
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