COMMON MINIMUM PROGRAMME: MINIMAL ON ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

Given the excitement generated by the way in which the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance came to power in May, one could be excused for feeling some level of optimism on the environmental and social fronts. And thus the UPA’s Common Minimum Programme (CMP) was expected to provide a bold new vision for how Indian society should move ahead in a way that was just and sustainable. Does it live up to this promise? Does it have the ingredients to ensure that the country’s battered environment is given a reprieve? Does it promise steps for adivasi, fisherfolk, farmer communities most dependent on natural resources, to regain security of livelihoods and life? And what does it have in store for wildlife and biodiversity, so desperately threatened across the country?  

The CMP is strong on some social issues, rightly giving emphasis to employment, agriculture, education, and health. These areas of Indian society have been generally neglected in the last few years, with economic policies pampering to the ever-increasing consumptive desires of the upper middle classes. Unfortunately, a natural adjunct to such a shift in emphasis would have been an equally strong focus on environmental sustainability, and that is almost completely missing in the CMP. 

Here are some elements of the bus that the CMP has missed, but that actual programmes and schemes under the CMP could bring back in: 

1. Employment: The CMP omits to even mention one of India’s biggest potential sources of employment: the regeneration of land and water. These essential resources are degraded to abysmally low levels of productivity over more than 60% of India’s landmass. Such regeneration cannot be done by centralised bureaucracies, but by empowering and providing resources to rural and urban communities. Even though current official programmes like Joint Forest Management and water harvesting are rather limited, especially in power-sharing with communities, they have shown the enormous potential of a community-based approach. The potential for employment in this way was highlighted in a Planning Commission report some years back, and again in 2001 by the Task Force on Greening of India. Such an approach would help the government tackle three critical issues simultaneously: the ecological crisis of land/water degradation, massive unemployment especially in rural areas, and declining economic productivity of land and water. Even ongoing programmes of ‘wastelands development’ and watershed, need to be much more in the hands of local people, and could emphasise local solutions building on available indigenous knowledge, planting or regeneration of local species, and sensitivity to indigenous farming practices.

2. Agriculture: It is suprising that despite increasing focus in perspective papers of the Planning Commission and other official agencies, and despite some states like Uttaranchal having taken a lead, the CMP makes no mention of organic, sustainable farming. Report after report has shown the unsustainability and dangers of chemical-intensive, monocultural farming. Organic and biological diverse farming has been proven to be safe, productive, and within the reach of poor farmers, so the CMP’s implementation must focus on this. Hopefully the “special programme for dryland farming” that the CMP talks about, would predominantly support organic agriculture, since such areas are eminently suited for this. Also in such areas, the continuation of indigenous food crops and varieties such as millets and pulses, needs much greater focus. Initiatives such as those of the Deccan Development Society (DDS), in which several thousand people (especially Dalit women) have benefited from such an approach, could be learnt from. 

3. Food and nutrition security: These are closely linked to the above. Food security and nutrition are often badly compromised by today’s conventional system of agriculture. On the other hand, a system based on small-scale, organic, biologically diverse farming would go much further in ensuring food and nutrition security. For instance, the DDS initiative mentioned above has shown how local foodgrains grown organically by farmers, if propagated also through the local PDS, can provide security to farmers, consumers, and high nutritional inputs. The implementation of the CMP would do well to focus on re-orienting the PDS to procure local foods rather than import them long distances from the centres of rice and wheat production. This could be linked to community-based grain banks (again successfully demonstrated in several parts of India by community or NGO effort), which should be promoted in place of centralised, wasteful FCI godowns. 

Local grains could also be promoted in Food for Work, mid-day meal (now promoted to a national scheme in the CMP), and other such schemes. This would help provide an incentive to local farmers to continue growing indigenous and ecologically safe grains, while making available nutritious food. 
4. Women and children: The CMP rightly focuses on these disadvantaged sections of society, but does not explicitly link their rights and interests to natural resources. Such a link is obvious and critical in most parts of India, whether it is to do with women’s direct dependence on forests and land and water, or biomass based energy, livestock, or other aspects of natural resources. In its emphasis on self-help groups in “ecologically fragile areas of the country”, the UPA could bring in such an ecologically sensitive orientation to the empowerment of women and children. 

5. Panchayati Raj, SC/ST: The CMP’s emphasis on these aspects is welcome. In particular, it is heartening that rights to non-timber forest produce, mineral resources, and water sources are going to be established, and that displacement of tribals from forest areas is to be discontinued. But one must realise that it is now over a decade since the panchayat-related constitutional amendments were brought in, and almost a decade since the even more radical Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act was promulgated…and yet there is precious little to show on the ground. Central and state government agencies have been reluctant to let go of power, especially administrative and financial power. From the environmental point of view, a careful assessment is needed on how such decentralisation can actually work, how strong rights with responsibilities regarding natural resources can be given to village and urban communities. It is not quite clear from the CMP how the UPA plans to deal with these issues. 

6. Economic growth vis-à-vis environment: In only one or two places does the CMP acknowledge the need to reconcile economic growth with the environment, one of them in relation to tribal communities. But this is perhaps India’s biggest current challenge, for today’s growth patterns are clearly unsustainable and enormously damaging to the environment. The CMP’s focus on continuing “economic reforms”, high infrastructural development, industrialisation of areas like the north-east, and so on, are not adequately tempered by strong measures to ensure ecological sustainability. Somewhat alarming is its specific commitment to complete the Sethu Samudram project, which has been pointed out to be potentially disastrous to the globally important marine diversity of the Gulf of Mannar. 

What are needed is a comprehensive review of macro-economic policies from an environmental standpoint. Each major sector of the economy, such as infrastructure, industry, agriculture, energy, communications and transport, and so on, needs to go through an environmental and social impact assessment (currently EIAs are only applied to individual projects, not to entire sectors). And EIA procedures (along with procedures for according clearance to development projects) themselves need considerable strengthening, reversing the trend towards dilution of environmental standards that has been the hallmark of previous governments, and bringing in a system in which honest, comprehensive EIAs can take place. Regarding Sethu Samudram, for instance, there is as yet only a preliminary EIA, rather incomplete, so it is strange that the government should be committing to its early completion. 

7. Water: One of the most heartening announcements made by the new water resources minister is that the government will critically review the proposed River Linking project. The CMP is somewhat equivocal about this issue, but one hopes the government will follow up on what the minister said, and that the CMP’s promise to make this assessment “full consultative” will actually materialise. One would also have expected a much stronger focus on water harvesting and other decentralised forms of water conservation and use, but the CMP has only what seems like a passing mention of this. This alternative to mega-projects needs much greater attention than governments have given it so far, and if coupled with the promise to give water-related rights to communities, could bring in a revolutionary change in rural and urban areas. 

8. Administrative reforms: This is a vital step, with implications for the way in which all resources and matters of the country are governed. Specifically in the case of the environment, there is an urgent need for reforms in the forestry and water sectors, especially on how to make the relevant departments much less “governors” and more facilitative partners of communities in managing natural resources. The commitment to enhance the Right to Information is welcome, and would be a key plank for environmentally more accountable governance also. 

9. Science and Technology: Given the previous government’s distortion of ‘traditional knowledge and practices’ to suit its own communal agenda, it is understandable why the UPA seems to have wanted to steer clear of references to tradition. However, this would be like throwing out the baby with the bathwater. There is enormous merit and relevance in traditional ‘sciences’ or knowledge systems, technologies, health and agricultural practices, and industrial systems, and we would do well to encourage these strengths while combining them with what is best and appropriate in modern systems. It is strange, for instance, that under Health, the CMP does not even mention traditional and local health traditions and the need to provide them a major fillip. 

10. Energy: It is surely high time we put much greater focus on non-conventional sources of energy, rather than treating them as poor step-cousins of conventional sources? The CMP only mentions the “hydrocarbon industry”, which is frightening given its known unsustainability and the ecological damage it causes. Non-conventional sources have enormous potential in India (to the order of several hundred thousand MW), and need a strong governmental push towards R&D (to make them more economical) and application. Hopefully when the CMP talks of “an integrated energy policy linked with sustainable development”, it has in mind such a push. 

It can be seen from the above that the CMP is rather minimalist in its environmental orientation. In particular, the expectation that the new government would provide a bolder vision on how development can actually be made more sustainable, is belied. And the complete absence of a commitment to the conservation of wildlife and biodiversity is rather disappointing. 

On the brigher side, the Prime Minister in his inaugural address to the nation, spoke of the need to make growth “environmentally sustainable”. He also mentioned non-conventional energy sources, spoke of an Energy Policy package that included environmental aspects, stressed on community-based solutions to water issues, and promised action on urban pollution and sanitation. He too, however, missed out on critical aspects such as sustainable agriculture, traditional and community-based health systems, the conservation of wildlife and biodiversity, and any specific measures on how to make the market and powerful economic forces more sensitive to ecological sustainability. Finance Minister P. Chidambaram’s inaugural budget too is a mix, with a very welcome focus on water harvesting and non-conventional energy, but precious little on many of the other aspects pointed out above. 

The UPA obviously has a long way to go in ecological literacy. But it has the potential, and the opportunity, to show that a socially and environmentally more sensitive development model can be brought in. Hopefully some of the institutions it has created, such as the National Advisory Council, will help it towards such a goal. Otherwise the country would have missed another opportunity to show the world a different path to human welfare, one that is in tune with our natural surrounds. 

