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Terrible trade-offs
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ore than a quarter century
after economic liberalisation
policies wereimplemented in
India, the country’s ecology,
environment, and human-nature rela-
tionships are under extreme stress. The
Imperatives of developmentand growth
haveundeniably had an impact on biodi-
versity and conservation. An obsessive
focus on short-term economic growth
has meant that trade-offs 1in terms of
environmental deterioration have been
accepted asnecessary, eveninevitable.

India has a number of conservation
laws, policies and programmes. While
successful in pockets, these havelargely
failed to provide sufficient protection.
There 1s Increased demand to free up
protected areas for new roads and rail-
ways, mines, andindustrial projects. At
the same time, conservation laws and
policies place restrictions on people’s
rights that have led to a
oroundswell of local resist-
ance. While old approaches
seem Insufficient to tackle
the scale and intensity ofthe
problem, new ways of think-
Ing are gailning ground —
such as the 1dea of placing
monetary valuesonecosys-
tem servicesprovided by riv-
ers and forests, or of opening
up spacesfor social and pri-
vate entrepreneurship in
conservation. Understand-
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A detailed look at case studies can pro-
vide a sense of the scope of the book. In
one of two chapters on the little-studied
forests of northeast India, Rajkamal Gos-
waml and T Ganesh describe the
changesin the Jaintia Hills. Now gaining
Importance because of1ts strategic loca-
tion, the forests in this region —- mostly
controlled by community management
—havesteadilylost ground to limestone
mining and the growth of cement indus-
tries. The authors 1dentify the North-
East Industrial Investment Promotion
Policy of 1997 as having played a major
role 1n driving deforestation in this
region, with seven large cement facto-
ries beingestablished in the community
forests of Jaintia Hills within adecade of
this policy. Most of the industries that
have comeupareowned by large indus-
trial groups, iIncluding a French group
that now owns thousands of acres of
once-biodiverseforestland.

In anotherfascinating pieceonIndia’s
wetlands and streams, often

reviled as ‘dirty’, treated as
wastelands, and even misla-
beled as drains, Neha Sinha
of the Bombay Natural His-
tory Soclety documents
how India’s wetland conser-
vation policies focus on
large, 1mpressive water
bodies such as Ramsar sites,
whileleaving outtheevery-
day wetlands, streams and
‘drains’ that provide critical
functions ofnatural sewage
treatment, ground water
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recharge, flood control, and
biodiversity protection. In
this process, modern India
18 steadily wiping its wet-
lands out of existence, turn-

Ing how conservation works
In the 21st century can no
longer, theretore, be the sole
prerogative of the forest offi-
cer, ecologist or wildlife biol-

ogist. Fields like environ- Eﬂgr?;ib%g‘:]aazﬁldaK Ing them into cemented
mentaleconomics, political iy ramakrichna drains, roads, power plants,
sclence, anthropology and 291pp, 7895 alrports, and industrial

soclology, and ethics and
philosophy must be
included, to develop a broader under-
standing of how India can shapeits con-
servation strategy going forward.

This 1s the goal of Nature Conserva-
tion inthe New Economy.: People, Wild-
lifeandthe Lawin India. A collectionof
thought-provoking essays edited by Gha-
zala Shahabuddin and K Sivaramakrish-
nan, the book provides a multidisciplin-
ary landscape view of the challenges of
conservation in contemporary India’s
economic and regulatory landscape,
where governmental policies, ethical
imperatives of justice and democracy,
and economic considerations of growth
and profit collide and collaborate 1n an
uneasy dance. Bringing together nine
case studies thatrange from the forests of
the Western Ghats to central India, the
western Himalayas and northeast India,
and cover challenges of conservationin
critical ecosystemsirom forests and cit-
les to wetlands and coasts, this book
presentsarich tapestry of the contempo-
rary challenges facing conservation.
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= Nature strikes back: Floods in Dadar TT, Mumbai, on September 4,2019  PRATIK CHORGE/HT PHOTO
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parks. Yetwetlandsareone
of the most important weap-
ons the country has in its fight against
flooding induced by future climate
change-afactthat wefail torecognize.
How else can we explain the fact that
Mumbai, much of which 1s poised to go
underwater in atew decades because of
climate change, continues with its mad
mission to build asecond airportonthe
Navi Mumbai wetlands?

Thisbook could have been more cohe-
sive. It comesacrossmoreas anensem-
ble of chaptersonrelated themesthan as
an integrated collection. But thisis an
Inevitable challenge with any book that
triesto covernew ground such asthis. In
aworldwhere GDPratesare alwayson
the front page, but conservation rarely
makesiteven tothe middle pages of the
dally newspaper, such books are sorely
needed to provoke new thinking and
action.

Harini Nagendra is a Professor of Sustainability
at Azim Premji University. She is the author of Cities
and Canopies: Trees in Indian Cities.
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