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As Mausam sets in...

Mausam is aimed at initiating dialogues in ‘public space’, on the capitalism-induced climate change and its bogus
market solutions like carbon trading and biofuel, mainly in the context of India. Such a space is now conspicuously
missing, and knowledge of these ‘issues’ has so far been the exclusive property of governments, profiteers, and
‘experts’ of various shades and hues. As a result, the only information one gets on these subjects is either a
confusing (and solid!) mass of ‘technical’ statistics and jargons or, worse, a series of simple ‘to-do’ lists, which
reduces the climate crisis to the level of ‘plant ten trees in your neighbourhood’, ‘pool cars’, CFLs, and so on.

Mausam — with its stories, opinions, case studies, anecdotes, and facts — will try to focus on simple and basic
information related to the climate crisis; for instance, how the development and India’s sustainable-market-
alternative projects are hitting this country's people, and how people are fighting back. However, it may not be
possible to avoid ‘official’ and technical information altogether, such as the statistics and information on India’s
clean development projects included in this issue. We hope that the information helps reveal the real and ugly
face of the CDM brohoha.

We invite your comments, views, suggestions, opinions, and, of course, contributions to keep Mausam going, and
to strengthen the public space it seeks to create. The newsletter, as of now, is meant to come out in every three
months, and, if possible, we will soon have its print avatar, and in more languages.

Let's hope it works.
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‘industrialization” of the planet and related human
activities, all in the name of ‘development. Most of
those likely to be affected by ‘natural’ calamities like
floods, droughts, heat and cold waves, water crises,
coastal submergence, and cyclones-hurricanes-typhoons,
however, have no idea that these extremes of climate
are being triggered by human actions. That the earth is
gradually moving towards destruction because of energy
and resource-intensive development is something the
development economists of this country and the world
steer clear of.

We need more energy for development, our government
tells us, so that the GDP (gross domestic product) stick
does not ever go limp, and the poor get cheap electricity.
We need new coal mines stretching for miles and more
oil imports so that more big industries can come up, air-
conditioned cars speed along new freeways, and huge
glossy supermarkets replace shanties in clean and green
new cities replacing old and dirty villages. Our per-capita
carbon emission is nothing compared to that of America,
or the European Union, and we have a ‘right’ to develop.
You cannot deny a sovereign nation its developmental
energy, and the necessary, absolutely necessary, emissions,
argues the government. The mainstream media; the
political, scientific, and economic fraternities; and many
‘responsible” NGOs echo the view. Yes, there is a climate
crisis. But we did not create it, and necessary adaptation
and mitigation measures will be taken; a national climate
action plan is on board.

Yes, but who are ‘we’? Who ‘are’ the nation we celebrate?
What defines ‘development’?

Development

These questions are now cliché, and from a range of
experiences, which now border on mundane, we know
how the words ‘development’ and ‘displacement’ have now
become synonymous; as if, there can be no development
without displacement, of peoples, cultures, economies,
and nature. In the world of the industrial civilization,
things have remained thus for a long time, albeit, never
in such blatant, accentuated, and legitimized fashion as
we witness now. Conceptually and physically, development
has managed to acquire an absolute legitimacy - social
as well as political - and become something that one
has to perforce take for granted. Economically, in the era
of global capital and so-called free-markets, development
with its extremely visible and dominant iconography has
become but embodiment of capital, and vice versa.

Dominance of the capital-development synergy in today’s
globalized world has an ‘absolute” and uniform surface,
where shopping malls, special economic zones, and sky-
hugging towers flourish, and which increasingly seem to
be rejecting the sub-altern ‘other’ that is poor, underfed,
disgruntled, and displaced, and hence, not part of this
‘developed’ landscape. Cities and industries and markets
merrily come up everywhere while the larger populations
are condemned to famines, diseases, and wars. People
are made to helplessly watch their homes, agricultural
fields, forests, rivers, seas, and mountains taken away,
to keep the development juggernaut rolling. Mouthing
endless gospels of democracy, liberty, and globalization;
armies, combat forces, and transnational corporations
take hold of the world’s commons, and privatize them,
so that a few can profit at the cost of a multitude that
has traditionally depended on such commons. This neo-
colonial and neo-imperialist world order is overseen by
international financial institutions led by the World Bank,
whose advisers and cronies invade sovereign governments,
and one after another national economy gets inextricably
trapped in the cycle of debt.

By now, we are all familiar with this picture, and the
end-of-history predictions of the global supporters of the
‘market’ economy. This is the best of systems, we are told
everyday, where the market - as the ultimate crusader
- frees everyone from bondage. Healthy competitions
symbolized by the buoyant stock market and a growing
consumer ‘class’ keep the GDP indicators moving upward,
and you get to know that the country is developing. What
about the multi-layered displacements caused by such
developments, then? The state sheds whatever welfare
load it was left with, and let the market and the corporate
world deal with such anomalies—which essentially means
more ‘kill and grab’, to optimize profits. Basic state
services like health, education, transport, and electricity
get privatized. The organized labour is decimated by
taking away one after another benefit that years of hard
struggles had won. The World Bank calls it ‘structural
reform’, without which economies do not grow!

Alternatives

What happens if the market decides to become ‘clean”?
And, start ‘creating’ forests, which could supposedly
act as ‘carbon sinks? Or, plant millions and millions of
hectares of land with bio-diesel plantations using species
like jatropha? Or, set up huge wind turbines, or worse
still, large nuclear reactors? How would the huge land
requirement be met? How many millions of families
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have to be displaced for these clean/green projects?
The same process of land-grab marks the processes of
both development and ‘alternatives’, as people in India
discover each passing day. They already see their land
taken away and destroyed for large hydel-projects, special
economic zones, new monoculture tree plantations, and
unsustainable industrial growth. The great ‘development’
package also includes its market-savvy alternatives.

There is a major US-backed initiative to proclaim that
nuclear power is safe, environmentally benign, and an
economically viable source of electrical energy for the
future. In spite of the fact that during the last decade
nuclear power plants were no longer being set up in
most developed countries, the government in India plans
24 new nuclear power plants, in addition to 23 already
functional or under-construction.

Do we want a future where ‘alternatives’ appear in the
guise of giant nuclear projects, large hydro projects, and
huge windmill farms all of which affect peoples’ land and
livelihoods, and destroy the environment that they have
kept inviolate for centuries through traditional means?
The recently concluded Indo-US agreement on Sharing
of Nuclear Technology and the Bush Administration’s
emphasis on large renewables and nuclear power as
carbon-neutral and ‘clean’ projects raise these questions
yet more strongly.

Development and its market ‘alternatives’ together thus
create a nightmarish scenario where the temperature of
the planet rises, glaciers continue to melt, extremes of
weather play with people’s lives and resources, and, at
the same time, the ‘industrial’ society thrives by burning
more coal and oil to produce energy, and emitting more
carbon to the atmosphere.

And thus we come to carbon trading—the big answer to
the big crisis, the ideal and unbeatable solution, which
combines development and sustainability, the mainstream
and the alternative. It is win-win, where nobody loses
and everybody gains, overseen by the market, god-Llike,
omnipotent, and omniscient.

Carbon trading:
alternative!

the biggest market

In the wake of the Kyoto Protocol, an international
agreement for ‘slowing down’ climatic change, a ‘free’
and ‘globalized” market-based approach to the climate
crisis emerged. Many of us took Kyoto to be a serious

inter-governmental effort. It is typical of our times
that the ‘market” continues to define and shape both
the climate crisis and its so-called ‘solutions. Hence,
the treaty provided the rich nations and their polluting
corporations with an excuse for starting an absurd trade
over the world’s carbon-absorbing capacity. Companies,
many of them chronic polluters in developing countries,
sensed a windfall, and jumped onto the bandwagon. The
inconceivable carbon trade became a reality.

The carbon ‘offset’ market that the Kyoto Protocol
legitimizes is proving to be extremely profitable
for polluters and greenhouse gas emitters in both
hemispheres. Polluting industries in ‘developing’ countries
continue polluting, yet they earn extra money through
filmsy claims that they are reducing carbon emission by,
say, changing designs of some boilers, or planting trees.
The core question of actual, physical reduction of carbon
remains shrouded in a forest of jargons and figures. The
project developers, consultants, validating agencies, and
brokers who earn fat fees and/or cuts of the carbon-credit
revenue are all key players in this game, and the ground
realities of these supposedly carbon-reducing projects
seldom become public. The world, being a ‘globalized
village’, allows these claims, howsoever false, to be sold
at the carbon markets worldwide (exchanges have been
set up to facilitate the trade). The buyers of these ‘carbon
credits” in developed countries get certified licenses to
emit more carbon into the atmosphere, so that they can
carry on with business-as-usual. The carbon trade is thus
turning out to be the greatest legitimized hoax to have
hit the world. The global marketplace has designed an
unbeatable win-win model and while the roots of the
problem have been left untouched, the European carbon
market alone has already touched the magic 20-billion-
dollar mark.

Like the USA and China, India has not made any
commitments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and
it has still a predominantly fossil-fuel-dependent energy
programme. However, at the same time, India has emerged
as one of the most favoured carbon market ‘destinations’.
All big Indian corporations are on board—Reliance, Tata,
Birla, Ambuja, ITC. With more than 1100 prospective CDM
(clean development mechanism) projects queuing up to
sell carbon credits, India has opened a new door for the
worst kind of polluters. An indulgent, corporate-friendly
government, aided by a blissfully ignorant civil society,
has made India a paradise for carbon trading—India’s
own contribution to the era of globalization.
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Corporate windfall

Because of carbon trading, Indian corporations now
increasingly view climate change as a heaven-sent
business opportunity. Carbon is a commodity that can be
exported with ease, and the profits to be made in the
game are enormous. The current market price of a ton of
C0, reduced (sold in form of certified emission reductions
or CERs) in the global market is around 20 euros, for
projects approved by the UNFCCC (United Nations
Framework Convention for Climate Change). For the last
two years, the CER price never went below the 15-euro
mark, whereas the most optimists of carbon consultants
would not have given more than 3.5 euros in 2005!

Some of the profit figures for companies engaged in the
carbon trade are astounding. Till early 2008, the Jindal
group made 11-billion rupees (and perhaps more) from
selling supposedly ‘reduced emissions’ (1.3-million CERs)
at their steel plant in Karnataka. According to company
sources, this boosted other incomes, and helped the Jindal
Steel Works to record their best ever quarter in terms of
profit. The Tata Motors sold 163,784 CERs from clean wind
projects at 15.7 euros/CER in 2007. Tatas” sponge iron
projects in Orissa are set to yield 31,762 CERs every year.
Reliance publicly boasts of its CDM Kitty—with 7 projects
registered with 88,448 CERs per year (till 2007 December),
four more CDM projects under validation with 149,533
CERs per year, and seven more potential CDM projects with
about 400,000 CERs per year. By far, however, the biggest
profits have been made by the SRF (Rajasthan) and the
GFCL (Gujarat Flurochemicals Ltd), both by selling carbon
credits from their HFC (hydroflurocarbons) reduction
projects. In 2006,/07 alone, the GFCL group’s earning from
carbon money was twice its total corporate assets.

Given the amount of money to be made, it is no wonder
that projects, which pollute the most, are increasingly
turning ‘clean’, like sponge iron units. In Chhattisgarh
alone, there are more than 25 sponge iron CDMs, and
4 just from the Jindal plant. ITC's Bhadrachalam Pulp/
Paper plant, famous for pollution and tribal land-grab,
has 6 separate CDM projects going on. Even otherwise
benign projects like small hydro and wind power are being
controlled by corporate agencies, with results easily
guessed—flouting of environmental norms and incidents
of land-grabs are common.

The struggles: peoples’ alternatives

This has been the saga of India (and many other countries
across the world) for the past two decades, but it tells the
story only partially.

The absolute hegemony of capital in reality was never
so absolute as its proponents and defenders want us to
believe. The smooth surface of development is, in fact,
extremely scraggy and its peacefulness an illusion,
because it has trillions of small and big volcanoes
awaiting uncontrollable eruptions underneath. The
displaced and threatened people, whom the developed
world wants simply to fade away, refuse to do so, and
resistance struggles now dot the globe and this country.
Often spontaneous - and structurally disorganized - such
struggles are led by victims of development—peasants
whose lands have been forcibly occupied because of
industries, pipelines, or roadways; adivasis whose forests
are destroyed because of big dams, mining, and capital-
controlled conservation tourism alike; and workers who
lose their jobs because of structural reform and global
market imperatives. From Narmada to Plachimada, and
Nandigram to Jagatsingpur, one after another anti-
displacement struggle rocks the country, and awakens new
hopes of converging movements, and a new social order
where development will be redefined in a just, equitable,
and humane way.

This is a war which does not get reported. It is little known,
little understood, but a war nonetheless. We will have to
take sides in this war and challenge the ‘whatever-they-
do-is-good-for-us” and ‘market-knows-the-best’ forms of a
faceless human civilization that increasingly haunts us.

It is time to resist the paradigm of the so-called industrial
development and wasteful consumption; it is time to
oppose the global polluters making profit at the cost of
the Earth’s future; it is time to assert the right to choose
non-fossil-fuel, non-nuclear energy options.

All peoples” struggles against displacement caused by
development projects (or alternatives) have their own
micro-histories. They are spatially, politically, and often
culturally, separated, each in its own unique way. At the
same time, however, each one of them defends a way of
life that capital could not yet swallow and destroy. Each
one defends its own spiritual and sometimes physical
commons against forcible enclosures. Each one of them
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is a climate struggle. We do not need to build a separate
climate struggle. All we need to do is to understand the
dimension - and enormity - of our small and not-so-small
struggles, and try to come together against attempts at
commodifying our lives and resources and putting up
the planet on sale. Whether be it Singur, Nandigram,
Kalinganagar, Alibag, or Jagatsingpur - and, for that
matter, dozens of such lesser-known locations in the

country — perhaps only strong resistance from the people
can provide some direct answers to climate change.
- Soumitra Ghosh

Soumitra Ghosh (soumitrag@gmail.com) of NESPON and NFFPFW
is a social activist and researcher working among the forest
communities of North Bengal.

Rising India is another country

Deep in the Himalayan Forests and mid-altitude
mountains, the simple and hard-working villagers of
Datmir were wondering why it happens to them in such
increasing frequency? Datmir, or similar other remote
Himalayan villages, are no California; so its miseries of
ravaging forest fires (or raging flash floods) do not get
reported, even in the so-called mainstream Hindi dailies
here in India. Datmirians have heard that ‘Mausam Badal
Raha Hai' (the climate is changing), but are at a loss to
connect things together.

Datmir is a big-by-mountain-standard village in the far-
reaches of Uttarkashi district in the State of Uttarakhand.
It is deep inside the Govind Wildlife Sanctuary, at an
altitude of about 7,500 ft. It takes even for a seasoned
hiker nearly a full-day’s walk to reach the village—from
the jeep-head of Sankri at about 5,800 ft and 14-km away,
that includes a back-breaking steep climb of nearly 2000
ft in the last stretch. For the disaster-struck villagers
though that was of no concern, as they were staring at
the approaching winter with almost half the village's 100-
odd houses burnt by a devastating forest fire.

When I - along with my 10-year-old son Manthan - was
passing by, it was almost mid-October of 2007. For the
villagers, it was time for stocking-up for the winter—
collecting fodder for the sheep and goats and cows,
collecting firewood for the whole of winter when these
areas will be snow-bound, drying up their last harvest.
But with no roof over the heads of nearly 400 people (out
of the total of nearly 1000), even these vital tasks were
relegated to the back; at the moment, getting some kind
of shelter ready was the top priority. They have not heard
about home insurance, and there are no worldwide media
glare on these ‘climate crises” - unlike the California or
Sydney cases, where the houses burnt will be quickly
replaced with the insurance claims - as have happened
time and again. The brave but naive people of Datmir

were blaming fate, and trying to rebuild their homes, the
only way they know—log by log, plank by plank.

As in California, Sydney, African Sahel, or parts of Eastern
Europe, the increasing temperature is making even some
lower Himalayan forests drier in the summers, and the
occasional forest fires are increasing in frequency. Same
is the case with the occasional flash floods. As higher
temperatures make glaciers melt faster during summers,
more flash floods due to higher water discharge are
sweeping roads and bridges away, as we witness so often,
disrupting the only lifelines for the mountain towns and
villages.

As we moved on, up and away from Datmir, through
the non-stop nagging rains - very ‘unusual’ (till a few
years ago) for this time of the year - we encountered
women, including young girls, hastily harvesting the
partly-flattened rajma crop, that was being damaged
by the rains so close to the normal harvest times. This
was Dharkot village, a few kilometres ahead, reflecting
another side of the badalta mausam story. Rajma is one of
the most important cash crops of the mountain villages,
and losing a significant part of it to the 11-day-long un-
seasonal rains, was nothing sort of a small disaster for
these mountain villagers.

As we reached Osla, at nearly 9,500 ft and the biggest
village in this trail with around 1300-1400 residents, we
kept enquiring and kept hearing similar stories. Some
locals - no doubt ‘empowered’ by occasional visits to
Dehradun, the state capital - told us, ‘Jabse Tehri bandh
bani, tabse ye Sitambar-Octubar wali barish jyada ho
rahi hai' (these un-seasonal rains in late September and
October intensified ever since the Tehri Dam has come
into being). Why? They do not have an answer to that;
but the observational connection remains.
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Having prided myself on my scientific bent of mind, I tried
to figure out the connection. And so goes my untrained
meteorological reasoning: when as big a water body as a
big-dam reservoir suddenly comes up in an area, which
is also exposed to the increasing temperatures (Tehri
is a low-altitude place and quite warm in summer and
autumn), the amount of water evaporated annually would
increase significantly. So, at the higher reaches - just tens
of kilometres in the north, as the crow flies - will cause
this moisture-laden rising air to cool and condense out
as rain—the more the moisture the more the rain. Neat,
but this logic cannot bring any consolation to the people
of Jaunsar (as the whole region is called); they have to
figure out what struck them and why? For them, neither
the government nor the ‘market’ is of much help. They are
left largely on their own, to deal with the impacts of a
badalta mausam, year in and year out.

From the world's mightiest mountains, let's now turn
to the rolling seas, for haven’t the poets called India
the land of A-samudra Himachal (a land crested by the
Himalayas and washed by the oceans)! This was March
2008, and the stage was some remote coastal villages of
Orissa. From Kolkata, Manthan and I took a train and got
down at a small, non-descript rail station, Jaleswar. Here
we were received by our guide-to-be, Mr Kalpataru. He
is a resourceful science teacher in a small village school
20-25 km from Jaleswar and was keen that I conduct
some science workshop for teachers in their area also.

After over two hours of back-breaking, rollicking journey
on 4-feet-wide, flood-washed, sand-and-dirt tracks that
passed for roads, at times amidst rows of village houses,
first in a jam-packed bus, then in a crowded jeep, and
finally on a motorbike (riding all four on the single hapless
100-CC machine), we reached the house of Mr Kalpataru’s
in-laws. The small fishing harbour of Kirtania/Chandrabali
is about 3 km from here, and a sizeable number of
families depend on this, though the majority of the poor
still depend on agriculture. Rains are plentiful and the
temperature and sunlight are perfect for good harvests.
Then, why do so many small farmers sell off their lands
to the chingri companies (commercial companies doing
shrimp and prawn culture)?

It seems that the changing climate caused by warmer
oceans is having the poor for lunch and dinner here
too. Over the past two-three years, the number of major
storms and cyclones over the Bay of Bengal have nearly
doubled—from 6-7 a year to 11-13. Though there was
no spectacular super cyclone that hit the Orissa coast

in these two years (Sidr and Nargis having turned to
and devastated Bangladesh, and more recently Myanmar
instead), these creeping disasters of stronger storms
are pushing both sand and salinity inland. As the land
loses its productivity, the small and marginal farmers are
worst-hit, because their lands can no longer support an
economically meaningful agriculture.

In such a scenario, when rich corporations from the cities
- with government support and subsidies for promoting
shrimp exports - offer some money to buy out their ‘poor’,
unproductive land, how can you complain? Sell the land,
collect and tie-up all your belongings in a few jute bags
and steel trunks, board the train with your family from
Jaleswar, head for Kolkata or Delhi, with uncertain lives
cupped in your fragile hands.

We keep seeing these climate refugees pouring out of the
major rail stations of metros and big towns, in thousands,
every day. Only we do not recognize them as such. They
only increase the statistical figures of the poor, homeless,
destitute in our big cities. Sadly, there is no support, nor
any subsidy, for these poor farmers who have lost their
lands, their livelihoods, and, in a sense, the very way of
living they knew and enjoyed. That is the rule of the game
here—the more disempowered you are, the more kicked
around you will be. Aam aadmi be damned.

How does the government respond to this unfolding,
creeping disaster? They are going to ‘modernize’ Kirtania’s
fishing harbour! I checked with some planned figures.
There is a plan to introduce dozens of mechanized
trawlers, with corresponding ‘infrastructure” for support.
Who will buy, or own these? Certainly not the small-time
fishing families owning a bhutbhuti (a small boat powered
by a small diesel engine; the name is derived from the
sound of this engine) collectively now, not to speak of
the even ‘smaller’ fisher-folk with their un-powered boats
and floater-nets.

A mechanized trawler costs many millions of rupees.
And once they start their devastating bottom-trawling,
the catch of the bhutbhutis will go down drastically—
not some environment-wala’s wild projection; that is
exactly what has happened just across the state border in
West Bengal. The old fishing harbour of Shankarpur has
been ‘modernized’, and most of the happy, self-reliant,
vivacious fisher-folk there have been turned into hired
hands in the trawlers, or left in search of less miserable
livelihoods. Once they leave, their lands can be (and were,
in several cases) taken up by up-market coastal resorts or
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mid-market coastal hotels for their ‘services’ to the urban
middle class and the rich, as has happened in Shankarpur.
The ‘economic growth” story, the ruthless pursuit of
above-10-percent GDP unfolds, at the cost of lives and
livelihoods of a vast number of nameless, faceless ‘poor'—
the indirect victims of an unfolding climate crisis, real
victims nevertheless. The government is now preparing
grounds for such changes at a faster pace, with the CRZ
being replaced by CZM! These are called ‘reforms’!! We,
the ‘educated middle class with some conscience’, either
take the Ostrich approach or see ‘progress of the nation’
in these.

At the fishing harbour, we were surprised to find a
foundation stone proudly proclaiming the creation of a
‘mangrove forest” with 12,500 mangrove trees planted—
ostensibly to protect the people from the next Tsunami!
But, where are all those trees? The net-mending fisher-
people had weird smiles on their faces, and vaguely
pointed to somewhere in the starkly barren coastline.
We were left to decide which one is the more important
causative factor: government corruption or sea-level
rise?

And it is not only this Orissa coastal belt or neighbouring
West Bengal; recollections came flooding in, of thousands
of hectares of village fields turned into shrimp farms that
we saw in June 2007, while travelling on the coastline
of Andhra Pradesh, from Nizampatnam to Bapatla and
beyond. The full import of what we were witnessing did
not dawn at the time. Now the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle
were falling into place. And that partly answered the
question: why are so many rural Telugu people seen outside
Nizamuddin rail station, with meagre belongings on their
heads? They are none other than climate refugees from
both coastal and interior Andhra, hounded by ruthless
profit-driven ever-multiplying capital, their ‘poor’ lands
in the radar screen of market-resources.

I have tried to tell a personal story from first-hand
experiences. There are other better known and documented
stories of large-scale impact of the changing climate,
like the large-scale land losses to the rising seas in
the Sunderbans, where the sinking land compounds the
problem. There are islands which are losing over 20-40
hectares every year to the seas, and these are places
crammed with people and their homes. Several well-known

apple belts in Himachal Pradesh are becoming unviable,
as the temperature has already risen significantly. Passing
through one of the best apple belts of Uttarakhand, we
saw many trees with fruits smaller than the usual sizes.
And yes, mango is now growing here, unheard of even
ten years ago. The ten-year drought in Bundelkhand is
difficult to explain in simple climate-change terms, but the
miseries of the poor do not wait for such explanations.

Many more things are changing as a result of the
general warming of places and the climate changing
in unpredictable ways. This May, while conducting a
workshop for Haryana science teachers and district-
level science-activity coordinators at Rohtak, several
participants - teachers with own farms and agricultural
officers - reported the large-scale loss of melons that was
ripening on the ground, due to unusually long spells of
rains. I was explained how the season for chana (nuts)
growing has shifted towards autumn, thus squeezing the
time for the winter wheat, and putting the farmers in
dilemmas. On a visit to Rajasthan in March 2008 - again
for conducting a workshop - I got a sketchy sense of
the magnitude of the loss of mustard crop due to the
unprecedented winter and ground-frost.

The climate crisis is unfolding in an extremely unjust
and un-equal manner. Yet, the Indian government is busy
painting the picture of a rising India and never stops saying
that we have to ‘grow even faster economically’ using the
same energy-intensive model of over-consumption, which
has created this massive hazard in the first place. Standing
on a precipice, our ruling classes and their co-opted
conspirators insist on ‘moving forward’ on a ‘development’
path that is visibly disastrous. They are less concerned,
because they know it well that there is a vast majority of
weak, disempowered, poor people - for whom, that ‘rising
India” is another country - who are standing right in front
of them, but closer to the cliff. Those will be the first
to fall off the edge, while we can prolong our macabre
development a little longer. And the frightening truth is
that they have got it right!

- Soumya Dutta

Soumya Dutta (soumyadutta_delhi@rediffmail.com) is associated
with Bharat Jan Vigyan Jatha, Science Communicators’ Forum, and
Delhi Platform, and is an environmental activist associated with
the people’s science movement.
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India’s Climate Action Plan: where is the plan?

The changing climate and its impact is probably the most
important challenge that humanity is facing in the 21st
century. Though the climate has always been variable, the
pace and magnitude of the change witnessed in recent
times seem to be unprecedented. Observed changes in
terrestrial and marine ecosystems have become more
pronounced. By expanding and intensifying land uses,
polluting the environment, introducing exotic species,
and over-harvesting biological resources, human activities
have directly contributed to the changing global climate,
which, in turn, has dangerously accelerated the extinction
rate of species.

The Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC indicates that
developing countries like India are likely to be highly
vulnerable to climate change, both due to the projected
magnitude of the change and the lack of coping ability.
Climate change is likely to impact natural ecosystems as
well as traditional socio-economic systems of India, as
its nearly 700-million rural population directly depends
on climate-sensitive sectors (agriculture, forests,
and fisheries) and natural resources (such as water,
biodiversity, mangroves, coastal zones, and grasslands)
for their subsistence and livelihoods.

As predicted by the IPCC, projected sea-level rise could
flood the habitats of millions of people in the low-lying
areas of South, South-East, and East Asia such as in
Vietnam, Bangladesh, India, and China (Wassmann, Hien,
Hoanh et al. 2004; Stern 2007). According to even the
most conservative scenario, it is predicted that by the
end of the 21st century, sea level will be about 40-cm
higher than today and will increase the number of people
affected by floods every year along coastlines from 13
million to 94 million. Almost 60% of this increase will
occur in South Asia, along the coasts from Pakistan
through India, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh to Burma
(Wassmann, Hien, Hoanh et al. 2004).

The IPCC warns that warmer sea-surface temperatures
along coastlines of South and South-East Asia would
support higher phytoplankton blooms, which would
increase the risk for spread of infectious bacterial diseases
such as cholera (Pascual, Bouma, and Dobson 2002).
Frequent floods and sea-level rise will degrade the surface
water quality owing to more pollution and, hence, lead to
more water-borne infectious ailments such as dermatitis,
cardiovascular diseases and gastrointestinal diseases.

So, the IPCC report reflects how the distribution and
quality of India’s natural resources and livelihoods of
its people will be affected due to the changing climate.
However, if we look at what initiatives the government
has taken in terms of mitigation and adaptation, there is
nothing worthwhile to mention.

The Indian government released the NAPCC (National
Action Plan on Climate Change) on 30 June 2008, offering
a list of eight technological efforts along with other
future plans to adapt to and to mitigate climate change.
The document, in effect, suggests nothing. In the 49-
page report, it takes even less than a page to explain
the ‘observed changes in climate and weather events in
India’ (section 1.4, page 15) and less than half a page to
describe the ‘projections of climate change over India for
the 21st century’ (section 1.5, page 15-16); and the same
with the ‘possible impact of projected climate change’
(section 1.6, page 16-17).

So, the 49-page NAPCC report explores the present and
the predicted impacts of the changing climate on India
in just less than three pages. The report hardly mentions
anything about the likely impacts on the natural
ecosystems as well as socio-economic systems in India.
For instance, it mentions that there will be rise in sea
level, thus triggering decline in crop production, loss
in the dairy and fishery industry, increase in floods and
cyclones, and increase in vector-borne diseases; but to
what extent and degrees, it does not say.

The NAPCC report fails to explain the severity of the
possible economic loss of the country. According to the
UNFCCC, in the past 100 years, the surface temperature of
India has risen from 0.5 °C to 1.5 °C, showing its adverse
effect on crop yields. Overall temperature increase may
influence crop pathogen interactions by speeding up
pathogen growth rates, thereby making the crop more
vulnerable. More recent studies suggest that there is
threat of a 2% to 5% decrease in yield potential of wheat
and maize in India (Aggarwal 2003). Not only this, the
gross per-capita water availability in India will decline
from ~1820 m3/yr in 2001 to as low as ~1140 m3/yr in
2050 (Gupta and Deshpande 2004). However, the Central
Water Commission predicts even a grimmer picture: the
country will reach a state of ‘water-stress’ before 2025
when the availability falls to below 1000 m? per capita
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(CWC 2001). The limited herbaceous production, heat
stress from higher temperature, and limited water intake
due to a decrease in rainfall could cause reduced milk
yields in animals and increased incidences of diseases
(Sukumar, Saxena, and Untawale 2003; Christensen,
Coughenour, Ellis et al. 2004; Tserendash, Bolortsetseg,
Batima et al. 2005).

The IPCC study has revealed that, under the existing GHG
(greenhouse gas) scenario, the overall climatic conditions
may deteriorate, leading to more severe droughts in some
parts of the country and enhanced intensity of floods in
others. Luni, Kutch, and Saurashtra regions shall face
acute scarcity of water. River basins of Mahi, Pennar,
Sabarmati, and Tapti shall also face water shortage. River
basins of Cauvery, Ganga, Narmada, and Krishna shall
experience seasonal or regular water-stressed conditions.
River basins of Godavari, Brahmani, and Mahanadi shall
not have water shortages but are predicted to face severe
flood conditions (Gosain, Rao, and Basuray 2006).

Himalayan glacial snowfields store about 12,000 km?* of
freshwater. Climate-change-related melting of glaciers
could seriously affect half a billion people in the
Himalaya-Hindu-Kush region who depend on glacial melt
to meet their water needs (Stern 2007). According to
the IPCC, glaciers in the Himalayas are receding faster
than in any other parts of the world and its total area will
likely shrink from the present 500,000 km? to 100,000
km? by 2035 (WWF 2005). The current trends of glacial
melts suggest that the Ganga, Indus, Brahmaputra, and
other rivers that criss-cross the northern Indian plain
could likely become seasonal rivers in the near future as
a consequence of climate change and could likely affect
the economies in the region. Sea-level rise is the greatest
threat and challenge for sustainable adaptation within
South and South-East Asia, according to the IPCC.

These aforesaid vital explanations are missing in the
NAPCC report. The report mentions that there will be floods
and glacial melting but which rivers will be affected in
what ways is not even hinted upon, despite the fact that
large populations banking on these rivers will face severe
consequences, with unprecedented socio-economic losses.

In many of the Indian mangrove wetlands, freshwater
reaching the mangroves was considerably reduced since
the late 19th century due to diversion of freshwater in
the upstream areas. And this could even lead to the
destruction of 75% of mangroves in the Sundarbans.
Further destruction of the Sundarbans mangroves would

diminish their critical role as natural buffers against
tropical cyclones (UNESCO 2007). The results obtained
from climate model HadRM2 on surface atmospheric
parameters and the storm surge simulations suggest
that global warming due to increase in CO, may cause
changes in the regional climate of the Bay of Bengal
and could cause increases in the occurrences of intense
tropical cyclones and high surges (Unnikrishnan, Kumar,
Fernandes et al. 2006). It is predicted that if a one-metre
sea-level rise were to take place today, it would displace 7
million people in India. Increased occurrences of extreme
events due to climate change will also affect the poor the
most. In the cyclone in Andhra Pradesh in India in 1996,
more than 1000 people died and there was huge property
loss. The NAPCC report fails to explain this great loss of
natural resources. There is not a single word on the loss
of mangroves in the Sunderbans.

India’s forests account for about 20% (64 million ha) of its
geographical area. The climate impact assessment made
for the Indian forest sector using regional climate model
(HadRM3) outputs and vegetation model (BIOME4) has
shown that nearly 68% to 77% of the forested grids are
likely to experience change, which includes loss of area
under a given forest type and replacement by another
type from the prevailing forest type by 2085. In other
words, over half of the vegetation is likely to find itself
less optimally adapted to its existing location, making it
vulnerable to adverse climatic conditions and to biotic
stresses. And, since different species respond differently
to the changes in climate, it is expected that a few species
may show a steep decline in populations and, perhaps,
even local extinctions. This, in turn, will affect the other
population dependent on the different species, which will
eventually lead to major changes in biodiversity. Thus,
climate change could cause irreversible damage to unique
forest ecosystems and biodiversity, rendering several
species extinct, locally and globally (Ravindranath, Joshi,
Sukumar et al. 2006).

Besides, climate change will force some plant and animal
species to migrate as they are unable to adapt to their
changing environments, which poses a problem for the
conservation of biodiversity hotspots listed as natural
World Heritage sites. There are also reports suggesting
expansion of the natural habitats of vector-borne
diseases (Izmerov, Revich, and Korenberg 2004) due to
the changing climate. Temperature can directly influence
the breeding of malaria protozoa and suitable climate
conditions can intensify the invasiveness of mosquito
(Tong and Ying 2000). Malaria being endemic in most parts
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of India, such as the central and eastern Indian regions
covering Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Orissa,
West Bengal, and Assam, it is expected to spread to newer
areas with the change in climate (Bhattacharya, Sharma,
Dhiman et al. 2006).

Very recently, India has pushed ahead with the controversial
Indo-US Nuclear Deal, apparently to meet its energy
demands. It is a paradox that while on one hand the
government is talking of its adaptation and mitigation
plan, on the other hand it is going for the deal, when only
three to four percent of its total energy requirement can
be met from nuclear power. Surprisingly, the nuclear issue
does not find a single mention in the NAPCC report. It is
clear that, even in the generally baffling context of the
NAPCC, the government really does not consider nuclear
to be a serious energy option for which so much political
drama is being staged.

If the government is seriously concerned about the
changing climate and its vulnerable effects on India, then
it would have implied tight constraints on emissions. But,
surprisingly, the NAPCC makes no commitment on cutting
carbon emissions, which are obviously on a steep rise
in the country. Putting economic development ahead of
emission reduction targets, the report makes a case for
the right of emerging economies to pursue development
and growth without having to worry about the volume of
atmospheric emissions they generate in the process.

Reading the NAPCC report, it seemed that the government
is very much reluctant to let the nation know the
devastating effects of climate change. Throughout the
report, what dominates over the issue of climate change
is the need for energy and technology; for, in the very
‘plan” for tackling climate change, what is missing is
the very issue of climate change! The report seems to
be just a compilation of listless ideas that lack insight,
perspective, necessity, and urgency.

- Hadida Yasmin
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