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This paper fed unto the very heated national and international debate going on in the early
1980s (remember “Poverty is the greatest polluter”), on the seeming conflict between poverty
reduction through economic development, on the one hand, and conservation of the natural

environment, on the other. The paper referred to examples from Shahdol District in Madhya
Pradesh, and Saharanpur district in Uttar Pradesh.

The painting of a Harris’s Hawk, on the cover, is by Uma Bordoloi.



POLTIT ICAL INTERESTS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

- SHEKHAR SINGH

Perhaps the most pathetic manifestation of
an exploitative social order is the misuse of our
natural resourcess: land, water and air and the
fauna and flora that thrives on them, InQariably,
this aﬁtitude of maliciocus apathy towards nature
first and most tellingly @ffects the poorest segments
©f .the saeicty, It ensures a progressively increasing
inability to procure the adequate raw materials needed
fér subsistence production by the impoverished and at
tne same time affects the ecology in a way in which
even nature tums against these very people,

Like eﬁery other resource, but even more
justifiably so, these natural resources belong in
equal measuse to all living creatures. In other worda, .,
the only just way of allocating these-resources would
be to consider the total natural resources of the world
as‘belbnging to one common pool f£rom which éach living
creature has arright to his or her share, This,
needless to say, is not what is happening.

Perhaps the fragmentation of the . world into
nation-states makes such a universal and equitable
distribution of the world*s resources politically

impossible. The unit is immediately reduced from the



2.

world to the nation, and justice then demands both
thet each nation live within : its own resources and
that these resources be eqguitabl¥ divided within
the nation. This, again, does not happen.

Figuréé in_support of the stzstement that,
whichever way you look at it, whether from the global
perspective or from the naticnal, rescurces have not
and are not being equitably distributed, are plentiful
and well Known. Many books on the environment use the
formula that one Swiss consumes as much natural
rescurces as 30 Somalies., Even if we make =zllowances
for different climatic conditions requiring, for
subsistence, different levels of energy consmmption,

international consumption of energy in 1972 was
something like thiss

: *
Energy Conswmption per capita (adjusted for temperature)

1. India 450 4, U.S5.A. 11,000
2. Guinea 200 5. Canada 9,200

Hie Blmne o 100

(8ource: Environmentzl Fund Sheet on 1972 Energy
Consumption end UN Statistical Yesr Book, 1973)

* In pounds of coals eguilavents,
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In f act, the bogey cf population growth in
India, especially the interest that the western

world takes in it, stands: exposed through such an
analysise. Considering an average Anerican COnsumes
about twenty times the resources that an average
Indian does, USa, with a population of 2%0 million

is consuming seven times the world's rasources than

India, with a population of 700 million. If, then,
the growing population of the world is a threat to the
World's resources, much greater efforts should be
mace to control the americen population,

So much for the international distribution of
rescurces., similar patterns, unfortunately, also
emerge when one looks at the national scene,
especially of India.

A 'planned economy', as we understand the term
in India, seems to imply a right of the state to pool
all the natural resources and then use them in a
manner which is optimum_in terms of both efficiency
and distribution. - However, under the name of such
‘planning' what sctually heppens is that the resources,
say forests, existing socially and geographically
wiﬁhin one segment of the society are denied to the

traditicnal owners as, it is argued, they must be



4,

uséd for the collective goed ef the total scciety,
Further, valuable wood, it is maintained, ought not
to ke burnt in Chullahs,:for such a use would be
inefficient; such wood should be converted into
furnicare ;. ey ply of Doancr or-rayons.

Theoretically, no ocne can argue againstra
scientific and efficient management of our natural
resourcess for such a management promote.
production, However, what really happens is that
these natural resources, while being denied to the
traditional uscrs who are.mostly poor, are utilised
te satisty the luxmuricus éemands efSmainlyl the rich
urban citizens, and all this without providing the
originzl users with any substitute to gét on with
the task of working, T IVil of.even surviving, The
Forest act, for example, secks to prevent the
collcction of wood Lot thc-village hearth, while
allowing the felling of trees and other forest
procducts for conversicn into paper, furniture and
other objects of primarily urban needs. The pocr
deprived villeger, however, is inveriably provided
with no plausible alternative.

Instances of suchreﬁploitation are;many, and
cai be :listed in datail; ?erhaps two brief

examples might help show the strategies involved,
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Paper Industry

Thé paper industrj is commonly regarded as &
highly polluting t and environmentally destructive
industry as it not cnly consumes wcod and bamboos as
raw materizl but also throws out highly toxic
effluents. Mainly becauée of its envircnmental
uncdesirability and as a result of the rising cone
sciousness of people in the developed world regarding
issues of enviromment, there is now an effort to shift
production units of paper to countries of the
developing world. All types of incentives asnd coercive
pressures heve and are being used by some western
countrics to this end., Efforts are made to attract
industrialists in developing countries into this
sector and to use economic piessures to make governments
co-operative in this effort. Obiiously the cbjective
is that these millis, when St u? in déveloping countries,
would procure raw matgrials at cheap;'subsidised, et es
without having to pay the real cost of replacement, as
has become essential in the developec countries. Also,
apart £rom chesp labour, the costly methcdSfor tresting
waste fr@ﬁ the ﬁactéfiéé“édulﬂibe dispensed with,
making the production of paper very cheap for the
industriclist, but extremely expensive for the host

country &na its pecples
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To see how these forces work in a micro
framework, it is interesting to look at the case of
the Orient Paper Mill (OPM) set up at ﬂnléi, in
Shahdel District of Madhya Pradesh.*

The OPM was s=t up in 1965 with an investment
of abuut Rs,30 crores, Almost the entire plant and
egulipment was imported.

"The Mill, over the last 15 years has chopped up
all the nearby verdant bamboco forest and corw erted them
into paper, earning the mill a declared gross profit
Of Rs«B.95 cores last year, Now bamboos, which
constitute 80% of its fuedstock, have to be got from
as far as Bolaghat, Hoshangabad and Betul, some
500 km. away. Hardwoods are cbtained from Himachal

Pradesh." (Planning the Environment, p.64)

Apart from the destruction of forests, this Mill
has at least two other disastrous repercussionse. :

First, the Mill requifes-Bz cuseCsof water,
while the Son river, thch flows nearby, has a flow

of between 7 and 14 cuse®€g, The Mill owners, as such,

dam the river every December to satisfy their requirement,

This earthen dam is washed away by floods every July.

* Details from Planning The Environment,
A.K. Roy, etc. Vidhushak Karkhangz, Anuppur,
District Shahdcjy, M.P., 1982, :
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Apart from the fact that it is illegal to build
@ private dam and to impound a public river, this
damming also deprives the hundreds of villages
downstream of water for dginking and cultivation,
However, despite the: illegelity, this process has gone
on more or leéss uninterrupted for the last 17 years as
the large incustrieal hcousce who owns the Paper mill
ensures the non-interference in its machinations.

Becondly, the effluents of the Paper mill are
released into the river and flow downstream., The
effluents are highly toxic and contain, among other
things, sulphite waste liquoms;_;;ke sulphur chloride
and Gas; Black liquor; Hydrogen Sulfides, Methyl Maréiﬁtan,
Sodium sulfide, sodium Hydroxide; Scdium Carbgnate;
Turpentine (resins), Methyl alaohol, etc., all ﬁhese

chemicals are harmfil to either human or animal and

anc

]

aquatic life., 1In fact, surveys done in thac are

reported in Planndng the Envircament show thot 2 large

numbpr of villegers who have to cross the polluted river
frequently suffer from varicus forms ofurash and other
painful skin ailments direéﬁiy traceéble to the effulents
of the Mill, Similar results =re seen in surveys re@arding
Cattle deaths, gastric disorders from tmnanmpt10m<3f the

Water, reducticn in thb birth of calves, and milk yield
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per !
per cow/lactation period; in fact in some. regions

downstream the fall in milk ydeld from the production
levels before the*Miil was -set up. (pre ;965) te: these
of 1973 was over 8Ck.

I+ jis not theat these negative effects are inevitable,
for they could be contained to a large extent by bringing
in proper methods for trestment of toxic effluentsSe.
However, this would mean cutting dgown the profits, which
of course is unacceptakle to most industrialistse.

Minor Forest Products: The Bhabhar Grass

Ancther manifestation of the potlitiics “of environment
canl be seen in the Sahoranpur pictrict ot fUPa In this
district a=n estimazted 40,000 families are engaged in
producing‘ggiz, which is a type of rope most commonly uéed
in making kads (chargozs). This EEE is made from the grass

"

.lgcally known as bhabhar which grows wild in the foothills
of the Himalzayse

Traditionally thesec EEEIHEKEIS, many of whom are
hazkd jans or econcmically backward muslims, used to cut
the grass from the foot-hills and pay 2 minimal royalty to
the owners of the forest.":ln 1951 the Forest Act wWas
_impleheated in U.P. and the ownership and control of the

forests was taken over by the Government,

* Bulaliopsig binata (Graminae).
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The Government then started auctioning the grass
te big contractors, who would have it . .cut and then sell
it to smaller contractors, . It Started reaching the

actual producers of ban after passing through the hands
a

of/series of middlemen. s could be expected, the

cost of the raw material shot up.and as the cost of the

sindshed product; as usually happens, did not show a

corresponding increase, the incomes of the poor Egi

workers went down consicerably,

This system continued till 1982. One of the most
objéctioﬁable aspects of this arrangement was that
whereas the Ega'worker wés, in the late 70s and early BOSs,
getiing the grass for between Rs,.,80 and Rs.100 per
quintal, the same grass was being sold by the government
te peper milis, én é guota basis, for Rs,.30 Lo RS .35
Per guintal. .

In 1982; the_bhabhar trade was taken over by the

newly formed U,P, State Forest Development Corporationg

However, instead of this move benefiting the poor Eé;
wiorker, it further aggravatea the problem, for the
corporastion, instead of selling the‘bhabhér‘difécély,
started;giving Qut contrackts ﬁo the same big contractors
fol the Cutting of c¢rass. This gras was then stored in
hastily constructea depots. and auctioned cut in lots

of 100 guintals or more. The users now found that by

the time this raw material Came cown to them it was
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costing 25% to 35% more than what it ‘ddid the yeal
before. This has literelly brought the ban trade
to a standstill and a nearly 40,000 families are

fincing starvation @ xreal possibilitye. Incidentally,

™

through all this, peper mills are still being provided
: *

this grass at Rs.40 per gquintal.

Conclusions

‘Environmentalisté‘bwhc'argue for a preservation
of our natural resources gven at the cost of slowing
down, or stopping, all developmental processes, are not
to my mind being realistic., There are today a large
numper of 'Super Powers' walting to walkein to any
country whose weakened economy provides them with
the slightest exXcuse. If} then, one slows down beyond
a point the process of development in ocler to| preceEve

the environment one would be inevitably opening the

10

stes to foreign exploiters who would, with great glce,
rovage the very environment thet was in the first place

soucht to be preseiveds

* Basad on a study dene recently by the author dir
Saharanpur District. The detzils of the problem
are published by the author in an ITPA Working
Papcre.

.
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But this does not mean that we should not
seriously ask ourselves: to whom do these natural
resources belong, who uses them, for what, to whose

benefit, and why?

When we start denying to the jpeople the very
basis of their production, the raw material for their
house, the fuel for theit fires, the water for their
fields anc when we start polluting the air they
breathe, the water they drink and the environment
wihin which they live, then 'ideclogy' and!strategy!
stop haVing relevance ang .e strugglerfor e Rtence

starts anew,






