CITIZENS’ REPORT ON INDIA’S BIODIVERSITY RECOMMENDS RADICAL STEPS FOR CONSERVATION AND EQUITY

 

Release of the Technical Coordinator’s Report of the NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY STATEGY and ACTION PLAN (NBSAP), on the occasion of Wildlife Week 

 

India’s most comprehensive report on biodiversity, titled Securing India’s Future: The Final Technical Report of the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (as submitted  by its Technical Coordinator)” is being released, after a four-year process of consultations across the country. Originally supposed to have been an official report of the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF), it is being made public as a citizens’ report, as the Ministry has failed to act on it for almost two years.  

 

Why this Citizens’ Release? 

 

From January 2000, the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) facilitated the NBSAP process, starting with the unusual step of giving its technical coordination to a NGO, Kalpavriksh, working in conjunction with a 15 member Technical and Policy Core Group. Administrative coordination was carried out by Biotech India Pvt. Ltd (BCIL), and funding was given by the Global Environment Facility through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

 

In a significant departure from usual practice, the national report and recommendations were drafted only at the end of the planning process. Over 70 local, state, inter-state, and thematic action plans were prepared by communities, academics, government officials, students, and others, through widespread grassroots consultation involving public hearings, biodiversity festivals, workshops and seminars, foot marches and boat rallies, questionnaires, and outreach through mass and folk media. Well over 50,000 people participated in an influential way, making this the largest such exercise ever undertaken in India and perhaps the world. 

 

The final national report went through several rounds of public comment and peer review. Based on these, the final report was submitted to MoEF at the end of 2003. Till then, MoEF had indicated that this report would be the National Action Plan. Subsequently, however, and till now, MoEF has been dragging its feet in giving approval to this document or coming up with its own action plan

 

These decisions are totally at variance with the open and transparent process by which the draft National Action Plan was formulated. They also ignore the energy and inputs that thousands of people have put into the process. Unfortunately, even the approval of the various painstakingly prepared state, local, ecoregional, and thematic plans has been held back, thereby holding up their implementation.

 

Therefore, this Final Technical Report is being released by Kalpavriksh on behalf of a Technical and Policy Core Group that coordinated the NBSAP process. This move is also aimed at providing public access to the 100-plus  other documents produced in the NBSAP process, including over 70 local, state, ecoregional, and thematic action plans, and 35 subthematic papers on a wide range of subjects. Together, this constitute India’s most comprehensive compilation on biodiversity and related matters.
 

 

 

What does the Report Say? 

 

The report (please see attached, Highlights) points out that India is fortunate in having one of the world’s greatest diversity of ecosystems, wild plants and animals, micro-organisms, and crops and livestock. But it notes that a lot of this diversity is being lost due to human activities….over half of its forests and many of its wetlands have been destroyed, more than 40 species have gone extinct, thousands of crop varieties are lost in the field, and all 18 of its indigenous poultry  breeds are threatened! 
 

The report demonstrates that the greatest threats to biodiversity are from a destructive process of development, from strong vested interests, and from a political system in which decisions are in the hands of a few powerful people. There are many ongoing heroic attempts to stem biodiversity loss, but it has continued. 

 

The report therefore recommends radical measures to conserve biodiversity, and to ensure the livelihood security of millions of people whose lives depend critically on this diversity. It lists over 100 strategies (many of which can be implemented by citizens without waiting for government to act), including: 

         more decentralized governance and administration;

         a national land and water use plan;

         re-orientation of agriculture, industry, infrastructure, and other development sectors;

         expansion of areas and species under conservation; and

         central involvement of communities most dependent on biological resources. 

 

The report specifies that the report’s strategies and actions can be implemented through:  

·        relevant authorities or boards at local, state, inter-state, and national levels, starting from empowered communities closest to the ground; 

·        a committee under the National Biodiversity Authority (Chennai), with sufficient non-governmental representation; 

·        a National Biodiversity Network that builds on the network created in the NBSAP process;  

·        specially designated officers to handle biodiversity matters in each Union Ministry.

 

Overall, the national report advocates that the focus of all planning and decision-making in India should be to achieve the twin objectives of ecological security (including conservation of ecosystems and species) and livelihood security (especially of the most under-privileged sections of society).

 

The Government Needs to Act!

 

On behalf of the thousands of people involved in the NBSAP process, the groups releasing this report urge the Government of India to come out with the national action plan which in spirit and content respects the citizens’ report. The threatened plants and animals of India, and the threatened cultures and livelihoods of people living amidst these plants and animals, deserve nothing less than such a bold initiative. 

 

 

(Ashish Kothari / Kanchi Kohli / Seema Bhatt) 

on behalf of: Kalpavriksh and the NBSAP Technical and Policy Core Group
 

 

 

Securing India’s Future

 

Highlights of the Final Technical Report of the 

National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan

(as submitted by the Technical Coordinator)
[1][1][1]
 

Diversity and Importance of India’s Biodiversity

 

India, with only 2.4% of the world’s area, is home to over 8% of its biological diversity. This makes it one of the world’s megadiverse countries. 

 

Its diversity of ecosystems (forests, wetlands, grasslands, marine areas, and deserts) is amongst the world’s highest, and harbour over 137,000 species of wildlife (about 47,000 plants, and 90,000 animals). The extent of micro-organism diversity is unknown. 

 

The diversity of crops, livestock, and pets is also one of the world’s greatest. Crops with high diversity include rice (over 50,000 varieties), mango (over 1000), sorghum (over 5000), pepper (over 500). Livestock with high diversity include goat (20 breeds), sheep (42), poultry (18), buffalo (15) and cattle (30). 

 

This diversity is important for its own sake. It also directly sustains the lives and livelihoods of over 70% of India’s population. Several hundred million people use wild biological resources for health care, scarcity foods, supplementary nutrition, housing, fodder, fuel, biopesticides, and other uses. Agricultural diversity is the basis of survival of most small farmers and pastoralists. 

 

Biodiversity is also the backbone of ecological and human security for us all, including through climatic stability, sustaining water sources, soil productivity, and other benefits. 

 

Without biodiversity, we would all perish in minutes!
 

Loss of India’s Biodiversity

In the last couple of centuries, India has lost over half of its forests, 40% of its mangroves, and a significant part of its wetlands. 

 

At least 40 species of plants and animals have gone extinct, including the Cheetah and the Pink-headed Duck. Several hundred more are under threat of extinction. 

 

Much of the diversity of crops and livestock has been lost or is threatened in the field. All 18 of India’s poultry breeds are under threat! 
 

Immediate causes of biodiversity loss include habitat destruction, hunting, over-exploitation, and introduction of exotics. 

 

Behind these factors, are root causes of destruction: an unsustainable and insensitive model of ‘development’, break-down of traditional management practices and institutions, centralization of decision-making powers in the government, serious social and economic inequities, changes in moral and cultural values, lack of recognition of the full value of biodiversity in economic planning, destructive trade practices, and demographic changes. 

 

Biodiversity loss is also accompanied by a high level of biopiracy, the theft of bio-resources and traditional knowledge. 

 

The above trends have been significantly worsened by the processes of globalization. 

 

Ongoing Positive Initiatives 

 

Serious attempts to tackle the threats to biodiversity, and conserve what remains, include widespread research and documentation, setting up of wildlife protected areas, community initiatives in conservation, revival of organic biologically diverse farming, legal and policy measures, participatory methods like joint forest management, sustainable use of biological resources for livelihoods, creation of institutions for natural resource management, and so on. 

 

Despite the above, huge gaps remain in: 

·         our understanding of biodiversity (a lot of India’s biodiversity is still to be discovered!);

·         ensuring conservation of the full range of wild and agricultural biodiversity;

·         achieving the empowerment and participation of citizens, especially local communities;

·         building capacity of various sections of society to tackle biodiversity issues;

·         ensuring that local people receive the full benefits of biodiversity conservation and use; 

·         developing and using the most appropriate technologies; 

·         coordinating various agencies of the government that relate to biodiversity, and in particular sensitizing the agencies dealing with ‘development’ activities;

·         harmonizing the plethora of laws and policies relevant to biodiversity;

·         ensuring adequate financial resources for biodiversity; 

·         adequately using international agreements, and influencing their course.

 

Key Strategies and Actions 

 

Given the above situation, the key recommendations include: 

 

·       Preparing a national land and water use plan, mapping the areas of the country that are essential for ecological and livelihood security, and declaring them off-limits to large-scale commercial developmental purposes; 

·       Creating or strengthening decentralised institutions of governance, with the basic planning and decision-making unit being at the village or hamlet level; 

·       Re-orienting development-related policies, laws, and schemes, to ensure that biodiversity and people’s livelihoods are secured; 

·       ‘Ecoregional planning’ on the basis of ecological boundaries such as river valleys, forest blocks, coasts, etc., including ‘ecoregions’ cutting across state and international boundaries;  

·       Strengthening the Environmental Impact Assessment procedure, by integrating biodiversity in all its aspects (especially agricultural biodiversity, currently missing), and increasing the role of citizens; 

·       Integrating biodiversity concerns through inter-sectoral and inter-departmental coordination at local, district, state, and national levels; 

·       Expanding and strengthening the network of conservation sites for wild animals and plants, including protected areas (national parks and sanctuaries), community conserved areas (like sacred sites, community forests, village tanks), Biosphere Reserves, Ecologically Sensitive Areas, Heritage Sites, Medicinal Plant Conservation Areas, etc.; 

·       Conserving areas (“agrobiodiversity protected areas”) critical for indigenous crop and livestock diversity, and promoting practices that would help to conserve this diversity amongst farmers, pastoralists, fisherfolk, and others, including through food policy; 

·       Respecting, protecting, and building on traditional knowledge of biodiversity, including through community-led development of biodiversity knowledge registers, and innovative legal or other means of traditional knowledge rights that do not fall into the trap of privatised intellectual property rights like patents; 

·       Strengthening and promoting community-level crop gene banks and seed banks; 

·       Promoting indigenous, nutritionally-superior food crops such as coarse millets in the Public Distribution System, mid-day meal schemes, Food for Work programme, and other such public sector programmes; 

·       Regulating tourism in natural land and waterscapes, and facilitating genuine ecotourism through strictly enforced guidelines, including by enhancing the capacity of local communities to manage it; 

·       Tackling a range of threats to biodiversity, including quiet but widespread ones like alien (exotic) invasive species, and climate change; 

·       Facilitating sustainable, bio-resource based livelihoods (including micro-enterprises), of fisherfolk, adivasis and other forest-dwelling communities, small peasants, artisans, and pastoralists, with special attention to disprivileged sections like women, nomads, and the landless; 

·       Building capacity of all sections of society to handle various issues of biodiversity conservation, especially of decision-makers, urban citizens, and others who are particularly alienated from ecological and livelihood concerns; 

·       Estimating the full economic and social values of biodiversity, especially its role in ensuring water and climatic stability, soil productivity, and people’s livelihoods; 

·       Re-orienting state and national budgets, to squarely integrate the true and full value of biodiversity and the environmental services performed by natural land and waterscapes, and redirect funding for rural and urban development into conservation and sustainable use; 

·       Increasing funding for conservation measures, including through innovative financial mechanisms such as a tax on industries that use biological resources, an urban tax on rich citizens that benefit from ‘free’ services provided by natural ecosystems; 

·       Promoting traditional and new technologies that reduce the negative impact of current human activities and use ecologically sustainable alternative materials, such as organic farming, non-conventional energy, environmentally friendly architecture;  

·       Facilitating and developing ecologically conscious consumer groups and markets, such as for organic food, alternatives to plastics, and other eco-friendly produce; 

·       Ensuring that decisions on genetically engineered or modified organisms (GMOs) are evaluated taking into account long term ecological and socio-economic studies by independent agencies, ensuring the participation of key stakeholders in decision-making and disclosure of information generated in evaluating biosafety.
·       Advocating the integration of biodiversity and livelihood issues specific to India, at all international forums, including environmental treaties, and economic agreements such as under WTO. 

 

The report specifies that the report’s strategies and actions can be implemented through:  

·       relevant authorities or boards at local, state, inter-state, and national levels, with a focus on empowered local community institutions; 

·       a committee under the National Biodiversity Authority (Chennai); 

·       a National Biodiversity Network that builds on the network created in the NBSAP process;  

·       specially designated officers to handle biodiversity matters in each Union Ministry.

 

Overall, the national report advocates that the focus of all planning and decision-making in India should be to achieve the twin objectives of ecological security (including conservation of ecosystems and species) and livelihood security (especially of the most under-privileged sections of society).

 

 
Contact: 

For details on NBSAP and follow-up : 

Ashish Kothari (Pune): ashishkothari@vsnl.com (020-25675450; 25654239)

Kanchi Kohli (Delhi): kanchi@hathway.com (011-22753714)

Seema Bhatt (Delhi): seemabhatt@vsnl.com (011-24330130, 24339811)

 
To order/obtain copies of the report: 

Swati Arjunwadkar (Pune): kvbooks@vsnl.net (020-25654239; 25675450)  
 





