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Azaad आवाज़  aims to tackle an erosion of empathy in
our society. This  monthly magazine (Patrika) aims to
focus on the marginalized sections whose voices are
often muted in the cacophony of flashy mainstream
media discourse. When referring to the marginalization,
this platform does not aim to restrict itself to the
traditional focus on social aggregates like caste and race
alone but aspires to include a discussion on class, gender,
sexual orientation etc. Azaad आवाज़ sculpted as a digital
media station focuses on issues that debilitate the 
 “deliberately silenced”, drawing no boundaries and
aspires to evolve and voice the needs of those silenced.  
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आवाज़

Indian law and the recent development in Indian
environmental jurisprudence in judgments across
courts in the country has seen an almost uncritical
acceptance of a neo-liberal vision of industrial
expansion based on an economic growth paradigm.
The status quo has also brought about the shaping
of a class struggle amongst workers, Dalits, and
women who have been adversely affected by the
degradation of the environment. 

The courts have failed to go beyond policy and
pure reasoning in their approach to ecological
issues. There is a notable setback with respect to a
lack of a system of public notification and a
transparent and open process of selection and
appointment of decision-makers who are rightfully
equipped to deal with ecological matters. 

The Supreme Court post the landmark MC Mehta
judgment had called for decentralized
environmental courts and the National Green
Tribunal Act, 2010 was passed. The judiciary in
their attempt to set up specialized courts failed to
take into account and incorporate the already
existing merits of the judicial system. 

Motivated by green courts in westernized foreign
countries, the process of setting up these
specialized courts failed to take into account the
plight of the indigenous people who already lack
institutional support and accessibility to the
protection of the law. 

Teeming with wildlife, forest areas, and natural
habitats, our country boasts of a rich, green, and
plush environment. As a dense country with a large
population, it has become increasingly clear that
housing the numbers has required compromising on
environmental justice. 

The precarious balance between conserving the
ecosystem and paving way for industrialization and
development has been tipping against environmental
and social justice in recent times. India has been
finding itself at the bottom of the Environment
Performance Index (EPI) over the last few years,
with children and adults alike choking in the
polluted air in the prestigious capital city of New
Delhi. 

The devastating and far-reaching effect of climate
change in most aspects of the social lives of citizens
is threatening their health, livelihood, liberty, and
lives. The recent report released by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
in very clear terms points towards the looming
environmental crises faced by the earth, suggesting
rapid and long-lasting environmental impacts. I

n a dangerously scary situation such as this, law and
policy in India has proven to be insufficient in the
protection and safeguarding of the environment and
its indigenous people. There is barely any response
elicited from the lawmakers and the authorities on
this front. 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM,  LAW AND
POLICY
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The new system has repeatedly failed to be adequate
both structurally and functionally to satisfy the
environment-related grievances of the tribal and
indigenous people in the remotest areas of this vast
country. With only five branches across the country
located in metropolitan cities, it effectively curbs their
access to justice which was previously available with
NGOs and individuals asserting their fundamental
rights in the ecological context by moving the High
Court of the state they resided in.

Environmental Justice in India leaves critical
questions unanswered or under-analyzed. In the wake
of the Bhopal Gas Tragedy, which was one of the
world’s worst industrial disasters, a new
environmental jurisprudence emerged, depicting the
important facet of procedural flexibility- ‘justice
without law.’ A more flexible and convenient process
of administration of justice came to light with stress
on Indian neo-dharmic jurisprudence. 

A new discourse on the extent to which the state can
manage and mandate environmentally sensitive
lifestyles has also taken shape with the question
surrounding whether there is a need for a new
regulatory order in the postmodern society. 
 
The snatching away of land from the indigenous
people in order to achieve goals of economic
development has led to a class formation amongst the
adversely affected. India has seen myriad
environmental movements in the recent past with the
masses engaging in collective action in the pursuit of
environmental benefits. 

One of the most notable movements in history was the
Chipko Movement which garnered attention across
the globe for the protection of the magnificent forests
of the Western Himalayas.  

In the wake of the Bhopal Gas
Tragedy, which was one of the

world’s worst industrial disasters, a
new environmental jurisprudence
emerged, depicting the important

facet of procedural flexibility-
‘justice without law'

 

The movement saw the adoption of a consensual
strategy of clinging to the trees as a non-violent and
direct action. This movement was successful in its
endeavor and became a turning point in the history
of eco-developmental struggles. Another extremely
popular movement, the Narmada Bachao Andolan,
which received huge international support, was
aimed at providing justice to tribals who were
displaced without adequate compensation. 

The Koel Karo Movement, which was a direct attack
against tribal culture in its destruction of over 150
places of worship and 300 places of burial of
ancestors, was a struggle that lasted 49 years in the
central forests of Jharkhand. Various movements
like these have brought to light the plight of the
inhabitants whose entire world revolves around
these natural habitats.

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
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This edition which concentrates on environmental
activism, law, and policy, aims at a deeper and more
nuanced inquiry into the environmental crisis looming
over our country. It deals with critical probes that
question the status quo and examine a way forward. 

The Nazariya piece on water disputes and river rights
throws light on the adversities and the impact of this
tussle between two regions in their claim over a
common water body.

Awaaz in Focus hosts Dr. Kanchi Kohli, who has
extensively worked on matters of law and
environmental justice. She provides insight on the
draft Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and the
delicate balance between protecting the rights of the
indigenous people and the economic growth of the
country.

Finally, Talk Point presents a detailed conversation
with the Yugma Network, exposing the readers to a
very truthful perspective on issues of environmental
and social justice, exploring the caste- blindness of the
law and the difficulties of organizing the masses in
order to start and sustain a movement against the
state and its instrumentalities.

This edition which concentrates on
environmental activism, law, and
policy, aims at a deeper and more

nuanced inquiry into the
environmental crisis looming over

our country. 



Access the interview here 

One of the questions that the government needs to
ask themselves in today’s times especially when we
are repeatedly seeing, in a post-Covid era or post-
climate change impacted world is the ethical duty
of the government to protect the environment.

This is because everything else then follows after
this. In terms of the anthropocentric influence, the
very fact that the governments and individuals are
engaging with the question of the environment
indicates that there has always been an
anthropocentric approach to the environment. 

The concept of sustainable development is
extremely anthropocentric in nature. 

Q. In light of the Draft EIA 2020, according to you, what
is the relationship between the state and the environment,
and to what extent is this relationship defined or aided by
the anthropocentric nature of the environmental law and
vice versa. What are the other factors that determine the
relationship between the state and the environment? 

The EIA 2020 is a regulatory tool that the state uses
to be able to regulate the impact on the environment
etc. I think that question can be answered by
understanding the constitutional duty of the state, in
the legal mandate of the state, and the ethical basis
on which the environment needs to be protected. 

Constitutionally, the state has clear articles enshrined
in the constitution which require the state or the
government to protect the environment. Article 48A
requires the state to protect the environment or
article 51A(g), which states that every citizen has the
fundamental duty to protect the environment. 

But, in order for the citizens to be able to do their
part, the state has to play a facilitative role; has to
play a supporting role, that’s the constitutional basis.

 There are also a plethora of laws and policies and
regulations that enable states to be able to do that.
Some of it has come from international conventions,
some from demands locally, etc. They are procedure-
specific, they are regulatory in nature, etc. 
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Analysis of Environmental Impact Assessment Draft 2020
 

Dr.  Kanchi  Kohli  
Senior  Researcher,  

Centre for  Pol icy  Research

IN CONVERSATION WITH DR. KANCHI KOHLI 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o1r9tKC8eTQ
https://cprindia.org/people/kanchi-kohli
https://cprindia.org/people/kanchi-kohli
https://cprindia.org/people/kanchi-kohli
https://cprindia.org/people/kanchi-kohli
https://cprindia.org/people/kanchi-kohli
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Ultimately, it is how governments, nationally or
internationally prioritize the question of the
environment and not make it collateral, in the
process of economic development. 

Q. The EIA draft notification 2020 has been condemned
for various issues such as lack of public consultation,
post-facto approval, less stringent rules, and exemption of
certain industries from environmental clearance. 

The Ministry of Environment Forest and Climate Change
has stated “Accepting economic growth, facilitating the
ease of doing business and reducing any obstacles to
development are some of the reasons behind this draft.”
The question is where and why do you think that catering
to the environment and indigenous communities, becomes
an obstacle to the development of the country?

According to you, what are more effective alternatives to
perverse the environment by checking environmentally
degrading development projects. 

There are two parts to what you're saying, one is
about the idea of development and how the EIA fits
into the whole debate. The idea of development is a
political construct, it's about what kind of lifestyle
or being are we envisioning ourselves to be in. 

Is it concrete-led development, is it nature-led
development or is it a balanced development? So, the
idea of development is politically constructed, and it
has always been that. What is the idea of the good
life that one is looking at? What is the idea of what is
good or what is bad? It centers around all these
things and there is always a play in place. There is
geopolitics, national-level politics, caste, and class
angles, etc. 
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AWAAZ IN FOCUS

The social dimension of this question is big. As I
mentioned earlier, development is a political
construct and before answering the questioning it
is important to ask whether the environment and
the local communities belonging to all classes and
castes, are at the center of development or are they
in the margins. 

With the idea of how procedures like the EIA or
land acquisition etc. which are similar to such
ideas, deal with the question of common lands in
the country. 

Common lands are often termed as wastelands,
however, these lands are extremely important for
their own biodiversity, there also very important
for pastoral communities for grazing, all the
occupations that are not considered to be
productive or of high value.

 From the beginning if one is politically
constructing common lands as wastelands, the
moment they come under the EIA procedure they
will become dispensable. Both these occupations
will become dispensable, that is both the lands and
occupations will become dispensable.

With the idea of how procedures
like the EIA or land acquisition
etc. which are similar to such

ideas, deal with the question of
common lands in the country. 
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The conclusion will be that it is not high impact. As
the impacts are not much so it can be dispensed. I
think the idea of development is such a political
construct that how we apply it and each person
applying their own value while regulating the
environment becomes a big question. There are
expert communities that come with their own bias. 

If you look at the EIA procedures the question of
alternatives is already there because EIA procedures
are meant to regulate. They (the procedures) are
there to help the government to make good
decisions. 

Building from what I've been saying so far, the idea
alternatives really comes up in a big way because, for
instance, in the EIA procedure if you ask a question
whether there is any alternative for citing a
particular development project here, or is there only
any alternatives for this kind of image generation
etc. 
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AWAAZ IN FOCUS

These are all questions that can be asked through
this process. However, if one notices the kind of
answers you get in India in the application forms
and projects etc., for example, one document that
is planning to fragment thick forests and highly
important forests for tribal communities in central
India, will state that there is no alternative to coal
as the answer to that question about what are the
alternatives to coal. 

Now if you change the game and say is there any
alternative for elephants, are there any alternatives
for the forest products that people get from that
forest, or is there any alternative for the river that
flows and depends on that forest. It's how one
approaches that question and the approach to your
question is a political construct.

Q. Historically, the EIA has merely had the effect of
legitimizing environmentally degrading actions. There
have practically been zero disapprovals of profits under
the clearance mechanism since 1999. Is there a
requirement to retrace and replace the EIA, or is a
reconstruction of the mechanism involved sufficient?
 
There is no denying that Environment Impact
Assessment procedures across the world require a
review. They were introduced in the late 1980s and
early 1990s across the globe as package laws
through international financial institutions such as
the World Bank were involved. 

They have introduced package laws to say that
there is going to be a high-level investment in
economic growth or financial investment in
priority sectors such as infrastructure growth,
mining, etc. in these countries. 

 There are also a plethora of laws and
policies and regulations that enable

states to be able to do that. Some of it
has come from international

conventions, some from demands
locally, etc. 
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So, there is a need for a process by which
Environment Impact Assessments have to be carried
out and a good decision has to be taken by the
government. 

That was a few decades back. So when EIA
procedures were introduced across, in different
parts of the country including India, there was a
huge legacy of projects that have gone through the
regulatory net, were not there; we did not have that
pool of projects which included 1500 plus projects
that had just gone through the environment
ministry's regulatory claim or this doesn't include all
those which have not gone through them. 

So, with all those projects, there is a whole legacy.
The idea of retrospective EIA was never spoken
about. For instance, you've done an EIA in 1994,
1996 or 1998, there is a limit to the human ability
and scientific ability to predict impacts or design
mitigation methods. 
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That is why repeatedly the idea was that one needs
to go back and see whether what you predicted
came true or not. That can inform good decisions
in the future. There is a need to bring that into the
EIA procedures. 

This has been said by several people. We did not
have the kind of conversation regarding the issues
of climate change or public health. These are very
critical components that the EIA procedure don't
talk about. Finally, when it comes to questioning
public participation, right now EIA procedures,
however, are compromised, they universally apply
to anybody who wants to participate, even from
the local community point of view.

 However, it doesn't recognize that communities
are not a monolith, there are huge social
hierarchies in play. So, the EIA procedures have to
respond to and be able to hear the voices of
everybody who is going to be impacted by these
projects. EIA’s are extremely caste blind, class
blind, or gender blind. 

These are all issues that one needs to bring in as a
progressive way to take EIA procedures forward,
other than many other things such as delinking
EIA consultants to project proponents, all the
financial arrangements, etc. EIA procedure
requires changes, but it needs to be scaling up the
review rather than reading it down

Q. What are some of the changes made in the clearance
process through the EIA 2020 notification, which has
had the effect of whittling down the regulatory
mechanisms enshrined within the EIA. What are the
implications of these changes? To what extent have the
amendments caused the clearance process to stray from
the precautionary principle on which the EIA is based?

There is no denying that
Environment Impact Assessment

procedures across the world
require a review. 
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One of the things that the government has spoken
about, and we all know about, and many have
studied it as well, the EIA 2020 was a compilation of
all the changes that had been happening for a very
long time and more. 

So all the exemptions and exceptions, that were
already in place through office memorandum,
circulars, piecemeal amendments, etc. were
condensed into the EIA 2020 and so forth. 

There were projects that were exempted either from
the entire procedure or from parts of the procedure.
Exemptions and exceptions are definitely part of the
EIA 2020 that came up. 
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AWAAZ IN FOCUS

The EIA 2020 hugely read down as a part of the
exceptions and how it related to the idea of public
participation. It completely saw it as a bureaucratic
process that needs to be completed, rather than a
democratic process that needs to be undertaken by
the state to a certain good position or to arrive at a
good position. It was like a bureaucratic tick-off;
you need to go through it, get it quickly done in
this kind of format. 

It was how files would move rather than how
people have to be involved in decision-making.
That was the second thing that happened, which
had begun to happen for a while, but it was kind of
embraced in a big way in the EIA 2020. 

The Ministry of Environment has introduced a
standard operating protocol related to how they
will deal with violation-related projects. That was
embedded in the draft EIA 2020 in a big way. This
became hugely problematic because this was not a
one-time amnesty scheme that there introduced
earlier, but it was going to be a standard operating
protocol consistently at any given point of time in
the EIA process. 

There was absolutely no deterrence against non-
compliance except for the fact that they would not
pay for damages or that you will have to deal with
the state of power shut up for a while, if at all your
operations. 

The way the government's approach to violations
was not of deterrence but it was of trying to bring
recognition that one needs to bring a whole bunch
of projects in the regulatory net, but there is a way
to regularise.

However, it doesn't recognize that
communities are not a monolith, there
are huge social hierarchies in play. So,
the EIA procedures have to respond to

and be able to hear the voices of
everybody who is going to be impacted

by these projects. 
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One of my colleagues spoke about it in one of the
newspapers, she said that this is going to be one of
the biggest regularisations drives for development
projects in the country. 

Finally, it did nothing still on how the government
is going to deal with the issues of non-compliance of
environmental safeguards in condition, which is the
biggest legacy of the EIA process right now in the
country, which has to be addressed. 

All the polluting landscapes, degradation, forest
encroachment, etc. which can be addressed through
the non-compliance of conditions, labor conditions,
etc. is still very weak. The implication is that
decisions under the EIA process or from the
environmental approval process are not mere legal
decisions. 

It has huge impacts on ecology, it has impacts on
society, it has impacts on health, and a whole bunch
of factors. One has to see it in those terms and
recognize the ethical importance of EIA processes,
rather than a procedural tick-off thing. 

What it does to precaution all these four factors,
that I spoke about do not uphold the precautionary
principle. It is largely based on the polluter.
Precaution has gradually moved away from the EIA
process. 

It is still structurally part of it, but it's gradually
moved away and all the exemptions and exceptions
how the government is treating violations, seriously
undermine the idea of precaution when the world
requires it even more today.
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All the polluting landscapes,
degradation, forest encroachment,

etc. which can be addressed through
the non-compliance of conditions,
labor conditions, etc. is still very

weak. 
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Dr. Abhiroop Chowdhury
Associate Professor and Assistant Dean

Jindal School of Environment &
Sustainability

In this edition of Vichaar, Team Azaad Awaaz was in
conversation with Dr. Abhiroop Chowdhury about
conservation strategies for the Sundarbans region in
India. He talks to us about the importance of the
Sundarbans, how and why it is unique, the challenges
its local population faces and explains in detail the
history of the region and the conservation projects
that are being undertaken to protect it from climate
change.

He begins by telling us about the unique nature of
the Sundarbans, which is a Gangetic delta that is
formed by the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna
rivers. 

It is also the world’s largest mangrove ecosystem that
is spread between parts of India and Bangladesh and
is home to a dense population of 4.6 million people
on the Indian side. The mangroves are vital to the
ecosystem as they protect the land from seawater,
and the depletion of the mangroves would eventually
cause the soil to become saline causing it to become
infertile.

He explains how the mangrove areas protect the
region from natural disasters such as cyclones, which
are increasing in their frequency over the past few
decades.

V I C H A A R VOLUME III ISSUE II 
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Conservation Strategies for the Sundarbans
Region in India

The mangrove areas protect
the region from natural

disasters such as cyclones,
which are increasing in their
frequency over the past few

decades.

https://anchor.fm/deepanshu-mohan/episodes/Vichaar---Conservation-Strategies-for-the-Sundarbans-e157i1l
https://jgu.edu.in/jses/a-chowdhury/
https://jgu.edu.in/jses/a-chowdhury/


Currently, the region is being observed to experience
a cyclone nearly every year, which causes great
destruction and displacement of people.

Professor Abhiroop talks to us about the local
population and the struggles they face living in the
Sundarbans. They are not natives of the land but were
forced to migrate to the Sundarbans by the British
Raj in the early 20th Century. 

They are historically marginalized communities that
have little access to basic resources and amenities. He
emphasizes the importance of employing a
conservation strategy that involves the local
population and states that it is “impossible to protect
the Sundarbans without the people that live there.”

The Sundarbans do not have many opportunities for
the locals to earn which causes them to migrate to
other parts of the country as laborers. As a result of
the lockdown due to COVID-19, most have had to
come back to the Sundarbans. 

They have little income due to which they seek other
ways to earn money. A very common route is by
hunting and selling tigers in the black market. This
dangerous pursuit often causes many to lose their
lives.

Professor Abhiroop then talks to us about the history
of the conservation of the Sundarbans and the various
conservation projects that are being undertaken in the
region, and what challenges the locals, the
government, and the non-governmental organizations
that work there face while working to solve the
problem.
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VICHAAR

The Sundarbans do not have
many opportunities for the

locals to earn, which causes
them to migrate to other
parts of the country as

laborers. 



A fairly familiar inter-state dispute in India is the
conflict between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu over
water from the Cauvery River. This conflict,
originating in disputes between the British colonial
states of Mysore and Madras and spanning almost
100 years, continues to be negotiated and
renegotiated in courts and public discourses. 

The dispute often spills into protests in both states
and even into the cinema industry and cricket
games. Other regions of Kerala and Puducherry are
also affected by these negotiations. 

The conflict over the Cauvery River basin is just one
among many disputes centered around water. The
scale and causes of dispute are also varied and
complex in different locations.

N A Z A R I Y A VOLUME III ISSUE II 
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Ecosystems of River Conflict
     By Manisha Kamatchi 

In this edition of Nazariya, we look at river
disputes, to understand the unique nature of this
environmental problem. What are the causes, in the
ecological, administrative, and political spheres?
How do state structures respond to these problems,
especially in the case of conflicts at the federal level?
In the same vein, we must also ask how local
communities are affected.

In the article 'Million Revolts' in the Making, the
authors point to the usage of water as a resource as
one of the reasons for conflict. Water is a common
resource that can be divided and shared, and at the
same time, 1 unit of water used by one person is 1
unit of water denied to another. Therefore,
questions of allocation are crucial to water disputes.

 They also draw attention to water management and
planning in India, which has been, for many years,
focused on large-scale projects such as dam-building
or initiatives such as the interlinking of rivers. This
approach does not factor in problems of water
scarcity and irregular rainfall and considers water as
a “freely manipulable” resource, instead of a
resource that is “embedded in an ecosystem”. 

Apart from water scarcity, the deterioration of the
quality of water also causes conflict. The Mahanadi
water dispute, for instance, is a result of the
combination of the construction of dams and
barrages, and the dumping of industrial and urban
waste. The river, flowing through Odisha and
Chhattisgarh, provides water needed for
agricultural and industrial purposes. 

In this edition of Nazariya, we
look at river disputes, to

understand the unique nature of
this environmental problem. What
are the causes, in the ecological,

administrative, and political
spheres?

https://www.epw.in/journal/2006/07/water-conflicts-india-special-issues-specials/million-revolts-making.html
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Such responses are not only hypocritical, as Odisha
would be doing the same illegal acts as
Chhattisgarh, but also ineffective against the issues
of allocation and pollution raised by those living in
Odisha.

The Mahanadi dispute is a clear example of the
various layers and scales that play into a conflict
and a case in poor management of water resources.
It also reveals to us the detriments of development-
forward state initiatives and policies that fail to
consider the local population’s needs.

A point of contention that arises in these disputes
is river rights. No states have exclusive ownership
rights to a river and there are also no hierarchies
between the upper or lower riparian. 

There are only usage rights. Entry 17 in the State
List of the Indian Constitution categorizes water as
a state subject. The allocation of water has been left
to the states since there are no river authorities
with powers of management, only advisory boards.
Entry 56 in the Union List and Article 262 of the
Constitution give powers of regulation and
management to the Union, but they have not been
used by the parliament.

However, both states have prioritized industries over
the farmer population and have allowed the decay of
the river basin by mining and urbanization. The
pollution of the river also impacts the quality of
drinking water and the animal and plant life that are a
part of this ecosystem. 

The fishing communities suffer as a result of the
pollution. At the center of the conflict are the water
reservoirs of the Hirakud Dam. Farmers have
protested the unfair allocation of water, which favors
thermal and aluminum industries.

They built a Chasi Rekha (line/demarcator of
farmers), below which industries would not be
allowed to take water. The work of companies such as
Hindalco and Vedanta had been put on hold due to
these demonstrations. The dispute is not just limited
to “agriculture vs industry”, but also expands to
“public vs private”. 

The Chhattisgarh government had allowed the rivers
of Sheonath and Mahanadi to be privatized by selling
the rivers and the water supply to companies. . The
anti-people decisions of the state government also
affect the form of the rivers and increase possibilities
of floods and droughts in the region. 

While the two States, along with Madhya Pradesh, had
come together to construct the Hirakud Dam, the
conflict has turned into a fight between the States.
Political parties in both States have worsened the
divide and played up political gimmicks instead of
responding to the ecological and public concerns.

For instance, the Odisha’s government reacted to the
construction of barrages by the Chhattisgarh
government, by planning to do the same, constructing
barrages on the downstream area of the Mahanadi
River.  

A point of contention that arises in
these disputes is river rights. No states
have exclusive ownership rights to a

river and there are also no
hierarchies between the upper or

lower riparian. 
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The tribunal coupled with negotiations between the
States reached a conclusion in 1979. With the issue
being the allocation of water from the rivers, the
tribunal used the principle of equitable apportionment
– “that every riparian state is entitled to a fair share of
the waters of an interstate river”.

The Cauvery dispute, on the other hand, has not been
resolved despite several tribunal verdicts. The 2018
court proceedings concerned with this dispute
reworked the water sharing formula and included a
distress-sharing formula as well which is supposed to
ensure proportionate water sharing during times of
decreased water flow.

The problems with the Supreme Court decisions are
institutional, in that, even with a Cauvery Management
Board, the Karnataka government may not necessarily
honor the distress-sharing formula. During years where
the monsoon rains are not adequate, Karnataka uses
the Cauvery water, preventing the water from reaching
the agricultural regions of Tamil Nadu. 

Governments and political parties in both States
naturally factor the river into their political agendas,
the tensions in the region often causing the
negotiations to end at a standstill.

The other issue in these disputes is time. The Union
government, according to the Inter-State Water
Disputes Act, only sets up a tribunal when negotiations
fail. Tribunals too are long proceedings and there are
delays in enforcement of the tribunal award. The
multiple delays leave the river dispute festering for
several years before it is addressed.

In the case of dispute, the Central government’s
response has been to negotiate between the states.
Negotiations involve actors from the state and central
governments, water tribunals, and the courts. The
various parties add to the complexity and difficulty of
negotiations. The Inter-State Water Disputes Act,
1956 includes the provisions for tribunals but these
are not binding. “An unambiguous institutional
mechanism for settling inter-state water disputes
does not exist”. 

One of the relatively successful tribunals was the
tribunal dealing with the Krishna-Godavari dispute
between the states of Maharashtra, Karnataka,
Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Odisha. 

Negotiations involve actors from
the state and central

governments, water tribunals,
and the courts. The various

parties add to the complexity and
difficulty of negotiations.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43950551?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://scroll.in/article/868942/cauvery-dispute-supreme-court-order-provides-no-solution-to-central-problem-of-distress-years
https://econwpa.ub.uni-muenchen.de/econ-wp/dev/papers/0412/0412010.pdf
https://econwpa.ub.uni-muenchen.de/econ-wp/dev/papers/0412/0412010.pdf


The river disputes have shown how complex and
layered they can be. The ecological challenges of
floods, droughts, and climate change along with
poor management of water resources must be dealt
with sensitivity, particularly by prioritizing the
public over private actors. 

The inter-state conflicts in India and the difficulties
in resolving them point out the holes in current
institutional mechanisms. These mechanisms have
been unsuccessful, especially burdened by the delays
in the processes of negotiations and tribunals. The
disputes also reveal how identities and political
parties dominate the public discourse.

NAZARIYA VOLUME III ISSUE II 

1 7 |     A Z A A D  A W A A Z

The people in the states involved in the conflict have
been severely impacted by water and river-related
consequences. In the case of the Mahanadi River, the
surrounding region has been affected by several floods,
some of them caused by the release of water from the
Hirakud Dam. 

The Odisha and Chhattisgarh governments do not
have a flood coordination mechanism in place. The
lack of cooperation between the states and the faulty
construction of the dam has led to the displacement of
many people from their homes. The floodwater also
submerges cultivable land. 

These disasters have socio-economic repercussions,
which are intensified along lines of caste, class, and
gender. In Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, the Cauvery
River dispute is related more closely to agricultural
issues. Farmers in both states grow rain-intensive
crops and in years where monsoon rains are not
adequate for irrigation, they must deal with failed
crops and many fall into debt. 

The states also take pride in their linguistic identities
and the violence from the Cauvery dispute protests is
felt by linguistic minorities.  

At the global level, there are trans-national rivers that
require cooperation and management from two or
more countries. Nationalism and the possible
weaponization of water resources are some dimensions
of these disputes. There are also numerous micro-level
conflicts within villages and communities where there
are fewer mechanisms for negotiation and resolution.
Managing water at the local levels should then become
a priority for the states.

 
The inter-state conflicts in India
and the difficulties in resolving

them point out the holes in current
institutional mechanisms. These

mechanisms have been
unsuccessful, especially burdened
by the delays in the processes of

negotiations and tribunals. 
 

https://scroll.in/article/816439/cauvery-dispute-is-the-bengaluru-violence-really-about-kannada-identity


Ques: The organization began as a response to the EIA
Draft 2020. One of the first initiatives of the organization
was to translate the draft and explain it in regional
languages. Could you speak more about the motivation
behind this? How do you see the lack of translated
legislation in the larger context of democratic values?

During the EIA 2020 campaign, we realized that a
majority of India’s environmental discourse, which
occupied the center stage of media and was online,
was taking place in English. There was barely any
coverage in regional newspapers about the Draft
EIA 2020 Notification. 

The Draft itself was only in English and Hindi,
effectively excluding a huge population in India
from being able to read it and also violating the
constitutional mandate for the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MOEFCC)to translate the Draft into regional
languages.

Hence, with the help of over 70 students from across
India, the Yugma Network decided to try and put
out some information about the Draft EIA2020 and
its regional impacts in 12 Indian languages. 

Over the past year, we have realized that language is
not simply a communication tool - it is part of one’s
identity and an essential part of holding up our
democracy as it affects the inclusion and exclusion
of communities in national policymaking.
 

It is imperative to have conversations in different
languages, not only to enable greater awareness and
reach (regional languages are a very important tool
to reach out and personalize issues to people) but
also to ensure that the conversation is
intersectional, not co-opted by the ‘elite’, savarna,
and white-washed voices, and led by those from
Most Affected People and Areas (MAPA), Dalit,
Bahujan, Adivasi (DBA), Trans, Queer, Muslim,
and other marginalised communities. 

We also noticed through our process that the
environmental discourse was dominated by the elite
sections of the society in India. The upper-class
notion of “preserving the environment” and
creating a strong “binary between humans and
nature” dominated the space. 

Such conservationist discourse that severs human
and nature is also seen in the recent Supreme Court
order that has resulted in the brutal and violent
eviction of residents from Khori Gaon (which is
being arbitrarily demolished), based on the
outskirts of the Aravalli Hill Range, in the name of
‘forest conservation. 

However, large hotels, illegal mining, and
farmhouses on the same forest land have been left
untouched.

When change is pushed forward by such an
exclusive and powerful group with inadequate
knowledge, the outcome and means both remain
exploitative and exclusionary and do not actually
benefit a majority of the population. 
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Youth Climate Activism in India
 

T A L K  P O I N T

IN CONVERSATION WITH YUGMA NETWORK



Language is thus an important aspect of inclusion,
needed to push for more nuanced changes and to
diversify the conversation to ensure the majority
have a much larger say in issues.

Ques: One of the criticisms of environmentalism in India
is regarding the invisibility of caste or caste-blindness in
some cases. How does the organization, or youth
environmental activists in general, attempt at being more
inclusive?
 
We think that the intersection of environmental
issues with economic, social, and political issues, like
caste, class, religion, is something that is mostly left
out in the mainstream conversation of youth, climate
change, and the environment. 

Our school education also does not expose its
students to ideas around environmental and social
justice issues. Much of the mainstream discourse is
largely shaped by an elitist, savarna perspective and
envisions environmentalism as the protection of
pristine nature from people. 

We don’t think there is enough focus (if any at all)
on casteism, land politics, and environmentalism.
This easily demonizes those who are directly
dependent on natural resources, very often, those
from Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi communities. 

While there is a dominant conversation about not
having enough access to clean water, air, open space
etc, there is not enough conversation about those
who are denied access to these resources and are
most affected by natural disasters and climate
change because of caste, class, gender, and religious
structures and power dynamics. 
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This lack of intersectional conversation again
alienates a large population of people who are
trying to ensure that their basic needs are being
met- even though that conversation that pertains to
environmentalism. In order to look at access,
distribution, the impact of climate change on
people and then protest for just, inclusive, and
representative solutions, it is necessary to look at
the environment movement along with social
justice. 

Though the Yugma Network comprises a regionally
diverse group of individuals from different
backgrounds, we are quite aware and conscious that
our activism does come from an elite space. Most of
our active group members come mainly from
economically and socially privileged, savarna
backgrounds. 

The ability to access resources, networks, social
media platforms (and social media literacy) to even
start and continue working on something like the
Yugma Network stems from privileged
backgrounds and places in society.

 

In order to look at access, distribution,
the impact of climate change on people
and then protest for just, inclusive, and
representative solutions, it is necessary
to look at the environment movement

along with social justice. 



The ability to access resources, networks, social
media platforms (and social media literacy) to even
start and continue working on something like the
Yugma Network stems from privileged backgrounds
and places in society. 

As of now, all team members also work purely on a
voluntary basis, with no monetary compensation and
that itself leaves out many people with financial
constraints and given the online mode of most of the
work until now, network constraints as well. 

Keeping this in mind, our goal has always been and is
to ensure that Yugma Network is a platform to
amplify the voices of those most affected rather than
co-opting more space or twisting the narrative to
suit us. 

In all campaigns we take up, such as that for Khori
Gaon Rehabilitation, EIA 2020, or Youth Action to
Stop Adani, we ensure that the voices of those on the
ground are amplified in the way they want, are
brought to the forefront on the Network platforms
(through videos, quotes, interviews, art, music, etc.)
and try to minimize our own biases and perspectives.

Additionally, while making sure we do not speak ‘for’
or ‘over’ anyone, we make a conscious effort to
incorporate the social justice, especially caste, aspect
within all our environmental campaigns or
communications, and have also understood the
power of dialoguing with, listening to, and learning
from communities on-ground. 
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We also spend collective time every week to educate
ourselves, whether this is through anti-caste reading
circles, watching documentaries and films made by
Dalit and Bahujan filmmakers and directors,
listening to interviews of or going through the work
of anti-caste activists and social media influencers
& artists, or having self-reflective discussions
among ourselves.

Yugma being quite young and born within the
pandemic does not have the funding and ground-
reach yet to break out of the echo chamber
completely. This is, however, something we take
seriously and are constantly seeking ways to
achieve, whether it is through amplification,
collaborations, figuring out a financial model, or
involving more individuals & members from
affected, marginalized, and oppressed communities.

We completely understand that our politics,
environmental and social, are in no way perfect,
and we are constantly committed to unlearning,
educating ourselves, and being corrected and called
out, while continuing our battle against injustice
and oppression. 

The ability to access resources,
networks, social media platforms (and
social media literacy) to even start and
continue working on something like

the Yugma Network stems from
privileged backgrounds and places in

society. 
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 Addressing the savior complex: with so many
social and environmental issues present in India, it
can be very tempting to slip into ‘savior’ mode and
try to fix everything, simply donate and dust our
hands off, or start a social enterprise to create an
innovative solution. This savior complex is
extremely important to address, as it tends to
further marginalize, oppress and silence
communities, and works as a ‘quick-fix or bandaid
to the actual systemic issues which need to be
tackled. It’s extremely important while organising
for social and environmental justice, that we
remove the ‘I’ from our work.

Integrating environmental and social justice -
“Why should environmentalists look at politics?
Just focus on environmentalism”. This is a line that
is very commonly heard, and in many youth
organisations, the focus on climate change is one
that is still seen as separate from social justice. As
mentioned above, this is a crucial gap to bridge,
since environmental struggles and social justice
struggles go hand-in-hand, and
environmental/climate movements will remain
elite if we do not understand this connection.

Creating deeper understandings around the power
and economic structures that lead to
environmental and climate issues and the
differential impact they have on different people.
Climate change will not impact everyone the same
way, and this is an understanding that needs to be
stressed upon.

Another challenge in organising youth around
environmental justice is that there is no ‘single’
idea of environmental justice and no common
vision. The idea of ‘justice’ itself is extremely
subjective, and working towards a better future
can be challenging at times without a cohesive
vision. 

Ques: What are some of the challenges in organizing youth
in India, especially concerning environmental justice?
There are also some fears that students and activists may
get arrested for protesting. How does one negotiate with
the state and what are the organization’s strategies?

The framework of environmental justice has become
much more widespread among youth groups in India
over the past few years, and groups are slowly moving
towards a more grounded understanding of the
climate crises and of the humanitarian crisis we are
faced with. 

Some of the main challenges we have noticed in
organizing youth around environmental justice issues
in India are:

Another challenge in organising youth
around environmental justice is that there is
no ‘single’ idea of environmental justice and
no common vision. The idea of ‘justice’ itself
is extremely subjective, and working towards
a better future can be challenging at times

without a cohesive vision. 



 Loss of livelihoods vs volunteerism in
environmental or social justice movements:
tackling the immense loss of livelihoods and lack
of jobs for young people is a huge task.
Unemployment is the reality of millions of youth
across India today. In such a situation, it is
important too, one, bring out more
conversations of environmental justice as we
create new jobs and rebuild the economy. Two,
it is a challenge to ensure that youth are able to
find employment while also fighting for
environmental justice - how can environmental
justice movements themselves be more
financially sustainable and inclusive?

Breaking out of social media: the past year has
been especially challenging since everything has
been online. While we have been able to reach
many more young people and conversations have
become more inclusive, aware, and diverse, many
of us youth have also not had the chance to work
on-ground, listen to, learn from and interact
directly with affected and/or local communities,
and build connections in person. So, while
movements have grown tremendously, it has
been more difficult to retain the personal touch,
build a strong community, and engage in deeper,
more grounded work.

Of course, moving online the past year has resulted
in another issue: that of state clamp-downs. In 2020,
during the #WithdrawDraftEIA2020 campaign, the
websites of Let India Breathe, Fridays for Future
India, and ThereIsNoEarthB were taken down, and
Fridays for Future were booked under the Unlawful
Activities Prevention Act (UAPA), though this was
soon revoked. 
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This was just one such case - over the past year,
many youth activists (especially Dalit, Adivasi, and
Muslim) have been booked under draconian laws
such as sedition and UAPA, for protesting for their
rights.

This suppression by the state is extremely
detrimental for any healthy democracy and goes
against the basic principles on which India is built.
As young activists fighting for justice (which
inevitably doesn’t sit well with those in power), we
have been forced to stay constantly aware that our
safety is at stake. 

This has become even more apparent after the
recent revelations by the Pegasus project, which
brings to questions that if even the devices and
privacy of large bureaucrats and media houses can
be compromised, where do we stand, as common
and active citizens? What can we do as youth
activists and students? Some of the steps we have
taken as a community include:

This suppression by the state is
extremely detrimental for any healthy
democracy and goes against the basic
principles on which India is built. As

young activists fighting for justice
(which inevitably doesn’t sit well with
those in power), we have been forced

to stay constantly aware that our
safety is at stake. 
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Furthermore, several notifications are issued time and
again to change and/or dilute various provisions in the
above laws, making it exceedingly difficult for already
resource-constrained environmentalist groups to keep
track of them, for environmental litigation and justice
purposes. 

Used correctly and in consultation with those affected,
Public Interest Litigations (PILs) and Right to
Information (RTI) become powerful tools for the
public to ensure our rights are not completely violated
and to uphold important aspects of our laws and
constitution.

We file RTIs quite frequently within various
environmental campaigns we are running as
information regarding projects is quite sparse, and
EIAs are also usually very poorly written (often copy-
pasted from other EIAs!). 

Yugma always welcomes enthusiastic law students and
recent law graduates to join our environmental
litigation activities and to produce a living document
of ever-changing notifications, which is one of the
primary activities determined for our nascent
environmental justice clinic. 

Our petition in the Karnataka High Court:

In 2005, the Bangalore Development Authority
proposed the construction of a 65.5km, 8-lane-
expressway called the Peripheral Ring Road to
complete the other half of the Bengaluru-Mysuru NICE
(Nandi Infrastructure Corridor Enterprises) Link
Road. Since then, the project has been stalled for over
fifteen years as it has been subject to a number of
lawsuits. 

Being aware of our rights as activists
Being in touch with legal support
Being digitally smart and safe to whatever extent
we can be
Understanding that we are living in an
oppressive regime, and so, there will be a certain
amount of clampdown if we are trying to fight
for what is right - it upsets the power structures
and bothers those with money. But we must fight
anyway.

Ques: Could you talk more specifically about the role of
litigation and law in environmental justice struggles in
India, and some of your projects and/or successes in
environmental litigation? You also won a petition in the
Karnataka High Court. Who did you collaborate with on
the ground and what was the approach you took?

Whether it is the Draft EIA2020 campaign, Mollem
Campaign, Peripheral Ring Road Bangalore, or Khori
Gaon, litigation and the role of the judicial system
have played a crucial role in environmental
campaigns. 

India has several environmental laws, some of the
more well-known, and more commonly appropriated,
ones being the Forest Rights Act, Coastal Regulation
and Protection Laws, Land Acquisition Laws,
Environmental Protection Act (under which there
are many laws, and EIA is a tool). 
However, these are rarely implemented fairly, and
many of the laws themselves have huge gaps and
loopholes which are exploited by corporates and
individuals trying to set up polluting industries,
appropriate land, evict local residents, etc. 



Various farmers and landowners raised objections in
the early years concerning the acquisition process of
their lands. Environmentalists then raised concerns
about the defective Environmental Impact
Assessment carried out for the project where the
environmental impact of the project was vastly
under-represented.

In 2020, the Supreme Court finally rejected the
Environmental Clearance granted to the project in
2014 and ordered the project proponent to conduct a
fresh impact assessment. This was followed by a
revised EIA in June 2020 and for the purposes of
which an online public hearing on the Zoom
application was scheduled on 23rd September 2020.

The time period between the notification and the
hearing was less than four weeks, making it
exceedingly difficult for a significant number of
people to participate and be included in the public
hearing process due to accessibility issues. 

When we first found out about this issue, we
conducted a detailed research assignment on the
legality of an online hearing process, spoke to
stakeholders on the ground, and senior activists such
as Leo Saldanha. 

Many of us, being from Bangalore, had seen the
project site as well, and went personally to the
location. We filed a representation with the
Karnataka State Pollution Control Board on 10th
September 2020, highlighting the various issues with
the scheduling of the online public hearing. 
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Our representation demanded that the consultation
be canceled and for other more accessible mediums
to be used in a safe and appropriate manner. We
also filed an RTI on 14th October seeking further
information on the Peripheral Ring Road project.

Due to our PIL, the Bengaluru Peripheral Ring
Road Project required a fresh public hearing for
EIA. This ruling sets a new precedent under which,
all hearings for any project across India going
forward will require a physical hearing unless
otherwise ruled by the Supreme Court. 

Khori Gaon Issue:

We have also been working closely with the
residents of Khori Goan, located in Faridabad on
the outskirts of the Aravalli's mountain range and
on the border of Haryana and Delhi. The village is
being brutally and violently demolished without
any rehabilitation, transport, or basic amenities and
food being arranged for the residents, who have no
place to go in the middle of a pandemic and raging
monsoon.

The village( Khori Gaon) is being
brutally and violently demolished

without any rehabilitation, transport,
or basic amenities and food being

arranged for the residents, who have
no place to go in the middle of a
pandemic and raging monsoon.
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To date, most of the residents have not been given any
accommodation, and what is worse is that the
Faridabad Municipal Corporation is misrepresenting
facts in the court, stating that they have provided
rehabilitation to affected families as ground realities
state otherwise.

Unfortunately, environmental litigation doesn't work
all the time, though it can be very powerful when it
does. It depends heavily on the judges and the court,
the privilege of having access to good lawyers, being
able to read and understand documents relating to
projects, and a large amount of luck and people’s
power. 

We hope that through our work, we can make
environmental laws more accessible, we can rethink
some of the major laws of our country to make them
more just, democratic, and environmentally secure, and
we can use the law to support and fight with local
communities for their rights. 

This is a classic example wherein environmental laws
are being used to discriminate against and invisibilize
the poor. The village is being demolished on the
order of the Supreme Court, which sees the people as
‘encroachers’ on forest land falling under the Punjab
Land Preservation Act (PLPA).

However, various high-end hotel complexes built on
the same land have been left undisturbed, and illegal
mining activities have continued in the area for
decades. Rich landowners and real estate developers
continue to destroy the Aravalli Forest, the lungs of
Gurgaon. 

PLPA is a colonial law that was used to regulate land
use in certain areas, and additionally, the 1992
notification which declares PLPA as Forest land will
expire in 2022. 

Besides highlighting the intersectional aspects of
environmental movements, the continued use of
colonial laws that were used to exploit the country’s
natural resources by the British calls for decolonizing
India’s environmental laws and protection regime.

It is indeed quite laughable and downright shocking
that our environmental protection regime is based on
colonial understanding and practices of
environmental protection. 

In the context of such overlapping legacies of colonial
legal practice and marginalization of poor people,
will this land which is currently Khori Gaon remain
forest land after the eviction of its people? Who will
benefit from this demolition?

 

https://www.yugmanetwork.org/
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