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What we need is a commons manifesto

How India handles land use change will decide whether it can improve lives without warming the world

NITYANAND JAYARAMAN,
AMITAV GHOSH & T.M. KRISHNA

Another election is upon us, and we
are preoccupied with some matters
that are grave and many that are not.
But noticeable by its absence in any
of the manifestos and declarations by
political parties is a debate about the
future of human civilisation.

In October 2018, UN’s Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change
warned that without radical course
correction, the world will exhaust its
carbon budget to keep global tem-
perature increase below 1.5°C by
2030, just two general elections
away. Any increase above that will
trigger runaway changes to global cli-
mate that could leave large portions
of the planet uninhabitable.

That is not all. In March, UN’s In-
tergovernmental Science-Policy Plat-

"Paved surfaces disrupt water flows, reduce groundwater recharge and
obliterate biodiversity." Schoolchildren wade through a waterlogged street in
Mumbaiin 2017. =ap

Far from advocating for pristine
nature or a hands-off approach,
open earth economies emphasise
management, transformation and
value extraction through activities
that do not kill the proverbial goose
that lays golden eggs. The opposing
and dominant world view of the ‘de-
velopmentalists’ is predicated on the
value of built infrastructure, and re-
quires the constant colonisation of
open land.

Paved surfaces, the hallmark of
built-earth economies, disrupt water
flows, reduce groundwater recharge
and obliterate biodiversity. Such eco-
nomies impoverish local communi-
ties and increase their vulnerability
to natural shocks. In places like
Chennai, which witnessed disastrous
flooding in 2015, paved surfaces in-
creased from 47 sq km in 1980 to 402
sq km in 2010, according to a study

form on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services warned that human socie-
ties are using up nature faster than it
can renew itself and compromising
its ability to sustain life on the planet.

A myopic preoccupation
Scientists reassure us, though, that it
is still not too late to avert the worst-
case scenarios of ecosytem collapse
and a climate-run riot. But for that,
the world would need to reframe its
engagement with climate change and
abandon its myopic preoccupation
with greenhouse gas emissions and
carbon budgets.

India’s obsession with 100 GW so-
lar electricity targets may fetch high
ratings from the international green
energy cheerleaders. But that alone
will do nothing to fortify ordinary In-
dians from the impending disasters.
Real resilience will result only from
improving the health of the lands
they live in and depend on.

Around the world, governments,
multinational charities and technolo-
gy companies are peddling a simplis-
tic story of false solutions — that crisis
can be averted by changing the fuel
that powers our economy. By them-
selves, renewable energy systems
will not make an inherently unsus-
tainable economy sustainable or cor-
rect an unjust social system. They
may even make it worse.

Last December, during the climate
summit in Katowice, Poland, the En-
vironment Minister declared that In-
dia was on track to meet its climate
goals ahead of the deadline. The

same government is also changing
laws to dilute environmental protec-
tion, facilitate corporate land grabs,
disempower local communities and
criminalise any dissent against its
grand schemes.

This month, the Union govern-
ment proposed amendments to the
Indian Forest Act, 1927, that will
make the draconian Act even harsh-
er. According to Campaign for Surviv-
al and Dignity, “These amendments
would give forest officials the power
to shoot people without any liability;
allow forest officials... to relocate pe-
ople against their will; to hand over
forests to private companies for af-
forestation, and to grab other forests
in the name of ‘carbon sequestra-
tion’.” These amendments are a tar-
geted attack on forest dwellers; if
passed, they will criminalise the cul-
tures that hold the key to rebuilding
our broken relationship with nature.

In February, the Coastal Regula-
tion Zone Notification, which regu-
lates “development” along India’s
7,500-km shoreline, was diluted to
allow denser construction closer to
the sea. The notification cites tou-
rism jobs to justify the construction
of temporary facilities within 10 m of
the waterline. Mega infrastructure,
such as ports and roads, will be per-
mitted anywhere — inside the sea, ov-
er dunes, through mangroves and ti-
dal marshes — if they are declared to
be “strategic” projects. These are
hare-brained policies. Even the go-
vernment acknowledges that sea le-
vels can rise by 3.5 to 34.6 inches by

2100 and inundate India’s coastline.
How India handles land use change,
not climate change, will decide
whether it can improve the lot of mil-
lions without warming the world.

Grassroots campaigns

Across the country, people are rising
up to protest against certain kinds of
‘development’ — for example, the
Mumbai coastal expressway, and the
proposed ports in Ennore and Ka-
nyakumari. Farmers are mobilising
against the bullet train, and indige-
nous people are fighting against the
opening up of forests for mines and
dams. Although these fights may
have positive consequences for the
climate, they have never been expli-
citly about reducing the kinds of
greenhouse gas emissions associated
with ‘development’. Rather, they are
about how we relate to the lands that
sustain us and who gets to define
‘development’.

Even today, agrarian and indige-
nous cultures acknowledge the im-
portance of open, unbuilt spaces.
The medieval Tamil word ‘Porom-
boke’ refers to communally held
commons such as water bodies, graz-
ing lands and community forests.
Unlike the free-for-all landscapes re-
ferred to in predicting a tragedy of
the commons, Poromboke lands are
carefully managed to yield value to
the community, and subject to strict
regulation. Poromboke lands cannot
be bought or sold. Barring a few ex-
ceptions, they cannot be paved over
nor covered by a roof.

by the Chennai-based research group
Care Earth. Meanwhile, wetlands
dipped from 187 sq km to 71 sq km
during the same period.

Urban flooding, though, is not on-
ly a third world phenomenon. Hurri-
cane Sandy and the New York floods
of 2015, the European floods of 2016,
the 2017 floods in Mumbai and Hous-
ton, the 2018 floods in Japan, and the
ongoing flooding of the Missouri in
the U.S. all expose the vulnerabilities
of urban areas where climate change
meets mindless land use change. In
all these instances, land had been
paved over, unmindful of the need
for water to flow and stay.

For all the rivalry between the pol-
itical parties contesting the elec-
tions, there is a remarkable homoge-
neity of thought on matters relating
to ecology and economy, and lack of
thinking about India’s future. What is
desperately needed at this moment
is a manifesto for the protection of
the commons and open lands, and
for the re-creation of economies that
derive value out of healing wounded
landscapes and covering open lands
with diverse vegetation, water and
life. For this, we need to defer to the
Constitution and ensure that those
who are challenging ‘development’
projects like the bullet train can
speak without fear.

Nityanand Jayaraman is a Chennai-based
writer and social activist; Amitav Ghosh is a
novelist and author of ‘The Great
Derangement: Climate Change and the
Unthinkable’; and T.M. Krishna is a musician
and author

A deal at last?

It will not be easy to find a please-all deal on the Naga conflict

PATRICIA MUKHIM

The Naga Framework Agreement is back in
the news after the Centre’s main interlocutor
in Nagaland, R.N. Ravi, visited the State to tie
up loose ends before a final deal is sealed.

A young Naga leader with political acu-
men recently told me that if
anyone could solve the Naga
crisis, it is the National Demo-
cratic Alliance government be-
cause it is perceived as a strong
entity, and Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi as a no-nonsense
leader. This is true to a large
extent. A vacillating leadership
in Delhi will have neither the
bandwidth nor the determina- _
tion to go ahead with a consi- *
dered decision, irrespective of
the consequences. And consequences there
will be, whichever way we look at the Naga
conundrum.

Spread across States

Nagas don’t live in a single territory. They are
spread across Manipur, Assam and Aruna-
chal Pradesh. The Nagas of Manipur, particu-
larly those in Ukhrul, home of the Tangk-
huls, are the most vocal because that is also
the home of the National Socialist Council of
Nagaland (Isac-Muivah) general secretary,
Th. Muivah. A large chunk of the youth who
have joined the outfit are also from there.
They dream of ‘Nagalim’, a unique home-
land where all Nagas can live with dignity.
This is of course a utopian idea considering
that there really is no basis for that unity. Na-
gas have always been driven by clan and
tribe loyalty. These divisive tendencies can-
not be brushed under the carpet to be re-
solved after the deal with the government is
signed. The utopian idea is one that a prag-
matic, modern, progressive Naga will not en-
tertain. This mindset is held by those of the
former generation who experienced the Na-
ga struggle for sovereignty and lost their fa-
mily members to the cause.

Today, the struggle, or what’s left of it, has
morphed into something that leaves even
Nagas resentful. There is extortion galore by
the so-called Naga national workers, a eu-
phemism for the NSCN(IM) cadres and the
other subgroups that have emerged over the
years. There is not a single item entering Na-
galand that is not taxed by these armed
groups. The idea of a Nagaland that would be

free from this perverse and arbitrary taxa-
tion is what young Naga entrepreneurs are
expecting. Is that a possibility?

It is interesting that the formation of the
Naga Club in 1918 was the first collective ex-
pression by different tribes inhabiting Naga-
land and the hills of Manipur to come under
a common umbrella. The Naga men who
were drafted by British rulers in the Labour
Corps as soldiers, porters, builders, etc. felt
the need for a united front after they re-
turned from battle in the First World War.
The word Naga itself is shrouded in multiple
interpretations. Consciousness about bor-
ders and boundaries came
with the arrival of the British
who practised statecraft in the
way they knew best — through
a policy of divide and rule. Un-
able to win over the tribes who
raided them time and again,
the British designed an instru-
ment called the Bengal Eastern
Frontier Regulation Act (1873)
to keep them at bay. The tribes
were not allowed to venture
beyond this line. That was their
first idea of borders.

The labourers and porters enlisted by the
British during World War 1 and sent to
France felt lost and alone and longed for a
fraternal bond. They agreed that after re-
turning to their homeland, they would work
towards solidarity among the different Naga
tribes. The British were convinced that the
Nagas needed a common identity, especially
after Christianity came to the Naga hills. In
the Naga Club’s centenary year, ironically,
differences have emerged between its mem-
bers and the Naga Students’ Federation.

Complex politics

The politics of Nagaland is complex. Tribal
loyalties have not vanished because of a un-
ifying religion, Christianity. Corruption is wi-
despread, as is evident in the absence of
motorable roads. There is not much visible
by way of ‘development’ either.

Against the backdrop of this complexity,
where identities are contested, and ghosts of
unresolved tribal differences lurk, the Naga
Framework Agreement was signed in August
2015. It was a bold and ambitious step for the
then one-year-old Modi government. Since
2015, Mr. Ravi has held consultations with ev-
ery known Naga political group, first to try
and understand their genuine concerns and
later to seek their wise counsel on the best
possible solution to the long-standing con-
flict. We wait and watch for the final out-
come now that Mr. Ravi says substantive is-
sues have all been ironed out.

Patricia Mukhim is Editor, The Shillong Times
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Temple and state

Calls to liberate’ temples from the state
goes against the social justice ethos of
the Dravidian movement and the law

MANURA] SHUNMUGASUNDARAM
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Shipment of foodgrain rushed to East Pakistan

Martial Law administrators to-day [March 27, Karachi] rushed
huge shipments of food to stave off starvation in troubled East
Pakistan where riots, murder and arson provided the major
ammunition to topple the regime of President Ayub Khan. Ar-
my Chief Gen. Yahya Khan, who was appointed Martial Law
Administrator when Mr. Ayub resigned on Tuesday night
[March 25], ordered 3.110,000 tons of foodgrains to be sent to
East Pakistan, Radio Pakistan announced. Martial Law author-
ities also sanctioned the release of 194,000 tons of sugar in
East Pakistan. Radio Pakistan reported to-day [March 27] that
the East Pakistan Martial Law Administrator had asked the pe-
ople to contribute 634,17,000 mounds of foodgrains, to meet
the food crisis in the State. Pakistan, on the third day under
Martial Law was showing signs of all round activity with mar-
kets, usually sensitive, registering buoyancy.

The constitutional wall that sepa-
rates the state from religion has con-
tinuously shifted. Recently, in the
landmark cases of Shayara Bano
| (2017) and Indian Young Lawyers
| Association (2018), which dealt with
triple talaq and women’s entry into
the Sabarimala temple, respectively,
the Supreme Court looked at the balance between religious
freedoms and fundamental rights. Through these cases, and
others preceding them, the Supreme Court established itself
as an arbiter of prickly religious issues.

Nevertheless, in recent times, social conservatives have
not stopped demanding that the state stay away from any in-
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