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The concept of peace has several aspects – religious, economic, social and even personal traits or 
disposition. Peace is not just the absence of conflict or violence. Even when there is no conflict and 
violence we may not always have peace. Peace is a positive aspect that is a reflection of friendship, 
amity, religious harmony, well being, cooperation etc. An important aspect of peace is the presence of a 
clean healthy environment. A healthy environment that gives us joy, tranquility; that allows religious 
leaders and ordinary persons to meditate, to be kind, to have compassion, to seek spiritual union with 
the Almighty – whatever God or deity one has faith in. With the environment deteriorating as a result of 
the present developmental paradigm dictated by current life styles and aspirations for a more 
meaningful future for all the peoples of the world, there is serious concern about the quality and nature 
of the environment. It is not just a serious concern only for mankind but also for all forms of life – 
animal, fish, and plant. All forms of life are under stress; human beings especially in the poorer 
countries are being exposed to pollution and are becoming seriously ill. Children are perhaps the worst 
sufferers in this regard. Many species of animal and plant kingdoms are dying and have become 
extinct. Certain low lying countries like Maldives, Bangladesh and others are facing the danger of 
submersion as water levels rise due to climate changes and other similar factors. The environmental 
issue concerns all people and countries in this globalised world. There are no boundaries when it 
comes to pollution and degradation. What can be done under these circumstances? It is good to know 
that there are concerted efforts by civil society, committed individuals and many governments to 
address this problem of environmental degradation and to take efforts at restoring the environment. 
Certain international organizations are also taking suitable measures towards this end. This is 
absolutely necessary for the welfare and peaceful existence of a large number of people all over the 
world. This article focuses on the degradation that has taken place in India over the last about hundred 
years in and around rivers, hills, forests and in areas populated mainly by tribal peoples. It elaborates 
on the developmental paradigm being followed that causes environmental deterioration and results in 
the displacement of tribal populations from their traditional habitats and destitution and despair among 
them. We conclude by highlighting the Gandhian approach of simple living, limiting one’s wants and 
avoiding excessive exploitation of the earth’s resources that are essential for a healthy environment 
and peace and justice for all.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
A healthy environment signifies wellbeing of all forms of 
life humans, animals, forests, plants and marine life. 
Such an environment is clean, healthy and beautiful -- 
here birds fly  around,  plants  flower,  trees  grow  and  

produce flowers and fruit; rivers flow and lakes and wells 
have clean water for drinking and agriculture. Such an 
environment gives us peace, solace and happiness.  

Peace is multi dimensional entity which does not  mean  



 

 

 
 
 
 
just the absence of conflict or violence; it signifies 
friendship, sharing, harmony, beauty and tranquility. For 
the purposes of this essay it signifies harmony with 
nature, enjoying and cherishing its diversity and beauty, 
partaking of its bounties without over-exploiting or 
misusing nature. However, today we find that the 
environment is under stress because we have over 
exploited and misused it and forgotten that it is a living 
entity that needs care and sustenance like all living 
beings. If we care for it and learn to only use it minimally 
so as to prevent its degradation we will not only enjoy its 
beauty and bounties but also leave it unharmed for us 
and for our future generations. We must remember the 
words of Gandhi who cautioned us against over 
exploitation of our earth, “There is enough for peoples’ 
needs but not enough for peoples’ greed”. 

The article discusses the magnificence and the 
grandeur of nature, the interlinking of all forms of life and 
how over the centuries people have lived in harmony and 
peace with it. They often looked up to nature as good or 
evil deities – Gods and demons. The earth provided 
everything for man and other living beings -- food, shelter 
and noble thoughts, poetry and inspiration. When nature 
was kind it was treated as a benevolent God and when 
there were earthquakes or hurricanes that brought death 
and devastation, it was felt that the people had acted 
unjustly or selfishly and so angered and upset the Gods 
who were punishing men for their misdeeds. 

The forests are full of life – animals, birds, plants, fish 
and other creatures that make us feel joyful and tranquil. 
In addition forests have been helping communities of 
people to survive and even flourish for centuries. They 
provide fruit, fresh air, medicinal bark (from some trees) 
and of course wood for building homes and for using as 
firewood.  

When we seek peace in our environment, what do we 
mean? Here peace implies wellbeing, harmony and being 
one with nature. If the environment is clean – if the birds 
sing and rivers flow and butterflies hop around we feel 
peaceful and happy. A clean forest with birds chirping, 
animals loitering around and healthy trees that bloom and 
give us fruit are signs of this healthy environment. All this 
gives joy and happiness and peace. Man has looked at 
forests with awe, wonder and hope for centuries. Trees 
have symbolized life, shelter and rest for man. According 
to the Indian religious and philosophical texts Vedas, the 
tree kalpvriksha has wonderful properties. A person 
sitting beneath this tree in a contemplative stance gains 
knowledge and spiritual strength. For Buddha, it 
conferred enlightenment.  

Romila Thapar (2007), the internationally acclaimed 
historian has in her chapter on ‘Forests and Settlements’ 
highlighted the significance of forests and trees from the 
earliest times in the  Indus  Valley  civilization,  the  Indian  
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Vedas and Jain and Buddhist texts. She talks of the 
veneration of trees and their worship in Vaishali and 
Kushianara by Buddhists and Jains. She also refers to 
the worship of trees as a fertility cult among different 
sections of people including peasants, pastoralists and 
even urban people. Even today the ‘peepal’ tree in north 
India is associated with faith and worship. No carpenter 
or laborer is likely to cut or uproot a peepal tree lest it 
bring any misfortune. Many Hindu temples have been 
built around a peepal tree. 

Worship of God was a unique feature of man especially 
in prehistoric times and it was used for various purposes 
in different stages of history. In the beginnings of human 
civilization nature was the ultimate shelter of human 
beings and consequently an intimate relationship 
between man and nature developed. This evolved in the 
form of good and evil and thus God and demons were 
created. Worship and rituals were acts to get favor from 
these supernatural powers. Traditionally these rituals 
related to various supernatural beliefs in society and 
especially for agriculturalists; these were conditioned by 
ecological considerations. All unusual events came to be 
identified with benevolent and malevolent supernatural 
spirits. Thus crop abundance was attributed to a 
benevolent God and proper worship resulting in peace 
and prosperity. Disease or crop failure came to be 
attributed to cruel spirits and improper rituals. 

Degradation of the environment is due to several 
factors but not least due to the present means of 
economic development that leads to consumerism, to 
over exploitation of resources and wanton destruction of 
animals, birds, hills and forests and other parts of our 
planet earth.  

The demands for a better life and better amenities like 
electricity, roads, water, food etc of large number of 
peoples from many developing countries are genuine and 
urgent. All this calls for development to rid these people 
from backwardness, deprivation and poverty. The 
dilemma being faced by India and other developing 
countries is stark and at the bottom of environmental 
debate and controversy. Should large parts of the country 
develop and if so how? If the answer is yes, how should a 
country develop without the cost it has to pay in terms of 
deforestation, depletion of natural resources, and 
pollution of air, water and soil? How should construction 
of dams, roads, railway lines and building of other 
infrastructure take place while taking care of the 
environment? How should mining activities proceed, 
again, without harming the environment and keeping the 
interests of the tribal people who inhabit these forests in 
mind? 

It is obvious that we need to follow an environmental 
friendly development model so that we may improve the 
conditions of large numbers of people and yet protect and  
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preserve the environment. How this degradation could be 
reduced and prevented is briefly discussed in this essay. 
Efforts by some well known organizations and individuals 
towards this objective are briefly outlined. Some 
problems related to intellectual property rights are also 
referred to. It is also emphasized that a proper 
educational system and a Gandhian approach of living 
frugally and simply are also essential for sustaining and 
reviving the earth and its environment. This is essential if 
the earth is to be maintained in a healthy and sustained 
manner for all forms of life – human, animal, plants, trees 
etc. The developmental paradigm needs to be suitably 
changed to protect the environment. This can be done if 
we our education and religious beliefs enjoin upon us to 
believe in the sanctity, harmony and beauty of our planet 
so that it provides all living beings and our future 
generations a safe and healthy environment to live, 
survive and evolve.  

It may be mentioned that long before the current 
discourse on environmental degradation and pollution 
was popular, a British lady Madeline Slade popularly 
known as Mira Behn set up an ashram in 1947 near 
Rishikesh (situated on the Ganga River) and worked 
tirelessly for protecting the Himalayan foothills against 
soil erosion and deforestation. She was deeply inspired 
by Gandhi and his non-violent movement. She wrote: 

 
 “The tragedy today is that educated and moneyed 
classes are altogether out of touch with the vital 
fundamentals of existence of our Mother Earth, and 
the animal and vegetable population which it 
sustains. The world of Nature’s planning is ruthlessly 
plundered, despoiled and disorganized by man 
whenever he gets the chance ...” 

 
 
BEAUTY AND HARMONY IN NATURE 
 
A healthy beautiful and clean environment signifies that 
all parts of nature – air, water, soil, rocks, rivers, lakes, 
hills etc are in harmony with each other. The environment 
is a living entity. The earth does not consist of just rocks, 
hills or sand or things inert, but is alive – water flows, 
breeze blows, glaciers melt and form again, even 
mountains rise although very slowly; earthquakes and 
volcanoes are active and there is movement, growth and 
decay -- aspects that resemble living entities. Flowers 
bloom, plants and trees grow, fruit and food is produced, 
seeds are again used in a fresh cycle of production of the 
vegetable and fruit kingdoms. Trees not only give us 
flowers and fruit for humans and birds, they also provide 
the oxygen that sustains, along with water and sun’s 
rays, all life on earth.  

A healthy environment also allows  animals,  birds,  fish  

 
 
 
 
and other marine creatures to live and offer us beauty 
and joy. All parts of nature – humans, animals, birds, fish 
and plants are all intertwined and connected to each 
other in a myriad number of diverse ways. All elements of 
this complex biological community together form a 
system that is called an ecosystem where each part 
depends on the other for survival. Can human life survive 
without plants or animals or birds? When one part of this 
complex ecosystem is in danger or eliminated as several 
species of animals birds and plants have become extinct, 
the entire ecosystem is a loser. 

Trees also provide a suitable space where several 
species of birds build their nests and lay their eggs. 
When trees are axed or removed these birds are left 
shelterless like many people who are displaced from their 
homes. When I was a child, birds like pigeons or house 
sparrows were more often seen near or within our 
homes. Sparrows would often find a crevice or a nook 
and build their nests and lay their eggs. One day a 
sparrow not fully grown fell down from its nest and began 
to flutter since its feathers were not fully developed and it 
could not fly. Seeing this my sister and I gently picked up 
this tiny creature and put it carefully in its nest. Its mother 
was anxiously watching this scene from a safe distance. 
When the baby sparrow was firmly entrenched in its nest 
the mother flew over and fed it with some insect that it 
had in its beak. What a joyful, peaceful event it was; we 
gladly shared it with our family and friends. 

Birds of all size, colors and hues are also instrumental 
in making nature beautiful and peaceful. They sing and 
some birds like the peacock dance – what a beautiful 
sight the male peacock‘s dance is. They also feed on 
insects and help in maintaining balance that is so 
essential for a healthy sustainable environment. Recently 
someone forwarded a few pictures of peacocks dancing 
and flying with their multi colored plumage in full bloom. I 
felt so happy looking at these beautiful pictures I decided 
to re-forward them to a few of my friends. In all case the 
response was the same – beauty, peace and happiness. 

A river or another source of clean water has been the 
main factor for setting up of a kingdom or an important 
city or trading place. Most well known cities like London, 
Paris, Amsterdam, Boston or New York city or Delhi, 
Bombay, Kolkata or Varanasi (Benaras) in India have 
been set up near a river or a coast where clean water 
was available for drinking and for other essential needs. 
Civilizations in Europe, Africa, India, and China have all 
come up near rivers or water bodies. The long undulating 
river Ganga (Ganges) that flows across the northern part 
of India has set up and created a vibrant, active 
civilization in terms of philosophy, religion, architecture, 
arts and music etc. All along this river there are many 
religious towns and places of worship – Haridwar, 
Rishikesh,   Prayag   (Allahabad),  Varanasi,  Patna  and  



 

 

 
 
 
 
some other important places. Where water bodies dried 
up, the civilizations were adversely affected and some 
disappeared over time. 

Rivers provide an ideal place where artists and 
musicians find inspiration to paint and to sing. The river 
La Seine in Paris has been kept spotlessly clean. It offers 
painters a grand landscape to paint and sketch. It also 
attracts tourists to just stand there, gossip and bask in its 
ambience and to forget their troubles, at least temporarily 
and remain happy. Similarly Varanasi situated on the 
Ganga River is a place that is home to religious people, 
singers, musicians, film makers and ordinary tourists and 
has been home to one of the greatest living civilizations. 
Rivers have encouraged grand civilizations to evolve all 
over the world. If rivers became polluted their charms and 
their inspirational qualities would decrease. On a cold 
wintry morning anywhere in the world, the sun’s rays are 
enticing and offer peace and solace to anyone basking in 
its warmth. Would this be possible if there was smog and 
dust in the air? 

The importance of a healthy environment today cannot 
be overstated. It concerns the life of all living beings – 
human, animal, birds, plant, fish and marine life; it 
signifies the health and harmony of nature. It offers 
beauty, tranquility and peace to us. 

John Keats was a romantic English poet of late 18
th
 

century who felt that the earth with its myriad living 
beings was a vibrant and beautiful place which offered 
poetry to soothe a person and offer him joy and peace. In 
this vein his words are quite meaningful: “The poetry of 
the earth is never dead.”  

Another quote by President Theodore Roosevelt 
highlights the romance and beauty of nature: 
 

“Here is your country. Cherish these natural 
wonders, cherish the natural resources, cherish the 
history and romance as a sacred heritage, for your 
children and your children's children. Do not let 
selfish men or greedy interests skin your country of 
its beauty, its riches or its romance.”  

 
 The concept that environment and natural resources are 
not only meant for the present generation but also for the 
future generations to come has been stressed by 
Mahatma Gandhi also in the following words: “The earth, 
the air, the land and the water are not an inheritance from 
our fore fathers but on loan from our children. So we 
have to handover to them at least as it was handed over 
to us.” 

A related idea was also expressed by an indigenous 
American Chief Seathl (1991) of the state of Washington 
in a communication to President Pearce of USA in 1855. 
“We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we 
borrow it from our children”. 

Bhatia          109 
 
 
 
In the same letter the Chief wondered how elements of 
nature could be sold or bought. “How can you buy or sell 
the sky – the warmth of the land? We do not own the 
freshness of the air or the sparkle of the water. How can 
you buy them from us? Every part of this earth is sacred 
to my people – every shining pine needle, every sandy 
shore, every mist in the dark woods, every humming 
insect…” 
 
 
DEGRADATION OF THE ENVIRONMENT AND ITS 
RESTORATION        
 
We see all round degradation and deterioration of the 
environment. Forests are being cut, mining activities have 
begun in remote areas, roads and dams are being 
constructed. Factories pollute both the air and soil. The 
soil has in many regions become contaminated due to 
excessive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides used 
in modern agriculture. As such deterioration and the harm 
to the environment is a harsh reality today. Climate 
change is also a threat to the environment as well as all 
forms of life. As glaciers melt and ocean levels rise there 
is the real risk of some low-lying areas like Maldives or 
parts of Bangladesh and some coastal regions of India 
being submerged under water. The former President of 
Maldives, the small island country located near the 
southern part of India had made the following remarkable 
speech. “All over the world animals, plants are 
endangered. But if the waters rise, our very country 
would be endangered”. 

The developmental paradigm being followed in most 
countries is leading to deforestation, denuding of the hills 
and mountains, soil erosion, destruction of coastlines, 
pollution of air, soil, rivers and lakes resulting in an 
overall alarming situation. This is posing a serious threat 
to our ecosystem and all forms of life. 

Many regions of the world including forests and hills 
especially in tribal areas have today been encroached 
upon resulting in environmental degradation and pollution 
and distress for the local people. Water bodies like lakes 
have in some regions been acquired by corporate houses 
denying the essential needs of clean drinking water to the 
local population. Fishing activities on which many 
communities especially those living near the coastal 
regions depend for their livelihood are threatened 
because of large scale commercialization and resultant 
contamination and pollution. 

In USA the Grand Canyon, is threatened by a huge 
wave of Uranium mining. According to a recent scientific 
paper, the famous Matterhorn Mountain located in the 
Valais Alps on the border of Switzerland and Italy is being 
degraded. Matterhorn a little less than 4500 m in height 
and one of the celebrated peaks in Europe,  is  crumbling  
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due to climatic changes taking place. The famous Taj 
Mahal in Agra is also adversely affected by the air and 
water pollution. Similarly many other areas are in danger. 
A new study has revealed that as oceans become 
polluted, there is a threat that coral reefs around the 
world may become extinct by the end of this century. 

International organizations such as Greenpeace and 
Avaaz.org have been highlighting environmental 
concerns that result from mining, deforestation, pollution 
and so forth and petitioning world leaders for preventing 
such practices in order prevent further degradation and 
restore the environment 

Recently, in October of last year, Greenpeace has 
protested against the Indian government’s proposal to set 
up a National Investment Board (NIB) which will allow big 
companies in India and around the world to destroy some 
forests. According to them, the process of environmental 
clearances will become a sham, and add to the existing 
problems. 

Fortunately, concerned NGOs and individuals are 
struggling to restore and cleanse our environment. The 
chipko andolan (agitation to protect trees) initiated by 
Chandi Prasad Bhatt and Sunderlal Bahuguna with 
support from the local population especially women has 
helped to prevent large scale cutting of trees in 
Uttarkhand and other northern hills of India. It has also 
led to planting of saplings taking care of them so that they 
can survive and adding to the forest cover in the denuded 
areas. R C Guha (3) has written that these two chipko 
leaders are among the greatest living Indians. The 
example of Gandhi animates the lives of both these men. 

Rajendra Singh and his organization Tarun Bharat 
Sangh is another person who has helped the former arid 
areas of Alwar and neighbouring areas of Rajasthan to 
revive agriculture and animal husbandry by bringing dead 
water bodies like lakes and wells back to life. He has won 
several international awards for his efforts. He is also 
admired and respected by local people for his pioneering 
work. 

Other organizations like the Centre for Science and 
Environment (CSE) based in Delhi are also doing 
commendable work by holding seminars and workshops 
and bringing out a journal called Down to Earth and 
spreading environmental awareness. The International 
Panel for Climate Change (IPCC) is also working in the 
direction of sustaining the environment and stressing on 
what countries and individuals need to do in this 
direction. This organization along with Albert A Gore Jr. 
jointly won the Nobel Prize for Peace in 2007. The 
eminent Indian agricultural scientist M S Swaminathan, 
who is often considered the principal architect behind 
India’s green revolution in wheat production, is doing 
pioneering work in the area of food security to prevent 
global  warming  and  increasing  carbon  footprint  from  

 
 
 
 
threatening our agricultural growth. Other technologies 
are also being evolved to take care of our energy needs 
by discovering newer forms of renewable energy. 
However, the question of Intellectual Property Rights 
(IPR) often comes in the way of transferring appropriate 
technology for reducing pollution and restoring the 
environment. 

As pointed out in the previous section, the Ganga River 
has become polluted due to several manmade factors. 
Similarly another important river of the north India the 
Yamuna River that flows through Delhi and meets the 
Ganga in Allahabad, has also become extremely dirty 
due to garbage being thrown into it as well as untreated 
chemical effluents that are allowed to flow into it. A 
unique experiment to make people especially the young 
kids aware of the problem, has been carried out by artist 
and environmentalist Ravi Agarwal. He started 
photographing the river since the 1990s to display the 
degradation that has taken place over the years. 
According to a colorful report in the Hindu newspaper 
(April 20 2013), “Ravi has mounted a spectacular public 
art festival The Yamuna-Elbe project in 2011 with the 
idea of creating ecological rivers and cities.….. 
Performances, boat rides, walks, discussions took place.” 
Children from over 100 schools were welcomed to see 
the river and enjoy its beauty. According to him “What is 
the point of talking about nature in classrooms? I wish the 
government had kept this place alive” 

Many books and articles have significantly contributed 
to the environmental debate. Among these I wish to 
particularly mention “Environmental Issues in India” 
edited by Mahesh Rangarajan in 2007. I acknowledge my 
deep debt to this book for clarifying several pertinent 
issues as well as by providing relevant information. 
 
 
DEGRADATION OF FORESTS, RIVERS AND ITS 
IMPACT ON TRIBAL AREAS 
 
The above two sections have described the beauty, 
harmony and peacefulness found in nature if the 
environment comprising forests, hills, air, soil and rivers 
are clean. We have described how the various living 
bodies – humans, flora, fauna, birds, and trees have 
been coexisting peacefully and harmoniously with each 
other over the several millennia for which historical 
records are available. It is only during the last two 
centuries where the concept of ‘conquering or dominating 
nature’ became common that this delicate balance that 
exists in the ecosystem has been disturbed. This has 
resulted in not only degradation of the environment but 
also putting the human beings and animal, bird and plant 
kingdoms in peril. The populations of many animals and 
birds have drastically been reduced and some species  of  



 

 

 
 
 
 
birds and plants have become extinct.  

For the people who live in forest lands and remote 
areas, the spate of development projects that have taken 
place have resulted in their dislocation, deprivation, 
despair and desperation with attendant conflicts and 
violence on occasion. In short the peace that a healthy 
environment provided has been shaken if not destroyed 
for the affected people. 

The environmental problems of the world – Americas 
both south and north, Europe, Africa, Asia and Australia 
differ from each other due to geographical, political and 
social factors. These are too complex and varied to be 
discussed in this essay. But the general impact of 
degradation of the environment is similar. 

In this essay the focus is on India and the adverse 
effects of the environmental  degradation are considered 
at length. The harmful impact on various elements of the 
environment – hills, forests, air, water bodies, coastal 
regions and soil and the factors that have led to the 
degradation over the last one hundred years or so are 
briefly considered. Also elaborated are the steps taken by 
the government, the civil society and committed 
individuals to reduce the degradation and to restore the 
environment. The various elements of the environmental 
debate that are being considered are listed as follows: 
 
i. Forests and hills 
ii. Rivers and dams 
iii. Tribal areas  
 
The peoples’ struggles for welfare and justice and efforts 
at restoration are subsequently considered. Finally the 
Gandhian approach to development and the educational 
policies that need to be followed so as to mitigate the 
impact of the degradation are also elaborated. All these 
efforts need to be harmoniously intertwined and 
coordinated for the greater dignity and peace of humanity 
especially those who are living in the tribal areas and feel 
marginalized and victimized. 
 

 

Conflicts over forests and hills 
 
Gadgil and Guha (2007) have described at great length 
how with the establishment in 1864 of the Indian Forest 
Department the control and management of the forests 
were taken over from the community’s hands to the 
colonial government. This led to serious social, economic 
dislocation of the tribals and villagers living in these 
areas. These people who had access to forests for 
centuries for their livelihood and survival were suddenly 
deprived of timber, firewood, fodder, and minor forest 
produce such as fruits and leaves. With the inception of 
the Forest Department this access was denied leading  to  
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deprivation and destitution and ensuing conflicts.  

The authors write that “Throughout the colonial period 
popular resistance to state forestry was widespread and 
sustained… In 1913 a government committee in the 
Madras Presidency (South India) was struck by the 
hostility towards the Forest Department. A British official 
wrote that ‘forest administration consists for the most part 
in a running fight with the villagers’ “.  

Protests – some sporadic and some organized 
occurred regularly against the denial of access to forest 
and its produce which the villagers considered were their 
customary rights. 

The resentment and protests have increased since 
1947 when the country became free from the British 
colonial rule. The advent of technology and organized 
exploitation of forest lands has made the conflict between 
customary requirements and commercial interests, 
sharper. As a result the social and economic conditions 
of the tribal populations and local villagers have become 
worse. They are deprived and helpless and feel their 
sense of peace, welfare and dignity is being constantly 
violated with this state intervention of ‘their’ forest 
homelands. 

There has been some success in thwarting commercial 
activities most notably in the foothills of the Himalayan 
region of Garhwal (northern part of India). As indicated 
earlier, the most prominent is the ‘Chipko andolan’ (hug 
the trees agitation) led by Chandi Prasad Bhatt and 
Sunderlal Bahuguna who were inspired by Gandhi’s non-
violent and peaceful methods. These two personalities 
received admirable support from hundreds of local village 
women who were the most adversely affected by 
commercial felling of the local trees growing in this 
region. This Chipko movement was a great success and 
helped drive away the so called timber mafia leaving the 
foot hills and the forests in the care of the local 
community as was the earlier practice. Other similar 
protests have also taken place in the tribal areas of India 
– Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, parts of Orissa, Bihar, 
Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh not over forests alone 
but also over hills and water bodies. These will be 
discussed later. 

These protests justified on social and economic factors 
that have been going on for several decades have 
resulted in suitable policy changes at the government 
level that require advance permission to start mining 
activities or to set up industries or build infrastructure in 
forest areas. 
 

 

Rivers and Dams 
 
Conflicts over the building of dams over rivers have been 
a recurrent theme in several parts of India over  the  last  
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more than four decades. Small and large dams have 
already been constructed or being expanded over several 
Indian rivers – Ganga (Ganges), Narbada, Alaknanda, 
Bhagirathi and others. Proponents of dam construction 
including some industrial houses claim that besides 
providing water to arid regions, production of electric 
power that is vital in today’s situation will also take place. 

Vociferous opposition to dam construction is being 
constantly voiced and demonstrations and protests are a 
regular feature of the injustice felt by the poor people by 
this construction. It is pointed out that tens of thousands 
of people are being displaced from their traditional homes 
to areas that are unproductive and unfamiliar. Even this 
often does not happen as alternate lands that are 
promised when land is acquired, are not provided. The 
compensation given for acquiring land is low and often 
delayed for years on end. This causes the displaced 
persons and their families, resentment, distress and 
unhappiness resulting in a feeling of being cheated by 
powers over whom they have no control. In addition to 
displacement, submergence of these areas destroys or 
damages the ecosystem and endangers pant and wildlife 
when dams are constructed. Several species of flora and 
fauna have already become extinct.  

Destruction of the ecosystem is not just a loss from the 
point of beauty but also disturbs the organic harmony that 
is vital for agriculture and life in general. 

Many protests as already indicated have been going on 
for the past several years and are becoming more 
sustained and bitter. Some of the protests that are taking 
place are given as follows: 

 
Bhagirathi river  Tehri dam 
Alaknanda river  Vishnu Prayag dam 
Narmada river  Narmada dams 
 
In addition, the Silent valley project in the state of Kerala 
in South India would have submerged precious 
rainforests in the State had it been implemented. 
Although it would not have resulted in displacement of 
people it was fortunately shelved by the late Indian Prime 
Minister Indira Gandhi as a result of widespread protests 
over the project that was supposed to generate hydro 
electric power. 

The most intense and sustained protests have been 
going on for decades over the construction of large 
number small and big dams over the Narmada river 
which lies on the border of Madhya Pradesh (MP) and 
Gujarat. A reservoir called Sardar Sarovar is being built 
and it is likely to oust about 100,000 people both tribal 
and non tribal from their homelands. The issue is stark: 
should large regions near the river be submerged 
causing vast and irreparable damage to the people at the 
expense of providing water for industrial and  human  use  

 
 
 
 
in the dry regions of Gujarat? The issue is one of 
development vs. displacement. The conflict is a serious 
one as there is no land available to accommodate this 
large number of people under the ‘land for land’ scheme. 

Not only in the Narmada River, dams of various sizes 
and capacities have come up in several other rivers 
including the Godavari River in the Nashik district of 
Maharashtra. While these dams were meant to provide 
water in the arid regions of Nashik and Ahmednagar, the 
actual situation is that large quantities of water are being 
diverted to upstream areas resulting in a terrible water 
shortage downstream for the local populations in several 
drought prone districts – Aurangabad, Jalna, Beed etc. 

P Sainath, the well known journalist who writes on 
agriculture and environment has reported in the Hindu of 
March 27, 2013 that huge water tankers some belonging 
to local politicians and corporators are making huge 
profits in supplying water to these thirsty regions.  

Another environmental activist and authority of 
biodiversity, Shiva Vandana has in an interview in the 
Times of India dated 3 April 2013 claimed that although 
this year’s drought is bad, it is not as bad as the one that 
Maharashtra suffered from in 1972. Despite this, the 
farmers and local population’s suffering is worse. 
According to her, the World Bank had stipulated when it 
gave funds for deepening wells in 1972, that the State 
should replace the drought resistant millet crops with 
sugarcane and its shallow open wells with tube wells. 
This is proving to be a huge catastrophe during the 
current drought. Growing sugar cane in drought prone 
areas is a recipe for water famine. 

Protests on a relatively small scale started in 1977 by 
the villagers of Nimad region of MP. Larger protests and 
agitations sometimes violent have been occurring since 
under a movement called Narmada bachao andolan 
(Save the Narmada agitation) as the dam and the 
Sarovar are being built and its height is to be increased. 
These have been spearheaded by some well known and 
committed individuals including Medha Patkar a well 
known social activist. The well known environmental 
writer Claude Alvares has termed the Narmada project as 
‘the world’s greatest planned disaster’. The Supreme 
Court of India has been approached to decide about the 
height of the dam and the resultant displacement of 
people from their villages. In June of 2014 the Court has 
decided that the height may be increased by another 17 
meters that will result in large scale displacement of 
communities of people. All this has been done to provide 
additional water to arid regions and to allow generation of 
electric power. The dilemma is sharp: development or 
displacement? 

Newspaper reports inform that about 20 million litres of 
domestic and industrial waste is discharged daily into the 
Yamuna River by the Indian state of Haryana alone. Most  



 

 

 
 
 
 
of this is untreated or semi treated waste that is dumped 
into the river. Taking cognizance, the Supreme Court has 
warned “We are sitting on a plastic time bomb” after the 
Central Pollution Control Board CPCB informed that India 
generates about 5 million tons of plastic waste annually. 
Most of this is produced by the four metro cities with 
Delhi contributing about 700 tons of this unsavory pile 
daily. If this waste was recycled properly the danger 
would not have been so acute but the situation is of 
critical concern both for the environment and for the 
health of the people. Efforts should be made to produce 
electricity from garbage by appropriate technology. 
 
 
Conflicts in tribal areas 
 
As indicated earlier many forests and remote regions 
especially in tribal areas have been taken over or 
encroached for building roads, railway lines, construction 
of dams or for mining and other similar activities. 

An article by the undersigned (Ravi P Bhatia, (2010 pp 
363-378)) underlines the close relationship of the tribal 
population with the neighbouring hills and forests. When 
their lands are taken over, the people feel deprived, 
resentful and helpless and sometimes indulge in 
violence. The situation as far as the tribal population is 
concerned is particularly alarming since they are heavily 
dependent on the neighbouring forests, hills, lands and 
water bodies for their survival. This has been poignantly 
summed up in the book Out of this Earth by Felix Padel 
and Samarendra Das (2010) in the following words: 

 
Out of earth we are made and to earth we shall 
return. But how well do we know our earth? How 
well do we understand how it feeds us? Or what are 
we doing to it through mining? Our modern lifestyle 
depends on extracting and processing huge 
quantities of minerals and oil. But what is the real 
cost we are making our earth pay? 
 
Adivasis are India’s indigenous or tribal people. 
They developed a lifestyle and social structure close 
to the earth many centuries ago. Most still live by 
cultivating the soil and gathering food from the 
forest. They experience the costs of mining most 
acutely, and understand its consequences better 
than most... 

 
It is relevant to repeat the evocative description of this 
relationship by the well known writer and activist 
Arundhati Roy in the Forward of this book: 

 
The low flat-topped mountains of Orissa contain 
some  of  the  largest  deposits  of  the  best  quality  
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bauxite in the world….But these bauxite mountains 
have been home to the Dongria Kond tribe long 
before there was a country called India or a state 
called Orissa. The hills watched over the Kond. The 
Kond watched over the hills and worshipped them 
as living deities. Now these hills have been sold for 
the bauxite they contain. For the Kond it’s as though 
God has been sold… 

 
Imagine the conditions of these thousands of people who 
will lose everything that they cherish in life. 

This book also describes how the mining for the metal 
aluminum has inexorably destroyed the lands and the 
hills in the Indian state of Orissa.  

Professor Virginius Xaxa of the University of Delhi, 
belonging to a tribal family himself has, in a recent book 
(Xaxa (2008)) written about the difficulties being faced by 
tribal people today: 
 

The harmony between natural and social worlds that 
the tribes had maintained for centuries was ruptured 
first during the colonial period and then in the post-
colonial Forest Policy of 1952. Tribes were deprived 
of their traditional livelihood, culture and rituals 
without their consent.” 

 
This deprivation, destitution and despair is leading to 
conflict and sporadic violence in the tribal belt of Orissa, 
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and parts of Bihar and Madhya 
Pradesh as detailed by Ravi P Bhatia (2012). 

 
 
GANDHIAN APPROACH AND EDUCATIONAL 
POLICIES 
 
We should both individually and community wise learn to 
consume less and protect the environment; there should 
be proper educational policies to spread awareness and 
to encourage this trend. This is what Gandhi advocated. 
The Gandhian approach of simple living and limiting 
one’s wants is relevant and important. This was clearly 
propagated by Gandhi by his approach to simple and 
frugal living and avoiding excessive exploitation of the 
earth’s resources. Gandhi felt that this was necessary not 
only for the protection of the environment but also so that 
the class differences and mutual suspicion that existed 
and exist today between the rich who consume more 
than required and the vast numbers of poor and deprived 
who are unable to feed themselves and their children 
adequately, can be minimized. 

Gandhi was critical of modern civilization that leads to 
degradation of the environment. He wrote (Young India 
2.6.72) “The distinguishing characteristic of modern 
civilization is an indefinite  multiplicity  of  wants  whereas  
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earlier civilizations were forced to have an “imperative 
restriction upon and a strict regulation of these 
wants…”.While talking of not over exploiting Nature, 
Gandhi had stated:  

 
 ‘It is the fundamental law of Nature, without 
exception, that Nature produces enough for our 
wants from day to day, and if only everybody took 
enough for himself and nothing more, there would 
be no pauperism in this world, there would be no 
man dying of starvation in this world.’ 

 
Gandhi himself embodied this principle by wearing only a 
minimum of clothes to empathize with India’s poor and 
also by not wasting any food or items of daily use. Even 
Koran as stated by Arif Mohammed Khan (2012) urges its 
followers to avoid ostentation and lead simple lives. Not 
only did Gandhi advocate a simple and frugal life style, 
he also urged every people to keep their surroundings 
clean. He himself used to clean his own room and toilet 
and encouraged others to follow his example.  

According to R C Guha (op.cit. p 113), ‘The Chipko and 
the Narmada andolans are outstanding examples of the 
living heritage of Gandhi in the contemporary 
environmental movement.’ 

Gandhi laid stress on a different, more relevant system 
of education. His system of education that he called Nai 
Talim (new education) ,did not lay emphasis only on the 
three Rs or Arithmetic or Geography but stressed the 
relevance and usefulness of this education for all people 
especially the rural people who should be encouraged to 
live peacefully in their villages and keep the environment 
clean. The emphasis was also on providing some skills to 
the students so that they could get some job that would 
give them self respect and dignity. The introduction of 
charkha (spinning wheel) was a symbol of self 
employment and dignity. In how he lived, and what he 
spoke, his stress was to ensure that all types of wastage 
and excessive exploitation of nature beyond one’s basic 
needs were avoided. 

According to K. Walia (2013) “Gandhian concept of 
basic education is far more relevant today ...in a world 
torn between violence and deprivation, in times of 
unhindered materialistic pursuits ... it instills human 
values and prepares everyone for a decent dignified life.” 
The individual becomes a useful member of society. 

Gandhi’s vision was holistic – besides stress on 
relevant and useful system of education it promoted 
moral values such as truth, non violence, village uplift, 
and Swaraj. Gandhi’s vision formed part of a deeper 
morality that Gandhi called spiritual Swaraj as explained 
by Anthony Parel (2006). 

It is important that this awareness is communicated to 
young children also. The  Supreme  Court  of  India  ruled  

 
 
 
 
that environmental education should be imparted to 
children both at the school and college levels. It also 
separately ruled that “The State shall endeavor to protect 
and improve the environment and to safeguard the 
forests and wildlife in the country”. A fundamental duty 
(Article 51-A (g)) of the Constitution of India also clearly 
lays the responsibility on all citizens “to protect and 
improve the natural environment including forests, rivers 
and wildlife, and to have compassion for living creatures”.  

Other efforts in the field of education are also required 
to highlight and prevent degradation and destruction of 
the environment. Some efforts have already been made 
to introduce these topics in our curricula, at the school 
and college levels. An American scholar Leslie Sponsel 
(2009), referred to the topic called “Quality of Life: 
Environment, Water, Food, and Health”, that has been 
introduced in the subject of Anthropology in some 
academic institutions. This topic is also of relevance to 
the issue of environmental degradation. 

In conclusion we can say that the degradation of the 
environment is a cause of serious concern for all forms of 
life. We need to understand this clearly and help to 
reverse the economic paradigm that is being followed 
where we unconsciously consume more than what is 
needed. This should be understood clearly and this trend 
reversed. Concerned citizens and NGOs are already 
working in this direction. We should join hands with these 
and follow a simple frugal approach that Gandhi 
advocated for us and for all forms of life on this planet. 
Our educational policies need to undergo change to 
foster this approach. This will lead to sustaining a healthy 
and clean environment that will offer well being for all 
forms of life and beauty and peace for humankind. 
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