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Foreword


M.C. Mehta


EARTH IS OUR ONLY HOME AND THE ONLY HABITABLE PLANET in our solar system. We have no plan B; we must nurture and protect what we have. I sometimes wonder how we miss the dreadful signs – the abnormal rains that cities are witnessing, the drought many regions of the world have been facing year after year or the rising sea levels, which will bring cities under water. These are not normal events.


In India, our constitution guarantees the Right of Life. Article 51-A(g), under the head of fundamental duties, places a duty on us to protect and improve the natural environment and have compassion for all living creatures. One must understand that the right may be enshrined in the Constitution, however, the enforcement of it is our responsibility – towards ourselves and towards our fellow citizens. Nature can only fulfil our needs, not our greed, as evidenced by the horrors that persist around us.


A heartbreaking reminder of such an atrocity is a small hamlet called Bichhri in Udaipur that has long suffered from groundwater contamination. The local acid-manufacturing and fertilizer industries continually pollute the nearby wells, resulting in scarcity of drinking water and compromised agricultural yield. When I first visited the place in 1989, I was appalled to see the villagers’ fields and orchards damaged extensively, and the flesh of their cattle coming off the bone because they had to use the contaminated water day in and day out. I collected some samples from one of the water bodies and brought them straight to Delhi. The test showed that the water had turned carcinogenic. The toxic substances had been percolating deep into the bowels of the earth, polluting the aquifers and the sub-terrain supply.


I soon filed a public interest litigation. By then, I had been involved in a number of pollution lawsuits – including the oleum gas leak at Shriram Food and Fertiliser Industries in Delhi and the Ganga River Pollution Case. Getting an order was not easy, but the results of the contaminated water I had bottled during my visit helped me get a judgement in favour of the Bichhri residents.


When the hon’ble justice B.P. Jeevan Reddy inquired about the kind of chemicals mixing in the water, I placed the bottle of water in front of the judge and the opposing battery of lawyers. Some thought it was rum, but when they realized it was indeed the water that Bichhri residents had been using all along, they were surprised and started backing out immediately.


We got a judgement in our favour. However, despite the Supreme Court’s orders, the sludge remained, and more poison continued to find its way into the groundwater. After a lot of to and fro, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change was given the responsibility to remove the waste. Unfortunately, not much was achieved.


In a court case, the government, with the entire administrative system at its command, is on one side. The polluters, who are from the influential lot holding substantial power, can hire an entire army of lawyers. On the other side are an idealistic group of environment lovers seeking justice, with little knowledge of the technical issues, court procedures and scanty financial resources. Even when we are aware of our rights and duties, to take on the state and the vested interests of profiting parties is no easy task. The contest is invariably unequal. The court requires facts and evidence before it can gauge whether fundamental rights have been violated.


According to me, all of us should be environmentalists. There can be no better way to pay back to our planet. Some of India’s landmark judgments in the environment space have been able to influence the global judiciary in favour of the greens. We need to unite globally to create a positive cross-border impact and stand against the polluters who are jeopardizing our planet.


Enforcement of law is the biggest challenge. During the British era, they did not let anyone touch the Aravallis or the water bodies right from Punjab to Delhi. What has changed now? Those who complain about the regulations – I call them the drawing-room warriors – say that our laws are weak, but they go silent when I ask them, ‘When was the last time you enforced this weak law?’
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Jadav ‘Molai’ Payeng


Planting Life


Rituraj Phukan


WHEN AN UNASSUMING, MIDDLE-AGED MAN FROM A nondescript village near the Brahmaputra was conferred the honorific ‘Forest Man of India’ by the venerated Jawaharlal Nehru University on Earth Day in 2012, it was met with disbelief and awe. For most, this extraordinary honour came as a bolt from the blue, for Jadav Payeng was not a name known to many even in his home state of Assam. But for those who witnessed his single-minded devotion to tree plantation for over three decades, it was an expected outcome.


The extraordinary zeal is evident to the thousands of visitors who now flock to see the man and his forest. A decade after his forest was discovered, he continues to toil across the large swathes of sandbars that keep emerging every year after the floods. His efforts have led to greening the once desolate sandbars, which harbour numerous endangered and rare flora and fauna.


It wasn’t until a herd of marauding elephants took it upon themselves to expose their long-term benefactor that Payeng’s name was heard outside of his village. The story of ‘Molaikathoni’ (Molai’s woods) thus began in 2008, with the pachyderms. The local media first heard of the man-made forest when some people referred to that spot as the likely refuge of the large herd. That year, for the first time, nearly a hundred elephants had ravaged Nauhotia thaan, Deurigaon and some char areas (river islands) of Kokilamukh.


‘The herd had probably entered “Molaikathoni” from the north bank of the Brahmaputra and travelled further south to these mainland villages separated by another strand of the river,’ the reports said. Some reporters followed up on the lead and found the man who had planted that magical wildlife abode in the middle of the mighty Brahmaputra.


When he was six or seven, young Molai (the nickname by which Jadav was known), was sent to stay with a Brahmin family at Dissoikash Bamungaon to get an education in return for helping with household chores. The decision to send the young boy was taken by his father, who was financially sound, at the behest of his son, for in those days, most of the schools had relocated to the mainland.


It must be mentioned that Arun Chapori and other islands nearby were once connected to the mainland. Arun Chapori is a large island where the Molaikathoni forest is located, and it has over a thousand human inhabitants.


Kokilamukh was a flourishing port and a major transport centre for Upper Assam. Then, the Brahmaputra changed its course, upturning the fortunes of Kokilamukh. Many families shifted to the mainland, but not Molai’s father, the late Lakhiram Payeng, who chose to stay with his wife, the late Apholi Payeng, and seven sons to continue the family business of rearing cows and buffaloes and selling milk.


Molai stayed at the house of Anil Barthakur in Dissoikash Bamungaon, a village close to the city of Jorhat, and studied up to the tenth standard. His other nickname, ‘Bamun’, which is Brahmin in Assamese, was earned because of the genteel qualities he learned from his devout hosts during several years of living with them.


In 1979, when he was sixteen, the young man returned to his ancestral home in Arun Chapori, which was by then known as Borghup, or big islet. After some weeks, he left home alone to travel around in India and Nepal. When he returned, he resumed his studies but having failed to clear the matriculation exams, he decided to delve into the family business.


By then, his parents had shifted to Majuli, and his brothers followed them. Molai remembered his father telling him that the dry sandbar they lived on could be made more fertile by the dung of his livestock. Molai, who had decided not to join his family in Majuli, instead bought the livestock sold by his brothers and continued to live on the island.


He started selling milk – earning a reputation for good quality, his business flourished. Bipul Gogoi, a resident of the nearby village of Naohotia, and a friend of Molai, has seen the dry sandbar transform into a lush forest before his eyes. Bipul said that the young Molai would always seek out teachers, officers and village elders to talk with during his visits to the villages. Bipul also noticed that he would always return to the island with bamboo or other saplings at the end of the day.


In 1979, an incident occurred that had a profound effect on Molai and cemented his lifelong association with trees. He witnessed the painful death of over a hundred snakes that had been swept downstream during the floods and had met their end on the parched sands. It moved the impressionable young man to tears and further strengthened his resolve to plant trees. He would carry seeds and saplings from the mainland on his hand-rowed boat and plant them on the island. He realized that trees alone would not make a forest, so somewhere along the way, he even started carrying varieties of ants from the mainland. And for the next thirty years, he kept persevering every day, with few outside his close family and friends knowing about the lush forest he was creating.


Even today, he barely sleeps for more than three hours and often makes his way to the riverbank in the dark, paddling across the river to reach Arun Chapori by daybreak. After reaching the shore, Molai walks another five kilometres to reach his small farm in the middle of the forest. There he takes care of the livestock – cleaning, feeding and milking the animals. Planting or nurturing his trees, paddy fields or vegetable farms takes up the rest of his day.


In 2000, the Social Forestry department of Assam also started a plantation on Arun Chapori. Molai was at the forefront of this initiative, encouraging villagers to spare some land for plantation and reminding them of the correlations of the riparian community with nature. He himself donated a plot for plantation, and a cooperative of the villagers residing in Arun Chapori was formed, with his house serving as the office. He motivated others to join the efforts, pointing out that problems such as sunburn and poor eyesight that were prevalent in the community could be resolved by planting trees. One year, erosion displaced families from Majuli that were settled in Arun Chapori by the officials. However, protests by locals and the Social Forestry department forced the authorities to relocate the families elsewhere, and the forest was saved.


Bipul Gogoi, who cherished the ‘sweet milky tea’ served by Molai on his first visit to Arun Chapori, vouches for his dedication to the island community. Molai let go of a profitable fair-price shop that he had operated himself for two years. It is now run by others in parts across the island.


It is not clear when the elephant herds arrived on the island, but from the 1990’s there were incidents of conflicts. After one such elephant depredation occurred in 2008, many local residents who had lost their houses turned against Molai. Some even wanted to cut down the forest that harboured the herds. Molai fought off all attempts at tree felling and asked the victims to approach the local legislator, forest officials and the Deputy Commissioner’s office to solve their problem. For many years, Molai himself could not harvest the paddy he grew due to the rampage caused by the elephants. But unlike others, he shrugged it off and told everyone in Arun Chapori that they could sustain themselves by selling cotton, wild berries and vegetables.


He was so engrossed with his mission to green the region, that unlike most youth of his community, he resisted societal pressures to get married. He did get married finally, at the age of 40, to Binita Payeng and continued to live in Arun Chapori. For long, the family would be reprimanded by villagers for Molai’s ‘strange’ obsession. Since Molai came into the spotlight, his wife Binita, daughter Munmuni and two sons, Sanjib and Sanjay, have been slowly coming to terms with the change in their fortunes. The family still remains rooted in their humble lifestyle and takes pride in ensuring that every visitor returns with good memories and a taste of the hospitality of their community.


Molai lived on Arun Chapori as long as he could, but the elephants forced him to shift his family to No. 1 Mishing Gaon at Spur No. 5, Kokilamukh, across the river from the island. He still has temporary dwellings on the island. The elephants seem to have taken a particular liking to his house and have damaged it several times since 2008. In recent times, family responsibilities and social commitments have made it difficult for him to split time between his beloved forest and his ‘other’ home on the mainland.


Once, he was asked to name three things he would get done if he were to be made the Chief Minister of Assam for a week. His answer was plantation, plantation and plantation. He went on to elaborate that firstly plantation would provide more fruit and seed-bearing trees that we need for dependent wildlife. Secondly, it would provide for firewood requirements. Lastly, he said with immense conviction that plantation of coconut trees all over the sandbars and on riverbanks would help to check erosion. ‘Coconuts will also bring economic benefits to the impoverished inhabitants of these areas,’ Molai explained. ‘Besides, weaver birds like to build nests on coconut trees,’ he added.


Molai continues to campaign for a forest office at Arun Chapori to ensure that ‘Molaikathoni’ is protected. ‘The forest is now home to deer, buffaloes, tigers, elephants and in recent years, stray rhinos from Kaziranga. The personnel responsible for protecting the rhinos have a difficult time due to lack of any facilities at Arun Chapori, and a forest office will greatly alleviate their operational difficulties,’ he said. ‘I believe that these trees will one day alienate me from my fellow humans, as most of them are business-minded and would try to exploit these forests. My preventing them from cutting trees will cause conflict; another reason a forest office is now required.’


The ‘Forest Man of India’ refuses to be proud of his achievements as he believes in the creative power of nature. Ask him about his forest, and he will humbly tell you that his plantation efforts were supplemented by the wind, rainwater, livestock and wild animals, providing a lesson in seed dispersal he learned not in the classroom but practically on the field.


‘Cows, birds, deer, elephants, are all endowed by nature to plant trees,’ he says, ‘but we humans know only to cut, yet we call ourselves supreme. Grasses and creepers have grown naturally, and I believe every human must protect the balance of nature. I pray to the Lord to give knowledge to the ignorant who are motivated by easy money to cut trees.’ He has also said that he is happy to see the fruits of his labour during his lifetime and hopes that it would motivate others to take up tree plantation with the urgency it requires.


Molai is often seen in the role of an activist, calling out decisions hindering the conservation of the region’s natural heritage. He has been critical of policy decisions, including the draft Environment Impact Assessment 2020, which would result in opening up of forest areas for resource exploitation, import of Australian grass to check erosion and other such measures.


‘Assam would have been a desert by now if not for the tea plantations and protected areas,’ he says, ‘and since independence, we have destroyed much of our forest wealth.’ He has also expressed his concern regarding the threat that unchecked population growth bears for the forests of the country.


In 2015, he was honoured with the Padma Shri, the fourth highest civilian award in India. Since then, his responsibilities and social engagements have multiplied. He honours every invitation sent by educational institutions to get a chance to interact with their students. He says, ‘you can’t teach an old myna to talk’ and wants the government and civil society to focus on children. He has requested the government to introduce a policy asking every student to plant two saplings on their admission and nurture them through primary school.


Molai believes that the youth can and must bring about a ‘green revolution’ if the fortunes of the planet are to be turned around. He urges every civil-society organization to help him in his mission to restore the forest cover of his home state to at least thirty per cent of its total area. He believes the world can arrest catastrophic climate change by reforestation and has motivated thousands of men, women, and children to nurture Mother Earth back to health.


‘A cup of tea served in winter, when the jhao grass dances to the clap of the kohua flowers with wagtails running around, with the sound of the Brahmaputra waters lapping at my feet and buffaloes lazing around in the morning sun, this is a magical feeling that cannot be replicated for me anywhere else,’ Molai says, with an intense gaze embodying the motivation to keep toiling after all these years. These words of the ‘Forest Man of India’ will undoubtedly resonate with all visitors to ‘Molaikathoni’ for aeons to come.
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Unlearn or Perish


Aseem Shrivastava


I WAS COMPLETING MY MASTER’S DEGREE IN ECONOMICS from Delhi School of Economics when the Bhopal Gas Tragedy happened. Over 3,700 people died immediately, and hundreds of thousands gravely suffered in one way or another. In fact, in 2020, many COVID-19-related deaths in Bhopal were of people who had to inhale the poisonous gas in 1984.


The disaster shook many people from my generation into wakefulness. The ecological perils of industrial society were much closer at hand than we had been taught to believe. Those of us who were trained in economics were particularly innocent of the imminent dangers.


After my master’s degree, I took up a research assignment with the Centre for Science and Environment in New Delhi. I later proceeded to do a doctorate in environmental economics in Massachusetts. However, after my PhD, I quit professional economics. My disillusionment with economics had to do with the stark unrealism of the profession in charge of a discipline vitally central to today’s policy-making. One crucial aspect of the devotion to mathematically articulated fantasies in the name of high theory was that ‘the environment’ was treated as an ‘externality’, a belated afterthought to a technically rigorous study of markets. It was (and still is) understood as something ‘out there’, about which economists express their worry only secondarily, something which can be duly handled with taxes, quotas, permits and the like.


So, my first realization was that environmental economics just won’t do. Too much of what happens to us (and within us) is umbilically connected with what happens to the world around us. For instance, the growing acidity of human bodies is ecologically rooted in the same forces that are causing the rapid acidification of the great oceans on earth. So, at the very least, economics had to become ecological, in the manner suggested by economists such as Herman Daly. It had to surrender its reductionist thinking about our living relationships with the natural world. It had to adopt a holistic mode of thought that wouldn’t just reduce nature to matter (in the manner of science), and ultimately, to a mere ‘resource’ to be extracted and utilized for commercial purposes regardless of consequences for nature and human culture. The enormously costly triumph of this vision has meant that for most educated people around the world, forests just represent so much standing reserve of timber (or hidden minerals), and rivers imply water and energy. There is utter indifference towards their cycles of natural renewal. The sustainability of globally bloated commerce is rarely questioned in practice, no matter that pious lip service is paid to it everywhere.


After quitting economics, I taught philosophy, which had been a long-enduring passion for several years. Ultimately, I succeeded in marrying my ecological concerns with it, and now, for several years, I have been studying and teaching ‘ecosophy’. It is a radically different discipline from environmentalism and even from ecological philosophy. Ecosophy can be loosely understood (in the words of the philosopher-theologian, Raimon Panikkar) as ‘the wisdom of the earth’, not our wisdom about the earth (which would be science). In my journey towards ecosophy, I have been significantly helped by Indian spiritual and ecological traditions. In particular, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the teachings of Gandhi and Tagore. Equally, there has been much to learn from the actual living practices of Adivasi communities still very much in contact with the living natural world.


You have to unlearn a lot of modern intellect to look at nature afresh, listen to her rhythms, and understand how suicidally we are violating them. This has precipitated a global predicament that Panikkar describes as ‘arrhythmia’ using a medical metaphor.


With accelerating climate change and the rising frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, the sixth mass extinction, vanishing biodiversity, insect apocalypses, and unregulated population growth, this arrhythmia is all but terminal. Unless educated humanity wakes up to the burning house it inhabits and treats the coronavirus pandemic as a humbling opportunity to take pause and change course radically, our species’ survival itself is at stake. Meanwhile, many more such crises lie in store. This is how civilizations have perished in the past by losing touch with the rhythms of the cosmos.


The tragic aspect of our predicament today is that, globally, policy elites seem unable to perceive and comprehend the scale and imminence of the danger. Instead, they are busy with more parochial concerns such as accumulating corporate wealth to astronomical levels or growing nationalist power at the expense of nature and the human future.


The age of smartphones has ushered in a pyrrhic impatience in the war against nature. What is not understood at all is that the idea of ‘the conquest of nature’ is a vain myth, a rhetorical extension of a cultural pattern to nature, as every flood and cyclone painfully reminds us. The reason is that nobody can conquer the elements which work through nature, including our own neglected bodies, as COVID-19 has taught us. Every culture before modernity has worshipped the elements for this reason. It is the media-fed infantilization of our times, necessary to keep converting human beings into eternally restless, dissatisfied consumers, which sustains what philosophers would call a ‘species solipsism’. Its dominant feature is that it confines privileged humanity to a seemingly comfortable, ever more digitized bubble, not allowing the force of the evidence of our collective crimes against nature and the future to cross over into the cognitive horizon of the public. It’s too disturbing. So, the pacifying fable of technology (and the possibility of abandoning the earth in favour of another planet) is sold to everyone as the panacea for all the perils that await the future. There is much irony in the belief that this is supposed to be a ‘brave new world’.


Perhaps more than any other country on the perceived high road to global glory, India has bitten the bait. Indian elites and aspirant classes wish for globalization’s goodies no less than anyone else. But when it comes to guarding the interests of the future and conserving nature, little more than rosy rhetoric are served by those in power.


It is a tribute to the treacherous distance we have taken from the best in our traditions. The authorities think nothing of auctioning our vast ancient forest areas for the mining of coal or the broadening of Himalayan highways, imperilling in the process the ecological stability not merely of the great mountains but of the Indo-Gangetic watershed itself.


Pockets of our civilization were once rooted in the culture of celebrating and protecting forests. More than 14,000 sacred groves still here with us (not to be found in most of the Western world) are adequate testimony to this inheritance. The Upanishadic saying, Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (the world is one family) was once a reality in large parts of the country.


Today, India is often just a clearing depot for timber and other natural resources. Those isolated communities, such as the many Adivasis, who are still in a position to serve as vanguards of the living natural world, are seen as ‘backward’ and are imperiously turfed out of their traditional habitats in the name of the nationalist adventure of ‘development’. Quite apart from having (if only in principle) all the rights under the law, these communities could serve as ‘early warning systems’ for creeping ecological catastrophes in a world gravitating fatally towards metropolitan areas, which is where policy is made. Landscapes emptied of people will not have witnesses who could forewarn of troubles to come.


Besides, the knowledge of nature still available with the Adivasis has a broader significance beyond their own lives. When global drug and pharmaceutical corporations come bioprospecting to Asia, they poach (and later patent) much more from the traditional healers in our jungles than from government scientists. I recall a walk some years back in a jungle in Maharashtra, where a dozen of us ‘educated’ city-folk were given a tour of rainforest over several hours by a Phasephardi grandmother, who unknowingly made us feel ecologically illiterate next to her commanding knowledge of the herbs and plants we walked past.


I was once walking with a Santhal man towards his village in Jharkhand. Around dusk, he asked us to stop when we were still in the middle of a thick teak forest. I asked him how far we were from his home in the village. He responded, ‘This is home.’ Later I found out that we were some 500 yards away from his hut. For him, that was merely his ‘bedroom’. The entire jungle constituted ‘home’ as far as he was concerned.


If there is still hope left in this country, it lies in the public recognition of the ecological wisdom of such people. We can still learn ecosophy from them. And this must translate into radical changes in the direction of economic and environmental policies. Far from this happening, the last people in the country who could teach us about ecological renewal and sustainability are being rendered superfluous by the ecocidal juggernaut of development. It is necessary to say that the days of folly are numbered.
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