India’s Climate Policy:
Development and Equity
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lobal warming underlines myriad,

interlinked issues, which play out

at different levels. It is a product
of the logic of industrial capitalism. It
will worsen with the ongoing neoliberal
development trajectories that rely hugely
on the market.

It has enriched debates around equity and
exposed the limits of nation state frame-
works in dealing with global ecological
crises that have systemic roots. Given the
absence of equity and justice therein, it
has exposed the poverty of both the devel-
opment trajectory and climate policy of
major governments. It has already had se-
vere impacts on ecosystems and people in
India (and beyond). Feedbacks at merely
0.8 degrees Celsius of average warming
do not just exacerbate already existing cri-
ses faced by the poor but also highlight the
dangers and possibility of runaway, levels
of warming, and therein lies its urgency.

The book under review deals for a good
part with the hollowness of India’s climate
policy, offers rich insights into notions of
equity, comments on alternative climate
proposals that have been discussed inter-
nationally, suggests low-carbon develop-
ment strategies specifically in the Indian
context, and much else. No secondary
book on climate change and India can,
henceforth, be written satisfactorily with-
out reference to this one.

Critiquing India’s Climate Policy

A good overview of recent scientific
developments is provided in Chapter 1.
Not so much in the Indian context — for
which  Sushil
Change: An Indian Perspective (Cambridge
University Press, 2007) is a useful but
more technical read — but a more general
overview, one that is refreshingly up to
date. It has few, if any, slippages. Occasion-
ally, it does use both co, and co,-equivalent
interchangeably, a common error. The 350
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AnIndia That Can Say Yes: A Climate-Responsible
Development Agenda for Copenhagen and
Beyond by Praful Bidwai (Delhi: Heinrich Boll Stiftung),
2009; pp 140+xiii, price not mentioned.

parts per million (ppm) target, which
many countries and non-governmental
organisations (NGos) pushed for before
and during Copenhagen as the safe level
of atmospheric co,, and which was the fo-
cus of a major demonstration worldwide
in October 2009, refers not to co,-eq but
to co, (Hansen et al 2008). What is more,
though accepting 350 ppm as a safe cut-off
target has James Hansen’s imprimatur
(one that many of us have endorsed in the
recent past, as does Bidwai), it would be
fair to say that it is very much a minority
view among climate scientists.

The chapters that follow subject India’s
climate policy and public positions to
relentless scrutiny from numerous vantage
points. Bidwai analyses how the evolution
of India’s climate policy has been influ-
enced by domestic practices that recklessly
promote natural resource extraction, and
how it has evolved within the larger frame
of India’s shifting foreign policy, one that
increasingly seeks a larger role in world
affairs while cosying up to the world’s
richer and most powerful nations, parti-
cularly the United States. He points out
anomalies in its strands, particularly in re-
lation to equity. He reveals how it was ar-
rived at completely undemocratically with
little wider consultation. He demolishes the
reliance on the market, both in the fore-
grounding of a market-led growth linked to
a development trajectory that marginalises
millions and promotes deep social and
regional inequality, and, more specifically,
in terms of market mechanisms such as
the clean development mechanism (cpm),
actively being promoted in India, which
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do nothing but fraudulently enrich the
actual polluting industry.

Other parts examine specific missions
that are part of the National Action Plan
on Climate Change (NAPcc), particularly
the National Solar Mission and the
National Mission for Enhanced Energy
Efficiency. Bidwai points out that the pro-
posed massive expansion of solar power
assumes huge unit cost reductions in
photovoltaic power generation and tech-
nological breakthroughs.

A penultimate chapter argues, rightly,
that the only way of promoting an inclu-
sive society in India free of hunger and
gross injustice is through low-carbon, eq-
uitable development. Additionally, the
preceding chapter, in the pre-Copenhagen
context, which was when this book was
being written, discusses various alterna-
tive proposals that have been put forward
by numerous NGos, activists, intellectuals
and other, mostly non-state actors. Finally,
it speaks as much for the myriad themes
that global warming touches upon as for
the width of Bidwai’s scholarship that
the book contains a number of boxes on
varied issues. They look critically at plans
for carbon capture and storage, the flaws
and dangers of nuclear power in India, the
threshold temperature rise of 2 degrees
Celsius and the political controversy that
then arose in India and the whackiness of
geo-engineering solutions being proposed
and tested, including iron fertilisation of a
large patch of the southern oceans by the
Indian government. They also look at why
nuclear power is not a solution, the varied
positions taken by different NGos on climate
change, and yet more. The extraordinarily
wide range of issues discussed within
makes this book an enriching one to read,
but a difficult one to review. A short
review can only touch upon a couple of
important themes and ideas, and runs the
risk of passing over others.

The only parts which are a bit thin on
the ground are those that dealt with the
impacts in India. For instance, climate
change impacts on agriculture, a hugely
significant area, are discussed in one brief
paragraph on page 27, and one wonders
why. For one, some published scientific
literature is available.! Two, given the
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relative paucity of studies of impacts,
there is a need to incorporate people’s per-
ceptions of climate change and its effects
on their lives. The latter is a vast and
tricky project, and obviously cannot be
the burden of one writer alone, however
accomplished. Here again though, pub-
lished literature is beginning to emerge,
though it is possible some of it has come
out after Bidwai’s book was written.>

Of Equity and Entitlements

One of the key issues discussed, while
critiquing India’s climate policy, is equity.
India’s stand, Bidwai argues, is extremely
limited in focusing merely on per capita
emissions norms. A policy frame with
a more rounded conception of equity
would focus on ends, on equitable human
development, on the right to live with dig-
nity, and “therefore entitlements to the ba-
sic necessities of life”. Taken in the context
of India’s climate stands, one could not
agree with him more. But here and at dif-
ferent points in the book he stresses the
limits of emissions rights itself: “an equal
right to emit greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions can only be a means to a higher end”.
The point is well taken, but on the other
hand, while discussing climate change
with college students and others, we have
found some merit in talking about the
earth’s absorption capacity (roughly 16-17
billion tonnes of co, per year currently
and stagnating) and the need to divide
that equitably among every person on this
planet. This results in each person being
entitled to about 2-2.5 tonnes per year,
thereby arguing that the poor everywhere
are not the cause of the problem, but are
actually entitled to more, to the very basic
necessities of life that Bidwai talks about.

This also enables us to question nation
state frames of looking at and dealing
with the problem, which is another key-
linked issue Bidwai brings up. He discusses,
rightly (pp 65-68), how production it-
self has gotten fragmented and interna-
tionalised, how trade and exports make it
difficult to accurately quantify “national”
emissions, how ecosystems — and impacts
on them, one might add - transcend formal
national boundaries, and, most of all, the
key issue of equity within nations, not
merely, as the Indian government is argu-
ing, between nations.
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This combination of the notion of fore-
grounding the right to development and
many notions of equity, including intra-
national equity is brought together in
some superb passages while concluding
the discussion on alternative proposals
(Chapter 6). A desirable alternative con-
ceptual approach

must give primacy to the right of develop-
ment...stress historical responsibility...must
include intra-national equity...set clear tar-
gets for GHG reductions and peaking...ex-
plicitly recognise the importance of prevent-
ing the overuse of natural resources (p 102).

Given all this, I am a bit puzzled by two
things: one, the foregrounding once
again, at the end of the book, of the nation
state, in discussing the impasse that pre-
ceded Copenhagen. By foregrounding this
very frame, political elites have ensured
not just that Copenhagen was an abysmal
failure but that climate negotiations have
gone nowhere in 15 successive Conference
of the Parties, even as the earth hurtles
towards dangerous climate change. The
problem is a global one, but the nation
state is a very alluring and powerful
frame, and Bidwai, like most of us, at
times gets caught between the two.

And, two, despite a nuanced presenta-
tion of its neoliberal variant, one is struck
by the limited discussion of the centrality
of capitalism and its logic, both as the
cause of global warming and in limiting
what might emerge as solutions to it. It is
this ecologically destructive logic of capi-
talist growth and accumulation, to “ex-
pand without end in order to exist” that
prompted Joel Kovel to write that “a re-
markable yet greatly unappreciated fact
(is) that the era of environmental aware-
ness, beginning roughly in 1970, has also
been the era of greatest environmental
breakdown” (Kovel 2007, pp 3, 38). It is
debatable whether lasting solutions can
be implemented on the scale necessary as
long as that pernicious system holds sway.

Energy Options and Other Issues

This does not take away from the rele-
vance of proposals for low-carbon devel-
opment and mitigation that Bidwai puts
forward for India in Chapter 7 — the need
for decentralised energy generation that
prioritises basic needs of communities and
local resource endowments, promotion of
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public transport, the System of Rice Inten-
sification (sr1), the use of locally available
material and biomass, among others.
Some folks may wince a bit at his mention-
ing run-of-the-river projects, given the
considerable damage they are already
causing in some Himalayan states. And
there are many suggestions for energy
efficiency in different contexts, though he
seems to have been much more critical of
energy efficiency in some earlier writing
(Bidwai 2005). (In passing, [ am surprised
that given his extensive discussion on
energy options, present and future, peak
oil is not mentioned even once, an issue
that is discussed in a recent book by
another eminent writer (Shiva 2009).)

But in general, not just do most of Bid-
wai’s proposals have huge relevance for
sustainability and more equitable devel-
opment irrespective of climate change,
they are issues that those involved in the
incipient climate justice movement in this
country have begun to articulate and cam-
paign for. Or should. One is struck by how
many of his positions are mirrored by stands
taken by organisations, some of which
were articulated in a memorandum in late
November 2009 to the government of India
in the context of the Copenhagen meet
and endorsed by 195 organisations and a
number of individuals from all over India.

These included: (1) that the NAPCC was
arrived at undemocratically and with
little discussion (p 62), (2) that the naPcc
ignores the key issues of equity and redis-
tribution (p 75), (3) the many dangers of
market mechanisms such as the com (p 16),
(4) that much of what the government
claims as adaptation is merely a repackag-
ing of existing programmes (p 31), (5) the
dangerous advocacy of large dams as
part of the National Water Mission (p 85),
(6) why nuclear power is a hazardous non-
solution to climate change (p 103), (7) the
need for a more decentralised generation
and use of energy; particularly in villages that
have no electricity (p 119), and (8) that
India’s growing emissions cannot be cur-
tailed “unless India’s development model
is radically restructured along egalitarian,
balanced and sustainable lines which put
people, not markets, at the centre” (p 59).

Praful Bidwai deals with all these and
other complex themes with a lucidity, rigour
and thoroughness for which he is so well
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known. I would wager that no reader can
come away from reading this book without
being better informed or gaining deeper
insights into climate change, India’s policy
and development trajectory in general.

Nagraj Adve (nagraj.adve@gmail.com) is an
activist on issues linked to global warming and
is based in Delhi.
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