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book review

India’s Climate Policy: 
Development and Equity

Nagraj Adve

An India 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.

Global 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 a verage 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 
p olicy, offers rich insights into notions of 
equity, comments on alternative climate 
proposals that have been discussed inter-
nationally, suggests low-carbon develop-
ment strategies spec ifically 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 
develop ments is provided in Chapter 1. 
Not so much in the Indian context – for 
which S ushil Kumar Dash’s Climate 
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 CO2 and CO2-equivalent 
interchangeably, a common error. The 350 

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 CO2, and which was the fo-
cus of a major demonstration worldwide 
in October 2009, r efers not to CO2-eq but 
to CO2 (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 B idwai), it would be 
fair to say that it is very much a minority 
view among c limate scientists.

The chapters that follow subject India’s 
climate policy and public positions to 
r elentless 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 
i ncreasingly seeks a larger role in world 
a ffairs 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 
r eliance 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 
r egional inequality, and, more specifically, 
in terms of market mechanisms such as 
the clean development mechanism (CDM), 
actively being p romoted in India, which 

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 
N ational Mission for Enhanced Energy 
E fficiency. 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 I ndia 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 g overnment. 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 I ndia. 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.1 Two, given the 
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relative paucity of studies of impacts, 
there is a need to i ncorporate people’s per-
ceptions of c limate 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 b eginning to emerge, 
though it is possible some of it has come 
out after Bidwai’s book was written.2 

Of Equity and Entitlements

One of the key issues discussed, while  
critiquing India’s climate policy, is equity. 
I ndia’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 I ndia’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 CO2 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. 

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 n ation 
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 
t owards 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 

public transport, the System of Rice Inten-
sification (SRI), 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 
e fficiency in different contexts, though he 
seems to have been much more critical of 
energy efficiency in some earlier writing 
(Bidwai 2005). (In passing, I am surprised 
that given his extensive discussion on 
e nergy options, present and future, peak 
oil is not mentioned even once, an issue 
that is discussed in a recent book by 
a nother 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 CDM (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 l ucidity, rigour 
and t horoughness 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.

Notes

1   A useful overview of which can be found in  
P K Aggarwal, “Global Climate Change and Indian 
Agriculture: Impacts, Adaptation and Mitiga-
tion”, Indian Journal of Agricultural Sciences, 78 
(10), November 2008, pp 911-19. The Hindu Sur-
vey of Indian Agriculture 2009 has a series of arti-
cles by Indian scientists on impacts on agriculture 
and adaptation strategies.

2   For instance, Jalvayu Parivartan, SADED and Oxfam, 
2009, a compilation of testimonies at a public hear-
ing on impacts of climate change on arid zone areas.
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Gandhigram: A Smile or a Sigh?

Rajni Bakshi

T S Soundram was a radical in her 
time. Brought up in a upper caste, 
upper class family of Madurai, she 

was married off at the age of 12 and 
w idowed in 1925 at the age of 20. Sound-
ram’s defiance of conventions began with 
enrolling at Lady Hardinge Medical C ollege, 
which was then unthinkable for a young 
brahmin widow. She went on to b ecome a 
freedom fighter and entered the inner circle 
of Gandhiji’s team. Later, she resisted stiff 
opposition from her community to marry a 
fellow freedom fighter, the non-Tamil and 
non-brahmin doctor, G Ramachandran. 

Dream of swaraj breaking with social 
traditions in personal life was a small part 
of the idealism which defined Soundram 
and Ramachandran’s mission. Attainment 
of true “swaraj” was their central preoc-
cupation after independence. They took to 
heart Gandhiji’s warning that the attain-
ment of swaraj and good government, 
would require far greater sacrifices than 
the struggle to win self-government.

In 1947 Soundram and Ramachandran, 
along with other Gandhians, launched the 
Gandhigram Trust at Dindigul, near 
M adurai. Over half a century later, the 
trust is a large institution providing serv-
ices in healthcare, education, appropriate 
technology, handicrafts and more. 

Did this endeavour bring alive the 
founders’ dream of swaraj? Can institutions 
like Gandhigram be a role model for alter-
native forums today? Samir Banerjee poses 
these questions within the larger context of 
India 60 plus years after freedom – where 
rapid growth of gross domestic product, 
buoyant stock markets, and a boom in 
l ocal and foreign investment is matched by 

chronic poverty, hunger, unemployment, 
regional disparities and inequalities. 

Gandhigram Endeavour

Is the Gandhigram endeavour, asks B anerjee, 
“just a quaint effort of some upper caste, 
upper class idealists, a benign hope, a sun-
set station for the constructive worker, a 
way-stop of integrated development which 
at best deserves a smile and a sigh?” 

The narrative, essentially an extensive 
documentation of the many programmes 
and projects run by Gandhigram over six 
decades, leaves the reader free to make up 
her own mind about these questions. Gan-
dhigram’s immediate goal, at the time of 
inception, was to help the poor and dis-
possessed in some concrete way. But its 
long-term dream was to create sustaina-
ble and meaningful structures to fulfil 
society’s basic needs through employment 
generation as well as a progressive social 
awareness among all sections of society. 

Soundram and Ramachandran proceeded to 
do this by attempting to follow the b asic 
principles of Gandhiji’s economic programme: 
(1) Avoidance of mechanisation and encour-
agement of cottage industries; (2) Improve-
ment of rural small-scale agriculture;  
(3) Making the village community as much 
self-sufficient and self-reliant as practicable; 
(4) Decentralising the administrative and 
economic structure; (5) Reducing income in-
equalities by raising the income level among 
the poor and by changing the attitude and 
motivation of the rich; and (6) Ensuring that 
capitalists and big businessmen serve as 
“trustees” for the whole community.

Outcomes include a string of education-
al institutions – a primary school, a school 
for the speech and hearing impaired, a 
higher secondary school, a college of edu-
cation and much more. The Kasturba 
H ospital at Gandhigram did indeed raise 
the bar in healthcare, particularly in  
services for women and children. Banerjee 
describes the hospital as being account-
able to society at large and linking health-
care to other areas of welfare by develop-
ing an integrated approach to preventive 
and curative healthcare. This story re-
peats i tself in other project areas. 

But in most areas the successes in 
s ervice-delivery did not remain consistent 
with the original Gandhian vision. 

Out of Nai Talim Track

For instance, like most post-independence 
Gandhian institutions, Gandhigram started 
out on the Nai Talim track. This approach 
saw education as a concern of the commu-
nity not government. It aimed to revolu-
tionise education by engaging children in 
craft and a variety of productive, emotion-
al and aesthetic experiences. 

Children were encouraged to spend 
half a day in productive craft, agriculture 
or other activity and the rest for book 
learning, reflection, asking questions. But 
state governments across India decided 
that Nai Talim and basic education had 
outlived their utility. Gandhigram aban-
doned its innovative approaches to fit  
into norms set by government, even in 
teachers’ training. 

Amalgamation of Gandhigram’s efforts 
with the mainstream educational system 
was partly driven by its financial con-
straints. Gandhigram’s managers were 
also lured by the opportunity to influence 
the teacher training programmes of the 
government. But this, in turn, meant ac-
cepting the overall vision of the govern-
ment in terms of the substantial purpose 

Notes from Gandhigram: Challenges to 
Gandhian Praxis by Samir Banerjee (Hyderabad: 
Orient BlackSwan), 2009;  pp 476, Rs 695.


