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King penguin colony shrinks by 90%

The two-million-strong king penguin colony on Ile aux Cochon in 1982.   | Photo Credit: HENRI
WEIMERSKIRCH

The planet’s largest colony of king penguins has declined by nearly 90% in three decades,
researchers have warned. The last time scientists set foot on France’s remote Ile aux Cochons —
roughly half way between the tip of Africa and Antarctica — the island was blanketed by two
million of the flightless birds, which stand about a metre tall.

But recent satellite images show the population has collapsed, with barely 2,00,000 remaining,
according to a study published in Antarctic Science. While adults will set to sea for days at a time
foraging for food, the species does not migrate.

Why the colony on Ile aux Cochon has been so decimated remains a mystery. “It is unexpected,
and particularly significant since this colony represented nearly one third of the king penguins in
the world,” said lead author Henri Weimerskirch, an ecologist at the Centre for Biological Studies
in Chize, France, who first set eyes on the colony in 1982.

Climate change may play a role. In 1997, a particularly strong El Nino weather event warmed the
southern Indian Ocean, temporarily pushing the fish and squid on which king penguins depend
south, beyond their foraging range.

“This resulted in population decline and poor breeding success” for all the king penguin colonies in
the region, Mr. Weimerskirch said.

Migration is not an option because there are no other suitable islands within striking range.

Other factors may be contributing to the decline of the Ile aux Cochon colony, including
overcrowding.
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Plastic Free Zones
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

Plastic Free Zones

Posted On: 30 JUL 2018 8:02PM by PIB Delhi

Minister of State for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Dr. Mahesh Sharma has said that
India was the global host for “World Environment Day – WED 2018” celebrated on 5th June, 2018.
 In a written reply to a question in Rajya Sabha here today, Dr. Sharma said that during this
celebration, the Ministry launched pan-India plastic clean-up drive in public areas, national
reserves, forests, beaches, rivers etc. Further, letters were written to the State Governments
asking them to make protected areas as “Plastic Free Zones”.   “To combat plastic pollution, 21
States/Union Territories in the country has also notified more stringent norms and imposed ban on
plastic carry bags and other items in their respective States/UTs”, the Minister said.

 

Dr. Sharma stated that as per the provisions of the Rules, the generators of waste have been
mandated to take steps to minimize generation of plastic waste, not to litter, ensure segregated
storage of waste at source and handover segregated waste to the local bodies or authorised
agencies. The Rules also mandate the responsibilities of local bodies, gram panchayats, waste
generators, retailers and street vendors to manage plastic waste. It is also mandated that the
producers, importers and brand owners to work out modalities for waste collection system based
on the principle of Extended Producer Responsibility.

 

The Minister added that further, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change has
written letters to the offices comes under its administrative control, Regional Offices of the
Ministry, offices of Central Government and its departments, major PSUs, corporates, institutesetc
to prohibit single-use plastic products including water bottles, take away coffee cups, lunch
wrapped in disposable plastic packaging, plastic bags, disposable food containers, plates and
containers made of polystyrene foam, plastic straws etc. in their offices. The school were reached
through Eco-Clubs operating in the respective states to create awareness about ill effect of “single
use plastic” and imbibe the “Green Good Deeds” practices.

 

Dr. Sharma said that letters were also issued to Chief Secretaries of all the States/Union
Territories to communicate with temple, mosques, gurudwaras and churches in their states on ill
effect of “single use plastic” and to encourage staff and visitors to prohibit Single-use plastic
products.
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Everyday plastics emit greenhouse gases: study

Plastic waste being removed at New Harbour Beach at Thoothukudi   | Photo Credit: N.RAJESH

Plastic used in everyday objects from bottles to packaging emit greenhouse gases when exposed
to sunlight, according to a study released on August 1, as global concern about its impact on the
world's oceans grows.

Plastic pollution has come under increased scrutiny from environmentalists as the scale of the
problem has become clear – this year it emerged that a giant island made up of plastic waste in
the Pacific Ocean was far larger than thought.

Now scientists have discovered that commonly used plastics also generate the potent greenhouse
gas methane as well as ethylene as they age, adding to the global tally of planet-warming
emissions. The study, published in the journal PLOS ONE, said plastics were “likely to be an
insignificant component of the global (methane) budget” due to the low quantities produced in this
way.

Nonetheless Jonathan Nichols, an associate professor of earth sciences at Columbia University in
New York, said the finding was “definitely important”. “You can't solve the greenhouse gas
problem until you've defined every part of it,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone.

Methane emissions, mainly caused by burning fossil fuels, are a major driver of global warming,
putting them in the crosshairs of the global fight against climate change. Jennifer Provencher, a
plastic pollution researcher at Acadia University, in Canada, said the results pointed to “another
piece of evidence suggesting that losing plastic to the environment is not good”.

More than nine billion tons of plastic has been produced since 1950 with most of it discarded in
landfills or the environment, previous research has found. Scientists have repeatedly linked
exposure to some plastic chemicals, such as bisphenol A (BPA), to health risks.

The so-called garbage patch of plastic floating in the Pacific holds as much as 16 times more
debris than was previously thought, posing a significant threat to the food chain, scientists found in
March.
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Warmer soil releasing more carbon, worsening climate change

A dry paddy field in the Attipra village near Thiruvananthapuram.   | Photo Credit: C. RATHEESH
KUMAR

Even the dirt on the ground is making climate change worse, a new study finds. Plants capture
massive amounts of carbon, pumping it into the soil where usually it stays for hundreds or
thousands of years.

Observations from across the globe show that as temperatures have warmed, bacteria and fungi
in the soil are becoming more active. These turbo-charged microbes are feeding on dead leaves
and plants, releasing more heat-trapping carbon dioxide into the air, according to a study in
Nature.

Researchers found a significant increase in the amount of carbon since the 1990s coming out of
microbes when compared to other releases of carbon. They analyzed sensor readings, soil
measurements, plant growth data and satellite observations in what’s the most comprehensive
study yet of the climate change impacts of soil.

“The world really is showing an effect here,” said lead researcher Ben Bond-Lamberty of the
Pacific Northwest National Laboratory. “It’s a fingerprint of climate change.”

Overall, soil releases about nine times more carbon than human-caused activities, but that’s part
of a natural cycle when the amount of carbon released into the air is about equal to the carbon
taken out by oceans and plants. Fossil fuel emissions knock the atmosphere out of balance by
putting more in than comes out. Heated soil releases more carbon, further putting the cycle out of
whack, Bond-Lamberty said.

Scientists said as the world continues to warm, the soil will release yet more carbon that it has
been holding. If something isn’t done, “we are really in trouble,” said Rattan Lal of Ohio State
University, who wasn’t part of the study. He added that proper soil conservation techniques such
as avoiding plowing, off-season cover crop and leaving crop residue on the ground can help keep
more of the carbon in the soil.
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95% of lemur population facing extinction: conservationists

Out of a total of 111 lemur species and subspecies, 105 are under threat   | Photo Credit:
K.R.DEEPAK

Ninety-five percent of the world's lemur population is "on the brink of extinction," making them the
most endangered primates on Earth, a leading conservation group said on August 1.

The arboreal primates with pointed snouts and typically long tails are found only in Madagascar,
where rainforest destruction, unregulated agriculture, logging and mining have been ruinous for
lemurs, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) said.

"This is, without a doubt, the highest percentage of threat for any large group of mammals and for
any large group of vertebrates," Russ Mittermeier of IUCN's species survival commission said in a
statement.

Out of a total of 111 lemur species and subspecies, 105 are under threat, IUCN said, as it
released its first update on the lemur population since 2012.

Among the most concerning trends is an "increase in the level of hunting of lemurs taking place,
including larger-scale commercial hunting," Christoph Schwitzer, director of conservation at the
Bristol Zoological Society, said in the statement. He described the hunting as "unlike anything we
have seen before in Madagascar."

One of the species identified as "critically endangered" is the northern sportive lemur, of which
there are thought to be only 50 individuals left, IUCN said.

"Lemurs are to Madagascar what giant pandas are to China -- they are the goose that laid the
golden egg, attracting tourists and nature lovers," said Jonah Ratsimbazafy of the domestic
primate research group known as GERP.

Madagascar is one of the most biodiverse nations in the world. IUCN said it was launching "a
major action plan for lemur conservation," to help preserve the endangered primates.
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CASES PENDING IN SUPREME COURT AND NGT
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

Cases pending in Supreme Court and NGT

Posted On: 06 AUG 2018 5:52PM by PIB Delhi

“The number of cases related to environmental issues pending in the Supreme Court of India
is around 110 and 3573 in the National Green Tribunal.

 

The Government has enacted the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986; The Air (Prevention
and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981; The Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974;
The Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Cess Act, 1977; the Forest (Conservation)
Act, 1980; The Biological Diversity Act, 2002 and the Public Liability Insurance Act, 1991 etc.
to regulate the matters related to environmental degradation. Besides the Government has
notified The Plastic Waste Management Rules 2016; Plastic Waste Management
(Amendment) Rules 2018; Bio-Medical Waste Management Rules 2016; Solid Waste
Management Rules 2016; Construction and Demolition Waste Management Rules 2016; E-
Waste (Management) Rules 2016; E-Waste (Management) Amendment Rules, 2018;
Hazardous and Other Wastes (Management and Transboundary Movement) Rules, 2016;
Hazardous and Other Wastes (Management and Transboundary Movement) Amendment
Rules, 2016; Hazardous and Other Wastes (Management and Transboundary Movement)
Amendment Rules, 2017; Hazardous and other Wastes (Management & Trans-boundary
Movement) Amendment Rules, 2018.  Further, Eco-Sensitive Zones are being established by
the Government around the Protected Areas like national parks and wildlife sanctuaries to
serve as buffer regions, ensuring balance between local economic growth and conservation
imperatives. To mitigate pollution from industries, norms related to emissions and effluents
from various industrial sectors have been notified, besides general standards.  Online
monitoring of industrial pollution through 24x7 Continuous Emission/ Effluent has been
established in over 2700 industries of 17 categories. Online monitoring of industrial pollution in
River Ganga is also established in over 700 industries. Coastal Zone Regulatory Authority has
been established to take care of pollution abatement around the coastal areas for their
sustainable development.  The Environmental Clearance, CRZ Clearance and the Forest
Clearance processes are also intended to protect the environment.

 

The impact of the measures taken has been mitigation of environmental problems as against
business as usual scenario”.

 

This information was given by Minister of State for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Dr.
Mahesh Sharma in a written reply to a question in Rajya Sabha today.
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MEASURES TO TACKLE DUST POLLUTION
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

Measures to tackle dust pollution

Posted On: 06 AUG 2018 5:47PM by PIB Delhi

“The Government has taken several steps to address air pollution which inter alia, include
notification of National Ambient Air Quality Standards; setting up of monitoring network for
assessment of ambient air quality; introduction of cleaner / alternate fuels like gaseous fuel
(CNG, LPG etc.), ethanol blending, launching of National Air Quality index; universalization of
BS-IV from 2017; leapfrogging from BS-IV to BS-VI fuel standards by 1st April, 2020;
notifications regarding ‘Mandatory Implementation of Dust Mitigation Measures for Construction
and Demolition Activities for projects requiring EC’ and ‘Mandatory Implementation of Dust
Mitigation Measures for all Construction and Demolition Activities’ ; notification of Construction
and Demolition Waste Management Rules; banning of burning of biomass; promotion of public
transport network; streamlining the issuance of Pollution Under Control Certificate; issuance of
directions under Section 18(1)(b) of Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981 and
under Section 5 of Environment (Protection) Act, 1986; installation of on-line continuous (24x7)
monitoring devices by major industries; etc.

 

Further, two pilot projects namely “To demonstrate the effectiveness of air pollution mitigation by
Pariyayantra filtration” to ManavRachna Innovation and Incubation Centre to install Pariyayantra
filtration on the roof top of 30 buses and “Deployment and Evaluation of air purification units (for
traffic junction pollution abatement) in Delhi” to National Environmental Engineering Research
Institute (NEERI) to install Wind Augmentation and Air Purifying Unit (WAYU) devices at 7 traffic
intersections have been sanctioned to tackle dust pollution.

 

The government has formulated National Clean Air Programme (NCAP) as a long-term time
bound national level strategy to tackle the increasing air pollution problem across the country in
comprehensive manner. The overall objective is to augment and evolve effective ambient air
quality monitoring network across the country, besides ensuring comprehensive management
plan for prevention, control and abatement of air pollution. The NCAP focuses on collaborative
and participatory approach comprising all sources of pollution and coordination between relevant
Central Ministries, State Governments, local bodies and other stakeholders.Hundred (102) non-
attainment cities have been selected for formulation and implementation of city specific action
plan under NCAP. In addition, NCAP has many other components viz. Technical Assessment
Cell, technology support, sharing of international best practices, awareness and capacity
building, source apportionment studies, plantation drive, intensive inspection drive etc to support
the time bound implementation of NCAP”.
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This information was given by Minister of State for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Dr.
Mahesh Sharma in a written reply to a question in Rajya Sabha today.
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EARLY WARNING SYSTEM FOR AIR POLLUTION
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

Early Warning System for Air Pollution

Posted On: 06 AUG 2018 5:46PM by PIB Delhi

“A task force under the chairmanship of Secretary, Ministry of Earth Science (MoES) with
representatives of expert institutions has been set up to build a strategy for developing an early
warning system on air quality, as well as the dissemination of warning to public. The reason to
set up an early warning system for air pollution is to further strengthen the air quality
forecast.Establishing early warning system and dissemination protocol to inform public and
enforcing agencies about episodic high pollution events in advance is amongst the priorities
identified for improving management of air pollution. A meeting of the task force was convened
on 28.07.2018.  Accordingly, MoES is coordinating the development of an early warning system
for air quality over Delhi & NCR region”.

 

This information was given by Minister of State for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Dr.
Mahesh Sharma in a written reply to a question in Rajya Sabha today.
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NGT JUNKS PLEA TO RETAIN WALL ON ELEPHANT
CORRIDOR
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - Wildlife related issues

The National Green Tribunal has dismissed a review petition by a refinery in Assam for retaining
a concrete boundary wall with barbed wire on a part of a reserve forest, stating that elephant
corridors need to be protected.

Dismissing a review petition filed by Numaligarh Refinery Limited, a Bench headed by NGT
chairperson Adarsh Kumar Goel said, “The counsel for the review petitioner submits that the
entire wall need not be demolished as the same is not a part of the Deopahar Reserve Forest.
We are of the view that in view of categorical finding already recorded by the tribunal, that the
area where the wall came up and the area where proposed township is to come up is a part of
the Deopahar Reserve Forest, rehearing on merits is not permissible.”

The NGT gave its order after hearing a plea filed by Assam-based green activist Rohit
Choudhury, who had sought directions to demolish the 2.2 km wall constructed by the refinery
near the reserve as it was obstructing the movement of elephants.

Based on an earlier petition by Mr. Choudhury, the NGT had in August 2016 asked NRL to
demolish the wall around an extended part of its township acquired for residential complexes.

The green panel had also imposed an environmental compensation of Rs. 25 lakh on the
refinery for constructing a boundary wall for a golf course, that had led to the flattening of a hill
measuring 5 hectares and destruction of forest.

Close to National Park

The refinery, close to Kaziranga National Park and about 260 km east of Guwahati, was
expected to demolish the wall within a month. It wasn’t until March this year the Golaghat district
administration and forest department demolished about 220 metres of the wall.

But the refinery filed the review petition saying that the tribunal had not taken into account the
clearance of the State Environment Impact Assessment Authority for the project.

Noting the death of 12 elephants due to the “barbed-wire and razor’s edge fencing” atop the
boundary wall, the tribunal said it was clear that the NRL constructed the barrier in 2011 in the
way of an elephant corridor and encroaching upon Deopahar as well as a no-development zone
the Ministry of Environment and Forest had notified around Kaziranga National Park in 1996.

Apart from the high-rise wall, the NGT noted that the refinery had flattened a tree-rich hill
covering about 5 hectares to make a golf course without approval of the Centre or compensatory
afforestation, “thereby leading to environmental degradation”.

The NRL had in 1996 acquired 750 bighas (107.14 hectares) of land for its old township and
secured it with a boundary wall. It acquired another 67 bighas (9.57 ha) of tea estate land in
2008 for expansion of the township.
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CABINET APPROVES RAISING OF FOUR ADDITIONAL
BATTALIONS OF NATIONAL DISASTER RESPONSE
FORCE
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Cabinet

Cabinet approves raising of four additional battalions of
National Disaster Response Force

Posted On: 09 AUG 2018 4:59PM by PIB Delhi

The Union Cabinet chaired by Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi has given the approval for
raising of four (4) additional battalions of National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) to
strengthen the India's disaster response set up at an estimated cost of Rs 637 crore.

 

Details:

 

The objective of raising four additional battalions is to reduce the response time keeping in
view the vast geographic area of the country.

●

 

These four battalions will initially be raised as two battalions in Indo-Tibetan Border Police
(ITBP) and one battalion each in Border Security Force (BSF) and Assam Rifles (ARs).

●

 

Later these four battalions will be converted into NDRF battalions. Based on the
vulnerability profile, these four battalions will be placed in Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal
Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Delhi National Capital Region.

●

 

Background:

 

NDRF is a specialized force, which has been created in the year 2006 for the purpose of
specialist response during the natural and man-made disaster or threatening situation. At
present there are 12 battalions in NDRF which are deployed strategically across the country to
provide immediate response.

*****
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KHANGCHENDZONGA BIOSPHERE RESERVE
BECOMES 11TH BIOSPHERE RESERVE FROM INDIA
TO BE INCLUDED IN THE WORLD NETWORK OF
BIOSPHERE RESERVES
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change

Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve Becomes 11th
Biosphere Reserve from India to be Included in the World
Network of Biosphere Reserves

Posted On: 08 AUG 2018 8:45PM by PIB Delhi

The Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve has become the 11th Biosphere Reserve from India
that has been included in the UNESCO designated World Network of Biosphere Reserves
(WNBR).  The decision to include Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve in WNBR was taken at
the 30th Session of International Coordinating Council (ICC) of Man and Biosphere (MAB)
Programme of UNESCO held at Palembang, Indonesia, from July 23-27, 2018.   India has 18
Biosphere Reserves and with the inclusion of Khangchendzonga, the number of internationally
designated WNBR has become 11, with 7 Biosphere Reserves being domestic Biosphere
Reserves.

Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve in Sikkim is one of the highest ecosystems in the world,
reaching elevations of 1, 220 metres above sea-level.  It includes a range of ecolines , varying
from sub-tropic to Arctic, as well as natural forests in different biomes, that support an
immensely rich diversity of forest types and habitats. 

The core area of the Biosphere Reserve is a major transboundary Wildlife Protected Area.  The
southern and central landscape, which makes up 86% of the core area, is situated in the Greater
Himalayas.  The northern part of the area accounts for 14% is characterized by trans-Himalayan
features.  Buffer zones are being developed to promote eco-tourism activities.  Plantation and
soil conservation work is also being carried out. 

The core zone – Khangchendzonga National Park was designated a World Heritage Site in 2016
under the ‘mixed’ category.  Many of the mountains, peaks, lakes, caves, rocks, Stupas
(shrines) and hot springs function as pilgrimage sites.   Over 118 species of the large number of
medicinal plants found in Dzongu Valley in north Sikkim are of ethno-medical utility.  The
transition zone is targeted for eco-development activities, afforestation, plantation of medicinal
herbs and soil conservation measures. 
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KHANGCHENDZONGA BIOSPHERE RESERVE ENTERS
UNESCO LIST
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

The Kanchenjunga, the third highest mountain peak in the world.special arrangement  

The Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve (KBR) of Sikkim, the highest biosphere reserve in
the country that includes the third highest mountain peak in the world, Kanchenjunga (8,586 m),
has been included in the UNESCO’s World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WHBR).

The decision was taken at the International Coordinating Council of Man and Biosphere Reserve
Programme, UNESCO, in its 30th Session held at Palembang, Indonesia, last month, a press
release by Ministry of Environment and Forest and Climate Change said.

With the inclusion of the KBR, one of the highest ecosystems in the world, reaching elevations of
1,220 m to 8,586 m above sea level, the number of biosphere reserves from the country
included in World Network of Biosphere Reserves has increased to 11.

The last biosphere reserve to be included was the Agasthyamalai Biosphere Reserve in Kerala
in 2016. The Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve was the first reserve from the country to be included in
the WNBR. India has 18 biospheres reserves, of which 11 have been included in the WNBR.

Boost to research

C.S. Rao, Additional Principal Chief Conservator of Forest, Sikkim, said the inclusion of the KBR
in the UNESCO list will boost the unique ecosystem of Sikkim on two counts: collaborative
research and tourism.

“This development will boost international research collaboration relating to flora, fauna and
ecosystem of the KBR. Sikkim, with a population of about 6 lakh, gets15 lakh tourists annually.
This will help us get more tourists,” Mr. Rao said.

Explaining, the importance of the KBR for Sikkim, he said the biosphere reserve comprises 41%
of the entire geographical area of the mountain State. “Of the 2,931 sq km area of the KBR,
1,784 sq km is the core area of the biosphere sphere, 835 sq km buffer area and 311 sq km
comprises transition area between habitation and the biosphere reserve,” Mr. Rao said.

The Khangchendzonga National Park (KNP), which comprises the core area of the KBR, was
inscribed as India’s first “Mixed World Heritage Site” on July 17, 2016. Eighty six per cent of the
core lies in the Alpine zone and the remaining portions are located in the Himalayan wet
temperate and sub tropical moist deciduous forest.

Biodiversity hotspot

The Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve is one of the world’s 34 biodiversity hotspots that
has good species diversity with high levels of endemism, with many mountains, peaks, lakes,
caves, rocks, stupas (shrines) and hot springs.
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According to the Sikkim Forest Department, there are 4,500 species of flowering plants in the
KBR, including 424 medicinal plants and 36 rhododendrons, 60 species of primulas and 11
varieties of oaks .

The biosphere reserve has also listed 362 species of ferns.“Over 118 species of the large
number of medicinal plants are found in Dzongu Valley in north Sikkim,” a press statement of the
PIB said.

Mr. Rao said that many species protected under the Wildlife Protection Act have their home in
the KBR. This includes the Red Panda, Snow Leopard, Himalayan Black Beer and herbivores
species of Musk deer, Great Tibetan Sheep, Blue Sheep, Boral and Barking Deer. Over 500
species and sub-species of birds, including high-altitude pheasants — Monal Pheasants,
Tragopan Pheasants and Blood Pheasants (the State Bird) — are also found in the reserve.
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AMAZON DROUGHTS REDUCING FOREST’S CO2
ABSORPTION: NASA
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

This image, taken during a September 2010 drought, shows a line of dead and damaged trees
after a surface fire in the Amazon rainforest in western Brazil.   | Photo Credit: NASA/JPL-
Caltech

A single season of drought in the Amazon rainforest can reduce its capacity to absorb carbon
dioxide for years after the rains return, a NASA study has found.

The study, published in the journal Nature, is the first to quantify the long-term legacy of drought
in Amazon, the largest tropical forest on Earth.

Researchers from NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) in the US, and other institutions used
satellite data to map tree damage and mortality caused by a severe drought in 2005. In years of
normal weather, the undisturbed forest can be a natural carbon “sink,” absorbing more carbon
dioxide from the atmosphere than it puts back into it.

However, starting with the drought year of 2005 and running through 2008 — the last year of
available data — the Amazon basin lost an average of 270 million metric tonnes per year of
carbon, with no sign of regaining its function as a carbon sink. Scientists estimate that it absorbs
as much as one-tenth of human fossil fuel emissions during photosynthesis.

“The ecosystem has become so vulnerable to these warming and episodic drought events that it
can switch from sink to source depending on the severity and the extent,” said Sassan Saatchi
of JPL, who led the study.

If droughts continue to occur with the frequency and severity of the last three events in 2005,
2010 and 2015, Saatchi said, the Amazon could eventually change from a rainforest to a dry
tropical forest. That would reduce the forest’s carbon absorption capacity and its biological
diversity.

“These are rainforests; the trees almost always have leaves. So the loss of leaves is a strong
indication the forest is stressed,” said Saatchi.

Even if trees eventually survive defoliation, this damages their capacity to absorb carbon while
under stress. Observers on the ground also notice that droughts tend to disproportionately kill
tall trees first. Without adequate rainfall, these giants can not pump water more than 100 feet up
from their roots to their leaves. They die from dehydration and eventually fall to the ground,
leaving gaps in the forest canopy far overhead.

However, any observer on the ground can monitor only a tiny part of the forest. There are only
about hundred plots used for research and a few tower sites for long-term monitoring of the
Amazon forests.

The research team used high-resolution maps derived from the Geoscience Laser Altimeter
System aboard the Ice, Cloud, and land Elevation Satellite (ICESat). These data reveal changes
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in canopy structure, including leaf damage and gaps. The researchers found that following
drought, fallen trees, defoliation and canopy damage produced a significant loss in canopy
height. The most severely impacted region declined an average of about 0.88 metres in the year
after the drought, they said.
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KEEPING DRY: ON KERALA FLOODS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The catastrophic impact of monsoon rainfall on several districts of Kerala has come as a grim
reminder that the vigil against unpredictable natural disasters must never be relaxed. More than
three dozen people have died and an estimated 8,316 crore worth of economic assets have
been lost in the seasonal rain, particularly over the past week. The gates of reservoirs in the
Idukki system, a giant hydroelectric project, and several other dams have been opened,
inundating riverside habitations downstream. At the peak of the havoc, about 60,000 people
whose dwellings suffered damage were lodged in relief camps. In the northern districts, damage
to houses, roads and other structures has occurred owing to landslips caused by incessant
showers. There is genuine concern that a temporary respite in rainfall may be followed by
another intense downpour from nascent weather systems; the India Meteorological Department
has forecast rain until August 17. It is to Kerala’s credit that the deluge has led not to a partisan
blame game over planning, relief and rehabilitation, but an all-round effort to look ahead and
plan for reconstruction. The Centre has done well to get a first-hand estimate of the havoc from
Home Minister Rajnath Singh, although the initial announcement of 100 crore towards relief is
incongruous with the scale of the damage. Crucial support has come from the armed forces as
well to normalise the situation.

Kerala’s unusually heavy monsoon this year is in contrast to the long-period trend of rainfall.
According to an analysis of data on the monsoon between 1954 and 2003 by climate
researchers at the University of Cambridge, overall this part of the country had become drier in
summer, but with an emerging frequency of destructive flash floods in rare events. This trend is
expected to become stronger. This points to the need for governments to strengthen their
resilience planning. It should begin with a programme to relocate people away from hazard
zones along the rivers that were in spate in Kerala over the past week after the shutters of more
than two dozen dams were opened. Finding suitable land is, of course, a challenge in a
populous, forested State, but it is an absolute necessity to prepare for the future. It is reasonable
to expect that with its efficient primary health care network, Kerala will take all measures
necessary to avoid epidemics in the wake of the floods. The spectacular disaster this year also
underscores the role of the government as the insurer of last resort for the average citizen. In
Mumbai last year, for instance, those who had private household insurance cover against
disasters discovered the limitations of such policies, since the companies were unwilling to pay
many home owners for a key risk such as costly displacement from homes since the houses
were not structurally damaged. All States naturally look to Kerala, with its record of social
development, for evolving best practices to handle such natural disasters.
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‘INDIANS WILL LIVE LONGER IF POLLUTION IS UNDER
CHECK’
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Pollution - Air, Water, Soil & E-waste

More than 660 million Indians live in areas that exceed the country’s standard for what is
considered safe exposure to fine particulate pollution (PM 2.5). To help improve India’s air
quality, researchers from the University of Chicago and Harvard Kennedy School have laid out
five key evidence-based policy recommendations in a new report, released on Monday, titled ‘A
Roadmap Towards Cleaning India’s Air’.

The group’s recommendations include improving emissions monitoring by better aligning
incentives of auditors, providing regulators with real-time data on polluters’ emissions, applying
monetary charges for excess emissions, providing the public with information about polluters,
and using markets to reduce abatement costs and pollution.

If India were to achieve its own air quality standards, life expectancy would increase by more
than one year on an average, says the 16-page report. This number would increase to four
years if India were to meet the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) norms.

“Air pollution is causing hundreds of millions of people in India to lead shorter and sicker lives,”
said Michael Greenstone, Milton Friedman Professor in Economics and Director of the Energy
Policy Institute at the University of Chicago (EPIC) and the Tata Centre for Development at
UChicago (TCD). EPIC-India researchers have developed the air quality life index (AQLI), a
metric that provides a means to predict the overall reduction in life expectancy caused by living
in places with high levels of air pollution.

Elaborating further, Rohini Pande, the Rafik Hariri Professor of International Political Economy at
the Harvard Kennedy School, said: “While the economic costs of pollution are high, and there is
no easy solution, we remain optimistic because of the incredible innovations currently being
experimented with throughout India.”

Some of the greatest gains would be seen in big cities such as Delhi. There, people would live
six years longer if air quality met the national standards.

(Inputs from IANS)
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TOXIC ALGAL BLOOM PLAGUES FLORIDA'S GULF
COAST
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Pollution - Air, Water, Soil & E-waste

In this Aug. 6, 2018 photo, a dead Snook is shown along the water's edge in Bradenton Beach,
Florida.   | Photo Credit: AP

Red tide, a naturally occurring toxic algae bloom that can be harmful to people with respiratory
problems has spread throughout the Gulf of Mexico, drifting in the water since it began in
October. Red tide happens due to the presence of nutrients in the water and an organism called
a dinoflagellate.

Stretching about 240 kilometers, it’s affecting communities from Naples in the south to Anna
Maria Island in the north and appears to be moving northward. The algae turns the water toxic
for marine life, and in recent weeks beachgoers have been horrified to find turtles, large fish like
goliath grouper and even manatees wash up dead.

In late July, a 26-foot long whale shark washed ashore on Sanibel Island, which is known for its
pristine beaches. In places like Longboat Key, more than 5 tons of dead fish have been removed
from beaches. This week, nine dead dolphins were found in Sarasota County, and marine
biologists are investigating whether the deaths are related to red tide.

The Florida Wildlife Research Institute says the number of dead and stranded sea turtles is
nearly three times higher than average. More than 450 stranded and dead sea turtles have been
recovered in four affected counties this year, and the institute estimates that 250 to 300 died
from red tide poisoning. In Bradenton Beach, the stench was impossible to ignore.

“I can’t describe the smell. It’s like unbelievable. It makes you throw up,” said Holmes Beach
resident Alex Kuizon, who has lived in the area for decades. “Off the west coast of Florida, we
have persistent red tide events that occur with some frequency,” said Steve Murawski, a marine
science professor at the University of South Florida.

Another algae problem plagues Florida’s waterways, Murawski said. Blue-green algae affect
freshwater, and Murawski said it has a direct correlation to agricultural and urban runoff. “If
you’ve got large nitrogen discharges, you could actually be fueling both the harmful algal bloom
and the discharge of the blue-green algae. It’s an area of very active concern,”Murawski said.

Why this year’s red tide is so intense is up for debate. Some researchers have noticed
aggressive blooms after hurricanes; Irma swept past Florida’s Gulf Coast in the summer of 2017
and a period of red tide affected Florida after the powerful 2004-2005 hurricanes.
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KERALA’S TRAUMA
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The unprecedented deluge in Kerala unleashed by heavy rain, overflowing rivers, brimming
dams and massive landslips has overwhelmed the State government and rescue agencies, as
they struggle to make a complete assessment of the devastation. More than 160 people have
died since August 8, and several are missing. The State government faces the challenging task
of rescuing people who are marooned in far-flung houses in several districts and providing them
food and water until the teams get to them. About 2,23,000 people had been moved to more
than 1,500 relief camps as of Friday, with more waiting to join. A respite in rainfall has aided the
relief efforts, but as Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan acknowledged, it will take a major effort,
using a combination of boats and aircraft from the Air Force, the Navy and the Coast Guard and
legions of rescue personnel, to get all the stranded people to safety. The reduction in rainfall
should help the National Disaster Response Force, which has committed 55 teams, intensify its
efforts to reach those who are stranded. In fact, disaster management units in other States too
should assist those working on the ground to deal with Kerala’s catastrophic floods; apart from
helping, they will gain valuable experience as well. Going forward, the task of reconstruction will
have to be addressed, covering public buildings, residential homes, roads and other
infrastructure. A subsidised housing programme may be needed in the worst-hit areas, with tax
breaks offered to residents.

Help us help Kerala

There is an outpouring of goodwill and support from across the country and even abroad, and
the State government has acted quickly to make online contributions to the Chief Minister’s
Distress Relief Fund possible through a dedicated portal. Liberal donations will help the
government in large-scale relief and post-flood rehabilitation initiatives. Support groups from
neighbouring States such as Tamil Nadu and Karnataka have begun sending relief material,
although the disruption to road connectivity has left a lot of it stranded at the inter-State borders.
These volunteer efforts can be better targeted if the district authorities in Kerala put out
advisories on the nature of relief needed, and the locations and the modalities of transfer. More
immediately, it is important to continue with the air-dropping of food, water, candles, matches
and other essentials to the worst-hit areas. Many control rooms have been opened, but
integrating the mechanism by merging the various phone numbers into three or four, at one per
region, and allocating sufficient phone lines, will help citizens use them more easily. Hopefully,
the worst is over. With full dams and overflowing rivers, Kerala desperately needs a benign shift
in the weather to be able to cope with a disaster on a scale it has never seen before. It indeed
needs all the support it can get.
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NDRF AID ONLY FOR SEVERE CALAMITIES
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The Union government has declared the Kerala floods a “calamity of severe nature”. Here is a
look at what this means, whether the State can expect additional help from the Centre and how
the various disaster relief funds in the country are funded and deployed.

What are the classifications of disasters, and how does this affect funding?

According to the National Disaster Management Policy, the State governments have to provide
disaster relief from their respective State Disaster Response Funds (SDRFs), and only for a
“calamity of severe nature”, will additional assistance be provided from the National Disaster
Response Fund (NDRF).

There is, however, no provision in the law or rules for the government to designate a disaster as
a “national calamity”.

Minister of State for Home Kiren Rijiju informed Parliament recently that the guidelines of the
NDRF and the SDRFs did not contemplate declaring a disaster a national calamity.

How are the NDRF and the SDRFs funded?

The NDRF is funded through a National Calamity Contingent Duty levied on pan masala,
chewing tobacco and cigarettes, and with budgetary provisions as and when needed. A
provision exists to encourage any person or institution to make a contribution to the NDRF.
However, this source of funding has not been tapped so far, according to the government.

The 14th Finance Commission recommended changes to this structure once the cess was
discontinued or subsumed within the Goods and Services Tax. However, the government,
instead, decided to continue with the National Calamity Contingent Duty even in the GST
regime. The SDRF corpus is contributed by the Union government and the respective State
governments in a 75:25 ratio for general category States and 90:10 for Special Category States.

The allocation of the SDRF for each State is done by the Finance Commission, and the Centre
contributes its specified share each financial year. The Central share of SDRF is released in two
equal instalments, in June and then in December.

What has been the trend in budgetary allocations to the NDRF and SDRFs?

The Union government has maintained a steady flow of funds to the NDRF each year, ranging
from Rs. 5,690 crore in 2015-16 to a budgeted amount of Rs. 2,500 crore for the current
financial year. In addition, the Centre has also been contributing to the SDRFs every year,
amounting to Rs. 8,374.95 crore in 2016-17 and Rs. 7,281.76 crore in 2017-18.

How have NDRF funds been allocated to States in the recent past?

In 2017-18, up to December 27, 2017, the Union government released NDRF funds to nine
States — Arunachal Pradesh, Bihar, Himachal Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Nagaland,
Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, and Telangana — over and above its contributions to their respective
SDRFs. The recipient of the highest amount was Karnataka, which got Rs. 913 crore that year.
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Over the four years till December 27, 2017, the Centre has released the most cumulative funds
to Maharashtra (Rs. 5,244.69 crore), Karnataka (Rs. 5,122.45 crore), Uttar Pradesh (Rs.
4,949.04 crore), Tamil Nadu (Rs. 3,115.31 crore), and Madhya Pradesh (Rs. 1,958.93 crore).
For specific calamities, the Centre released Rs. 1,365.67 crore for the Chennai floods of 2015
and Rs. 218.76 crore after Cyclone Vardah in 2016. Andhra Pradesh received Rs. 400 crore and
Rs. 230 crore after Hudud ravaged Visakhapatnam.
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HIGH COURT WANTS ENVIRONMENT PLAN
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

A Division Bench of the Kerala High Court on Monday suggested that the government evolved a
clear plan to deal with the environmental issues arising during the implementation of relief and
rehabilitation measures.

The Bench of Chief Justice Hrishikesh Roy and Justice A.K. Jayasankaran Nambiar observed
that the plan could include waste disposal at relief camps, removal of sludge from roads and
canals, and also clearing of debris, etc. The court said such an environment plan should be
implemented simultaneously with relief and rehabilitation measures.

The court made the suggestions when a public interest litigation seeking a directive to the
Central government to declare the flood situation as a national calamity came up for hearing. It
suggested that the State government could consider mapping the areas in each of the district
based on the extent of inundation during the floods. There could be a classification of zones
based on the extent of inundation, granted on a scale of say 1 to 10 (with 1 as areas of minimum
inundation and 10 as areas of complete inundation). Such zoning would assist the State
government in proper disbursement of compensation. The Bench said zoning would assist flood-
affected people to establish their claims before insurance authorities, in the event of their staking
a claim for any sum assured. They would not require to establish the extent of loss/damage
thorough independent survey reports.

The court posted the petition to August 29.
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USE MPLADS FUNDS TO CONTRIBUTE, MPS TOLD
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Sumitra Mahajan  

Rajya Sabha Chairman M. Venkaiah Naidu and Lok Sabha Speaker Sumitra Mahajan on
Monday urged Members of Parliament to generously contribute from their MPLADS funds for
relief and rehabilitation works in flood affected Kerala besides considering donating a month’s
salary.

Both the Presiding Officers of Parliament took the lead by announcing their decision to donate a
month’s salary for relief work.

The two issued joint appeal after a meeting at Mr. Naidu’s residence.

“Hon’ble Members are aware that there has been large scale devastation in various parts of
Kerala due to floods in the State in which many people have lost their lives and thousands are
left stranded besides heavy damage to property. Keeping in view the intensity and magnitude of
the floods in Kerala, the Government of India has declared this a calamity of a ‘severe nature’,”
Mr. Naidu said.

Guidelines for aid

The Guidelines of Members of Parliament Local Area Development Scheme has provision that
in the event of ‘Calamity of severe nature’ in any part of the country, an MP can recommend
works up to a maximum of Rs. 1 cr. for the affected district. The guidelines further say that from
the day an MP makes such contribution, concerned authorities have to identify relief works in
one month time and the same should be implemented within eight months.

“We appeal to all the Members of Parliament to contribute generously from their MPLADS funds
for relief and rehabilitation works in the affected areas of Kerala, as permissible under the
MPLADS Guidelines, accordingly,” Ms. Mahajan said. The two Presiding Officers will also be
writing letters to individual members of both the houses with this request.
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EDUCATING PEOPLE ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

Climate change has the potential to disrupt and reshape lives. There are several alarming
predictions about its impact. The UN Sustainable Goals Report, 2018 notes that climate change
is among the key factors in rising hunger and human displacement. The World Health
Organisation estimates that climate change will cause an additional 250,000 deaths per year
between 2030 and 2050, due to malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress. Undoubtedly,
much of this loss will be accounted for by low-income groups in developing nations, including
India. The World Bank projects that climate change could cost India 2.8% of its GDP, and
diminish living standards for nearly half the country’s population, in the next 30-odd years.

These bleak scenarios raise questions. Do those most at risk know about climate change? Is
there sufficient awareness about its causes, especially about anthropogenic contributions? Do
vulnerable groups know the manifestations of climate change, and are they aware that it could
potentially affect the health, livelihoods and lives of their families and communities, of present
and future generations?

Several initiatives have been implemented to create awareness about climate change — about
how to mitigate it and adapt to it. In 1991, the Supreme Court directed the Central government
and all State governments to provide compulsory environmental education to all students in
schools and colleges. This directive was reiterated in 2003 (M.C Mehta v. Union of India).
Corporate organisations, research and education institutes, NGOs and foundations have
committed themselves to educating people about climate change and providing the know-how
for mitigation, adaptation and resilience building. These initiatives target urban and rural
populations including schoolgoing children. Their thrust ranges from inculcating the concept of
environmental sustainability to driving home the impact of climate change on food, water,
nutrition and health.

However, despite these efforts, and the reach of the court’s order, climate change seems to find
low salience in everyday lives and conversations. Most of the country’s plans for vulnerable
populations are directed towards poverty alleviation, improving living standards, enhancing
access to education, sanitation, healthcare and ensuring human rights. Climate change finds
little mention. It must receive greater prominence because the lives of a large number of the
population is at risk. It is important that they know how to address and minimise the risks they
face. So, what more can be done?

At present, climate change does not find specific mention in Schedule VII of the Companies Act,
2013. However, if it were to be articulated and specified as an activity for corporate social
responsibility (CSR), rather than be implied in the umbrella term of environmental sustainability,
organisations may be encouraged to view it with increased importance and clarity and lend more
weight to creating awareness, mitigation and resilience-building. Schedule VII would then need
to be amended from “ensuring environmental sustainability, ecological balance, protection of
flora and fauna, animal welfare, agroforestry, conservation of natural resources and maintaining
quality of soil, air and water” to include climate change as an area for investment.

Scaling up current initiatives of the corporate and social sectors to regional or national levels
would be an early, albeit challenging, solution. Efforts on this front could be facilitated and
amplified by companies’ CSR activities. The National CSR Data Portal reports corporate spends
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on environment, animal welfare and conservation of resources to be 801 crore in 2014-15 and
912 crore in 2015-16. Clearly, business organisations are willing to invest their money in issues
related to the environment. Similarly, the film industry could consider ways to incorporate key
aspects of climate change in films, writers could introduce climate change in adult and children’s
literature, and gaming companies could develop games on this theme.

Given the startling forecasts about the impact of climate change, it is the need of the hour to
educate and equip both rural and urban communities to build resilience against natural
disasters, adapt to environmental changes, and manage potential risk.

Sohini Mitra is a Bengaluru-based market research professional. Email: sohini1065@gmail.com
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CYCLONE WARNING CENTRE TO BE SET UP IN
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM WITHIN A MONTH
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Ministry of Earth Science

Cyclone Warning Centre to be set up in
Thiruvananthapuram within a month

Posted On: 21 AUG 2018 2:49PM by PIB Delhi

With several incidents of tropical cyclones and severe weather events striking over
Kerala and Karnataka coasts in the recent times, the Union Ministry of Earth
Sciences is proposing to set up a Cyclone Warning Centre in Thiruvananthapuram.
The Ministry is planning to set up the Centre in another one month. At present, IMD
has cyclone warning centres only at Chennai, Vishakhapatnam, Bhubaneswar,
Kolkata, Ahmedabad and Mumbai.

 

The Centre will cater to the needs of Kerala and Karnataka states and will be
equipped with all state of the art infrastructure including forecasting tools to issue
weather warnings and coastal bulletins (for fishermen,etc.).It will further strengthen
the present forecasting activity in India Meteorological Department’s existing office in
Kerala.

 

The Ministry is also planning to set up another C-Band Doppler Weather Radar at
Mangalore by end of 2019, which will cover the northern parts of Kerala. At present,
there are two Doppler  Weather Radars in  the state,  at  Kochi  and
Thiruvananthapuram. With these 3 radars, the entire state will be covered for
monitoring of rainfall and severe weather events, and adequately warn the people
well in advance. IMD has developed many new models and tools right from nowcasts
(2-3 hours) to extended range forecasts (15-20 days’ lead time).

 

The Department is also planning to organize an awareness and training workshop for
the state disaster management authorities of all states and other stakeholders by next
month, to brief and train them on the new tools and how to make use of them for
effective decision making.

 

PP/GK
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2018-08-22

NO FINALITY IN ACCEPTING RS. 700 CRORE FROM
UAE
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Accepting foreign aid to deal with the flood situation in Kerala might reverse a 15-year-old
convention of the Indian government first adopted in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami. The
modalities of accepting foreign aid in the aftermath of the tsunami have been reopened as UAE
sources indicated that the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi has reached out to India with a proposal
to offer Rs. 700 crore to the flood-hit southern State.

The modalities of accepting the foreign aid was triggered after Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi
Vijayan declared that the UAE had offered Rs. 700 crore to Kerala. It contrasted to the Rs. 600
crore given by the Indian government so far for relief and rehabilitation process.

“It is a welcome step and India should take it in a positive way. It reflects closer ties between two
countries,” a diplomatic source said, urging India to accept the offer from the UAE.

However, former Indian envoy to the U.S. Ronen Sen said India had declined the aid offer of the
U.S. after the tsunami hit the southern coasts in 2004.

However, the then MEA spokesperson Syed Akbaruddin had stated in the backdrop of similar
proposals after the Uttarakhand floods that aid from abroad is not in order as India has
“adequate ability” to address the necessity in such cases.

Former Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran said that not accepting the foreign donation is not a
hard and fast rule as it was a decision by the Cabinet Committee on Security at the time where
former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said India was capable of managing the domestic crisis
as well as help other tsunami-hit countries.

The Ministry of External Affairs has however not responded to enunciate a clear official line for
the situation in Kerala even as countries like the Maldives and Saudi Arabia have also pledged
help.
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NO TOTAL BAN ON CRACKERS: CENTRE TELLS SC
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

The Centre suggested working together with institutions like the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research, National Environment Engineering Research Institute, Petroleum and
Explosives Safety Organisation (PESO), Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) to deal with
Diwali pollution.

It suggested setting up of Raw Material Characterisation Facilities to check the presence of high
contents of unburned material, partially combusted material or poor quality of raw material in gun
powder in firecrackers.

The Centre proposed use of “reduced emission firecrackers or improved firecrackers”. These
are “low emission sound and light emitting functional crackers with PM reduction by 30-35% and
signifcant reduction in nitrogen oxide and sulpher dioxide due to in-situ water generation as dust
suppressant and low cost due usage of low cost oxidants”.

The government said PESO could be approached to ensure that fireworks with permitted
chemicals and decibel levels are used.

“CPCB and respective state pollution control boards shall carry out short-term monitoring in their
cities for 14 days (commencing from seven days prior to Diwali and ending seven days after
Diwali for parameters namely aluminium, barium, iron apart from regulatory parameters against
short term ambient air quality proposed by CPCB with regard to bursting of firecrackers,” the
affidavit said.

The Supreme court is hearing applications seeking a nationwide ban on the use, manufacture,
licensing or sale of firecrackers and sparklers of any kind in a bid to combat pollution on an
emergency basis.
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CLEARING THE PATH: ON PROTECTING ELEPHANT
CORRIDORS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - Wildlife related issues

The Supreme Court’s order to seal and close 27 resorts operating in corridors used by elephants
in the Nilgiris is a necessary step to restore the ecology of these spaces. Weak regulation of
ecotourism is severely impacting important habitats, and affecting animals that have large home
ranges, like elephants. Fragmentation of forests makes it all the more important to preserve
migratory corridors. The movement of elephants is essential to ensure that their populations are
genetically viable, and help regenerate forests on which other species, including tigers, depend.
Ending human interference in the pathways of elephants is a conservation imperative, more so
because the animals are then not forced to seek alternative routes that bring them into conflict
with people. Forests that have turned into farms and unbridled tourism are blocking their paths,
resulting in growing incidents of elephant-human conflict. These encounters claim the lives of
about 450 people and lead to the death of nearly 100 elephants in retaliatory actions every year
on average.

A review of elephant corridors published by the Wildlife Trust of India jointly with the
Environment Ministry’s Project Elephant last year indicates that there are 101 such identified
pathways, of which almost 70% are used regularly. Nearly three-quarters of the corridors are
evenly divided among southern, central and northeastern forests, while the rest are found in
northwest Bengal and the northwestern region. Some of these passages are precariously
narrow, at only a hundred metres wide. These landscape characteristics, and the evidence that
there are an estimated 6,500 elephants in just the Brahmagiri-Nilgiris-Eastern Ghats ranges, call
for complete protection of the routes they regularly use. Surprisingly, the District Collector’s
report on 39 resorts in the Nilgiris points to their having come up right under the gaze of the
Forest Department, the majority without the requisite permissions. This must be thoroughly
investigated to check whether there was any wrongdoing. The grey area of mushrooming home-
stay structures, which are just hotels on forest fringes, also deserves scrutiny. But more
importantly, the effort should be to expand elephant corridors, using the successful models
within the country, including acquisition of lands using private funds and their transfer to the
government. Among the major factors affecting conservation, two need quick remedies: about
40% of elephant reserves are vulnerable, as they are not within protected parks and
sanctuaries; and the corridors have no specific legal protection. Illegal structures in these
pathways should be removed without delay.
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PULLING BACK FROM THE BRINK 
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

 

Just when we thought the news on climate change could not get worse, a group of scientists
have published a paper in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences deliberating on
how the planet might move into a high temperature “hothouse earth” pathway from where there
would be no return.

Earth’s equilibrium

We are living in a precariously equilibrated earth where the temperature is just right for
ecosystems to flourish. The Holocene, which began about 12,000 years ago, is the stable epoch
during which Homo sapiens settled and developed agriculture and other technological
innovations. These led to social and economic transformations, which have brought the world to
this juncture. Human activity, supported by the burning of fossil fuels and deforestation, led to an
increase in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that are now causing global warming. This time
period, the epoch when humans play a dominant role in shaping the earth systems, is being
referred to as the Anthropocene.

The delicate equilibrium of the biosphere/earth system has to do with processes that amplify or
dampen warming. For instance, melting of Greenland ice increases open waters that absorb
more sunlight and then increase warming and cause further melting. This is a positive feedback.
With the increase in carbon dioxide (CO2), chemical-weathering increases and removes CO2
from the atmosphere over geological time — an example of a negative feedback. When positive
feedbacks become stronger than the negative ones, the system may change abruptly and get
pushed out of equilibrium. The earth and its systems have shifted between alternative states
through long-term processes over its geological history. Now, it appears we are approaching
some critical thresholds.

Tipping point

The paper identifies a threshold beyond which the earth’s systems are no longer able to stabilise
at intermediate rises in temperature. The authors point out that technology trends and decisions
taken in the next decade or two will determine the path of the earth system over the next
hundreds of thousands of years.

Many feedbacks respond either continuously or show abrupt change. A geophysical tipping point
is a threshold beyond which a system moves from one stable state to another. This study
indicates that crossing a threshold (roughly determined to be about 2º Celsius warmer than pre-
industrial times) would lead to the tumbling of a series of tipping points, like a set of dominoes.
The destruction of the Amazon forest due to wildfires, the loss of permafrost with warming, the
weakening of CO2 absorption by the oceans or the melting of polar ice caps, among many other
slow-moving catastrophes, are examples. The authors provide over a dozen examples of
regional climate tipping points. If many tipping points tumble beyond 2ºC (as suggested by the
scientists), it would irrevocably disrupt ecosystems and societies and there would be runaway
climate change, taking us to a hothouse earth.
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The authors identify three clusters of tipping-linked cascades, out of human control, that could
happen over time with rising temperatures.

Atmospheric concentrations of CO2 (now over 400 ppm) are responsible for global average
temperatures that are about a degree Celsius higher than at pre-industrial times. To find another
time on earth with these levels, we need to go back some 3-4 million years to the mid-Pliocene,
when sea levels were 10-22 m higher. The authors consider this stage to remain accessible only
if there is a great deal of concerted effort in a remarkably short period.

In the mid-Miocene (about 15-17 million years ago), CO2 concentrations were 300-500 ppm and
sea levels were 10-60 m higher than today. This is where the earth is possibly headed with
continuing GHG emissions. Even if the Paris Agreement of 2015 is implemented and we
managed to keep warming below 2º C or even 1.5º C, the risk of a cascade of feedbacks that
pushes the earth into the hothouse path may be unavoidable. In order to stabilise the earth, we
would have to recognise and then carry out deliberate, sustained action to secure earth systems
and also adapt to a warmer world. Some of these feedback effects, such as loss of Arctic ice,
could be reversed over a few hundred years, but others such as Antarctic ice would take much
longer.

Global emissions have not plateaued, reportedly having risen by 1.4% last year. According to
the authors, deep cuts in GHG emissions, increasing carbon sinks, finding ways to remove CO2
and perhaps even deflecting solar radiation to modify the energy balance would all be needed
along with adapting to living in a warmer world.

Case for change

Technological solutions alone are insufficient. Fundamental shifts in social values and economic
mores are essential. The changes required and ways to make them in an ethical manner are still
being debated, with a lot of uncertainty on whether these can be accomplished.

Given history and the state of the biosphere, some scientists are not hopeful about avoiding the
hothouse path. Others like James Hansen believe that it could still be avoided and the earth
could stabilise at a rise below 2º C through infrastructural, societal and institutional
transformations. Incremental changes along with increasing contributions from renewables and
improvements in energy efficiencies would not be sufficient. There should instead be major
changes in technological innovation, behaviour, values and governance. This is an
unprecedented challenge for humanity.

Sujatha Byravan is a scientist who studies science, technology and policy
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THE WORST FLOODS IN A CENTURY, KERALA TELLS
SC
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Taking stock:Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan interacting with flood victims at a relief camp in
Chengannur on Thursday.  

Kerala Chief Secretary Tom Jose on Thursday filed a sworn affidavit in the Supreme Court
detailing the trauma and scale of rescue and relief operations during the most devastating floods
the State has seen in a century.

The affidavit pays tribute to the overwhelming help received from unexpected quarters, including
local fishermen of Kerala and the Odisha Fire Services.

Mr. Jose said the floods surpassed the havoc caused by the 1924 floods and is “now the most
intense floods to have hit the State in the last 100 years.”

“The Government of Kerala sought immediate assistance of the armed forces and deployment of
the National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) from the Union government to address rescue
and relief operations keeping in mind the colossal magnitude of the floods spanning 13 of the 14
districts in the State. The entire State machinery was galvanised to manage the disaster,” the
Chief Secretary informed the Supreme Court.

He said 774 villages of a total of 1,564 in the State were inundated. “Kerala has a population of
about 3.48 croore. More than 54 lakh, one-sixth of the population, was directly affected by this
deluge,” the affidavit said.

The Kerala government commended the effort made by the local fishermen in the rescue efforts
arm-in-arm with the central forces deployed along a large contingent of State Police, Fire and
Rescue Personnel and the of the State Disaster Response Force.
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‘EXTREME RAINFALL A CHALLENGE TO RESERVOIR
OPERATIONS’
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The Cheruthoni dam in Idukki on August 9, when its first shutter was opened.  

The catchments of top seven large reservoirs that produce hydropower in India are likely to
experience “substantial warming” leading to increased mean annual rainfall in near future (2020-
2030), mid and end (2070-2099) of the century due to global warming.

Based on modelling, a team of researchers from IIT Gandhinagar found the mean increase in
rainfall in the catchments to be 6-11% while the mean annual air temperature is projected to rise
more than 2.5 degree C by the end of century if the emissions are low.

In the case of high emission scenario, the mean annual air temperature is projected to increase
up to 6.25 degree C by the end of century, while rainfall in the catchments is likely to rise by 13-
18%, the study published in Scientific Reports says.

Seven reservoirs

The impact assessment of climate warming on hydropower production was carried out at seven
large reservoirs in India — Nathpa Jhakri, Bhakra Nangal, Srisailam, Nagarjuna Sagar, Hirakud,
Sardar Sarovar, and Indira Sagar. Of the seven reservoirs, Nathpa Jhakri, Bhakra Nangal are
located on Satluj River, and snowmelt is one major source of water, which is likely to change
under the future climate. The other five are primarily located in the monsoon-dominated climate
region in central-south India.

“If the projected increase in rainfall occurs predominantly in the form of extreme events it is likely
to pose enormous challenge to reservoir operations,” says Prof. Vimal Mishra from the institute’s
Department of Civil Engineering and senior author of the paper. “Almost all of the additional flow
into the reservoir has to be released. This might not add to hydropower generation as the focus
will be on flood or disaster mitigation than power generation.”
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ACCEPTING HELP: ON UAE'S AID TO KERALA
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The clearest indication so far that India would turn down offers of financial assistance from
foreign governments for relief and rehabilitation work in Kerala came on Wednesday. And yet, it
only added to the confusion. The Ministry of External Affairs spokesperson said that “in line with
the existing policy”, the Central government would meet requirements in Kerala through
“domestic efforts”. Various governments have made specific offers to Kerala, from about 700
crore from the UAE to about 35 lakh from the Maldives. The spokesperson added that only
PIOs, NRIs or international foundations could send money from overseas to the Prime Minister’s
or Chief Minister’s relief fund. But as Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan indicated, this clarity about
existing policy is missing in the Central government’s National Disaster Management Plan. Put
out in 2016, the Plan states that India will not appeal for foreign aid in the wake of a disaster. But
it goes on to say: “… if the national government of another country voluntarily offers assistance
as a goodwill gesture in solidarity with the disaster victims, the Central Government may accept
the offer.” The condition applies that the Union Home Ministry would consult the MEA and
assess the requirements “that the foreign teams can provide”. So, what exactly is government
policy? Is it laid out in the NDMP document that has an opening message from Prime Minister
Modi? Or is it based on the decision of the UPA government to refuse aid or assistance in the
wake of the 2004 tsunami — a decision born out of a sense of false pride and a misplaced
sense of shame — that became a sort of convention thereafter?

It is not only this mismatch between convention and written document that has created space for
the current controversy. Irrespective of what was agreed upon in the past, democracies should
be supple enough to respond to emergencies in ways that benefit the greater common good. It
serves well no citizen of India for the government to stand on mere precedent or pride to turn
down genuine offers of help, in terms of funds or expert teams — or to even ask for help. Offers
of aid from foreign governments must naturally be scrutinised to see if they compromise national
security and other interests. But to stand on notions of self-reliance in a multilateral world, to
spurn a helping hand, is to be beholden to a strange pride. There is no shame in taking help, just
as there should be no hesitation in offering it. India has a longstanding tradition of rushing help
elsewhere. Leaving Centre-State politics, if any, aside, the government should not just gracefully
accept the assistance for Kerala, it should junk the 2004 precedent.
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GET OVER THE SUPERPOWER SYNDROME
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The current debate on whether foreign assistance should be accepted for relief and
reconstruction work following the devastating floods in Kerala is an unnecessary distraction for
the Central and State governments at a time of a grave crisis. The need now is to use all
assistance, Indian and foreign, to rebuild Kerala. The figures being bandied about will not meet
even a fraction of the cost of rebuilding the infrastructure and bringing the State to normalcy.
Bilateral and multilateral assistance will take a long time in coming, and the sooner we make up
our mind the better. Seeing ghosts of spies, interventionists and terrorists will not help us
recover and be productive once again.

It was the United Progressive Alliance government that decided not to seek external assistance
for disaster relief — from foreign countries or even the United Nations and the International
Committee of the Red Cross. The context of that decision was India’s superpower dream. It was
felt that India should demonstrate that it had the strength to withstand and counter calamities
and also help its neighbours, as it did in the case of the December 2004 tsunami and piracy
attacks in the Indian Ocean. India had felt that this would strengthen its case for seeking to be a
permanent member of the United Nations Security Council and also hasten the prospect of
superpower status by 2020. Since permanent membership of the Security Council entails
additional financial commitment on its part, India’s low level of mandatory contribution to the UN,
calculated based on its capacity to pay, was also a matter of concern at that time. India thought
it would be beneficial for it if it were to show that it was spending money abroad over and above
the mandatory contribution.

But the policy of not accepting foreign assistance has not taken India even one step towards
fulfilling its ambitions. It has been given admission into the Australia Group and the Wassenaar
Arrangement it did not want, and the Missile Technology Control Regime because its system of
missile control was unmatchable, but not membership of the Nuclear Suppliers Group or even
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation.

The other concern was the old fear of the foreign hand, the spies who would come with the
package, interfere in the country’s internal affairs, and also take away valuable information. The
development of technology is such that foreigners do not need to come in hordes to India to
know what is happening or to influence decision-making here. Google and Facebook know more
about us than we do, and are capable of manipulating our national priorities and plans. India
should not be mixing up its 20th century fears with the realities of the 21st century.

The assistance from the UN and Red Cross are of less concern. India has been the biggest
contributor to the UN Development Programme and the biggest recipient of assistance. It is a
party to the regulations of the UN and its conditionalities for assistance. It is true that India does
not want foreigners with huge UN salaries to come and destroy the morale of its relief workers.
But its needs for technology and best practices can be obtained from the UN by careful planning
and consultations. India will also be able to choose the nationalities of the people it deploys.
Nothing should stop it from getting what it needs from the UN, as they can raise the funds and
source them from anywhere.

In the case of bilateral assistance, India needs to examine offers case by case. The reported
offer from the United Arab Emirates of 700 crore makes Abu Dhabi a bigger donor than New
Delhi. This is not a casual offer routinely made. First of all, the UAE authorities genuinely felt
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grieved over the calamity that hit Keralites, who have served their country well over the years.
They felt obliged to help Kerala at a time of distress in accordance with the Islamic faith. Similar
is the case of Qatar, which has offered 35 crore.

The news that the Government of India would decline the offer came like a tornado after the
flood. Such a decision will be very unpopular in Kerala and it will affect the electoral fortunes of
the Bharatiya Janata Party. Such an inflexible attitude on the basis of an earlier decision will not
be appreciated. This may also have a negative impact on India’s relations with the UAE, whose
authorities were directly involved in raising the funds and in conveying the offer to the Prime
Minister.

Now there are reports that the gift from the UAE has not been rejected out of hand. This would
be wise. India should also hold discussions with the UN and the Red Cross with a view to
formulating plans for reconstruction using the latest technology and international best practices.
It should set aside its superpower syndrome at a time of national emergency.

T.P. Sreenivasan, a former Indian diplomat, is Director General of the Kerala International
Centre, Thiruvananthapuram
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COMMUTE-RELATED POLLUTION: KOLKATA SHINES
AMONG MEGACITIES
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

An analysis of 14 cities in India, including six mega cities and eight metropolises, on how they
fare when it comes to pollution and energy consumption from urban commuting, places Kolkata
as the top-performing megacity. Bhopal leads the list on the lowest overall emissions. Delhi and
Hyderabad are the two cities that fare at the bottom of the table in terms of pollution and energy
use.

‘National crisis’

The report titled ‘The Urban Commute and How it Contributes to Pollution and Energy’, compiled
by the Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), was released in Kolkata on Friday. Anumita
Roychowdhury, executive director-research and advocacy, CSE, said air pollution was a
national crisis and road transport was the sector showing the highest increase in emission of
greenhouse gases.

“Motorisation in India is explosive. Initially, it took 60 years (1951-2008) for India to cross the
mark of 105 million registered vehicles. Thereafter, the same number of vehicles was added in a
mere six years (2009-15),” Ms. Roychowhury said.

In the study, with an aggregate of toxic emissions from urban commuting practices, such as
particulate matter and nitrogen oxides, the cities were ranked based on calculations of heat
trapping (CO2). The study took two approaches to rank the cities — one based on overall
emission and energy consumption and the other on per person trip emissions and energy
consumption.

Six megacities (Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, Chennai, Bangalore and Hyderabad) and eight
metropolitan cities (Bhopal, Lucknow, Jaipur, Chandigarh, Ahmedabad, Pune, Kochi and
Vijayawada) were evaluated.

In terms of overall emissions and energy consumption, Bhopal was followed by Vijayawada,
Chandigarh and Lucknow. Kolkata, which comes in at the sixth place on overall emissions, won
among the six megacities. In fact, smaller cities such as Ahmedabad and Pune ranked below
Kolkata for overall emissions.

Delhi ranked at the bottom of the table for overall emission. Hyderabad, Bengaluru and Chennai
fared a little better than Delhi.

According to the report, though metropolitan cities scored better than megacities due to lower
population, lower travel volume and lower vehicle numbers, they were at risk due to a much
higher share of personal vehicle trips.

‘Resounding message’

“Kolkata provides a resounding message that despite population growth and rising travel
demand, it is possible to contain motorisation with a well established public transport culture,
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compact city design, high street density and restricted availability of land for roads and parking,”
the report pointed out, comparing Kolkata to Hong Kong and cities in Japan.

Mumbai, the report stated, had the highest GDP but a lower rate of motorisation compared with
other megacities, proving that income levels were not the only reason for deciding a population’s
dependence on automobiles.

“Both Kolkata and Mumbai have grown with a unique advantage of a public transport spine well
integrated with existing land use patterns,” the report said.

Meanwhile, “It [Chennai] was the first city to adopt a non-motorised transport (NMT) policy in
2004 that aims to arrest the decline of walking or cycling by creating a network of footpaths,
bicycle tracks and greenways,” the report said.
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TROUBLE IN THE HILLS: ON WESTERN GHATS
ECOLOGY
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The catastrophic monsoon floods in Kerala and parts of Karnataka have revived the debate on
whether political expediency trumped science. Seven years ago, the Western Ghats Ecology
Expert Panel issued recommendations for the preservation of the fragile western peninsular
region. Madhav Gadgil, who chaired the Union Environment Ministry’s WGEEP, has said the
recent havoc in Kerala is a consequence of short-sighted policymaking, and warned that Goa
may also be in the line of nature’s fury. The State governments that are mainly responsible for
the Western Ghats — Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Goa and Maharashtra — must go back to
the drawing table with the reports of both the Gadgil Committee and the Kasturirangan
Committee, which was set up to examine the WGEEP report. The task before them is to initiate
correctives to environmental policy decisions. This is not going to be easy, given the need to
balance human development pressures with stronger protection of the Western Ghats ecology.
The issue of allowing extractive industries such as quarrying and mining to operate is arguably
the most contentious. A way out could be to create the regulatory framework that was proposed
by the Gadgil panel, in the form of an apex Western Ghats Ecology Authority and the State-level
units, under the Environment (Protection) Act, and to adopt the zoning system that it proposed.
This can keep incompatible activities out of the Ecologically Sensitive Zones (ESZs).

At issue in the Western Ghats — spread over 1,29,037 sq km according to the WGEEP estimate
and 1,64,280 sq km as per the Kasturirangan panel — is the calculation of what constitutes the
sensitive core and what activities can be carried out there. The entire system is globally
acknowledged as a biodiversity hotspot. But population estimates for the sensitive zones vary
greatly, based on interpretations of the ESZs. In Kerala, for instance, one expert assessment
says 39 lakh households are in the ESZs outlined by the WGEEP, but the figure drops sharply to
four lakh households for a smaller area of zones identified by the Kasturirangan panel. The goal
has to be sustainable development for the Ghats as a whole. The role of big hydroelectric dams,
built during an era of rising power demand and deficits, must now be considered afresh and
proposals for new ones dropped. Other low-impact forms of green energy led by solar power are
available. A moratorium on quarrying and mining in the identified sensitive zones, in Kerala and
also other States, is necessary to assess their environmental impact. Kerala’s Finance Minister,
Thomas Isaac, has acknowledged the need to review decisions affecting the environment, in the
wake of the floods. Public consultation on the expert reports that includes people’s
representatives will find greater resonance now, and help chart a sustainable path ahead.
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WHAT THE NEW CAF RULES IMPLY
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

Jairam Ramesh  

Former Environment Minister Jairam Ramesh has, in a letter, raised serious objections to the
rules governing the administration of the Compensatory Afforestation Fund. He has described
them as a “blatant breach of assurances” given to Parliament. Here is a look at the key issues
involved

What is the Compensatory Afforestation Fund (CAF)?

The CAF is a nationally constituted authority that presides over a corpus of Rs. 66,000 crore.
This is money paid by developers who have razed forest land for their construction projects, and
the idea is that such land destroyed needs to be made good by regenerating forest elsewhere
on non-forest land. The amount to be paid depends on the economic value of the goods and
services that the razed forest would have provided. These include timber, bamboo, firewood,
carbon sequestration, soil conservation, water recharge, and seed dispersal. Industrialists pay
this money and this is eventually transferred to the States concerned to carry out afforestation.
Until now, a Compensatory Afforestation Fund Management and Planning Authority was in
charge of the funds. However a new Act, the CAF Act 2016, that came into being after over a
decade since it was devised, now establishes an independent authority to execute the fund.
However, it was not until August that the rules governing the management of the fund were
finalised. And this has stoked controversy.

What was the controversy?

The CAF Bill was finally passed, in 2016, after the then Environment Minister, the late Anil Dave,
assured the House that all objections raised, particularly by Mr. Ramesh — such as the
provisions of the Bill vesting greater powers in the forest bureaucracy than on resident tribal
people; the possible violation of tribal rights, and gram panchayats not having the final say in
deciding what kind of forests could be grown — would be addressed within the Rules of the Bill.
Several members had also raised doubts on whether it would lead to an ecologically sustainable
replenishing of forests, and whether tribal people would be persecuted by officialdom under the
garb of regenerating forests. Once the Rules became public, Mr. Ramesh said they were a
“breach” of promises made. In a letter to Union Environment Minister this month, he pointed out
several concerns.

What are these concerns?

Mr. Ramesh has alleged that the CAF Rules “undermined” several aspects of the Forest Rights
Act (FRA) and the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA). In the current form,
they significantly reduced the authority of the gram sabhas in having a say in their local
compensatory afforestation projects and reduced them to the role of “consultants”. Much power
instead was vested with the State-level forest bureaucracy, according to Mr. Ramesh’s letter.
The gram sabhas were put on the same footing as panchayats; consequently there would be
great control exerted by the State authorities in the disbursal of the fund. The provisions laid out
in the rules limit compliance with the FRA only to those areas where rights holders have been
formally recognised.
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What does the government say?

The government has said there was ample time for objections — after the rules were framed —
to be recorded. Mr. Ramesh hadn’t raised concerns then. Moreover, there was no undermining
of the FRA and the heads of the bodies, who had the authority to decide on CAF projects, were
all members of the community.
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IN KAZIRANGA, A WAIT FOR FLOODS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Every year, the Brahmaputra takes away chunks of land from Kaziranga National Park that on
paper is 1,030 sq km in area. The park now measures 884 sq km and is shrinking. But the river
gives more to the address of the world’s largest population of one-horned rhinos than it snatches
from — mostly hog deer, swamp deer, wild boar and a few other animals that fail to reach higher
ground in time. This year, though, the 117-year-old park — a UNESCO World Heritage Site
since 1985 — hasn’t been inundated, and this is worrying for the park authorities.

Why are floods necessary?

Floods, Central Water Commission data say, cost Assam an average Rs. 128 crore annually.
The deluge happens up to four times a year between April and October. Unlike farmlands across
the Brahmaputra floodplain, monsoon floods are essential to Kaziranga’s ecosystem. The
national park’s vast grasslands and beels (wetlands) are revitalised annually by the
Brahmaputra’s overflow. According to park director Akashdeep Baruah, Kaziranga’s plant and
animal life are intrinsically linked to the floods that help recharge its wetlands and deposit
mineral-rich alluvial soil to facilitate growth of grass and shrubs that are the main source of
fodder for herbivores. Besides, the floodwaters, while receding, flush out aquatic weeds and
unwanted plants from 92 permanent and about 250 seasonal beels besides Difolu, a stream
almost bisecting the portion of the park on the southern bank of the Brahmaputra. The beels
together account for 5.6% of Kaziranga’s total area.

What are the challenges?

Park officials say Kaziranga experiences a relatively dry spell or insufficient rainfall every four
years. The floods that hit the park in 2016 were said to be the worst in a decade but 2017 was
worse with more than 85% of Kaziranga inundated, displacing thousands of animals. Some 400
animals, including 31 rhinos, perished in last year’s deluge. The Brahmaputra appeared
threatening in May, but the flow was not sustained mainly because Arunachal Pradesh upstream
has had 40% less rainfall this year. It takes two days for the Brahmaputra to inundate the
Kaziranga region after its tributaries in Arunachal Pradesh overflow. Assam, too, has had 35%
less rainfall, though it has been just enough for the park’s channels and wetlands — watering
holes for the animals — to be filled up. At this rate, 25-30% weeds (primarily water hyacinths)
and animal wastes are expected to be flushed out naturally. Officials are keeping their fingers
crossed, as “there’s still time till September and early-October” for floods to drain out the “natural
trash”. If not, the Kaziranga landscape could face a problem vis-à-vis regrowth of vegetation,
specifically in the grasslands that cover 60% of the park. An added worry has been the poor
burning of grass around spring this year due to pre-monsoon rainfall. The burning is necessary
for creating space for fresh grass.

Where is the real threat from?

During the not-so-devastating floods, animals in Kaziranga flee to higher grounds within the
park. These include 111 highlands built in the late 1990s, each 12 ft high and large enough to
accommodate up to 50 large animals. There are 33 more being built, each 16 ft high, with a total
area of 22 hectares. But when 70-80% of Kaziranga is under water, the animals usually flee to
the hills of Karbi Anglong south of the park beyond a National Highway running along its edge.
Speed of vehicles is regulated during floods, but some animals invariably get killed. Of greater
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worry for wildlife officials and green activists is the destruction of the hills because of
indiscriminate stone quarrying. An assessment by officials reveals some of the major quarries
are on animal corridors and thus affect the movement of Kaziranga’s denizens. The quarrying
has increased over a year, and extracted materials have been dumped at 38 sites along a 10 km
stretch adjoining the park. If the floods happen in the next few weeks, Kaziranga’s animals could
find their escape route blocked or altered.

RAHUL KARMAKAR
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UNTIL DAMS DO US PART
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The tragedy in Kerala has highlighted the dangers of excess water accumulation in dams. More
than 20 dams released water that cascaded down the hills, leaving behind a trail of destruction.
The opening of the gates of the Idukki dam, for instance, caused the Periyar river to swell rapidly
and discharge seven lakh litres of water per second.

Yet, the argument for dams — that they provide drinking water and water for agriculture — is
today scientifically discredited. For independent geologists and hydrologists, dams represent a
nightmare, an ephemeral triumph of engineering over common sense and the natural sciences.
Increasingly, it is evident that dam proponents are ignoring crucial decision-making data now
available on patterns of rainfall, geology and climate change.

Reservoirs not managed using a scientific, decision-support system: M. Rajeevan

Dams store millions of tonnes of fresh water in large reservoirs, submerging prime forests,
villages, farms and livelihoods. The 4,700 large dams built since 1947 have cumulatively
displaced 4.4 million people. This makes dams the single largest cause for displacement post-
Partition.

Solving the drinking water crisis does not require giant storage structures; these dams take
decades to come up and only a fraction of their output is for the household sector. Over 85% of
them are used in agriculture for producing cash crops such as sugarcane. Dams have displaced
the poorest of India’s people in favour of richer farmers and urban residents, often with little or
no compensation.

Worryingly, dams are far more hazardous than any other infrastructure project, except nuclear
plants. Even as Kerala and Tamil Nadu have battled over the safety of the 116-year-old
Mullaperiyar dam, there are, according to the India Water Portal, over 100 dams in India which
are over a century old, and more than 500 large dams which are 50-100 years old, many of
which have major defects and need urgent repair. It is also accepted today that dams can trigger
seismic events. The reservoir-induced seismicity (RIS) from the weight of the reservoir has
resulted in earthquakes in various parts of the country: of the 75 cases of RIS reported
worldwide, 17 have been reported from India.

Catastrophic rain is the new normal

The scale and frequency of natural disasters is growing. According to data compiled by the
Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters, the instances of extreme weather have
gone up from 71 in the 1970s to about 224 in the 1990s and 350 in the first decade of the
millennium. In the second decade, Uttarakhand, Odisha, Chennai, and now Kerala and Kodagu
district have all been hit.

There has never been a greater urgency to review India’s policy on dams and to act on
decentralised alternatives that involve water recycling and reuse. The immediate task is to
critically review every dam in the country, decommission those that are at end-of-life, stop
building new ones and establish sound safety protocols. If this is not done, the time bomb will
tick on.
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The writer is Executive Director, Nityata River Otter Conservancy
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HOW DAMS CAN CONTROL FLOODS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

In the aftermath of any tragedy, people struggle to comprehend what happened and how to
cope. Kerala is no different. With the floodwaters finally receding, a number of experts and
politicians have stated various possible reasons for the tragedy. Some have cited ill-thought-out
development plans that have affected the sustainability of the Western Ghats, arguing that
without thoughtful conservation, this was a tragedy waiting to happen. Some have said that the
rainfall was unprecedented. Some others have said that Kochi airport was bound to flood given
that it has been built on fields and wetlands adjacent to the Periyar river which swelled to
dangerous levels during the floods. And some have blamed dams, which were all opened when
they were nearly full, causing heavy floods downstream and greatly affecting the lives of the
people there. While criticism and suggestions are natural after a tragedy of this magnitude, we
should learn lessons from the experience. The question is, how do we avoid or minimise
destruction after such an event?

The world over, dams are constructed mainly for the purposes of irrigation, power generation,
and flood control. While the first two roles are acknowledged, the role of dams in flood control
has always been underestimated. It is unfortunate that in both irrigation and hydel projects, flood
control is completely ignored. Authorities always look to store the maximum amount of water in
reservoirs during the monsoon season, which is then used for irrigation and generation of
electricity during the summer months. It is an internationally accepted practice that the water
level of a reservoir should be kept below a certain level before the onset of the monsoon
season. This is so that when the monsoon rains come, there is space to store the excess
rainwater and also so that water can be released in a regulated manner, thus preventing floods
downstream when there is heavy inflow to the dams. In May, Thailand, for instance, wisely
brought down the water level in the dams in the country to below 60% of the storing capacity
before the rainy season.

Until dams do us part

However, it is unfortunate that the maximum amount of water is stored in reservoirs even before
the close of the monsoon, only to ensure greater electricity generation and irrigation. How the
reservoir water was managed in the dams prior to the Kerala floods requires no explanation.
While earlier too there was no practice of keeping space for greater storage of water, rainfall has
never been as torrential as it was this year. Hence, there were no floods either. It is difficult to
predict what will happen during the ensuing northeast monsoon in Kerala in case of heavy
inflow. Whatever be the extra quantity of electricity produced and area of land irrigated because
of the risky storage of water in our dams, that cannot compensate for the loss of human lives,
infrastructure and agricultural land. Nor can the agony caused by such destruction be
compensated for. The estimated loss to the State runs into thousands of crores. It will take years
to rebuild Kerala.

In view of all these problems and to ensure that the flood control purpose of dams is met, it is
important that at least 30% of the storage capacity of dams be kept free before the monsoon.
While simultaneously allowing discharge of water, it is possible to increase storage slowly as the
monsoon progresses. Kerala receives rainfall mainly during the southwest monsoon (June-
September) and northeast monsoon (October-November). These rains are controlled by winds
that carry clouds from the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal. Atmospheric depression that
controls wind movement cannot be predicted months in advance. The meteorological
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department can predict rains or cyclones only a few days in advance. Therefore, keeping space
in reservoirs before the monsoon begins must be done whether or not there are heavy rains, as
no State can afford to take risks in the manner that Kerala did.

Reservoirs not managed using a scientific, decision-support system: M. Rajeevan

Some argue against the existence of dams, but it is an irrefutable fact that dams are useful. We
need them for irrigation and electricity generation. However, even if the monsoons fail and dams
fall short of water and there is a shortfall in electricity generation, this is not a loss compared to
the possible loss of lives in the event of a flood of this magnitude.

It is time for the government and the public to formulate water management policies for
reservoirs in such a manner that dams are used to control floods, not cause them. In 2015,
hydropower generation was only 16.6% of the world’s total electricity production. The tendency
to hold the maximum amount of water in our reservoirs while ignoring the high risk involved in
doing so can be attributed to our over-dependence on hydel projects to produce electricity.
Therefore, it is time to think of non-conventional sources for electricity generation such as solar,
wind and tidal power. The practice of solar power generation in Kochi airport can be copied in
similar large-scale projects by other government agencies. The public too should be encouraged
to adopt the practice of solar power generation. This will greatly reduce our dependence on
dams for power generation.

Catastrophic rain is the new normal

It is also crucial to follow good reservoir water management policies. At present, the task of dam
and water management is vested with the Public Works Department, the Electricity Board, and
the Irrigation Department. Even in normal conditions, given contradictory opinions from various
departments, it is difficult to implement decisions. Hence, the State Dam Security Authority, if
competent, should be entrusted with the task of water management in reservoirs and with taking
decisions in emergency situations.

The State government, the State Dam Security Authority and the National Water Commission
should all be prepared to take bold decisions together on water management so that there are
no such devastating floods in the future. If this happens, we hopefully won’t see another day
where we rue decisions of the past that are causing untold suffering to millions in the present.

Mathew Abraham is a Principal Scientist (retired) from the Indian Council of Agricultural
Research
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INDIA’S MOST POLLUTED: 30% HAVE NO CLEAN UP
PLAN
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Pollution - Air, Water, Soil & E-waste

Not breathing free: Air pollution is affecting the respiratory health of people in 102 cities in India.
  | Photo Credit: The Hindu

A good number of India’s most polluted cities are not too keen to clean up their act, according to
a list maintained by the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB). Of the 102 cities singled out by
the Centre for their alarming pollution levels, only 73 have submitted a plan of remedial action to
the CPCB. Ahmedabad, Bengaluru, Nagpur and Jaipur are among the prominent cities that are
yet to submit their plans.

These so called ‘non-attainment cities’ were among those marked out by the CPCB and asked –
as part of the National Clean Air Campaign (NCAP) – to implement 42 measures aimed at
mitigating air pollution. These included steps such as implementing control and mitigation
measures related to vehicular emissions, re-suspension of road dust and other fugitive
emissions, bio-mass, municipal solid waste burning, industrial pollution, and construction and
demolition activities.

The directives to take remedial measures were initially issued to Delhi NCR, and subsequently
to the State Pollution Control Boards for implementation in other ‘non-attainment’ cities. The
non-attainment cities are those that have fallen short of the National Ambient Air Quality
Standards (NAAQS) for over five years. Union Environment Minister Harsh Vardhan had said in
April that the aim of pollution mitigation measures was to cut overall pollution in these cities by
35% in the next three years.

The NCAP also envisions setting up 1,000 manual air-quality-monitoring stations (a 45%
increase from the present number) and 268 automatic stations (from 84 now). “Some cities
submitted plans but didn’t fill out particulars, such as timelines, and so they had to be returned,”
said Prashant Gargava, Member Secretary, CPCB, adding, “Only 30 of these cities are ready to
roll out their plans on the ground.”

In May, the World Health Organisation said that Delhi and Varanasi were among 14 Indian cities
that figured in a global list of the 20 most polluted cities in terms of PM2.5 levels.
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MILLIONS IN INDIA MAY FACE NUTRITIONAL
DEFICIENCIES DUE TO CO2 RISE: STUDY
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

Concentrations of protein, iron, and zinc were lower in crops grown in environments with high
carbon dioxide concentrations   | Photo Credit: M. Srinath

Millions of Indians are at the risk of becoming nutrient deficient by 2050, as rising levels of
carbon dioxide (CO2) are making staple crops such as rice and wheat less nutritious, according
to a study.

Researchers at Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health in the US found that rising CO2
levels from human activity could result in 175 million people worldwide becoming zinc deficient
and 122 million people becoming protein deficient by 2050.

The study, published in the journal Nature Climate Change, also found that over one billion
women and children could lose a large amount of their dietary iron intake, putting them at
increased risk of anaemia and other diseases.

It found that India would bear the greatest burden, with an estimated 50 million people becoming
zinc deficient. As many as 38 million people in India are at the risk of becoming protein deficient,
and 502 million women and children becoming vulnerable to diseases associated with iron
deficiency, the researchers said.

Other countries in South Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa, and the Middle East would also be
significantly impacted, they said.

“Our research makes it clear that decisions we are making every day — how we heat our
homes, what we eat, how we move around, what we choose to purchase — are making our food
less nutritious and imperiling the health of other populations and future generations,” said Sam
Myers, principal research scientist at Harvard Chan School.

Presently, over two billion people worldwide are estimated to be deficient in one or more
nutrients. In general, humans tend to get a majority of key nutrients from plants: 63 % of dietary
protein, 81 % of iron and 68 % of zinc comes from vegetal sources, researchers said.

It has been shown that higher atmospheric levels of CO2 result in less nutritious crop yields,
researchers said.

Concentrations of protein, iron, and zinc are 3-17 % lower when crops are grown in
environments where CO2 concentrations are 550 parts per million (ppm) compared with crops
grown under current atmospheric conditions, in which CO2 levels are just above 400 ppm.
Researchers sought to develop the most robust and accurate analysis of the global health
burden of CO2-related nutrient shifts in crops in 151 countries.

They created a unified set of assumptions across all nutrients and used more detailed age- and
sex-specific food supply datasets to improve estimates of the impacts across 225 different
foods.
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The study showed that by 2050, when atmospheric CO2 concentrations are expected to reach
around 550 ppm, 1.9 % of the global population — or roughly 175 million people, based on 2050
population estimates — could become deficient in zinc. About 1.3 % of the global population, or
122 million people, could become protein deficient, researchers said. Additionally, 1.4 billion
women of childbearing age and children under five who are currently at high risk of iron
deficiency could have their dietary iron intakes reduced by four percent or more.

The researchers also emphasised that billions of people currently living with nutritional
deficiencies would likely see their conditions worsen as a result of less nutritious crops. “We
cannot disrupt most of the biophysical conditions to which we have adapted over millions of
years without unanticipated impacts on our own health and wellbeing,” Myers said.
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CLOSE WATCH ON CLIMATE CHANGE
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

The Ministry of Earth Sciences (MoES) is considering a 79-crore proposal to study the impact of
climate change on Kerala.

The project has been proposed by the National Institute of Science Communication and
Information Resources (NISCAIR) under the Council of Scientific Industrial Research (CSIR).

“The project involves experts from various scientific institutions across the country. It consists of
25 work packages and covers all the aspects of climate change adaptations for Kerala,” J.
Sundaresan Pillai, Head of Climate Change Informatics, CSIR-NISCAIR and Principal
Investigator of the project, told The Hindu in a telephonic interview from New Delhi.

The ambitious project, spread over a period of three years, will assess the impact of climate
change on agriculture (including plantation crops and spices); fisheries (marine and inland);
industries; health; transport — vehicular and inland water transports; tourism; biodiversity;
forestry; and landslips.

It assumes significance in the wake of devastating floods that ravaged many parts of the State
as the research initiative will specifically assess the dynamics of riverine discharge and saline
water incursion under the climate change scenario.

The experts will study the spatial and temporal changes in water resources (surface and
groundwater — quantity and quality).

Dr. Sundaresan Pillai said that CSIR-NISCAIR was the nodal institute to develop climate change
adaptation programmes for islands and coastal ecosystems as part of the 12th Five Year Plan
programme approved by the CSIR.

“The Kerala project will analyse the trends in climatic elements, their spatial pattern and its
relationship with extreme events such as El Nino, cyclones etc.

“It is part of the vulnerability assessment and development of adaptation strategies for climate
change impact with special reference to coasts and island ecosystems of India project launched
by CSIR-NISCAIR in 2015,” he said.

Researchers associated with the project will assess the monsoonal variations and its impact,
besides looking at the climate change scenario on the islets of Kerala.

Dr. Sundaresan said that the objective of the project was to develop a framework and decision
support tool to assess the climate change impact on livelihood and developmental processes.

“We have plans to evolve region-wise/localised specific adaptive measures for the State.

The study will look into suitable sectoral mitigation options under changing climate scenarios
and assess the carbon sequestration potential of Kerala,” he said.

The project proposal stated that researchers will study the atmospheric chemistry related to



cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

climate change and monsoonal variations from Kerala’s perspective and develop large-scale
forecasting and modelling of the various parameters using high-power computer simulation
tools.
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CABINET CLEARS RS. 1,600 CR. MISSION TO MAP
COASTS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Coastal communities will benefit from the project.  

India is set to get more disaster warning systems along its coasts. While it already has a tsunami
warning system in place, the new systems will keep an eye out for “tsunamis and storm surges,”
according to an official release.

The system is part of a programme called O-SMART (Ocean Services, Technology,
Observations, Resources Modelling and Science) that is being piloted by the Union earth
sciences ministry. It was cleared by the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs on Wednesday,
at an outlay of Rs. 1,623 crore.

O-SMART will provide economic benefits to a number of user communities in the coastal and
ocean sectors, namely, fisheries, offshore industry, coastal States, defence, shipping, ports, etc.

Other key missions under O-SMART include, according to the press release, strengthening of
Ocean Observations and Modelling, strengthening of Ocean Services for fishermen, setting up
marine observatories for monitoring marine pollution, setting up Ocean Thermal Energy
Conversion Plant (OTEC) in Kavaratti, acquiring two coastal research vessels, continuation of
ocean survey and exploration of minerals and living resources, technology development for
Deep Ocean Mining and manned submersibles and the setting up six desalination plants in
Lakshadweep.
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A PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN TO REBUILD KERALA
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The material loss due to the Kerala floods has been estimated at 26,000 crore, but beyond this
there has been an immense loss of natural, human, and social capital for which no estimates are
available. There is no doubt that the short-sighted attempts in building man-made capital
(buildings in hilly forests, encroachments on wetlands and rivers, and stone quarries) while
ignoring the attendant degradation of natural, human and social capital have played a significant
role in exacerbating the problem. The immediate task in the State is relief and rehabilitation, but
it is crucial to simultaneously identify the root causes of the havoc.

These root causes prevail throughout the Western Ghats and, indeed, the rest of the country.
The first is the flouting of laws that have been established to safeguard natural capital. The Shah
Commission inquiring into illegal mining in Goa observes that mining beyond permissible limits
has caused serious damage to water resources, agriculture and biodiversity. Second, we have
been ignoring serious degradation of human capital in terms of health and employment. In the
case of the Plachimada panchayat in Palakkad district, overuse and pollution of water resources
by the Coca Cola factory has resulted in losses to the tune of 160 crore. Third, scientific
knowledge and advice has been continually disregarded. In the case of the proposed Athirappilly
hydroelectric project, an analysis by the River Research Centre showed that the project
document had seriously overestimated the availability of water. The data examined showed that
the likely power production in no way justified the costs of construction and running of the
project. And fourth, there has been serious erosion of social capital. For instance, Anoop
Vellolippil, a staunch anti-quarry activist engaging in a peaceful demonstration, was killed when
he was pelted with stones by those allegedly employed by quarry owners at Kaiveli in Vadakara
Taluk of Kozhikkode district on December 16, 2014.

Kerala floods: Kudumbashree women play big role in clean-up

Therefore, it is imperative that we abandon business as usual. We cannot just focus on man-
made capital; we must enhance the sum total of man-made, natural, human and social capital.
The new regime that we must usher in while keeping this in mind must acknowledge that it is
local communities that have a genuine stake in the health of their ecosystems and an
understanding of the working of the same. The current system of protecting natural resources
through negative incentives in the hands of a coercive and corrupt bureaucracy must give way to
positive incentives that can be monitored in a transparent fashion by all concerned citizens. Our
Western Ghats panel proposes several such incentives — for example, payment of conservation
service charges for protecting important elements of biodiversity such as sacred groves (called
Sarpa Kavus in Kerala), and payment towards soil carbon enrichment by switching to organic
farming.

Turning over a new leaf then, the Kerala government must reassure its people that it will no
longer continue the policies of development and conservation by exclusion, and that it will
respect the right of local communities to decide what kind of development they want and what
kind of conservation measures they would like to see put in place.

To accomplish this, the government must implement the 73rd and 74th constitutional
amendments in letter and spirit. It must empower local bodies at the ward, gram panchayat, and
town and city levels to prepare reports on the status of the environment and to decide on how a
substantial portion of the budget should be spent on the basis of these reports. It must set up
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Biodiversity Management Committees of citizens and empower them to document the status of
the local ecosystems and biodiversity resources, and regulate their use. They must be given
powers to levy collection charges for access to biodiversity as well as to intellectual property
relating to community knowledge. In particular, it must accord the Biodiversity Management
Committees a central place in the preparation of environmental impact assessments and ensure
that these assessments begin to reflect the true state of affairs instead of being the uniformly
fraudulent documents that are being submitted today. It must fully implement the Forest Rights
Act and empower not only tribals, but all traditional forest dwellers to control, manage and
market non-timber forest produce. It must stop distortion and suppression of all environment and
development-related information and begin uploading information suo moto on websites, as the
Right to Information Act demands. It must initiate building a public and transparent database on
environmental parameters drawing on the environment status reports, People’s Biodiversity
Registers, community forest management working schemes, and environmental education
projects undertaken by students.

The flood-hit start returning home

Equipped with this information and all pertinent documents such as from the Western Ghats
Ecology Expert Panel, the Kasturirangan Committee, and the Oommen V. Oommen Committee,
the State government should ask local bodies about the levels of ecological sensitivity in
different parts of the landscape on the basis of topography, hydrology, land use and vegetation,
regardless of ownership of the land. The local bodies should provide suggestions on appropriate
management regimes for regions of different levels of sensitivity. The government should begin
to proactively use modern technologies, including smartphones, in a user-friendly manner so
that all the inputs from the various local bodies are transparently available to all citizens. Citizens
can then assist in the task of integrating all this information and come up with appropriate
conservation and development plans that are properly fine-tuned to locality- and time-specific
ecological and social conditions.

This will be a broad-based inclusive approach to conservation and development, and will be in
the spirit of the People’s Plan Campaign of the 1990s in Kerala, which was spearheaded by the
State Finance Minister, Thomas Isaac. I urge Mr. Isaac to renew the spirit of the People’s Plan
Campaign rather than seek to bury it. Only then can the people of Kerala rebuild nature and
society and assure for themselves a sustainable and safe future. I fervently hope that the Kerala
government embraces such a progressive approach, so that we will be much better equipped in
the years to come to moderate, if not fully prevent, the kind of havoc that visited Kerala recently.

Madhav Gadgil is Chairman of the Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel

Sign up to receive our newsletter in your inbox every day!

Please enter a valid email address.

India will host the inaugural round of the two-plus-two dialogue with the United States on
September 6.

There is an urgent need for scientists to think about sexual harassment as a systemic hazard

Our existing notification subscribers need to choose this option to keep getting the alerts.

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com



cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2018-08-30

HOW NOT TO DO AN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable
Development & EIA

The “redevelopment” projects of Delhi which have been in the news are caught up in legal
tangles. In these, it is the ones related to their environmental approvals that stand out. This
article outlines three ways in which these projects have used the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) process to subvert the right of citizens to a better environment. A case in
point is the approval process for the “World Trade Centre” in Nauroji Nagar in south Delhi.

EIA reports are a critical component of India’s environmental decision-making process in that
they are supposed to be a detailed study of the potential impacts of proposed projects. Based on
these reports, the Environment Ministry or other relevant regulatory bodies may or may not grant
approval to a project. The EIA reports are also important to define measures that the project
could take in order to contain or offset project impacts. To ensure that they are an accurate
account of scientific facts and observations, the law mandates the engagement of an accredited
independent EIA consultant to undertake the study.

The EIA reports of the redevelopment projects are an exercise in the worst possible research
practices and ethics. The consultant for the Nauroji Nagar project has used material from
copyrighted papers, webpages and other EIA reports. It even mentions that the water quality
study was undertaken in 2015, one year before the project was commissioned to NBCC. It cites
eight water quality monitoring locations for the study which are situated in Tamil Nadu. This
content can be traced back to the EIA report of Tamil Nadu Minerals Ltd. which was prepared by
the same consultant. Another example is the text under “Hydrogeology of PIA District” on page
42 of the EIA report. This is a carbon copy of material from a copyrighted book (2015) titled
“Management of Water, Energy and Bio-resources in the Era of Climate Change: Emerging
Issues and Challenges”.

Such research practices in EIAs continue unabated because of the Environment Ministry’s
failure to come down heavily on this. In the end, it is citizens who have to bear the brunt.

‘Why should redevelopment of south Delhi colonies be allowed?’

There are many instances of missing or misleading information which understate the potential
impact of these projects. For example, the EIA’s ‘Terms of Reference’ (ToR) for Nauroji Nagar,
which is essentially a commercial project, fail to mention the word “commercial”. Instead, it
states that the project is for the “modernization” of government residential colonies. The NBCC’s
“World Trade Centre” that is proposed to be built at this site has been called “a commercial
complex” by the EIA report. The ToR requires the EIA report to include a detailed traffic impact
analysis, but this is missing. The report is also oblivious to the many archaeological and cultural
heritage sites that will be affected by the construction. Other examples are: A “Table 3-20: List of
animal species in the study area” on page 76 lists the names of trees, while common plankton
has been listed as fish species on page 81.

The EIA Notification 2006 says that “deliberate concealment and/or submission of false or
misleading information or data…” can lead to a rejection of the application or cancellation of the
approval. But it is unlikely that the Ministry will pursue this line against these projects as it would
mean stopping the project of the more powerful Ministry of Urban Development.
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EIA-based approvals for most projects also involve the process of conducting public hearings in
order that the views and opinions of people who are likely to be affected can be taken on board
before a decision to approve the project is made. In a world that is challenged by environmental
degradation and social conflicts, scholars have upheld public participation to be a “threshold
condition” for development.

Yet, it is disappointing that the government has generously exempted real estate projects from
holding consultations. Since Delhi’s “redevelopment” projects were approved without public
consultation, any problems raised now by citizens, such as those about the EIAs, will be
rendered “post facto”. Nauroji Nagar has already been razed to the ground — homes, trees and
all.

Citizen action and litigation has forced the project proponents and the Ministry of Urban
Development to state that they will revise their plans to reduce or prevent tree felling. But this
response is neither adequate nor legally acceptable. The Delhi High Court that is hearing this
matter must ensure that these redevelopment projects reapply for approvals as a single
integrated one, and in accordance with the law.

Manju Menon and Vidya Viswanathan are researchers at the Centre for Policy Research, New
Delhi
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OZONE DEPLETION PLAYED A ROLE IN MASS
EXTINCTION: STUDY
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone
Depletion & Climate Change

Destruction of the ozone layer may have contributed to the largest mass extinction in the history
of Earth, known as the End-Permian Extinction, a study published in the journal Nature
Geoscience has found.

The event, also known as the Great Dying, occurred around 250 million years ago when a
massive volcanic eruption in what is today the Russian province of Siberia sent nearly 90% of all
life right into extinction. Geologists call this eruption the Siberian Flood Basalts, and it ran for
almost a million years.

“The scale of this extinction was so incredible that scientists have often wondered what made
the Siberian Flood Basalts so much more deadly than other similar eruptions,” said Michael
Broadley from the Centre for Petrographic and Geochemical Research in France.

Researchers, including Lawrence Taylor from the University of Tennessee in the US,
determined the composition of the lithosphere, a section of the planet located between the crust
and the mantle. They analysed samples of mantle xenoliths, rock sections of the lithosphere that
get captured by the passing magma and erupted to the surface during the volcanic explosion.
The team found that before the Siberian Flood Basalts took place, the Siberian lithosphere was
heavily loaded with chlorine, bromine, and iodine, all chemical elements from the halogen group.

However, these elements seem to have disappeared after the volcanic eruption, researchers
said.

“The large reservoir of halogens that was stored in the Siberian lithosphere was sent into the
Earth’s atmosphere during the volcanic explosion, effectively destroying the ozone layer at the
time and contributing to the mass extinction,” Broadley said.
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CABINET APPROVES UMBRELLA SCHEME “OCEAN
SERVICES, TECHNOLOGY, OBSERVATIONS,
RESOURCES MODELLING AND SCIENCE (O-SMART)”
OF MINISTRY OF EARTH SCIENCES
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA)

Cabinet approves Umbrella scheme “Ocean Services,
Technology, Observations, Resources Modelling and
Science (O-SMART)” of Ministry of Earth Sciences

Posted On: 29 AUG 2018 1:07PM by PIB Delhi

The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs, chaired by the Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi
has given its approval for the umbrella scheme “Ocean Services, Technology, Observations,
Resources Modelling and Science (O-SMART)”, for implementation during the period from 2017-
18 to 2019-20 at an overall cost of Rs.1623 crore.  The scheme encompasses a total of 16 sub-
projects addressing ocean development activities such as Services, Technology, Resources,
Observations and Science. 

Impact:

The services rendered under the O-SMART will provide economic benefits to a number of user
communities in the coastal and ocean sectors, namely, fisheries, offshore industry, coastal
states, Defence, Shipping, Ports etc.  Currently, five lakhs fishermen community are receiving
this information daily through mobile which includes allocation of fish potential and local weather
conditions in the coastal waters.  This will help in reducing the search time for fishermen
resulting savings in the fuel cost. 

Implementation of O-SMART will help in addressing issues relating to Sustainable Development
Goal-14, which aims to conserve use of oceans, marine resources for sustainable development. 
This scheme (O-SMART) also provide necessary scientific and technological background
required for implementation of various aspects of Blue Economy. 

The State of Art Early Warning Systems established under the O-SMART Scheme will help in
effectively dealing with ocean disasters like Tsunami, storm surges. 

The technologies being developed under this Scheme will help in harnessing the vast ocean
resources of both living and non-living resources from the seas around India. 

Details:

Recognizing the importance of implementing schemes of highly multi-disciplinary in the ocean
sector of national interests and international commitments, the ministry is proposing to continue
the existing schemes in a focused way as a part of umbrella scheme of (O-SMART).     As the
resources on land are not adequate enough to meet the future demands, India is also embarking
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on blue economy for effective and efficient use of the vast ocean resources in a sustainable way,
which would require a great deal of information on ocean science, development of technology
and providing services. Further, the coastal research and marine biodiversity activities are
important to be continued also in the context of achieving United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal-14 to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources
for sustainable development. This has been envisaged under the (O-SMART)scheme. The
ocean advisory services and technologies being rendered and developed under the scheme play
a pivotal role in the development activities over dozen sectors, working in the marine
environment including the coastal states of India, contributing significantly to the GDP.  Besides,
the state-of-the art early warning systems setup for oceanic disasters viz., Tsunami, storm
surges, are also providing round the clock services for India and countries of the Indian Ocean,
which have been recognized by UNESCO.

The important deliverables during the next 2 years envisage include (i) strengthening of Ocean
Observations and Modelling  (ii) Strengthening of Ocean Services for Fishermen (iii) setting up
Marine Coastal Observatories for monitoring marine pollution in 2018 (iv) setting up Ocean
Thermal Energy Conversion Plant (OTEC) in Kavaratti (v) acquisition of 2 Coastal Research
Vessels for Coastal research (vi) Continuation of Ocean Survey and Exploration of Minerals and
Living Resources (vii) Technology Development for Deep Ocean Mining- Deep Mining System
and Manned Submersibles and (ix) setting up Six Desalination Plants in Lakshadweep 

Background:

In accordance of the Ocean Policy Statement enacted in November 1982, the Ministry has been
implementing a number of multi-disciplinary projects in the field of ocean development primarily
to (i) provide a suite of Ocean Information services, (ii) develop technology for sustainable
harnessing the ocean resources, (iii) promote front-ranking research and (iv) conduct ocean
scientific ocean surveys. The programs/policies of Ministry of Earth Sciences(MoES) are being
pursued through its autonomous institutes, viz. National Institute of Ocean Technology, Indian
National Centre for Ocean Information Services, National Centre for Antarctic and Ocean
Research, and attached offices, Centre for Marine Living Resources and Ecology, National
Centre for Coastal Research and other national institutes. A fleet of research vessels viz.,
Technology Demonstration vessel SagarNidhi, Oceanographic Research Vessel SagarKanya,
Fisheries and Oceanographic Research Vessel SagarSampada and Coastal Research Vessel
SagarPurvi  have been acquired to provide required research support.

During the period, several major milestones under various programs have been accomplished 
which include according pioneer status on deep-sea mining of Poly-Metallic Nodules [PMN] in an
area of 75,000 square kilometers  in the Central Indian Ocean [CIO] allotted by International Sea
Bed Authority [ISBA] for exploration of PMN,  allotment of 10,000 sq.km in the Indian Ocean for
exploration of hydrothermal sulphides. The ministry has been providing a number of ocean
information services to various coastal stake holders viz., fisherman, coastal states, offshore
industry, navy, coast Guard,  etc. Some of the services have also been extended to neighbouring
countries of the Indian Ocean Region.   India’s ocean related activities are now extended from
the Arctic to the Antarctic region covering large ocean spaces which have been monitored
through a wide spectrum of in situ and satellite-based observations. India has also established a
state-of-the art early warning systems for ocean disasters, viz, tsunami, cyclones, storm surges
etc., India had also signed the Antarctic Treaty System and joined Commission of Conservation
of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) for harnessing the resources.   The
technologies for harnessing the ocean resources are at various stages. Some of them have been
matured and operational like low temperature thermal desalination for islands. Besides, the
ministry has been monitoring the health of coastal waters of India including shoreline changes
and marine ecosystem.   The others like Remotely Operated Submersible and soil tester, both
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capable of operation upto 6000 m. water depth, shallow bed mining systems are some of the
cutting edge technologies developed.

*****

AKT/SNC

 

(Release ID: 1544214) Visitor Counter : 751

Read this release in: Marathi , Tamil

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com



cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2018-08-31

NILGIRI TAHR CLIMB POPULATION CHARTS
Relevant for: Environment & Disaster Management | Topic: Environmental Degradation - Wildlife related issues

Tahr feeding on grass in the Nilgiris.M. SathyamoorthyThe Hindu  

In a heartening development for conservationists, a recent census has revealed that the
population of the Nilgiri tahr (an endangered mountain goat) at the Mukurthi National Park has
grown by an impressive 18% in the last two years, from 480 to 568.

Tamil Nadu Forest Department officials said that a count conducted in 2016 had put the
population in the national park at around 480, but a revised count in 2017 pegged it at 438.
“Getting an exact figure each year is difficult, so there is always a small discrepancy in numbers.
This year, however, there is a definite increase in the number of animals in the only pristine
habitat left in the Nilgiris for the tahr,” said a Forest Department official.

The population estimation exercise, completed in May, was conducted jointly by the Forest
Department and the Department of Zoology and Wildlife Biology, Government Arts College,
Udhagamandalam.

B. Ramakrishnan, assistant professor in the department, said that apart from the increase in
numbers, the sex ratio, too, was encouraging. “From what we have recorded, there are two adult
females for every male. This indicates a viable breeding population, and hints at further
population growth,” he said.

Several threats

If that is the good news, the bad news is that the population also faces several threats.
Researchers point to the continuing spread of invasive species of flora, such as wattle and pine,
and exotic weeds like scotch broom ( Cystisus scoparius ) and gorse, which end up diminishing
grazing land.

“We don’t know how the consumption of exotic weeds will affect the animals. So we need a
large-scale project to remove exotic plants,” said Mr. Ramakrishnan.

The rise in the animals’ population has led to a few herds migrating out of the national park, into
the erstwhile Nilgiris South Forest Division.

S. Senbagapriya, Deputy Director, Mudumalai Tiger Reserve and Mukurthi National Park, said
that the Forest Department was stepping up efforts to remove exotics, with wattle eliminated in
over 125 hectares of Shola grasslands. “We also have four anti-poaching camps there,” she
added.
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