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UN Environment chief applauds India's efforts to phase out single-use plastics by 2022

Erik Solheim, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Program, gestures while
addressing the audience at a symposium on World Environment Day in New Delhi, India.   | Photo
Credit: REUTERS

Calling the World Environment Day celebrations in India “historic”, UN Environment chief Erik
Solheim has said by announcing that it will phase out single-use plastics by 2022, India has
demonstrated global leadership.

During an event to celebrate the WED-2018 on June 5 in New Delhi, Environment Minister Harsh
Vardhan, in presence of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, pledged to eliminate single-use plastics
from India by 2022.

“WED was truly historic. As global host, India took charge, organising hundreds of events around
the country, from beach and river clean ups, to awareness-building efforts with young people,”
Solheim told PTI.

“By announcing that the country will phase out single-use plastics by 2022, India has
demonstrated global leadership and it’s now up to other countries to follow India’s lead,” the UN
Environment chief said.

Recalling that he was honoured to be present when Prime Minister Modi signed on to the UN
Environment’s Clean Seas campaign, he said the programme will be stronger with India’s support,
sending a clear message to other countries.

“While I know implementation is a challenge, I have absolutely no doubt that India will succeed
and this will have a major impact on the world,” Solheim said.

He previously said the WED will be a call to action and leadership and asserted India is the
“perfect” place for that to happen.

World Environment Day celebrations began in the national capital and across India with the start
of this month.

The pan-India events included cleanliness campaigns by state governments, cleaning of 24
beaches and 24 rivers in 19 states.

The UN General Assembly has designated June 5 as the World Environment Day to
commemorate the opening of the Stockholm Conference on Human Development. Annual
celebrations on World Environment Day began in 1974.

The theme of WED-2018 is Beat Plastic Pollution.
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Beating plastic pollution

A boy walks across plastic refuse dumped at south Delhi’s Taimoor Nagar drain on Tuesday. June
5 is marked by the United Nations as World Environment Day.   | Photo Credit: Shiv Kumar
Pushpakar

We celebrated ‘World Environment Day’ (June 5) with a critical theme: beat plastic pollution.
Since India was the global host of this year’s event, and also one of the victims of plastic pollution,
we should view this danger seriously. The theme urges governments, industries, communities and
individuals to come together and explore sustainable alternatives. It also urges this target group to
reduce the production and excessive use of single-use plastics, which are polluting our
environment and threatening human health.

Life in plastic: on waste management framework

Plastics are organic polymers of high molecular mass and often contain other substances. They
are usually synthetic, mainly derived from petrochemicals. Due to their low cost, ease of
manufacture, versatility, non-corrosiveness and imperviousness to water, plastics are used for
multiple purposes at different scales. Plastic was invented in New York in 1907 by Leo Baekeland.
Further, many chemists, including Nobel laureate Hermann Staudinger (father of polymer
chemistry) and Herman Mark (father of polymer physics), have contributed to the materials
science of plastics. However, these scientists could not have anticipated such an exponential
growth of plastic production.

Plastic has become an indispensable material in modern society. Worldwide, one million plastic
bags and one million plastic bottles are used every minute. About 50% of our plastic use is single
use (disposable) and it constitutes 10% of the total waste generated. More than 9.1 billion tons of
plastic are said to have been “manufactured since the material was initially mass-produced in the
1950s”. In 2015, scientists said that “of the nearly 7 billion tons of plastic waste generated, only
9% was recycled, 12% incinerated, and 79% accumulated in landfills or the environment”.

To be an environmental world power

In India, which accounts for almost 18% of the world population in 2.4% of the global land area,
the accumulation of plastic waste is huge. An estimate in 2015 revealed that 60 cities across the
country generated over 15,000 tonnes of plastic waste every day. Even if plastic is a convenient
alternative, it is a difficult substance for nature to digest.

Each year, 13 million tonnes of plastic end up in the oceans. A study revealed that 20 rivers
(mostly from Asia) carry two-thirds of plastic waste to the ocean; the Ganga’s contribution to this is
one of the highest. Researchers exploring the Arctic have found very high levels of microplastics
trapped in the ice. Last year, a plastic spoon was found in the remains of a whale shark off
Rameswaram. Experts explained that whale sharks are filter feeders and like to swallow
everything floating in the sea. The economic impact of plastic pollution on marine ecosystems
through fisheries and tourism losses and beach cleaning-up costs is estimated to be around $13
billion per year.

Plastic disposed of on land degrades slowly and its chemicals leach into the surroundings.
Drinking water samples analysed from 14 countries, including India, revealed that 83% have
micro-plastics concentrations. According to a United Nations Environment Programme report, the
overall annual natural capital cost of plastic use in the consumer goods sector is $75 billion.
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In reality, we cannot eliminate plastic use from our day-to-day activities. However, we should not
allow plastic to reach the soil or water. The government should restrict plastic production and
encourage recycling through appropriate policies. The ‘Plastic Waste Management Rules 2016’
need to be strictly followed.

As most plastic items pass through our hands, public care, with behavioural change, is necessary.
Household-wise waste segregation is the key. We should act as responsible citizens with a
determination towards maintaining cleaner surroundings. Every shopkeeper should go in for abd
encourage the use of biodegradable packing materials while shoppers should use cloth bags.
Mass public awareness on the dangers of plastic hazards is a prerequisite.

Eco-friendly substitutes (cloth/paper/jute bags, leaves/areca leaf plates, paper straws) should be
developed. For this, scientific and financial support (soft loans and subsidies) is required. Charges
for plastic bag use and deposit-refund for plastic bottles may be effective options. The recent
decision by the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs on extending the mandate on packing
food grains and sugar products in jute bags is welcome. Even if the intention is to promote the jute
industry, it is a step that reduces plastic pollution. The Swachh Bharat Mission should emerge as a
platform for plastic waste management.

We cannot transform our world into a ‘plastic planet’. What is needed is collective public effort to
stop plastic pollution and safeguard our ecosystem/biodiversity.

Prakash Nelliyat is a Fellow, Centre for Biodiversity Policy and Law, National Biodiversity
Authority, Chennai. The views expressed are personal
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Millions of dengue cases can be prevented if world limits global warming

An Aedes aegypti mosquito photographed through a microscope   | Photo Credit: AP

Millions of cases of dengue fever, the world's fastest spreading tropical disease, could be
prevented annually if global warming is capped at 1.5°C, says a study that purportedly is the first
to show the health benefits of a cooler planet.

Using computer models, researchers from the University of East Anglia in Britain found that
capping warming at 2°C could cut annual dengue cases in Latin America and the Caribbean by up
to 2.8 million by the end of the century. A further half a million cases could be prevented if the rise
in global temperatures is kept down to 1.5°C, the report published in PNAS said, with parts of
South America most likely to benefit.

“There is growing concern about the potential impacts of climate change on human health,” said
lead author Felipe Coln-Gonzlez. “This is the first study to show that reductions in warming from
2C to 1.5C could have important health benefits.”

Climate change and diseases

Since the year 2000, climate change has caused severe harm to human health by stoking more
heatwaves, the spread of some mosquito-borne diseases and under-nutrition as crops fail,
according to a Lancet report last October.

Current national pledges to curb emissions put the world on track for a warming of about 3°C
above pre-industrial times, far above the goal of “well below” 2C set at a 2015 summit in Paris.
The WHO has previously estimated there could be 250,000 extra deaths a year between 2030 and
2050 because of climate change.

“Understanding and quantifying the impacts of warming on human health is crucial for public
health preparedness and response,” said co-author Iain Lake in a statement. “Clearly a lot more
needs to be done to reduce (carbon dioxide) and quickly if we are to avoid these impacts.”

Dengue infects around 390 million people worldwide each year, with an estimated 54 million cases
in Latin America and the Caribbean. There is no cure for dengue and medical experts recommend
early detection and expert care as the most effective way of overcoming an infection. The infection
causes flu-like symptoms and can be fatal if it develops into severe haemorrhagic form. The
annual number of cases has increased 30-fold in the last 50 years, says the World Health
Organization (WHO).
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At around 2 a.m. on May 17 morning, a grievously sick Mohammed Salih, a 28-year-old architect
from Kerala’s Perambra town, was rushed by his family to
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States’ claim on fighting plastic only strong on paper

While Maharashtra may be gearing up for a stringent ban on plastic, experience from across the
country suggests that States’ claims on reigning in plastic are stronger on paper than on the
ground.

According to the Centre’s Plastic Waste Management (PWM) Rules, 2016, all States have to
annually apprise the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) on the steps taken to reign in plastic
use, whether a ban is in force, and the strength and performance of a recycler and waste-
processing network. The latest such report — as of July 2016 — notes that only 24 States and
Union Territories have complied with these directions. Most States, while claiming a ban, qualify it
by saying that the ban is imposed in specific towns or cities. Or that it is focussed on particular
categories of plastic. Take Assam. Its performance report states that while there is a “complete
ban” on plastic carry bags in Kamrup, Sonitpur, Nalbari, Dibrugarh, it allows the import of
“substandard plastic carry bags”, provided the Commissioner of Taxes, Assam is informed.

In Gujarat, the estimated plastic waste generation is approximately 2,69,294 tonnes per annum
and there are nearly 689 plastic waste recyclers, all of them registered. But only Gandhinagar —
the capital city but with less than 4% of neighbouring Ahmedabad’s population — has an “explicit”
ban on the use of plastic carry bags.

Delhi, which reportedly generates the largest quantity of plastic waste in the country, has not
provided information on its plastic management initiatives to the CPCB.

The law requires that all plastic waste recyclers register themselves but there were around 312
unregistered plastic manufacturing/recycling units in Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Jammu & Kashmir,
Jharkhand, Manipur, Punjab, Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Uttrakhand and Uttar Pradesh. “…It is
observed that most of the States/UTs have not set-up proper monitoring system for use of carry
bags as per the specified guidelines. It has been observed that those States/UTs, who have
imposed complete ban on use and sale of plastic carry bags, the plastic bags are stocked, sold
and used indiscriminately. Besides, substandard carry bags (<50 micron) are used widely in other
States/UTs, violating PWM Rules, 2016,” the CPCB highlights in the report.

India generates an estimated 32 million metric tonnes of packaging waste each year, of which
plastic waste constitutes 16%. But only 60% of the collected plastic waste is recycled.

Single-use plastics

Around 43% of manufactured plastics are used for packaging, most of it “single-use” plastic. So
far, not a single one of the 24 States that report their plastic waste management performance have
plans in place to tackle single use plastics.

Independent experts say that while Maharashtra’s initiative is laudable, it still hinges on extremely
efficient enforcement. “Maharashtra has increased its collection centres in the last three months
but the problem remains — what alternatives exist to single use plastics?” said Swati Sambyal
who works on waste management policy at the Centre for Science and Environment. “The
manpower requirements and enforcement challenges are enormous.”

Kerala and Sikkim, according to Ms. Sambyal, are the States with the most creditable plastic
waste management policies. “Sikkim has a system of buying back plastic from consumers.
Maharashtra needs to implement such a system,” she said.
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Enforcing a plastic ban in Maharashtra

On Saturday, the Maharashtra government began enforcing a ban on plastic, a decision it
announced in March. On World Environment Day, June 5, India was the host nation, with the
theme for this year being ‘Beat plastic pollution.’

What is the plan?

On March 23, the government issued a notification banning the manufacture, use, transport,
distribution, wholesale and retail sale, storage and import of plastic bags with and without handle.
The ban also covers disposable products, made from plastic and thermocol (polystyrene), such as
single-use disposable dishes, cups, plates, glasses, fork, bowl, container, disposable dish/bowl
used for packaging food in hotels, spoon, straw, non-woven polypropylene bags, cups/pouches to
store liquid, packaging with plastic to wrap or store the products and packaging of food items and
grain material. The ban is not applicable to PET bottles, irrespective of capacity. These bottles,
however, should have predefined buyback price ranging from Rs. 1 to Rs. 2, depending on the
size, printed on them.

Plastic used for packaging of medicines, compostable plastic bags or material used for plant
nurseries, handling of solid waste, plastic bags not less than 50 micron thickness used for
packaging of milk (with the specific purpose printed on it), plastic manufactured for export in SEZs
and plastic to wrap the material at the manufacturing stage are excluded from the ban. The ban is
applicable to manufacturers and consumers as well as the chain in between, which includes
shops, hawkers, vendors and offices.

What is the penalty?

Urban and rural civic bodies, Collectors, forest officers, police authorities and Maharashtra
Pollution Control Board officials have been empowered to implement the ban and take legal
action. The penalty for violating the ban starts from Rs. 5,000 (first offence), Rs. 10,000 (second
time) and Rs. 25,000 (third time) with three months in jail. In case one fails to pay the minimum
penalty, the civic body can file a prosecution complaint before the court, which will decide the
amount to be paid.

Why was this necessary?

Environment experts have been blaming plastic for choking of nullahs in Mumbai and the flooding
in parts of the city during monsoons. Yuva Sena president Aaditya Thackeray was one of the first
to demand a complete ban on plastic, a demand which was accepted by Shiv Sena leader and
Environment Minister Ramdas Kadam. Plastic bag manufacturers approached the Bombay High
Court against the decision, but their appeal was turned down. The Federation of Retail Traders
Welfare Association, too, has gone to court. A hearing was held on Friday, but the plea was
rejected. The State has 2,500 units making plastic bags, employing 56,000 people. They owe
nearly Rs. 11,000 crore to banks as of March 31. The Clothing Manufacturers’ Association of India
has spoken out against the ban, saying the apparel trade employs 30 lakh people in the country
and depends on polypropylene for packaging.

What is the alternative?

The State is not directly providing alternatives to banned items and has relied on people for
solutions. Urban local bodies, like the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation (BMC), have invited
manufacturers of alternative products to showcase their wares at a three-day exhibition.
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What lies in store?

The BMC has trained 250 inspectors for levying penalties. Their list is available on its website,
along with that of its 37 collection centres where people can dispose of plastic. While levying
penalty, they will be registering the offender’s Aadhaar number, PAN number or driver licence
number. It has also started a dedicated helpline for door-to-door collection. As on June 21, the
BMC has collected 145 tonnes of banned plastic from Mumbai. However, most of this was plastic
segregated from regular waste and only a fraction is from the 24 dedicated bins for dumping
plastic. This underlines the need for more awareness.

Alok Deshpande, Tanvi Deshpande
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Reduce, segregate: On plastic ban

Maharashtra’s ban on several consumer articles made of plastic, introduced after a three-
month notice period to industry and users, is an extreme measure. It is naturally disruptive, and
Mumbai, famed for its resilience in the face of urban challenges, is trying to adapt quickly. Today,
stemming the plastic tide is a national imperative. India hosted this year’s World Environment Day
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi made a high-profile pledge, to international acclaim, that it
would do away with all single-use plastics by 2022. This goal is not yet backed by an action plan
so that State governments and local bodies can be in sync. Worldwide, the problem has got out of
hand, with only 9% of about nine billion tonnes of plastic produced getting recycled. India has an
uninspiring record when it comes to handling waste. It has patchy data on volumes, and even less
on what it recycles. This lackadaisical approach is at odds with its ambitious goals. Quite simply, if
the Centre and the States had got down to dealing with the existing regulations on plastic waste
management and municipal solid waste, a ban would not even have become necessary.
Specifications for the recycling of different types of plastics were issued two decades ago by the
Bureau of Indian Standards.

To address the global concern that the bulk of India’s plastic waste — estimated officially at
26,000 tonnes a day — is being dumped in the oceans, there has to be an effort on a war footing
to segregate it at source. The Urban Development Secretary in each State, who heads the
monitoring committee under the rules, should be mandated to produce a monthly report on how
much plastic waste is collected, including details of the types of chemicals involved, and the
disposal methods. Such compulsory disclosure norms will maintain public pressure on the
authorities, including the State Pollution Control Boards. But segregation at source has not taken
off, as there is little awareness, official support or infrastructure. Even bulk generators such as
shopping malls, hotels and offices do not abide by the law. Priority, therefore, should be given to
stop the generation of mixed waste, which prevents recovery of plastics. Companies covered by
extended producer responsibility provisions must be required to take back their waste. In parallel,
incentives to reduce the use of plastic carry bags, single-use cups, plates and cutlery must be in
place. Retailers must be required to switch to paper bags. Potentially, carry bag production using
cloth can create more jobs than machines using plastic pellets. What needs to be underscored is
that plastics became popular because they are inexpensive, can be easily produced and offer
great convenience. But, as the UN Environment Programme notes, their wild popularity has turned
them into a scourge. Consumers will be ready to make the switch, but they need good
alternatives.
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The new biofuels policy is high on ambition, but success will depend on the details
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Why implementing the ban on plastic in Maharashtra won’t be easy

Two days after a ban on plastic came into effect in Maharashtra, Mumbai, India’s financial capital,
is facing massive waterlogging, thanks to incessant rains since Sunday. Rains choke the city
almost every year for the past decade, and one of the main culprits is plastic, which not only clogs
the city’s archaic storm water drainage system but also destroys natural water sinks such as
marshlands, wetlands, lakes and rivers, and contributes heavily to marine pollution around
Mumbai. This link between the annual flooding and plastics will hopefully not be lost on the
citizens, especially the retail business community, which is protesting the ban on the manufacture,
sale and use of plastic bags, disposable plastic spoons, forks, cups, glasses, containers, PET
bottles (less than 500 ml), and thermocol.

The Maharashtra government had enough reasons to ban plastic: the state generates 1,200
tonnes of plastic waste every day and Mumbai alone generates 500 metric tonnes, which accounts
for nearly 10% of its total waste. In contrast, Indian cities generate 15,000 tonnes of plastic waste
per day, of which 9,000 tonnes are collected and processed/recycled, while the remaining 6,000
tonnes go into drains, streets or are dumped in landfills, according to a 2015 report of the Central
Pollution Control Board.

However, just banning plastics will not solve the problem. First, implementation of the law will be
critical, and Maharashtra would do well to learn from the experience of the 17 states that have
already walked down this route.

Second, people would not mind giving up plastic if cheaper alternatives are available in the
market. Third, to ensure sustainable alternatives, the central government must encourage
innovations and establish facilities that can provide alternatives. Take plastic straw and cutlery, for
example. Instead of plastic, bamboo can be used and such products are already available, but at
present they are far more costly than their plastic equivalents. This needs to change.

Last, but not the least, big business groups must show initiative to change their packaging. Doing
this will be a costly affair, but it has to be done for the well-being of citizens and the environment.
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Toxic air is causing malnutrition in trees

Common signs: Leaves start discolouring and shedding.   | Photo Credit: lucamato

Besides affecting human health, air pollution is also causing malnutrition in trees by harming a
fungi that is important for providing mineral nutrients to tree roots, finds a new study.

Mycorrhizal fungi is hosted by the trees in their roots to receive nutrients from the soil. These fungi
provide essential nutrients like nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium from soil in exchange for
carbon from the tree.

This plant-fungal symbiotic relationship is crucial for the health of the tree. However, high levels of
the nutrition elements like nitrogen and phosphorus in the mycorrhizae changes them to act as
pollutants rather than nutrients, the findings showed.

Falling leaves

The signs of malnutrition can be seen in the form of discoloured leaves and excessive falling of
leaves. “There is an alarming trend of tree malnutrition across Europe, which leaves forests
vulnerable to pests, disease and climate change,” said lead researcher Martin Bidartondo from
Imperial College London. “Processes in soil and roots are often ignored as studying them directly
is difficult, but it is crucial for assessing tree functioning.”

The study, published in the Nature, examined 40,000 roots from 13,000 soil samples at 137 forest
sites in 20 European countries for a period of 10 years to determine the fungi’s tolerance to
pollution.

The researchers noted that ecosystem changes can negatively affect tree health. Further, they
found that the characteristics of the tree — species and nutrient status — and the local
environmental conditions like the atmospheric pollution and soil variables were the most important
predictors of which species of mycorrhizae fungi would be present and their numbers. These also
proved to have a large impact on the fungi.

The researchers suggested that the results should be used to design new studies into the link
between pollution, soil, mycorrhizae, and tree growth.
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Mandatory segregation and recycling of plastic waste must be implemented before it is eventually
phased out
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Elephantine threat: Assam considering sedation, relocation of aggressive animals

Two herds of aggressive elephants and a lone rogue may be sedated for a sobering effect and
relocated.

Assam wildlife officials are keen on replicating their Uttarakhand counterparts’ jumbo-relocation
experiment for reducing man-elephant conflicts in western Assam. But the job is easier said than
done, as other elephant habitats and corridors in Assam are under stress.

About half of 58 elephant corridors in the northeast, comprising 35% of the country’s, are in
Assam. More than 15 of these corridors, used by an estimated 9,350 elephants, are under the
Northeast Frontier Railway.

‘Stadium without exit’

Human habitations and barriers such as electric fences and trenches have blocked some of these
corridors that once enabled movement of the two herds comprising 40-50 elephants between
Assam’s Goalpara district and Garo Hills of Meghalaya. With nowhere to go, the elephants have
virtually been confined within a small area that forest officials likened to a stadium without any exit.

“The elephants have become like football, kicked around from one part of the stadium to the other.
The fact that scores of reserve forests and proposed reserve forests in the district are fragmented
and interspersed with villages and illegal fishermen controlling a 50 sq km wetland called Urpad
Beel, which the elephants used to wallow in, have complicated matters,” Dev Prakash Bankhwal,
Principal Chief Conservator of Forest (Wildlife), told The Hindu on Tuesday.

17 people killed

Goalpara has 103 reserve forests, covering 20% of the district’s landmass. Most of the elephants
have been forced to move about in a 300 sq km area for more than two years now.

Cornered, the herds and a lone makhna – male without tusks – have turned aggressive, raiding
villages and killing at least 17 people this year.

More worrying for wildlife officials and activists is the fact that conflicts are happening throughout
the year, instead of winter months as in the past.

The gravity of the problem in Goalpara made the State forest department call all wildlife officials
and veterinarians for a meeting on Monday to work out strategies.

“The Brahmaputra Valley is very narrow and does not have space for so many elephants and
humans to coexist without conflicts. This is an intractable problem since elephants find their
movement blocked almost everywhere,” Mr. Bankhwal said.

One of the strategies discussed was translocation of the rogue loner and other ‘troublemakers’ in
the herds. Officials said they have been encouraged by a similar experiment near Rajaji National
Park in Uttarakhand.

An aggressive male near Rajaji was sedated and relocated 40 km away across a river. It
eventually returned to its old haunts but was “sobered” by the displacement, officials said.

“That elephant has become less aggressive, maybe because of some kind of fright that it might be
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captured again and sent elsewhere. We are thinking on those lines, but the biggest challenge is
finding suitable locations for translocation,” Mr. Bankhwal said.
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Pakistan’s arid land transforms into green gold

Greenery all around:Pervaiz Manan, head of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Forest Department, who
oversaw the re-vegetation of Heroshah district.AFPFAROOQ NAEEM  

Around the region of Heroshah, previously arid hills are now covered with forest as far as the
horizon. In northwestern Pakistan, hundreds of millions of trees have been planted to fight
deforestation.

In 2015 and 2016, some 16,000 labourers planted more than 9,00,000 fast-growing eucalyptus
trees at regular, geometric intervals in Heroshah — and the titanic task is just a fraction of the
effort across the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Control against erosion

“Before it was completely burnt land. Now they have green gold in their hands,” commented forest
manager Pervaiz Manan as he displayed pictures of the site previously, when only sparse blades
of tall grass interrupted the monotonous landscape.

The new trees will reinvigorate the area’s scenic beauty, act as a control against erosion, help
mitigate climate change, decrease the chances of floods and increase the chances of
precipitation, says Mr. Manan, who oversaw the re-vegetation of Heroshah.

Residents also see them as an economic boost — which, officials hope, will deter them from
cutting the new growth down to use as firewood in a region where electricity can be sparse.

Further north, in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s Swat, many of the high valleys were denuded by the
Pakistan Taliban during their reign from 2006 to 2009.

Now they are covered in pine saplings. “You can’t walk without stepping on a seedling,” smiles
Yusufa Khan, another forest department worker.

The Heroshah and Swat plantations are part of the “Billion Tree Tsunami”, a provincial
government programme that has seen a total of 300 million trees of 42 different species planted
across the province.

A further 150 million plants were given to landowners, while strict forest regeneration measures
have allowed the regrowth of 730 million trees — roughly 1.2 billion new trees in total, says the
programme’s management.

Ambitious goal

Kamran Hussain, a manager of the Pakistani branch of the World Wildlife Fund, who conducted an
independent audit of the project, says their figures showed slightly less — but still above target at
1.06 billion trees.

The Billion Tree Tsunami, which cost the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government $169 million, started in
November 2014. Officials say they are still implementing maintenance safeguards such as fire
protection, with the project due to be completed in June 2020.
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Rising temperature to cut living standards

Six hundred million Indians could see a dip in living standards by 2050 if temperatures continue to
rise at their current pace, according to an analysis by the World Bank.

Seven of the 10 severest or most vulnerable ‘hotspots’ in India would be located in Maharashtra;
the rest would be in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh. In the absence of a major climate
mitigation, nearly 148 million Indians will be living in these severe hotspots in 2050, according to
the report.

States in the central, northern and northwestern parts of India emerge as the most vulnerable.
Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh, which are predicted to experience a decline in living standards
of more than 9%, are the top two ‘hot spot’ States in India, followed by Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh,
and Maharashtra.

India’s average annual temperatures are expected to rise by 1°C to 2°C by 2050, even if
preventive measures are taken along the lines of those recommended by the Paris climate change
agreement of 2015. If no measures are taken, average temperatures in India are predicted to
increase by 1.5°C to 3°C.

Economists at the World Bank correlated these climate projections with household consumption
data (a proxy for living standards) in Nepal, Afghanistan, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri
Lanka, and extrapolated it to 2050.

Using publicly available climate models that project how rising temperatures will affect rainfall and
seasons, the researchers concluded that if emissions continued at the current pace, India could
see a 1.5% decline in its GDP by 2030. However, were some corrective actions to be taken — like
India concertedly implementing its National Action Plan on Climate Change and States
implementing their domestic climate change mitigation plans — this could be halted to 1.3%.
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Reducing plastic pollution

The Plastic Waste Management Rules of 2016 are the sharpest prongs in India’s legal arsenal
against plastic. The most significant aspect of the Rules is that they strengthen the concept of
‘extended producers responsibility’ whereby plastics manufacturers and retail establishments that
use plastic are legally bound to introduce a system of collecting back plastic waste. As an
environmentally friendly alternative to plastic does not exist yet, and plastic is too ubiquitous and
useful, the country has to move towards a regime where plastic waste is treated and recycled
rather than engage in rhetoric about banning the product. The Rules lay down the procedure to do
that.

The Rules direct that a plastic waste management fee be collected through pre-registration of the
producers, importers of plastic carry bags/multilayered packaging and vendors selling the same,
for establishing a waste management system.

Producers, importers and brand owners who introduce plastic carry bags, multilayered plastic
sachets, pouches or packaging in the market within a period of six months from the date of
publication of these Rules need to establish a system for collecting back the plastic waste
generated due to their products.

The Rules envisage promoting the use of plastic waste for road construction, or energy recovery,
or waste to oil, etc., and think up ways of gainfully utilising waste and addressing waste disposal.

The Rules also mandate an increase in the thickness of carry bags and plastic sheets from 40 to
50 micron. This would likely increase the cost of plastic bags and restrict vendors from giving away
bags for free, thereby reducing waste.

Local bodies and gram panchayats are responsible for implementing and coordinating a waste
management system. Retailers or street vendors who sell or provide commodities in plastic carry
bags, or multilayered packaging, or plastic sheets or covers made of plastic sheets which are not
manufactured, labelled or marked in accordance with these Rules will be fined, the Rules say.

The 2016 Rules laid out that carry bags be explicitly priced but this was deleted via an amendment
earlier this year. This amendment also provides for a centralised registration system. The Rules
also lay down that any mechanism for registration should be automated and should take into
account ease of doing business for producers, recyclers and manufacturers.

The centralised registration system will be evolved by the Central Pollution Control Board for the
registration of the producer/importer/brand owner.
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This refers to the tendency to form friendships and other forms of interpersonal relationships with
people we come across often in our daily lives.
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Is biodiversity treaty a snag to conservation research?

Aerial view of Peruvian Amazon, taken in 2011.   | Photo Credit: Getty Images/iStockphoto

It’s a case of a “cure that kills”: an international conservation treaty is hampering conservation
research, claim scientists.

In a communication published on June 28 in the journal Science, an international team of
scientists — including professors at India’s Kerala Agricultural University and Ashoka Trust for
Research in Ecology and the Environment (ATREE) – say that the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD, of which India is signatory too) is hindering biodiversity research and preventing
international collaborations due to regulations that have risen due to its implementation.

The CBD is aimed at conserving biological diversity, sustainably using biological components and
fair and equitable sharing of benefits (with local or indigenous communities) that may arise out of
the utilisation of genetic resources. The latter was delineated in the Nagoya Protocol, which came
into effect in 2014. But this has generated “unintended consequences” for research; due to
national-level legislations instituted by countries under the CBD, obtaining field permits for access
to specimens for non-commercial research has become increasingly difficult, write the authors.

Seed Treaty

They suggest that the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture or
the “Seed Treaty”, which ensures worldwide public accessibility of genetic resources of essential
food and fodder, could be used as a model for exchange of biological materials for non-
commercial research. Another solution may be to add an explicit treaty or annex in the CBD to
promote and facilitate biodiversity research, conservation, and international collaboration, said co-
author of the policy critique, Dr. Priyadarsanan Dharma Rajan (ATREE).

More than 170 scientists from 35 countries are co-signatory to the document and Dr. Jeyaraney
Kathirithamby, University of Oxford, U.K, who studies tiny insect parasites, is one among them.

“It is almost impossible to collect [specimens for research] in South America now,” she wrote in an
email. “We bring back material for analysis and have always had a policy for [specimen] vouchers
to be placed here and also in the country it was collected. But now it is difficult to get permission.”

However, we should not see regulation as restriction, said a source in India’s National Biodiversity
Authority (which primarily implements provisions of access and benefit sharing of India’s biological
resources). Under government-approved international collaborative projects, material can be
exchanged freely; there are also “facilitative processes” to send specimens for taxonomic
identification to other countries, the source added.

India is one of the 196 countries that has committed to the CBD and ratified it in February 1994.
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Mandatory segregation and recycling of plastic waste must be implemented before it is eventually
phased out
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