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What are the core challenges that 
environmental issues and policies face 
in India?
There are four challenges mainly: (a) 

regulatory capture, in which private 

interests hijack the social goals; what 

we need is a very powerful political will; 

(b) lack of home-grown philosophical 

and theoretical foundations on which 

environmental science and practice can 

be based on; (c) huge administrative 

costs because of unintelligible guidelines; 

and (d) lack of a robust environmental 

impact assessment procedure. 

Let me elaborate on the second 

one in particular. One must not forget, 

environmental issues, at the very core, 

are a result of our obsessive belief in 

modernity’s promise that celebrates 

material culture over anything else. In 

1928, Mahatma Gandhi had warned 

against this style of consumption: ‘God 

forbid that India should ever take to 

industrialization after the manner of 

the west, the economic imperialism of a 

single tiny island kingdom [UK] is today 

keeping the world in chains. If an entire 

nation of 300 million took to similar 

economic exploitation, it would strip the 

world bare like locusts.’

This is quite telling. Imagine if all 

Indians and Chinese secure a car for 

themselves, like Americans. That would 

mean around 2.5 billion cars! Today, we 

have 1.2 billion cars already. Let’s face it, 

2.5 billion cars is an unbearable burden.

We must begin rethinking our own 

aspirations in terms of sustainability 

for another reason. Sadly, as Indians, 

thanks to our geography, we ourselves 

will become the residual bearer of harm 

through our unsustainable lifestyle. 

Almost half of the Indians live in places 

that will become climate hotspots by 

2050.

How do you feel the youth of today 
could help overcome some of the 
above mentioned challenges?
The youths of today have to become 

more environmentally conscious. A 

research by Yale University on climate 

change communications indicated 

that around 65 per cent of Indians are 

not aware of climate change at all. It 

is only then that an environmentally 

conscious citizenry can be built. In fact, 

Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration 

acknowledges that ‘environmental issues 

are best handled with participation of all 

citizens concerned, at the relevant level.’ 

Such participation is only cursory in India, 

and the youth needs to come out in large 

numbers to claim what is at stake. While 

they are becoming politically important, 

and I would say even conscious—
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coming out in large numbers for voting 
—there was a marked absence of air 
pollution as an election issue, in Delhi, for 
example. This was because of the youth’s 
rather lackadaisical response to the 
environment around them. 

A number of things could be 
done to enhance the participation 
of youth. The youth should have 
a share in their resident welfare 
associations; governments should 
drive environmental-entrepreneurship 
programmes; the efforts at Mohalla levels 
where the youth is actively supporting 
environmental initiatives must become 
part of a daily newspaper narrative; and 
of course, those who have access to good 
education could form collectives in their 
societies and challenge environmental 
harm when they observe the same. 

In fact, it is through the participation 
of youth that we may be in a position 
to carve out home-grown policies for 
the cause of the environment, more 
effectively. The world has witnessed an 
obsession with expert-based governance. 
For most part, this has led to blueprints 
and a one-size-fits-all approach. 

How important is formal education in 
environment policy in today’s time 
 and age?
It is extremely important. The aim of 
environmental education is to change 
beliefs and behaviour of people in favour 
of valuing their environment. This should, 
hence, be considered while making 
environmental studies compulsory in 
colleges, by providing new knowledge 
about the environment as well as making 
students engage actively with  
this domain.

Last year, in response to a 1991 
Supreme Court order in Mehta vs. Union 
of India and others, the government 
informed the Court that it has asked 
the universities in India to include 
‘Environment Studies’ as a compulsory 
course in their curricula. This is being 
done, although a more serious approach 
is necessary. 

Countries around the world are 
doing it. BRICS nations are a case in 
point. Brazil adopted a National Policy 
for Environmental Education in 1999, 
and has gone beyond the National 
Environment Education Program to 

increase citizen engagement. Sustainable 

Schools National Program of the Ministry 

of Education supports Brazilian schools 

in their transition process towards 

socio-environmental sustainability, with 

school-community relationship being an 

important factor.

 Russia and South Africa need to 

implement more effective measures, 

even though the efforts are visible. 

Russia’s Federal Law on Environment 

Protection mentions (Article 3) about 

environment education and training 

emphasize its importance. This has 

led to several regions promulgating 

local laws in favour of environmental 

education. South Africa’s National 

Environment Management Act, 1998, 

contains principles on environmental 

education; their Department of 

Environmental Affairs engages actively to 

prioritize a school-based environmental 

education as well as community-based 

environmental awareness programme.#


