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Media Coverage of Environmental Problems and Policies in India

History and Overview

Some people date the beginnings of the environmental movement 1in
India to Chandi Prasad Bhatt's Chipko Andolan (Hug the tree
campaign) in 1973; others, particularly government cofficials,

trace 1t to the interest showniin tha subject by HMrs Gandhi after

the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the human environment.

Hhether initiated by the Ifimalayan villagers =- who hugged treos

in srder 42 plainly dell feresd contractorc not to foll thom oand
to focus world attention on the environmental procblems of the
Alaknanda catchment area of the mid-Himalayas —— or by an urban
prime minister, the movement i1tselfl has acquired an extraerdinary
wpread and wvitality in recent years, as has the mementum of

publicity in the maas media.

Cloarly, judging from the spate nf ctnries nn envirnnmental
issues now appaaf{ng in the Indian press, Tepnvironment 15 a
subjecl Whos= time han cema,'' 40 quete Darryl D'Monte, rocidaent

editor of Tho Timoc of India, Bombay, and a leading green in the

=zuméry. Nz ho obcorwoa, "~ “Hardly a day pacssas Withnut  some
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mention of a development concerning the envirconment: whether 1 &

is dams, pollution, tribal issues or sium—dwelles' pLoebleme. '’

This= ic purhapr; herause mnst ‘Editvt s consider onvironmant A

save - wuw S L -« mem pelifiral Jwwnm  thAat Wil not
ieLLeaaa. o1y Belng thow uie #allininan course with the pewers—that-
be. However, as Mr D'Monte points out;— "“"tka envivrenment is
entirely political — siaply because almost every issue concerns
certain socio-economic interests and their manipulaticon. Because
the environm;;t is the ultimate source of all rescuwces which
make 1ife poudsibla = food, wnergy. materials — anpd the control

of these resources is a purely political iszue, evaen i1f it does

not appear so to editors.*'

The state-owned electronic media —— Duuidarshan (TW) and All
India Radio — however, prefers to largely ignore controversial
environmental 1ssues. 1t duoes liwwever prampte F-=minute epats Aanvd
ad campaigns against pollution or the add programme cn wildlite
and the -general state of the environment. Doordarshan dces on
occasion ~ hold discussions on crucial issues like dams,
development or forest policies, but the debates are rather
dreary, and wusually telecast at a time when Scomnus beckons.

Viewership, neediess s say, iw low.

The information and broadcasting mMinistry’'s Films Division, which
makes__an average of 130 newsreels and documentaries a vear Cand
spentz ;Rs 13.1BE civres lart vyear), made only 13 films
eﬁ@i;éﬁméntal and developmental lspues o the lase five years

However, seven of these were made in 1991 — '"a <cignmificant
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improvemenl v FD's ear liet euviioimeiilal jecuord, as e« FD
producor cobcorvoc. Whilo four of the EO—winuls (olour firlme dealt
Flant,

with developmental projects like the Vishakhapatnam Steel

Coal India, thme metro in Calcutta and road-building in Nagaland,

the other three dealt with the general environment: two films

were on the 1lls of deforestation. The third ¢titled Namami

Narmade was o©on the Narmada dam. The film, according te the FD

bosses, shows both sides of the 'dam' issue. But the interviews
-.LL'I thu uunl"_\za- “l(\.l “\-.Ll'l-t- Lol 4 B — L‘ l:’, "'Ii!e tll‘l’: gu'“l (R LLLL =4 B B ")

officials and planners hogged the limelight.

And as Dr T.R. Saranathan, editor of the Bombay-based Enceclcegy

maga=zine, Mr Bittu Sehyal, edilur ul Sanctuary magazine and Hr

Tnhal Masnd, a noted columnist and TV critic, point out weyly,
Anviromnmental programmes with bite are mimming on Indiaoa IV
For example, though meveral international channels have aired
programmes on the Narmuda dams, net a singqle film presenting tne
views of the anti-dam lobby has been shown on Doordarshan. And on
the rare occasion that it showed a programme on the issue, it has
beer krown to backtrackl A Doordarshan staffer was recently
chargesheeted by her employers half an hour after a programme on
the pros and cons of large dams was telecast. The repcrter had

been gutsy enocugh to land up in the Narmada valley to talk to

custees and officials.

-

Moreover, while films on the general degradation of the
environment have been okayed by Mandi House (Doordarshan
headquarters in Delhi), forceful films such as ‘Voices " from
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Baliapal‘—— made by a young and ecologically conscious film—maker

Ranjan &alit on tho controworcial nucloar plant in 0Oricca

which won an award at a foreign film festival, has yet to be

telecast. This is in contravention of Doordarshan's rules that

all oward winning filme muct perforie Le shown on the naticonal
network. Another award—-winning activist, Anand Patwardhan, whose
hard-hitting film, "Hamara Shaher', highlighting the plight of
Bombay's slum dwellers and the dubious role of the government in
=lum demolitions, had to go to court before the media mandarins

illowerd it to be shown-en the uational network.

The situation, however, is likely to improve this year. For, the
Supreme Courtahas recently directed both Doordarshan and AIR to
ai1r regular eaenvironment news and programmes from February 1,

1992. The court has ruled that at least 5-7 minutes of programmes

convoying fthe Muewsnn of e S s-—ee mmewwaw ve atl ©0
daily. Another happy trend 1s that Films Division has alse hiked

1ts budget for films on envireonment.

Hhatever 'be the record of the electronic media in India Iag
vegards environment, environmental consciousness in the print
media has had definite positive spin-offs: the setting up of
goverument departments and inquiries, anti*pollution’ cells,
1mncreased scientific and soclal scientific research interest., and
the growth of citizens' qQroups roncarmnod uwieh Lo oulecting or

restoring the environment.

And this 1is as it should be becau=e India's eco—-system 1s

sufferiﬁg"uhprecedented onslaughts. Despite afforestation and

4
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cther measures, the already scant forest cover is shrinking at
the rate of 47,500 hectares a year due to blotic pressures,

although this 1s down from 1.5 million hectares about seven years

ago.

Forasts in Andhra FPradaesh, Karnataka and (rissra are vanishing ¢tn
mast the imsatiakle fuslwand nreds nf tho ovor=pxpanding motroc
Aand  tnwns. The Himalayas are said to be gradually sliding inteo
lhw Buay ul Bengal with an increasingly polluted Ganga carrying
down 1.5 billion tonnes of scil annually. The Western Ghats are

isat with problem= similar to those which have brought the =ub-
Himalayan regilon to the verge of collapse. Irresponsible mining
and auerrving metheds have ravaged large tracts of once fertile
lands particularly in Bibar and Uttar Pradesh. And large dams are

threatening to submerge as much land as they promise to irrigate.

A few controversies widely reported in the press in the last few
vears (epart from the vexed Narmada Valley project) are the Kaiga
rnuclear preject in Karnataka, the Baliapal nuclear missile
preject 1in Orissa. the Silent Valley project in keraia, and the
Tehri  dam in  the Barhwal Himalayas of Uttar Pradesh. A

evastating ear thquake 1ast yctober, measuring 6.1 on the Kichter
scale, that sheok the Uttarkashi region where the Rs 3,465 lakh
Tekmi sam is éa be lassbed, bringem=d sff a fix;ry dubate im  the
media. 1Inre  aoain, the raticnale of ‘siting such a massive

reseyr-volr 1n sc brittle a topography was widely guestioned.

One can get an idea of the length and brea@th of current

)

environmental news and views in India from the 200-page Green

cn
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File — a compendium of news items from about &25-30 major

Cuaygla=h arnd Hindi newspaper s acaid o dJucent iiewsmayacines 1 Llves

country —-- brought ocut by the Centre for Science and Envircocnment

(CSE) i1n New Delbi every month.

The CSE is a voluntary organisation davoting itself to the
propagation of information on environmental/developmental issues.
The list of newspapers from which the CS8E culls news items is by
ne means complete. Not only are many smaller papers excluded hut
so0 are smaller editions of mass—circulation détlies, not to
mention those in other Indian languages. Still, it does provide a

crude estimate of environmental coverage in the mass media.

A quick scan of the GBreen File —— wnicn 11sts the subjects under

16 different heads including dams, forests, pollution, health,

industrial accidents and Bhopal, energy, mining and environment
and water and fisherieu —— of August, September and Octoher 1991,
shows that the newspapers had devoted about 4.070 column cms to
dems, 3,300 ceol cms to pollution, 2,600 col cms to energy and

2,400 cecl cm& to forests and 1,900 col cms to water and

ficsheries in just those three months.

While the articles on dams and farests were general in nature. a

lor ye vwambies ul Lhuse wie pullul.'xuu LI mun e localised. Ine

Indian Express highlighted civic and canitary problems im the

cities, as did the Times of India on their city pages. HMost of

Weeklv, highlighted local environmaental movements and had experts

ocffering critiques of governmental peolicies on development.


http://tTiiyljfi.il
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The data clearly reveals that large dams aro 2 pet cbocessiezn with
the Indian press. Over half the articles under dams dgalt with
the World BRank—funded Narmada ﬁroject; the rest with the equally
controversial 261 metre—high rockfill Tehri dam, and Subarnarekha
prolects. (The Rs 2,500 crore Subarnarekha project is a Jjoint
venture of the state governmaents of Blhar, Orissa «ad West
Bengal. It consists of the.construction of two dams across the
Chandil and Kharkai. river, two barrages and canals that would
have an irrigation potential of 280,000 hectares and also provide

400,000 litres of water for domestic use to half a dozen towns in

the reqgion.)

The articles in the naticnal English and Hindi press on large

dams “wevre near—unanimous in their arguments: review the projects,
think about the ecological wreckage, improve the rehabilitatinn
facilities; think more deeply about the displaced. Interestingly.
while Lhe national newspapers, particularly the Times of India
and the Hindu were dead set against the Naxaada project, the

Sujarat: press was all for i1it. (But more on this in the following

sectiomn on Narmada.)

Discussion of media treatment of the Narmada project:

s s e e . T T . o ot e e o e e

Manivbelil was once an obscure Indian village, hidden from the eyes
nf the world. Today, it ims &n the wui ld environment map —— the
focal peint. as i1t were. of the Third World's largest

enviroenmental movement —= thanks primarily to the Indian presas.

Situated on the Gujarat—Maharashtra border, the village 1is the
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scene of a sustained agitation that regularly has both motussal
and metropolitan journalists descending upon it by the dozen -
as much to capture the drama, one must admit, as to highlight the
issue at stake. For, the agitaticn has on occasion turned at once
dead sericus and sensational with threatened residents and
outraged activists of the Narmada Bachao Andolan —- 1like Baba
Amte and Medha Fatkar who were awarded tﬁe 1991 Right to
lLivelihood Award, the ‘alternative' Nobel Prize — forming °jal
samadhi ' (voluntary death by drowning) squads to stop
construction of the World Bank—funded R 11,000 crore Sardar

Sarovar dam on the Narmada river.

The reacon for the protest is well known: the mammoth reservoir
threatens to submerge the village, along with 1.3 lakh hectares
of prime agricultural and %nrest innd. Moreover, it would
cdieplace over three lakh pecple of the Narmada valley and
sericusly distw b Lhe ecolegical balance of the area a=s ~8

million t¥reec—would have to be cut at one go. .

The locals, incidentally, are less concerned about issues like
large dams, gleobal warming or Lhe vcsuvie layer. Thay are moroely
Tignting tv veve Lheir lanwd amd hoarth. For tham, the

envivenmental movemant is by thA way. It is the activists and

jctrnalists who have brouaght the dangers of the dam inte the hcot

mpet of public attentinn.

After Lhe Ehcpal gas tragedy in December 1984, Narmada has become
the most widely reported controversy in India. "Several leading

nmaticonal English dailies -—- such as the Indian Express, The Times
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of India, The Hindu, Statesman and The Hindustan Times —-— have

covered every twict in the movement; are generally balanced 1n
their reporting,-though editoriales have been uniformly critical
of the project, and have succeeding in building a body of

negalive vpinion on large dams in the country.

Their views were even actively supported by former minister of
state tor environment, Ms ManeKka Landhil, wWNo went on record to
say that there must surely be something wrong with a project
which will =submerge almost as much area as it is meant to

irrigate. The present dispensation is;,; alas, not quite as

receptive.

Interestingly, however, the Gujarati press is all for the Narmada

.

A

proioct. Tho prao=dam ctance nf-thr Rudaraki praes 2laarly ravsals
the state-capitalist nexus. The local media barons are repcortedly
close to ‘the state's chief minister Chimanbhai Patel, who has

*~ glorified the Sardar Sarcovar project as being the “lifeline ot

Y

.Bujarat'. The interests of%GuJarat's elite were. projected as
=5 . = LA o ?" L%%\.‘bﬁ \“,"' e g -q‘_ o

heing consonant with the “public intorect® of Gujurat and the

‘common Gujiarati'. Newspaners llkP ﬁujarat Samarhar and Sandsesh

‘harped on the *violont' 1ntentlon;uoffth|‘NDR's vatra and alleged

.t

that the NRA consisted of uood—poachers and drug—runners, whose

livelihaed was threatened hy fthe dam. Sn murh sn that much  «of

e i
T
etk

¥ yural “and’ lower middle clasgﬁGujaQ?tﬁsuears by,tﬁe_dam. But the

s

.mlddle class is yet to be coqvinced.
£k R O i E i B SRl S0

FProblems of covering environmental issues in India:z

- -

It must be pointed out thab“?ﬁéghite;“the quantum jump in

f
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environmental reporting in the media, things are Tar from hunky-—
uury. A§ in every other 1ine, there @re =stmd imesemnés
operating in- the press, and biases —-- particularly on eco-

poclitical issues or on conflict situations —— often creep in.

One notices that while there is a fair deal of consensus on
issues like large dams in most newspapers, editorial stances tend
to differ substantially on iarge industrial or land development
projects,. or on issues where the press has to take the government

lhhead on.

Th-. problems faced by reportera covering onvironmontal preoblomc
1s a lack of a scientific data-base, misinformation by the errant
industries and indifference on the part of the policing agencies.
Newspaper exposes are not neccessarily follo&ed up by the
authorities. It 1s only the leccal environmental action groups

which habitually take thae matter te court.

MlNor, denrn te leading ..the developing world in enacting

environmental legislation,, India's recordwﬁjn preserving its

natural rescurces and eco-systems leaves a lot to be desired. The
governaent had drawn up a draft National conservation peolicy in
1740, but tne pelicy is yet to be formalised. The draft plan was
circulated among a few environmental groups and non—governmental
organisations for their suggesticns, but unfortunately was not

fellowed through by the environment ministry.

The "Envirenment Protection Act, ‘1986, which.was passed in the

aftermath eof the Bhopal gas leak, is largely ineffective. The act

16 ‘
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had envisaged the setting up of an Environment Protection
Aulthovyity, but to this day, it has neither been set up nor have

tinances been allocaled fur thas impleamontation of the act.

Moreover, though the union government has set up two central
pollution cunlivl]l Loards amd 23 in tho vwvariouse states, thesp
agencies — which have the onerous duty of pursuing defaulting
industries and prosecuting them under the Environment Protection
Act or the Air and Water Pollution Control Act —— are hamstruﬁg

by a lack of manpcocwer, legal service, funds and state-of—the-art

equipment for monitoring pollution levels.

ac z__cnnéequanra, their cerocd §in the discharge of duties has

maen: @vuesl . Wels seaasss vats b prasf amsugh ef thats of all
the cases filed by the pollution control broads in India so Tar,
less than 50 have been settled. Horse, only in a handful of these
cases has there been an  ‘96vi;§nﬁQ;t;friend1y' decision.

Accovrding to one estimate, the success rate has been only 0.2 per

cent.
In thesse circumstances, 1ndnqtrirq rontinue to Qet anay fromp
. "i th: W e R e '
% i 3

flagrantly wviolating antx-pox;ution mnorms. Of Lh= 4,000 wale: -
polluting large industrial unmats, only half have installed

pollution control equipment. Tﬁegg;doqﬁt function all the time.

though. And more than a million small units have not even begun

tce think in terms of controlling pollution.

il 20
>
=r =

. . B S . 3
For example 11v Bowbiay, Lhere is “"am umzentrslled releace of

tuntreates  1ndustrial effiuaqtgiéntu Lhie . Palalyanga- river by

¢r-._. - ),n'b— b

chemical, pesticide and dye industries situated on the banks of

11
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the river. These pcocisons have taken a heavy tcll of marine life
in the Fatalganga eco—system, according to studies conducted by
the Bombay-based Institute of Science and the National Institute
of Oceancgraphy. Bombay;; creeks and coaétal waters are now so

nnllited that the fish rcatrh has dived hy almnst PO per cent in

the last decade.

Evidently, the presence of the Maharashtra Pollution Control
Foard has not helped any. Most of the polluting industries qet
away by either paying small fines or by Eribing officials.
Another case, which I have followed for the past five vyears, is
the S0N-menawatt Rnamhay Surburban Electricity Supply Company
éBSES) thermal station coming up at Dahanu — an orchard and
fisheries area —— about a 100 miles north of Bombay. Though the
timinmn  envirnnment ministry's mnastal rﬂgulatloﬁs'“;‘nrbid anye
ronstruction within S00 metree of the high tide linc, the BSES i1s
salenlly Cmiryinyg vo consliucliven work within the mie fimits.
This is because the BSES has the tacit support ofkthe Maharashtra
government, which 1is more interested in generating energy for
industfﬁal .and urban develcpéént than 1in -stéizgf;;g? the
rrnlpgicAal halance. The government, to no one‘s eurprice, hac
chosén to take no action against the BSES. And aé,é}ﬁ;fs'fit is

e

the active local environmentalists, 1.e. the Bombay Environmental

Action Group and the Dahanu Taluka Environmental Protection Group

that have taken the company to court. "

Hrvwever, here 1t must  he pninted. ocut that a__facﬁﬁ groewly
] < T B TLIm e

underplayed in the mass media is that only 20 per cent of the
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e e o e S g e e g Sy

pollution in India is caused by industriesg qrganic pnllution duo

to haphazard urbanisation accounts for the remaining BO per cent.

\

It must be said that the Indian media's herculean efforts to get
the planners to review gr change rertain projseds his 1wl always
worked. For 1instance, despite civil disobedience movements by
activists and the affected people and fTorceful editorials against
the Narmada anrd Tehri dams, work sanmtidivues undisturoea on- these

projects.

But the sustained campaign against large dams and the plight of

the oustees by the medié, local tribal leaders and activists has
worked in the case of the Subarnafekha ﬁéﬁjeét: the World Bank
haq-arfually‘ctoppﬂed work vir Lhe dams laat September because 1t
was dissatisfied with the rehabilitation facilities drawn up the
praject planners for the 70,000 peoplé who will be displaced.
World Bank officials who visited the site and spoke to the
threaterned oustees have said that work will restart only after
the concerned governments draw- up a proper blueprant Tor
rehabi1litation. Moreover, a cougigﬁof ﬁthér_prbjécts such as Koel
ttaro dam in Bihar and the Kaiga nucla=ar placvl i1n Karnataka have

run into rough weather, thanks to the media.

The pre<s has, moreover, achieved success on two counts. First,

it has mobilised public opinion on major environmental 1issues,

particularly dams and pallutinn..People_who were hitherto unaware

of the pros and cons of large dams are now aware of.what they are
R T - i .

all about. Second, the wide reportage has pushed the World Bank

into setting up a review committes on the Narmada project. The

13
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sustained debate on enviroﬁmental issu@s has galvanised the
Environment ministry into 1increasing 1ts budget for 1992 by

nearly s 100 crores — from Rs 246 crores in '?1 to Rs 340

crores 1n '92.

Here, I would 1like to point out that despite all its

constraints, the press in India is completely free to criticise
state-sponsored policies, plans and projects: it can, and
regularly does, slam any government project that it believes gces

against the interestc of the environment.

Envivonmental Jjournalism has wmiles to go in India given the
country‘s developmental dilemmas, but heartening trend is that
the wvoire nf environmental activiate ies now being h=ard

throcugheout tho coumbry, and saviraniaeslal Iit%thy is growing a1

the +ime .



