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EDITORIAL
So here we are. 

Twenty-one students from The Centre for Development and Environment at the University of
Oslo in Norway. We have spent the past month in New Delhi studying at the Centre for Science and
Environment (CSE). The objective of the visit was to study environmental management issues in
India from an inter-disciplinary background. We visited Rajasthan for five days and had the oppor-
tunity to talk to local villagers about issues concerning both them and us. These experiences have
resulted in stimulating discussions within the group and refreshed our thoughts. The outcome of the
debates and perceptions is this magazine — The Outsider — where our main focus is on India’s bio-
mass economy. 

Our journey has been confusing, it has been fun, and for sure it has been a huge challenge for
all of us. The final product and the following pages are our thoughts, questions, perspectives and
ideas around issues we found engaging and complex. The Indian way of living is in many ways dif-
ferent from what we are used to, and has left us with new refreshing perspectives as well as many
big questions. How much power do the local people have versus the government when it comes to
influencing their own livelihoods? Is the main problem water access or management? And what
does an economy based on biomass resources imply? These are just a few of the many questions
that have come up during our stay.

We would like to thank CSE for a great opportunity to produce The Outsider and for providing
us with the knowledge in order to do so. Also, we would like to express our gratitude to the people
who let us into their villages and homes and shared their extensive knowledge with us. We are 21
enlightened students going back to Norway with a much broader perception of possible solutions,
concerning issues related to development and the environment.

Ina Jakobsen & Mari Frengstad

Editors: 
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Layout: 
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Marte Nubdal, Maria Sviland, Mari Bjerck, Leo Rygnestad, Lars Tore Kaslegard, Esten Johnsen Ødegaard,
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s ● Norway is a very small country compared to
India and most countries in the world. Its
capital Oslo, is about the same size as
Pondicherry, a small town in south India,
and Norway’s population is just 4.6 million.
In other words, you could put the whole
Norwegian population 240 times into India
to get the total amount of people estimated
at present at just over a billion

● Even though Norway has a much smaller
population, its energy consumption is 22
times higher than India’s. In addition, the
amount of solid waste is estimated at 365
kg per person a year, while in Delhi it is set
at 136 kg.

● Norway is a high-consumption society. If all
the people in the world where to have the
same consumption practices as an average
Norwegian, one would require 3.4 planets
to provide for their needs? In India on the
other hand, you only need 0.4 of a planet.

Facts and hints on India and Norway

Tips for biomass use inside urban areas.

How to become 

better at managing your resources

● Harvest rainwater. There is a water problem in India, if you harvest
your own water you can use it for watering your plants and help
to replenish groundwater reserves.

● Use neem leaf extracts to repel mosquitoes,
instead of toxic insect repellents. 

● Do not use chemical pesticides or fertilizers. Attract birds to
your garden. Birds will provide you with natural fertilizers.
Birds can also enhance your quality of life. You can also
use cow dung, which is easily available, mixed with
neem extract as fertilizer.

● Compost your organic waste if you have a garden. The composting will
provide you with fertile soil.

● If your garden is big enough, practice small-scale farming.
Urban agriculture helps dispose waste in an environmentally
friendly way and could provide fresh vegetables, especially if
you don’t use chemical fertilizers

● Don’t drive, bike to work. That means
lesser pollution and you keep fitter in the
bargain.



A large number of people in India base their livelihood on
products that are obtained from plants and animals —

biomass. This is possible because local communities have 
a vast fund of traditional knowledge about their environ-

ment which helps them to survive. Unfortunately, decisions
concerning local livelihoods, taken by the central govern-

ment, sometimes clash with traditional practices. The
environmentalist movement, first in the West and now in

developing countries, now sees the biomass economy as an
ideal way of living in harmony with nature. The twain is

finally meeting.

Banking on biomass
Cover Story 
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Q. How would you define biomass and it’s relevance to
the people of India and the country’s rural economy?
Anupam Mishra: It is difficult to define biomass. In Indian 
culture we do not divide life into compartments. You can
describe the smaller parts, but not the bigger one. I can say that
this is my ear, this is my nose, these are my eyes, but this is me!
If somebody says ‘describe yourself’, it will be very difficult. The
whole society and culture of India has been based on biomass.
Agrarian-based societies depend heavily on biomass — for their
very livelihoods. You can’t separate them. And to ensure fewer
conflicts over sharing biomass resources, the community needs
to make rules to divide resources among themselves.

Q. How then does biomass play a role in rural 
economy?
A. The entire rural economy is based on biomass. There is no
‘waste’ in agricultural societies. In industrial societies, on the
other hand,  you generate waste. Throw it somewhere. Pollute
the ground, pollute the water. But in an agricultural economy,
everything is related and interlinked together. If you want to
grow rice or maize, you harvest the crop for food, but the stems
can be used as cattle fodder. You don’t need to produce cattle
feed in factories located in city centres or in industrial areas,
since it is already produced in the fields. It is not an economy
based on hard cash. I will say that contemporary economics will
never be able to calculate such products. Like Anil Agarwal (the
founder of the Centre for Science and Environment) famously

said, GNP, or Gross Nature Product, is a better indicator of rural
development than GNP (Gross National Product).

Q. What does centralised development planning do to
traditionally community-led development initiatives?
A. Everything now is planned in Delhi. The Planning
Commission makes five-year plans for development. But as you
saw, the ponds in Laporiya were planned for two hundred years.
They  visualised the situation five to six generations ahead, to
ensure adequate
water, good food,
forests. Laporiya’s
people didn’t have
to go outside to
find the answer.
Not Delhi, not
Norway, not the
World Bank, not
even the state capital. They had their answer. That is the first
condition.

Q. Sustainability is central to the environmental debate
in Norway. How does sustainability figure in a biomass
economy?
A. You cannot achieve sustainability with outside help. If you
want to sustain yourself, don’t look outside  for new ideas. I will
put it like this: if the rainfall has not changed, if the soil has not
changed, if the cropping pattern has not changed, then you
should not change your lifestyle. You should do the same kind
of water harvesting that was done two hundred years ago, and
you can solve your problem. In Laporiya they did precisely this,
and they were able to harvest their water.

GNP, or Gross Nature Product,
is a better indicator of rural
development than GNP 
(Gross National Product).

Local solutions
INTERVIEW

Anupam Mishra, 
General Secretary of the Gandhi Peace
Foundation in New Delhi, 
has definite views on the linkages among 
sustainability, local knowledge and 
people’s participation in a biomass economy. An
environmental activist, and among India’s most
eminent scholars on traditional water 
management systems, Mishra has travelled
extensively across rural India, carefully 
documenting people’s initiatives in harvesting
the rain. An interview by
Lars Tore Kaslegard, Esten Johnsen Odegaard and
Marte Nubdal
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Q. The chauka system in Laporiya was invented in the
1970s, based on traditional harvesting ideas. Can this
new idea be a sustainable solution to drought?
A. I have been saying that you don’t need new answers. Once
you destroy your traditional system, it is difficult to go back;
there is a gap. The chauka system was created because of wide-
spread degradation of pasturelands, forests and water bodies in
Laporiya. To develop a system like that takes more than a day.
You need water, and you need to hold the water, to stop it. This
is the basis of the brilliant system. So of course, it’s a new
answer, but to achieve a traditional system, there’s no harm in
finding new solutions, as far as they take you to a sustainable
system. I will not say new or old; these are complimentary.
Today, Laporiya has plenty of water to last them through a 
several years of consecutive drought — a very good example 
of sustainability, where the community has a very strong 
perception of its own problems.

Q. What will it take for other communities to learn
from Laporiya’s experience? After all, it took 10 to 15
years of hard work for them to create the chauka
system.
A. If they decide that they want to change their situation, they
have enough knowledge in the form of social memory in their
minds. Some dust has settled on it, as they haven’t used this

system for 100 years. It is not like the government in New Delhi
deciding on a plan, giving it to the people of Laporiya, who then
participate in it. This is not people’s participation. For me, peo-
ple’s participation consists of three stages. First, the people
themselves design a plan, you can help, but the people them-
selves should design their own plan. Then they should 
execute it, and the last stage is that they should maintain it.

Q. Can science and technology from the West 
contribute to India’s development in rural areas. Can
Western science and technology co-exist with local
knowledge? 
A. You don’t need help from outside for rural development
agencies, but you may need good ideas. If you have seen 
good things in Laporiya, it isn’t necessarily usable in Europe.
And similarly we don’t necessarily need anything from 
an European village. Because you face a different environment,
a different culture and you have different habits. I don’t 
think that science and technology from the West can co-exist
with local knowledge, because to co-exist you need similar
qualities.

Q. We usually hear of Mahatma Gandhi’s ideas in rural,
small-scale village-level development projects. Given
how India today manages its environment, is there

anything to learn from Mahatma Gandhi’s
ideas?

A. Yes, we should
learn from Mahatma
Gandhi, but I would
not limit this to
Mahatma Gandhi
alone. Good, sustain-
able development in

urban and rural India existed even before him. He 
put together whatever was good in Indian society, and
presented it. Instead of learning from Mahatma
Gandhi’s written text, books and speeches, we should
learn his ideas from the villages. In Lapopriya, you will
not find a statue of Gandhi or a Gandhi road. There is
no Gandhi square or plaza or whatever you call it. But
you feel that it’s a Gandhian village. So instead of read-
ing Gandhi in library, why don’t we read Gandhi in
Laporiya? 

So you need good ideas everywhere. And what was
his idea? Sustainability. Self-sufficiency. Delhi had more
than 340 ponds before the British arrived, and it used 
to be self-sufficient. Now the urban planning system
has closed these water bodies, dumped mud into the
ponds, and built an urban environment on top of it.
Today, Delhi has to borrow water from rural areas, 
several hundred kilometres away. Why not revive 
these water bodies, like Laporiya has done. What is the
difference between a village and an urban area? You
have to eat, you have to breathe, you have to 
drink water.

You cannot achieve 
sustainability with outside
help



Medha Patkar has been leading the Narmada Bachao
Andolan (NBA) since 1985, an organization born out of the
protests against the Sardar Sarovar Dam project. The dam, 
currently 111 m high, is supposed to bring development to three
states, Gujarat, Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh, in the form
of drinking water, irrigation water and electricity. However, the
dam also entails the resettlement of thousands of families,
many of which are tribal. According to the NBA, another 35,000
families will be affected if the dam is raised. Patkar has been on
hunger strikes against the dam several times before. She almost
died during a hunger strike in 1991.

Worst-case scenario
Imagine a tribal family in Madhya Pradesh, living on a plot of
land for generations. They live off what the earth can give them,
depending on a fragile relationship between land, forest, water,
animals and humans. Their poverty or richness cannot be 
measured by their daily income, but by access to the natural
resources that provide their livelihood. Keep in mind how 
ecologically diverse a country like India is — many people
depend on their environment, but the ecology differs radically
between regions. Thus, when a family is relocated, say from
Madhya Pradesh, it is not only changing the place where it
stays. It is also losing touch with the ancestral knowledge of
how their environment works and where their culture is rooted.
Relocation is actually dislocation.

Fighting it out
By Gry Solstad

Medha Patkar went on an indefinite hunger strike to protest against the elevation of the
Sardor Sarovar dam by 11 meters. An insight into what makes her put her life on the line for

the Narmada cause

Sardar Sardovar 
dam project

● The largest of 30 dams planned for the Narmada
area

● 3 affected states: Gujarat, Maharashtra, Madhya
Pradesh. Madhya Pradesh faces the largest
amount of resettlement programmes

● Narmada Control Authority (NCA) order on March
8, 2006 allows the dam to be raised from 110.64-
121.92 meters. There are arguments that the
order was based on false reports

● Instead of land compensation, people in Madhya
Pradesh have been offered cash compensation

● According to the Narmada Bachao Andolan, an
NGO that was born out of the protests against the
Sardar Sarovar project, Madhya Pradesh has not
provided a single hectare of agricultural land 
for the affected people since construction 
began in 1987, and 35,000 families have yet to
be dislocated 
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Since the Indian government owns most of the land that is nei-
ther common nor private, they have the power to declare
water-harvesting systems initiated by villagers on these lands
illegal. They have done so in the past because they did not trust
the people’s technical knowledge or their ability to take con-
structive decisions in village councils. However, because of suc-
cess stories like the one about Bhaonta-Kolyala village in
Rajasthan, the government is now funding and enabling simi-
lar projects.

In 1987 the village of Bhaonta-Kolyala was struggling due
to years of drought. The villagers organized themselves in a vil-
lage council, a gram sabha. They started building large earthen
checkdams, johads, based on traditional knowledge about
water flows. It became clear that they also needed more trees in

the area to bind the water, and to accomplish this they 
made common rules against logging and grazing.

The efforts paid off. Villages as far as 20 km away
improved the water level in their wells, and the dried Arvari river
came to life. In 2000, the then President of India, K R
Narayanan, visited the village to hand out the Down To Earth-
Joseph C John Award, for “reviving the Arvari river, for showing
that a healthy ecology and good water management means
prosperity…”

The story of Bhaonta-Kolyala is one about a successful
community project. Even though not all projects are as success-
ful, rainwater harvesting controlled by local communities and
designed for a particular area is now recognized as a productive
way to increase the water availability in Indian villages.

For the Indian village, the dynamics between water, land use
patterns and livestock are important. The traditional ways of
managing these dynamics were for many years neglected in the
development of rural India. This led to increased rural poverty
and uncontrolled environmental degradation. According to
leading environmentalists, the only way to turn this around is to
let the villagers manage their local ecosystems and give them
rights to harvest biomass, as this was traditionally done. 

Since the 1970s some villages around India have taken
control over their own future, and restored the biomass econo-
my. The fact that all the villagers have participated in the man-
agement of the land use has been central to these successes.
This makes the local ecosystem the basic administrative unit,
and gives control over it to those who know it best. The argu-
ment is that by being given a stake in their ecology, they will
regulate their own use of it so that it is sustainable. 

This is remarkably similar to bioregionalism, which is a rad-
ical environmentalist concept. Bioregionalism sees the ecosys-
tem or bioregion as the only viable administrative unit, and sees
grassroots democracy as essential. The central issue, both in
rural India and in bioregionalist ideology, is that management
must be ecosystem specific. Nature must set the boundaries.
Many western environmentalists have been trying to stop peo-
ple from forcing local ecologies to adapt to our wishes and
instead adapt land use to local ecologies. For Indian villagers,

who still rely on the biomass economy for their livelihoods, this
is a question of survival. The ecosystem specific adaptations
that each village’s biomass economy exhibits are vital for the
ecology’s health, and the village’s prosperity.

Ecological and biodynamic agriculture are two forms of
land use which attempt to follow the dynamics of the local
ecosystem to a larger extent. Since the advent of the environ-
mental movement in the 1970s, these have grown in popularity
in the west. Produce from these forms of agriculture is sold at

substantially higher prices than conventionally grown articles.
It was surprising for me to see these similarities between

Indian rural reality and western environmentalist ideals.
Bioregionalism is an ideal, which only the most radical environ-
mentalist thinks of as a possibility or even wishes for. In India on
the other hand, the reality is far closer to this western ideal than
most bioregionalists ever dream of coming true.

Reviving the river
By Gry Solstad

Traditional knowledge may be the future of India’s drought solutions. The country is flourishing
with stories about villagers who successfully initiate their own water-harvesting projects.

Simple Living
By Leo Rygnestad

Land use systems in India: lessons for the West 

New ideas

Bioregionalism is a concept coined by Peter
Berg in the 1970s. It was a result of a mix
between counter culture and biogeography.
Bioregionalism states that a bioregion should
be the natural limit for an administrative unit.
Grassroots democracy, non-violence, ecologi-
cal wisdom and social justice are seen as basic
pillars of the idea.
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Water harvesting = 
Groundwater recharge + 
water for crops, animals and
people

Groundwater recharge = 
Increased forest cover + 
increased productivity
of lands

Good forest management =
firewood + animal fodder + 
prevention of soil erosion

Easy access to water +
wood =
more free time to invest in 
social aspects, education 
and health

Organic fertilizers = 
Increased soil fertility,
less pollution

Enough fodder from 
grassland, trees and
forests =
Increased animal productivity

Income from crops 
and animals = 
self-reliance + investments
in village resources 

Investments 
in village resources =
better water harvesting systems
+ social facilities + safer
future 
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Water is a major issue in many parts of the world. India
faces severe shortage of water, however, it seems 
to be management rather than availability that 
determines water access

India is a huge country with a massive variety in climate as well
as environment. The one thing determining water availability is
not the government pipelines criss-crossing the country, it is
rather the monsoon.

The issue for large parts of India is making the water last.
The average rainfall of 1,170 mm is well above world 
average of 840 mm. Why then, are the problems of drought and
insufficient water resources so severe?

Cherrapunji in Meghalaya, in North-East India, is listed by
the Guinness Book of World Records as the wettest spot on
earth. Every year the area receives an average of 11,000 mm of
rain. In June 1974, over 1,5 meters was reported in one day. It

might then sound ironic when they have a sign in
town saying: “Water is scarce. Please use it 
carefully.” But this is not a joke. 

The fact is that deforestation and soil ero-
sion makes Cherrapunji suffer from a drought-
like situation for months every year. They are not
even able to capture enough water to meet the
people’s demand for drinking water, and the lit-
tle amount collected is contaminated because of
growing water pollution. During the dry season
people depend on government arrangements for
water supply. Women and children have to walk
long distances to reach the installed water facili-
ties, but the outdated pipeline system is still
insufficient to meet the villagers’ demand. 

If even areas with heavy rainfall face severe
lack of water in dry periods, then what about the
other extreme? Due to seven years of consecutive
droughts, 110-350 mm of annual rain, the vil-
lages in the surroundings of Laporiya, Rajasthan,
face a severe shortage of drinking water, and
depend on water supply by trucks. They are fac-
ing the same situation as Cherrapunji, but with
much less rain. The water washes away the top-
soil and just 1-2 per cent seeps into the ground.
Nevertheless, the wells in Laporiya do not dry up.
Through knowledge of local soil conditions and
topography a local NGO developed the chauka
system. A simple, but ingenious system of inter-
connected shallow ponds slows the flow of water
and provides the right amount of water for grass
to grow. So, despite the drought that has harmed
surrounding villages, Laporiya has experienced
phenomenal economic growth. For every rupee
invested in the system, you get four in return.

These cases show that both too little and
too much water is equally catastrophic if it is 

not managed properly. The government’s responses to water-
related problems appear to peak in election years. Long-term
sustainable solutions are rare. Local resources and knowledge
already present are usually over-exhausted or simply not 
taken into account. There is a need for millions of small-scale
structures to provide enough water. However, the central 
government lacks the capacity to construct, manage and 
maintain these structures. Who are better suited for this task
than local communities?

The challenges of how to manage water are largely a 
matter of power and control. The livelihoods of people in rural
areas depend on water, while the power to control access and
use rests with the central government. Transportation of water
presents a huge cost both for the government and local 
populations. The irony of the situation is that there are sufficient
water resources for everyone given proper management, but
dependence on the public system won’t help.

Thirsty?
Wasting WaterWasting Water

By Marte Nubdal and Lars KaslegardBy Marte Nubdal and Lars Kaslegard

W
at

er



13THE OUTSIDER

This mega city of 140 lakhs of citizens is
growing rapidly. A major problem for Delhi
authorities lies in providing mobility for
its huge and growing population.
Mobility, as a crucial component for
the functioning of daily life in the
city, is a pressing issue for the
urban poor. 

What is being done to
offer mobility to this mas-
sive group of people?
Delhi’s public transporta-
tion system, mainly con-
sisting of buses, covers
about 60 per cent of daily
commuting. However,
these buses are slow and
do not cover peoples’
transportation needs. The
remaining vehicles are pri-
vately owned and not part
of a public system. In addi-
tion, the number of motor-
ized vehicles is growing
faster than the city’s popu-
lation with 400 cars and
600 new two-wheelers hit-
ting the road every day.

Increasing numbers of vehicles
has made congestion soar. Small
private vehicles pollute less than a
bus, but obviously buses carry more
people and are a more environmen-
tally effective way of commuting. An
extensive and well-functioning pub-
lic transportation system would on
the one hand decrease health risks
and time spent on travelling, and,
on the other, increase road security.
With the new Metro and future
plans for a monorail around the city,
the government has made efforts to
improve public transport. However,

since buses are heavily taxed, private vehicles pay much
less of the tax burden. In addition, road planning clearly
favours cars. The government has built flyovers and
more roads to get the traffic flowing, thereby making
room for more fossil fuel vehicles. 

There is little evidence that this helps the congestion
problem; in fact, because of these flyovers pedestri-

ans have lost their walking access to
nearby destinations and are

forced to use motorized trans-
port to get around. It is mak-

ing access to buses more
difficult and biking even
more hazardous than
before. 
To me this seems quite

contradictory. The gov-
ernment spends money
on mass public transport
systems, yet it is creating
more space and making
cars cheaper. This cre-
ates a biased situation.
The masses are being
bullied out of the road to
better facilitate transport
for the richer minority.

The Urban Bias
By Thomas Rolf Brattheim

As a visitor from Norway standing at the Ashram crossing in Delhi, choking in the black smog
and drowning in the roar of the traffic, I wonder how this city came to this state and in what

direction it is heading

● Dirty air for the poor
● 70 % of air pollution in

Delhi comes from 
motor vehicles.

● Delhi’s dirty air kills 
1 person every hour. 

● The poor are more exposed, less 
aware of the danger, and unable 
to deal with the high health costs. 

● Respiratory diseases are the second 
largest cause of mortality in urban slums.

Bad air

● Traveling at 10 km/hour
emits five times as
much carbon monoxide
than driving at 75/km
an hour. Maximum
speed is 50 km/hr

● Personal vehicles trans-
port 40% of people and
occupy 90% of road
space. 

Speed

Special report



Forests are an important natural resource in both India and
Norway. Nevertheless, these countries face different problems
with sustainable forestry. In India, the marginalization of 
poor farmers is seen as a major issue, while in Norway loss of
biodiversity is the main issue of concern. Which country meets
the concept of sustainable raw material sourcing in the best way
is the important question? 

India’s protected forest accounts for 23 per cent of the
total land area. How can Indian pulp and paper industry 
meet the demand for raw material in a sustainable way when a
considerable quantity of wood is protected forest? 

Some pulp and paper companies have developed an 
excellent method to meet its wood requirement. Private compa-
nies help marginalized farmers to grow wood on their farmland.
The companies provide technical support and in return they
obtain a steady supply of raw material. This arrangement 
generates work and income for the farmers. In addition, use of
degraded land is maximized. India still has 20 million hectares
of wasteland that can be used for wood production, so 
the potential for sustainable raw material sourcing with 
involvement of local people is huge.

In Norway only 1% of the forest is protected. Forest 
owners can legally log huge areas of natural regenerated forest.
The paper industry logs from these forests. Marginalization of
farmers is a non-existent issue in Norway, because of strong
land entitlement rights. Hence deprivation of biodiversity is
therefore the main challenge for Norwegian forestry.

In Norwegian forests, there is a considerable amount of
rare species, which should be protected from extinction. The
government is not able to control logging in these forests due to
the small amount of protected forest areas. Three years ago
wood was exported from the forests of central Norway to the
Dutch paper industry. These forests had rare species, which
resulted in a loss of biodiversity.

The involvement of locals in the process of maintaining 
forest, as well as meeting the requirement of forest industry, is
what makes Indian sourcing pattern in pulp and paper industry
more sustainable than the Norwegian one. With the involve-
ment of marginalized farmers, India might not have to follow a
westernized path of development, but rather create their own
recipe. Countries like Norway have the possibility to do it, but in
my eyes they don’t seem to have the will to act.

Sustainable forestry?
A comparison between India and Norway

The Indian pulp and paper industry’s demand for raw material is
expected to grow substantially over the next few years. Will this
growth be carried out in a sustainable manner? Compared to
Norway, India seems to have learned some important lessons of
sustainable raw material sourcing.

Photo source: sunsite.tus.ac.jp
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Sustainable forestry?
A comparison between India and Norway

By Maria Sviland 



In Norway we don’t have a similar system like public interest 
litigation (PIL). So as an outsider I got interested, especially
since it has played a big role in role in law enforcement in India. 

PILs often take on issues such as pollution, violation 
of human rights and unfair policies. Simply said it helps to
empower the people in India and has been an effective way to
get a much-needed focus on diverse problems there. PILs are
inexpensive and anyone can file a case on behalf of others.  

But the open structure can also lead to problems. People
may want to use it for their own personal gain. Then there it is
the question of effectiveness of the court judgments. Not all
judgments are followed through. This is probably a question of
accountability and responsibility related to government failure

to implement the judgments. 
In Bichhri, in 1996, all the intention where there, but the

system failed to follow up on the court’s decision. Protests had
led the Supreme Court to close down polluting industries in the
area, but still eight years after the shut-down the groundwater
was polluted. This is not to say that all PILs have a bad follow-
up system. One important example is the successful campaign
for improving air quality in Delhi in the late 1990s. This was
made possible by a successful PIL in the Supreme Court. 

One thing is clear. If PILs are to work it is up to all 
components in  society like the courts, the government and the
people to cooperate so that positive judgments are passed and
ultimately get implemented.

AN OUTSIDER TAKES 
A CLOSER LOOK AT

PUBLIC INTEREST LITIGATION
By Shari C. Brown 
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FELINE FALLACY
By Brita Nummedal 

Many celebrities have pet tigers in the US. The biting boxer
Mike Tyson is only one of them. In fact there are over 12,000
pet tigers in the US, while there only remain about 3,600 wild
tigers in India. With so many tigers being captured as pets you
would think that the world’s tiger population would be large.
But in reality is the opposite. Only about 5,000-7,200 tigers
remain in the world today. 

So how is this possible? The answer is that the pet tigers in
the US are surplus cubs from zoos. They are not endangered
and are therefore free to be distributed over the Internet. In fact

a tiger cub costs as little as $1,000 each. As the numbers 
of pet tigers are increasing, so do the problems. The buyers 
lack training in treating the tigers and this imposes a threat to
the owner as well as other people. Moreover, many tiger cubs
are being purchased only for the value of their skin, not as a
potential pet. 

The fact that India has a major problem in conserving 
its tigers, while an increasing tiger population is causing 
more problems in the, US is a paradoxical and ironic 
situation.

In India the conservation of the tiger population is a huge environmental
issue. Every year the population decreases and the government makes

many efforts to prevent this. In contrast, the tiger population in the US is
increasing due to a new trend of breeding tigers — as pets
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Rag picking is considered illegal by law in India, but 
if this law were enforced in practice, India would 
literally find itself in deep shit.

In Delhi alone, there are 100,000 rag pickers who work long
hours collecting, sorting, sometimes washing, and finally, 
selling garbage. Thanks to rag pickers, the landscape is 
cleaner, and plastics, paper, glass and metals are being 
recycled. The poor and the marginalized are thus running the
recycling business in India.

In spite of this, rag pickers have to face harassment and
violence from the police. Additionally, rag pickers often get
cuts and burns while working due to the fact that there is no
organized recycling system. Even so, their whole day’s work
can end up being burned by the police. Rag pickers are people
who are in charge of making a cleaner and safer environment
for the rest of the community. Their only request is an equally
clean and safe working environment in return.

Monkey business
By Darja Mokrusina

Apparently, the problem of over-consumption is
not only a human issue. It seems that India’s
wildlife is also facing similar challenges.

I witnessed two scenes. One of them took
place in a park in Delhi. People fed a large group 
of monkeys with bananas, bread and biscuits. 
Just 200 meters away, two hungry kids and a 
tired-looking lady were asking for food.

The other scene was located close to the
Sariska Tiger Reserve where we were staying 
during our Rajasthan trip. My fellow students and I
refused to feed the monkeys, since we considered
this to be in interference with a natural process. As
a result, we got an aggressive “wild-life terror
group” to make our stay less pleasant. Monkeys
were stealing crackers, chips, Coke bottles and any
other eatables they could reach.

After this I learned that people in India feed
monkeys in an attempt to please Hanuman (in
Hinduism, Hanuman was a vanara who aided Rama in 
rescuing his wife, Sita, from the demon king Ravana). The
whole concept sounds like “give banana to the monkey, and

simultaneously you will get something in return from God”. I
wonder — wouldn’t Hanuman be more pleased if bread would
feed a hungry child, not a creature supposed to be wild?

Rag pickers for a clean 
environment
By Nina Bo

Humans versus Nature
By Kari Laumann

After studying at the Centre for Science and Environment 
(CSE) in New Delhi I am left with a new and refreshing 
perspective on the relationship between the environment and
development. In the West wilderness protection is often
focused on conservation that tends to separate humans and
nature.

Engaged staff at CSE present a different view. They 
argue that it is crucial that humans are included in wilderness
protection. This does not mean that their view is anthropocen-
tric, rather it rests on a fine balance between humans and
nature.

For example, while CSE experts agree that there should be
no human settlements in the core areas of tiger reserves, they
also stress the importance of a strong link between tiger 
conservation and livelihoods of local people. I believe that 
this inclusive perspective could be relevant for wilderness 
protection in many parts of the world, including my own.

This is especially important in order to avoid marginalizing
already marginalized local human populations in protected
areas.
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A paradox of development might reveal itself when a
country like India proves wrong the tendency of
favouring new technology over ancient traditional
knowledge

Development is certainly not an easy thing to achieve as it
requires several different perspectives to be taken into consider-
ation. Growing up in a western, industrialized context I have
automatically assumed that in order to manage rightful and
good development, new technologies need to be implemented.
Send in whatever we think will be right for others and let them
use it for their own benefit. The question that reveals itself,
when learning about India, is why one should introduce new

ways of management when sufficient tradi-
tional knowledge already exists? 

The village of Laporiya
in the state of Rajasthan

proves to be an excellent
case. Reclaiming the tra-
ditional practice of build-
ing rain-water harvest-
ing structures, they
were able to solve their
growing problem of
water-shortage. This

did not have

any global or regional support. On the contrary — only when
the practice had such a huge success did the government show
their interest. From banning such a local initiative, it is now
being considered an example to be followed. I have yet to see a
newly invented technology alone have the same effect as this
locally applied thousand-year-old system. In addition, a certain
mind-set that seems to exist in Laporiya of humans living in har-
mony with their natural surroundings, allows them to take
advantage of and to live side by side with nature. 

With that said (and now my western heritage apparently
sets in), the possibility for the villagers to use newer technology
on the base of traditional knowledge may have added to some
amount of success. An urban example of water harvesting pro-
vides us with a similar teaching. The building of the Centre for
Science and Environment in New Delhi uses the traditional
knowledge of rain-water harvesting systems together with an
engineer’s technological insight. Applying certain lessons from
a biomass-based village such as Laporiya, the building structure
goes to show how the old and new might go hand in hand even
in an urban context.  

So India seems to have provided us with a way of 
handling the co-existence of environment and development.
The paradoxical lesson to be learned showed that the best 
way of management was actually to develop an already existing
traditional system.

The expert’s technology was overshadowed by local 
people’s technology.

A paradox of development?
By Mari Bjerck
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@
Answer
●28 tiger reserves in India.
●The average use of water per capita is 135 liters every day in India.
●The most polluted city in India is Kanpur
●1/3 or 33% of all energy used in India is based on biomass.
●70% of India's population live in rural places. 
●23% of India is covered by forest.
●There are about 3642 tigers in India.
●There are approximately 2,1 million kilometers with road in India.

Webpages for environmental questions.

http://www.rainharvesting.co.uk/
http://savetheenvioment.com
http://www.wwfindia.org
http://www.cseindia.org
http://www.nu.no/english
http://www.changemaker.no
http://www.sum.uio.no
http://www.ecologicalfootprint.com
http://www.wef.org/Home
http://projecttiger.nic.in/
http://www.myfootprint.org/ 
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The India quiz
● How many tiger reserves are there in India? 
● What is the average per capita use of water in India?
● Which city in India is considered the most polluted? 
● What percentage of India’s energy needs is met by

biomass based products?
● What per cent of the population lives in rural areas

in India? 
● What percentage of India is covered by forests? 
● How many tigers are there in India?
● How many kilometers of roads are there in India?



are we what we consume?

why not?
AN OUTSIDER PERSPECTIVE ON 

ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT IN INDIA

UTSIDER
THE

THIRSTY? 
Wasting water

Sustainable forestry - 
a comparison between
Norway and India

Quiz, Facts and Fun!

Banking on biomass
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