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BLOCK 2 ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS
The previous block has discussed about the introductory issues of basics of sociology
of environment. It has discussed the concepts of environment and society, ecology
and environment, ecosystem and sustainable development in detail. This present
block discusses about the number of grassroot level environmental movements in
India. The introductory unit, Unit 1 speaks about the most famous and widespread
Narmada Bachao Andolan or the Save the Narmada Movement in the states of
Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat and parts of Rajasthan. Unit 2discusses about
the Save the Ganga Movement or the Ganga Bachao Abhiyan in the states of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar. The Silent Valley Movement in Southern State of Kerala is being
discussed in Unit 3.The last and fourth unit states about the Eco-feminism and the
eco-feminist movement in India.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION
‘Like the Ganges it is a sacred river and from source to mouth it is by very for the
most beautiful river in India’. Further, ‘of all the rivers of India none is surrounded by
more romance; for strange fantastic beauty it ranks high among the rivers of the
whole world’ (Geoffrey Maw, p.2).
The above description is of the river Narmada, the largest west-flowing river in the
Indian peninsula that arises on the plateau of Amarkantak in the Shahdol district of
Madhya Pradesh. It covers the states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat and
parts of Rajasthan. Its course is 1312 kms to the Arabian Sea through lush forests,
hills, agricultural regions and rocky gorges. It has around 41 tributaries, surrounded
by 3 mountain ranges of Satpura, Vindhya and Maikal, and on the fourth side merges
into the Arabian Sea. On its basin, the villages constitute 81% and comprise mainly
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tribal population consisting of Bhils, Gonds, Baigas and others whose primary
occupation is agriculture. The Narmada basin is rich in its natural resources. The
movement in the Narmada Valley has gained much popularity and attention in the
recent times. It is one of the India's major environmental movement, where the voice
of the people living in the Valley of Narmada River has been complemented with the
voices of people from different fields and walks of life. The movement in the
Narmada Valley revolves around the issues of both environmental, socio-economic
and cultural concerns arising from the construction of a series of dams on the
Narmada River. The effort in this unit is to understand within a limited space, the
Narmada Valley Movement in terms of its issues, participants, and events on the one
hand and the relevance of movements like the one in the Narmada Valley on the
other. Evidently, the Narmada Valley Movement has created a space for people's
protest for social justice, where in the true spirit of a social movement, people have
fought against all efforts to subvert the existing system of survival and livelihood.
1.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After reading this Unit, you will be able to understand:
 The post independent era’s planning and development through large dams
 The Narmada valley Project and about Narmada Bachao Andolan
 The impact of these large dams on the livelihoods of the local population
 The modes of protest of a non-violent struggle of Narmada Bachao Andolan
against large dam constructions
 The activists and movement organizations of Narmada Bachao Andolan
1.3 THE RIVER NARMADA
The River Narmada is regarded as one of the seven major Holy Rivers of India.
According to Hindu mythology, it is considered as sacred and being worshipped by
the Hindus. Narmada, otherwise called as Rewa is earlier known as Nerbudda or
Narbada during British Raj. Narmada is a Sanskrit word which means “The Giver of
Pleasure”. The River Narmada originally rises from Narmada Kund, Amarkantak
mountain range near Annupur district of Madhya Pradesh. It flows through all the
three states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Gujarat. The River is broadly
known as the “Lifeline of Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat” for her sanctity and vital role
played in everyday lives of people.
The Narmada river basin is surrounded by all the four directions; the Maikala range in
the East, by the Vindhyas on the North, by the Saptapuras on the South and by the
Arabian Sea on the West. The River forms the boundary between the North and the
South India, drain through the Gulf of Khambhat and finally fall into the Arabian Sea
near the city of Bharuch in Gujarat state. It flows through a length of 1312 kms, out
of which 1077 kms in Madhya Pradesh, 39 kms between Madhya Pradesh and
Maharashtra and 43kms between Maharashtra and Gujarat and finally about 161 kms
in Gujarat.
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1.4 THE NARMADA VALLEY DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS
According to the Planners of India, Narmada valley is a backward region that lacks
irrigation facilities. The mineral and natural resources are unexploited, hydro-electric
power is under-utilised and infrastructural facilities are dismal. The features of the
underdevelopment like low electricity consumption, little industrial activity, slow
urban growth, below average agricultural yields, lack of modern medical, educational
and banking facilities were very much evident. The Narmada Valley Development
Projects (NVDP) in Narmada River is one of the largest hydro-electric projects in the
world. It involved with the construction of 30 major, 136 medium and 3000 minor
dams in India. The NVDP constitutes of two major projects namely, Sardar Sarovar
Project (SSP) in Gujarat and the Narmada Sagar Project (NSP) in Gujarat.
According to the Master Plan, the project has:
 30 major dams, 10 on the main river and 20 on the tributaries
 5 hydro electric schemes
 6 multi-purpose schemes
 19 irrigation schemes
 135 medium schemes
 3000 minor irrigation schemes
The project also promised to provide employment, to check floods, supply water for
domestic and industrial use and promote tourism. In reality, the project not only
lacked meticulous planning but also careful implementation as it involved a largescale exploitation of natural resources on the river basin, threatening to submerge the
vast areas of forest and agricultural land. The region being geologically seismic zone,
the earthquakes posed severe threat to the region, threatening an acute damage to the
dam. Over 150,000 acres of forest land came under the submergence threat and the
total area of forest under the threat of flood constituted around 350,000 hectares,
amounting to around 11% of the river basin’s forests. The submergence also posed
immense pressure on the adjoining areas and its land resources due to large scale
migration of people, threatened by the submergence fears.
1.4.1 Sardar Sarovar Project
The six major components of Sardar Sarovar Project (SSP) are (i) Sardar Sarovar
Reservoirs (SSR) (ii) Sardar Sarovar Dam (SSD), (iii) Power (iv) Main Canal (v)
Canal Distribution System and Irrigation Water Operations, and (vi) Command Area
Development. Estimated cost of the NVDP was around 19 billion USD which later
reduced to 9 billion USD for SSP project. SSP was about to generate 1450 megawatts
(mw) of power to irrigate 1.9 million hectare of land. The submergence of forest land
due to proposed SSP was about 10,000 hectares of land. The three affected states
namely Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra were to be benefitted by the
hydroelectric power of the SSP, while the states of Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh were
the recipients of the irrigation benefits from the dam project.
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1.4.2 Narmada Sagar Project
The Narmada Sagar Project (NSP) is another major component of NVDP. The
estimated cost of the NSP was 9 billion USD. The projected power production from
NSP was 1000 megawatts (mw) of power and was estimated to irrigate 0.14 million
hectares of land. The state of Madhya Pradesh was the only state to use the
hydroelectric power (to be generated) and to avail the irrigation benefits from NSP.
1.5 SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL IMPACT OF NVDP
In this unit, we will study about the ecological, environmental and social impact of
the Narmada Valley Development Project on the inhabitant of those projects affected
areas of Narmada valley caused by both the SSP and NSP projects. The NVDP would
not only cause displacement of large number of people from their native motherland
but also had some adverse impact on the ecology or surrounding environment of the
area. The numbers of affected villages to be submerged under water were calculated
as 36 in Maharashtra, 19 in Gujarat and 182 villages in Madhya Pradesh. The
estimated submergence of total land in SSP was 39,134 hectares out of which 11,318
hectares for cultivable/agricultural land, 13,744 for forest land and 14,072 hectares
land for other uses. Similarly out of total land to be submerged in NSP was 91,348
hectares. Out of which 44,363 hectares were cultivable/agricultural land, forest land
of 40,332 hectares and 6,653 hectares of land for other uses. According to 1981
Census, the estimated affected population were 66,675 and 1, 29,396 in SSP and NSP
respectively.
The SSP or the construction of Sardar Sarovar Dam would degrade the quality of
environment in many aspects. Starting from the loss of agricultural and forest land it
would affect the aquatic and biological diversity of the area. Also, it would have an
adverse impact on wildlife, national parks and sanctuaries and on aquatic ecology
(fisheries) and may affect the salinity of the land alongside the canals. The ecological
impact of dams would include the loss of flora and fauna, soil erosion leading to
salutation and sedimentation. Additionally the effect would be on catchment area,
microclimatic changes, landslips and water-logging.
1.6 GENESIS AND GROWTH OF ANTI DAM CAMPAIGN OF NBA
The earliest resistances in the Narmada River basin against the Narmada Valley
Development Projects (NVDP) can be traced back to 5 th April 1961. That was the day
when the then Prime Minister of India Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru laid the foundation
stone for the dam projects of NVDP. On 6 October 1969, Narmada Water Disputes
Tribunal (NWDT) was formed according to the Interstate River Water Disputes Act
(Article 262 of the constitution) by the Government of India. The Tribunal was
formed to resolve the disputes over various issues of sharing of development costs,
about the height of the Sardar Sarovar Dam, and sharing of the Narmada water among
the states of Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat. The first struggle namely the
Nimad Bachao Andolan (Nimad, one of the most fertile plains in India) in Madhya
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Pradesh arose in the year1979 with a demand to reduce the height of the Sardar
Sarovar dam. Initially, though the activists of the Nimad Bachao Andolan
unanimously opposed the dam, gradually they got involved in party politics. As a
result of which, some top level leaders went to jail which again created differences
among the leaders and eventually the Nimad Bachao Andolan resolved out in a very
short period. Later on, the early eighties also witnessed resistance from the people of
both Gujarat and Maharashtra states over the issues of displacement and
rehabilitation. The Arch Vahini, an NGO moved to the Narmada Valley in the early
1980s and began its activities in the villages of Gujarat. The Arch-Vahini group
organised the people against the dam. In the early part of their movement they did not
accept the proposition for rehabilitation but in course of the movement they came to
accept it.
The number of resistances against the construction of mega dams on the River
Narmada set a stage for the conception of the non-violent anti dam movement
organization named as Narmada Bachao Andolan (hereafter, NBA). The people of
Narmada valley, resisting dislocation and displacement from the Sardar Sarovar and
Narmada Sagar Dams do not merely struggle to preserve their homeland. Their
resistance is against the destruction of entire civilizations and ways of life in the very
process of dam building which involves the large scale dislocation of peoples and
river systems. The Narmada Bachao Andolan or the Save the Narmada Movement is
essentially a movement against the pattern of development as mentioned above. It is a
crusade to ensure justice of the affected people due to dam construction. The main
thrust of the Andolan is to oppose the Sardar Sarovar Project, the largest dam to be
built on the Narmada. The struggle started in 1985, relied on hunger strikes, solidarity
marches and mass media publicity to spread awareness of the issue, making it one of
the pioneering non-violent struggles undertaken to ensure justice to the people. In
1989, it became a full-fledged environmental and livelihood movement, vehemently
opposing the dam construction and demanding a just resettlement policy. In February
1989, more than 8,000 people protested at the dam site in Gujarat. On 28th
September, 1989, the National Rally against destructive development was held in
Harsud, where 55,000 to 60,000 people protested against the dam, which is
destructive for both the environment and the local inhabitants. The rally called for an
ecologically sensitive development pattern. On 3 1st December, 1989, in Hapeshwar
village, hill tribals held aloft their bows and arrows and with the waters of the Holy
Narmada in their palms, pledged to fight the dam to their dying day. On March 6th,
1990, 10,000 people from the Narmada Valley blocked traffic on the Bombay - Agra
National Highway. Medha Patkar, an inspiring leader of the movement, undertook
several fasts and hunger strikes that eventually led to an independent review of the
project by the World Bank, one of the sponsors of the project and eventually to its
withdrawal in 1995. The activists of the movement faced stern police action and lathi
charges throughout the course of the struggle. The activists who took part in the
struggle hailed from Badwani, Omkareshwar, Alirajpur, Jhabua and so on.
The issue was finally taken to the Supreme Court wherein the NBA filed a writ
petition asking the Court for the stoppage of the dam construction. The initial ruling
of the court was favourably disposed towards the NBA, ordering the stoppage of the
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work and asking the state governments concerned to evolve effective resettlement and
rehabilitation policies. But the subsequent orders allowed for the dam construction
but with specific conditions. The Grievance Redressal Committees were formed in
the respective states to look into the issues of rehabilitation and monitor the process
of resettlement. The ruling of the Court in 2000 envisaged the completion of the
project as expeditiously as possible, thus assuming the role of a ‘vigilant observer’.
On October 18, 2000, the Supreme Court of India delivered its judgment on the
project, allowing an immediate construction on the dam upto a height of 90m. It also
authorised the construction as per the original planned height of 138m, provided it is
approved by the Relief and Rehabilitation Subgroup of the Narmada Control
Authority. Though the verdict was not in favour, the NBA continued its incessant
nonviolent struggle; following an unwarranted police action against the activists, the
Jabalpur High Court recognised the displaced people’s right to protest, hunger strike
and peacefully conduct their struggle. It passed orders to the state government to
adequately compensate those satyagrahis who were subjected to illegal arrest and
police action. The issue of rehabilitation was discussed again recognising their right
to life and livelihood. Many of the activists courted arrests, waged non-violent
struggles and demanded land-based rehabilitation for the landless apart from the
demand to take action against the corrupt officials involved in disbursing the funds to
the resettlers. There were also massive struggles as the Indira Sagar and
Omkareshwar affected people continued their indefinite hunger strike for many days
and were joined by others who started three-day relay fast in solidarity. It was
evidently clear that the people have asserted their resolve to carry on the struggle,
with peaceful agitations to achieve their full rights and just demands.
1.7 THE PARTICIPANTS AND THE ACTIVISTS OF THE MOVEMENT
The struggle of the people of Narmada valley has been a truly national movement in
which social activists, engineers, geologists, economists, hydrologists, soil scientists,
energy experts, anthropologists and hundreds of people from all over the country,
have participated. . There has been much greater mobilisation among the people of
the valley which has led to greater awareness, but even more importantly has widened
the horizons of those active in the movement. One of the major activists of the
people’s movement against the Narmada project is the prominent social activist
Medha Patkar, who is the founder of the movement organization NBA in 1989. Under
the banner of NBA, there was mass agitation from various segments of society e.g.
local residents, landless labourers, adivasis, small and marginal farmers, and
fishermen from all the three states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra.
Eventually, the people’s movement of NBA drew attention and there was large
participation from students,
scholars,
academicians,
social activists,
environmentalists, human Rights activists, local, national and International NGOs,
and transnational networks.
The Participants of the Narmada Valley Movement include:


The local people of the Narmada Valley including the peasants, tribals whose
survival is threatened by displacement. This category of the people may be
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referred as the “affected group” who are directly hit by the shifts in the
environment. These people are marginalised; they live a life embedded in
nature, deriving their sustenance from the resources in nature. These people
are variously referred as “the ecosystem people” and “ecological refugees”.


NGOS like ArchVahini and the Pajpipla Social Service Society in Gujarat and
the Narmada Bachao Andolan in Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh. These are
voluntary organisations that organise movement against the Narmada Valley
Development Authority (NVDA) and also the governments of the three
respective states.



Workers Unions (Shramik Sangha) that have considerable mass base and help
voluntary organisations in canalizing the movement.



Leaders like Medha Patkar, Baba Amte form a leadership to which the people
owe complete allegiance.



Environmentalists from all over the country have expressed their support for
the movement.

Now, it is the time to know about some of the notable social activists of NBA in
detail. To name few, Medha Patkar, Baba Amte and Arundhati Roy. In 1991, Patkar
and Amte received the Right Livelihood Award for their work with the NBA.
1.7.1 Medha Patkar
Medha Patkar, fondly known as Medha didi (elder sister), an alumnus of Tata
Institute of Social Sciences, (TISS) Mumbai is the founder member of NBA. She is
an eminent social activist who spearheaded the Narmada movement since the mideighties. Born on 1 st December 1954, after completing her masters in Social Work
from TISS, Medha Patkar first visited the site (villages to be submerged for the
proposed Sardar Sarovar dam) in the Narmada Valley in 1985. In the year 1986, a
movement organization Narmada Dharanagrasht Samiti (NDS) was established by
her which later converted into a highly acclaimed mass movement as NBA (Save the
Narmada movement). Since then, till date, the Narmada movement flourished under
her active and vibrant leadership. She is also the founder of an alliance of various
People’s Movement in India known as National Alliance of People’s Movement
(NAPM) which was constituted in 1996. For her vibrant participation for the cause of
Narmada, Medha Patkar received the Goldman Environmental Prize and the Human
Rights Defender’s Award from Amnesty International.
Medha Patkar’s stance on the Narmada issue is emblematic of her broader political
philosophy. According to Patkar:
“When the state has, under the principle of eminent domain, full right to resources,
the state is expected to act in favour of the most disadvantaged communities and use
the resources in such a way that the common good would be really achieved, of
course, within the value frame work [sic] of equality and justice…. [Instead,] the
state is using its power, its laws, ways and means, its police force, a physical brutal
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force, to take away the resources…. That is like a privatized state, which is privatized
by those small elite sections, and this is being done more and more and more brutally
and crudely, in the new context of globalization and liberalization”.
1.7.2 Baba Amte
Murlidhar Devidas Amte (1914-2008) popularly known as Baba Amte was a
respected social activist in Indian history of social and environmental movements. It
is quite a familiar name in the NBA or Save the Narmada movement. Before joining
the NBA, he was associated with the care, service and rehabilitation of leprosy
patients in Anandwan. He worked for the upliftment of the patients and fought against
the prejudices of the society against the leprosy patients. In 1990 he left Anandwan
with the words: “I am leaving to live along the Narmada… Narmada will linger on
the lips of the nation as a symbol of all struggles against social injustice.” In 1989,
Baba Amte authored a booklet on Narmada movement, “Cry O Beloved Narmada” in
which he has mentioned about the dam-free Narmada River. In September 1989,
Amte led a 60,000-person anti-dam NBA rally in Harsud—a town of 20,000 people
in Madhya Pradesh that faced submersion. In December 1990, Amte, along with
5,000 protestors, began the Narmada Jan VikasSangharshYatra (Narmada people’s
progress struggle march), marching over a hundred kilometers from Amte’s
headquarters near Barwani in Madhya Pradesh to Ferkuva on the Madhya Pradesh–
Gujarat border.Baba Amte is the recipient of Templeton Prize and the Gandhi Peace
Prize.
1.7.3 Arundhati Roy
One of the noted writer and booker prize winner Arundhati Roy organized the ‘Rally
for the Valley’ with more than 500 people. The agitation was in support of Narmada
Bachao Andolan's ongoing satyagraha, against forced displacement and submergence,
at Jalsindhi (Madhya Pradesh) and Domkhedi (Maharashtra). Ina rally, Arundhati
Roy and many other followers walked by foot to Jalsindhi in order to understand the
seriousness of the issue in depth and extend their support to the tribals. All the
rallyists were warmly welcomed by the villagers and satyagrahis including
MedhaPatkar at Jalsindhi. Roy has critiqued the NVDP on multiple levels - from
problems regarding specific project plans, through broader issues regarding regional
and national development policy, to global political and socio-economic struggles.
Roy focuses specifically on Narmada and writes:
“In India over the last ten years the fight against the Sardar Sarovar Dam has come
to represent far more than the fight for one river. This has been its strength as well as
its weakness. Some years ago, it became a debate that captured the popular
imagination. That's what raised the stakes and changed the complexion of the battle.
From being a fight over the fate of a river valley it began to raise doubts about an
entire political system. What is at issue now is the very nature of our democracy. Who
owns this land? Who owns its rivers? Its forests? Its fish? These are huge questions”.
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1.8 MODES OF PROTEST
Protest and activism in the valley was carried out in the following manner:
 Large-scale demonstrations and rallies were organised from time to time.
 At the project-sites the activists sought to peacefully stop work.
 Peasants and delegations of tribals presented petitions to President and Prime
Minister of India in New Delhi.
 The people, singing and chanting slogans and demonstrating non-violent
satyagraha, held foot marches.
 The leaders and activists pressurize the government into action through
hunger strikes.
 The only violent activity resorted to by the activists included the pulling out of
the submergence markets placed by the surveyors and thereafter sending them
to, the state capital.
 Protestors in large numbers courted arrest.
 Village activists decided against moving out of the valley in fear of
submergence, and decided in favour of jalsamadhi i.e., sacrificing their lives
in the water that would submerge their lands.
 Bicycle rallies are also organised by the activists, singing “andolan” or
“movement”songs, which are mostly bhajans, in praise ofthe river. Leaflets
and newsletters regularly spread the struggle of the people.
 The Protestors of NBA adopted nonviolent actions like mobilization in tribal
belt (1985), the Sit-in as water rise (1993), threat to sacrifice life in water
(1993), Sit-in hunger strike (1997), capture of dam-sit (1998), marches, sitins, fasts, arrests (1989).

Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Question 1) What is Narmada Bachao Andolan?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………..………………………………..……
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Question 2) Describe Briefly about Narmada Sagar Project?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………..………………………………..………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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1.9 MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS OF NBA
In this unit, we will discuss about the important grassroot level movement
organizations working under the broad organization of NBA resisting for the cause of
Narmada in the affected states of Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh. Though there are a
number of organizations resisting against the Narmada dam project, here we can site a
few for our reference. Those are namely, Narmada Dharangrasht Samiti (NDS) and
Chattra Yuva SangharshVahini (CYSV), protest by a vibrant group of youth. Other
local organizations of the state of Madhya Pradesh are (i) Narmada Ghati Sangharsh
Samiti (NGSS) Harsude and (ii) Narmada Ghati Nav Nirman Samiti, (NGNNS)
Tavlai. Along with men, women were also the active participant of the NBA under
the leadership of the legendary activist Medha Patkar. Narmada Shakti Dal (NSD)
formed by the women of Maheswar village of Madhya Pradesh. It is one of the
women’s organization worked under NBA which was formed on the International
Women’s Day of 1988, i.e. 8th March 1988. Another grassroot movement was
organized in the Narmada valley system, which was called as “Mitti Bachao
Andolan” (Save the Soil Campaign). The farmers’ resistance aimed against the water
logging that was caused by the Tawa Dam in Hoshangabad
1.9.1 Major Slogans of NBA
The major and widely spread slogans of the NBA are like this; (i) Koi nahin hatega,
bandh nahi banega (No one will move, the dam will not be built), (ii) Vikas chahiye,
vinash nahin (We want development, not destruction), (iii) We must ask for our due,
we don’t beg, it’s our right, (iv) Vikas ke naam par gaaon ka katl-e-aam band karo
(The State must stop the massacre of villages in the name of development), (v)
Narmada Ghatikaek hi naara, nahi, chhodenge Narmada Kinaara (The only slogan
of Narmada Valley – We will not leave the Narmada river bank) (vi) Shason walon,
sunlo aaj… hamare gaon mein hamara raj… (Rulers, listen to us today…. Our rule in
our village), (vii) Doobenge par hatenge nahin (we shall drown, but we shall not
move).
1.9.2 Major Demands of NBA
The major demands of NBA follows:
 The water level of Sardar Sarovar should be kept constant at 122 meters till
rehabilitation of all the 32 thousand affected is completed as per policy.
 The permission granted by the NCA to fill the dam to full reservoir level of
138.68 meters should be kept in abeyance until all the affected are
rehabilitated.
 The affected population of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Gujarat should
be rehabilitated by providing complete civic amenities and means of
livelihood before submergence.
 All data and documents related to rehabilitation should be made public on the
website so that new corruption can be curbed.
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Rehabilitation, environmental protection and other expenses should be
recovered from the Government of Gujarat.
The Satyagrahis resolved that if the government continued to increase the
Narmada water level, the struggle would be further intensified.

1.10 OUTCOME OF NBA
Many issues of the Narmada valley project are yet unresolved. However, what is
more important is that the Movement has been successful to a considerable extent.
The achievements of the movements include:
 Exit of the World Bank from Sardar Sarovar in 1993
 Halt of Sardar Sarovar construction 1994-99
 Withdrawal of foreign investors from Maheshwar dam 1999-2001
The NBA is unique in the sense that it underlined the importance of people’s right to
in formation which the authorities finally had to concede under media and popular
pressure. It was successful not only in mobilising hundreds of thousands people from
different walks of life to put pressure on the State government for its anti-people
policies ,affecting and displacing lakhs of tribals from their homes and livelihoods. It
also received immense international support. Resorting to non–violent mode of
protest and following Gandhian vision of constructive work, NBA, as its popularly
known is distinctive landmark in the history of environmentalism in India. However,
in the face of recalcitrant attitude of the governments, the NBA continues with the
involvement of effected people and civil society organisations.
1.11 LET US SUM UP
The movement against the Narmada Valley project, the largest ever planned river
valley project, is India's major environmental movement. It is meant to provide water
for drinking purposes, irrigation and power generation to the beneficiary States of
Madhya Pradesh., Gujarat and Maharashtra. However, it has several serious
repercussions for the environment as well as the local inhabitants. The most
immediate concern arises from the fact that the surrounding area of NVDP will be
submerged. As a result, the natural ecology will be destroyed and the local inhabitants
will be displaced. People will lose their land, home and livelihood, compensation in
terms of a piece of land elsewhere would not recreate their means of livelihood.
Submergence also leads to deforestation of the entire area. Large-scale protests
nationwide are visible which are carried on by the people from different walks of life.
Environmental activists-Baba Amte, Medha Patkar provide leadership and popularity
to this movement. Big dams have been the target of much agitation recently.
Alternative sources of water and energy need to be augmented locally. Cooperative
management structure for water harvesting and distribution are being explored.
Evidently, Narmada Valley movement has created a space for people's protest for
social justice. The protest against the dam continues unabated with people, groups
and agencies from various fields and different regions joining it. This movement has
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received wide national and international attention. Earlier the NBA focused only for
the proper resettlement issues of the displaced, but later on when they became aware
about the ecological and human consequences, the protesters focused on the
dimensions of sustainable development and completely opposed the Sardar Sarovar
Project.
1.12

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1: The movement in the Narmada Valley has gained
much popularity and attention in the recent times. It is one of the
India's major environmental movement, where the voice of the people
living in the Valley of Narmada River has been complemented with
the voices of people from different fields and walks of life. The
movement in the Narmada Valley revolves around the issues of both
environmental, socio-economic and cultural concerns arising from the
construction of a series of dams on the Narmada River.
Answer to Q.2: The Narmada Sagar Project (NSP) is another major
component of NVDP (Narmada Valley Development Project). The
estimated cost of the NSP was 9 billion USD. The projected power
production from NSP was 1000 megawatts (mw) of power and was
estimated to irrigate 0.14 million hectares of land.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CYSV: Chattra Yuva Sangharsh Vahini
NAPM: National Alliance of People’s Movement
NBA: Narmada Bachao Andolan
NDS: Narmada Dharangrasht Samiti
NGNNS: Narmada Ghati Nav Nirman Samiti
NGSS: Narmada Ghati Sangharsh Samiti
NJVSY: Narmada Jan Vikas Sangharsh Yatra
NSD: Narmada Shakti Dal
NVDA: Narmada Valley Development Authority
NVDP: Narmada Valley Development Projects
NWDT: Narmada Water Disputes Tribunal
SSD: Sardar Sarovar Dam
SSP: Sardar Sarovar Project
SSR: Sardar Sarovar Reservoirs
TISS: Tata Institute of Social Sciences
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2.1 INTRODUCTION
The River Ganga, or the Ganges, India’s National River is the longest and largest
River of India. It is considered as the most sacred river with a vast religio-spiritual
influence in day to day lives of the hundreds of millions of Hindus in and around the
world. Ganga Seva Abhiyanam, led by a Pune based Women’s organization is a
major campaign for Ganga movement, which is supported by various religious and
spiritual leaders, environmentalists, social and political activists and writers across the
country. Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action (ICELA) has also joined the Ganga
movement with another campaign with the name of Ganga Calling-Save Ganga.
2.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit you will be able to understand,
 The details about the Ganga river and its basin
 The emergence of the Ganga Bachao Abhiyan or the Save Ganga Movement
 The main leaders or activists of the GBA
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Grass root level organizations and their demands or recommendations

2.3 THE RIVER GANGA
River Ganges has an all-round cultural, economic, social, environmental and
mythological significance on the people of the country. Since time immemorial, the
Ganga is regarded as the Hindu Goddess and devotedly being worshipped as the most
Holy River in India. Affectionately, it is also referred as “Mother Ganga” or “Maa
Ganga”,“Ganga Maiyya” or “Gangaji” by majority of the Indians. It is the major
source of water to a vast majority of India’s population and nearly 500 millions of
people in 11 states are dependent on the River. Due to the overdependence on the
Ganga River it is called as the “lifeline of the country”. River Ganges flows through
the most densely populated regions of India passing through 29 cities with population
over 100,000, 23 cities with population between 50,000 and 100,000, and about 48
towns. Taking a bath in pious Ganga water (Gangajal) dissolves all sins (papa
nashini) and helps in the form of self-purification by purifying both the body and the
soul (muktidayini) in Hindu religion. It is a faith among the Hindus that the Ganga
water cures illness and one can be freed from the cycle of death and rebirth by getting
buried on the banks of the River Ganga. The cultural and religious significance of the
Ganges is unanimously accepted by the majority of the Hindus due to its sanctity.
2.3.1 The Ganga Basin
Geographically, the river originates from the ice-cap of Gaumukh at the top of
Gangotri glacier about 4100 metres (13,452 feet) above the mean sea level in the
form of various streams, e.g. Bhagirathi, Alakananda, Mandakini and Jahnavi.
Finally, they all combined into one river-the Ganga and criss-crosses through about
200 km of the mountainous terrain, comes down to plain area at Haridwar. From there
it traverses a total length of 2525 km through the Indian states like Uttaranchal, Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar and West Bengal and finally, merges in the Bay of Bengal at
Gangasagar. The river drains about 861,404 sq.km that consists of about 26.2 per cent
of India’s geographical area making a river basin of prominence popularly known as
the Ganga Basin-one of the largest basins of the World.
2.4 BACKGROUND OF THE GANGA PROJECT
The river Ganga, the symbol of purity and inspiration to millions is challenged today,
being one of the most polluted rivers of the world (Bilgrami, 1991). The major
reasons for heavy pollution in Ganga can be cited as massive industrialization, over
urbanization, intensive agricultural development and pastoralism. Some of the other
sources responsible for the pollution of the Ganga River are insufficient or nonfunctional Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs) along the cities and towns located in the
river basin. Adding to it, industrial waste, generated by various industries like
chemical, paper and pulp, sugar and textile industries and mostly the tanneries
contribute more to the industrial pollution in Ganga. Due to its iconic status, Indian
Government focusses more on the cleanliness of Ganga. It has been trying to clean up
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the Ganga over the last three decades. The then Prime Minister, Mr. Rajiv Gandhi
took the initiative to deal with water pollution. It was in 1985, the first Ganga
Conservation Project (GCP), Ganga Action Plan 1(GAP I) was launched under his
leadership. The project which was to be completed in five years got extended till
2000 by the Indian government after realizing the severity of the problem.
In May 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi brought the issue into limelight by
vowing to rejuvenate the Ganga by tackling the pollution problem. The National
Ganga River basin Authority (NGRBA) was merged into the Ministry of Water
Resources (MWR) to become the Ministry of Water Resources, River Development
and Ganga Rejuvenation, and a new platform named ‘Namami Gange’ (National
Mission for Clean Ganga) was launched across multiple ministries with mandates for
Ganga clean up. In 2015, the Union Cabinet approved an outlay of about US$ 3
billion for the first five years. The 285 projects undertaken under National Mission
for Clean Ganga, which is also popularly known as Namami Gange, are mostly
related sewage treatment plants' construction and riverfront development, which has
nothing to do with conservation.
2.5 GENESIS AND GROWTH OF GBA
Basically, the Ganga Bachao Abhiyan or the Save Ganga Movement aimed for a
clean and free Ganga. It is a non-violent peaceful struggle by the social activists,
religious leaders, spiritual thinkers/saints, environmentalists and political scientists, in
the Indian states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Uttarakhand. The history of people’s
movement dates back to 1914, launched to oppose construction of a dam at Hardwar
upstream to Har Ki Pauri. The aim of this dam was to divert the water to the upper
Ganga Canal. The construction of dam was opposed by Purohits on the grounds that
religious rituals like ‘Shraddha’ cannot be performed in captive water. When their
protests could not be heard they approached Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya whose
call attracted citizens and Dharam Gurus like Shankaracharyas of Puri and Shringeri
Maths, the Maharajas of Gwalior, Jaipur, Bikaner, Patiala, Banaras, Alwar,
Darbhanga, Kasimbazar and others who contributed to the first ever people’s
movement to ‘Save Ganga’. The movement was to maintain the religious
performance of rituals and to keep intact the sanctity of the river Ganga. The
movement forced the British Government to withdraw the decision of construction of
a dam and ended with a kutcha bund. The “Clean Ganga Movement” launched in the
early eighties at Varanasi also focused attention on the pollution of Ganga. Local
NGO units in cities along the banks of Ganga take up localized problems and
contribute to save Ganga in their limited spheres. Apart from taking up localized
issues or cleaning Ganga as a whole, NGO’s have other important roles where they
contribute directly and indirectly to Ganga water purity. Acting as a catalytic agent
between government departments and the people for promoting the cause of Clean
Ganga Operation through education and awakening. Marches, padayatras, posters,
paintings, audio visuals should be used by NGO’s to educate and awaken these
masses regarding the river philosophy, restoration of ecology and maintenance of
riverine water quality.
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2.2.6 ACTIVISTS/PARTICIPANTS OF THE GANGA BACHAO MOVEMENT
(GBM)
The objective of the movement is, on the one hand, to create mass awareness for
uneco-friendly non-violent culture of development for the protection of our lifesustaining natural systems in general and of the sacred Ganga and the Himalayas in
particular; on the other hand, to put moral pressure on the government, to take timebound decisive steps to completely and permanently save the Ganga symbolizing all
rivers and water bodies, and the Giriraj Himalayas, symbolizing all mountains forests
and wildlife. — (Smt. Rama Rauta, an eminent member of National Ganga River
Basin Authority (NRGBA) and convener of Save Ganga Movement).
2.6.1 Swami Gyan Swaroop Sanand
Guru Das Agrawal popularly known as Sant Swami Sanand or Swami Gyan Swaroop
Sanand who earlier served as a Professor at Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur.
He was the first member-secretary of Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB). Sant
Swami Sanand began a fast unto death on June 22, 2018 demanding a law for
conservation of Ganga. After 112 days of fasting he died at the All-India Institute of
Medical Sciences, Rishikesh due to cardiac arrest on October 11 2018.
Swami Gyan Swaroop Sanand wanted "aviral" or uninterrupted and "nirmal" or clean
Ganga. He was demanding that all proposed and under construction hydro power
projects on Ganga be stopped immediately. He wanted complete ban on illegal sand
and stone mining in Ganga basin as well as on deforestation. Swami Sanand had
fasted five times during Manmohan Singh's government in 2008, 2009, 2010, 2012
and 2013. That government stopped the Lohari Nagpala hydro power project and
declared 135 km of Bhagirathi River as eco-sensitive zone on his demand. He says
his well-wishers should worry more about the health of Ganga than his health.
According to him, pollution is a result of flawed developmental policies. A proecology development policy is necessary for sustainable development. Swami Sanand
thinks this is a disastrous project as it'll involve cutting large number of trees, creating
instability by cutting hilly slopes, muck of which will come down in rivers.
Swami Sanand went on fast from June 13 to 30, 2008, January 14 to February 20,
2009 and July 20 to August 23, 2010 against three hydroelectric projects, Bhairon
Ghati, Lohari Nagpala and Pala Maneri and was able to stall them all, even though
the tunnel in Lohari Nagpala was complete and got the government to declare 125
Kilometres of Bhagirathi as eco-sensitive zone.
His fourth fast was from January 14 to April 16, 2012 in stages – on fruits in
Allahabad, lemon water in Haridwar – both without water in Varanasi after which he
had to be admitted in All India Institute of Medical Sciences, Delhi. In 2013 he fasted
from 13 June to October 13, in which he spent 15 days in jail. According to him, the
present idea of development is an enemy of environment and doesn't think Ganga can
be saved unless the task is given to people who are sensitive towards it. Swami
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Sanand is disappointed with the government as well as civil society including IIT
Consortium and therefore has put his life at stake.
2.6.2 Swami Nigamanand Saraswati
Swami Nigamanand Saraswati was a Hindu monk and was a young scholar and
researcher of Vedic literature. He was fondly known as Ganga Putra Nigamanand for
his contribution for Ganga. He will be remembered for his sacrifice to save the Ganga
from pollution caused by the illegal mining in the Ganga River basin. He involved
himself against the illegal mining movement going on in the River Ganges to protect
the ecology and environment. He along with other inmates of MatriSadan adopted the
peaceful nonviolent means of struggle to fight against the indiscriminate mining in
the Ganges and the Himalayas. They observed satyagrahas, hunger strikes to resist
the illegal mining in the Kumbh Mela area of Haridwar which ultimately was causing
pollution to the River. On this course of action, he observed several fasts in different
phases starting from January 1998 till his death. Finally, in 2011, on 115th day of his
fast in Haridwarhe lost his life for the protection of Ganga
2.6.3 Brahmachari Atmabodhanand
Another young ascetic Brahmachari Atmabodhanand, associated with the Matri
Sadancarried forward the struggle of Swami Sanand. He was following the footstep
of his ascetic Guru late Swami Gyan Swaroop Sanand and completed more than
hundred days of fast with the same demands continuing. To pay a homage to his
spiritual Guru, he was fasting in the same room which was used by Swami Sanand at
Matri Sadan. He is a continuous critic of the central Government for not taking any
concrete step for his demands, (i) to stop the construction of dams and (ii) to scrap the
hydroelectric projects on Singrauli Bhatwadi on Mandakini, Tapowan Vishnugad and
Vishnugad Pipalkoti on Alaknandaalong the river and its tributaries (iii) for
conservation of forests and (iv) to take protective measures to ban the illegal mining
on the river basin. His demands also included the enactment of the “Ganga Protection
and Management Act” (GPMA). He criticized the central Government’s
“NamamiGange” project for clean Ganga.
“Namami Gange’ is actually fraud. The real work is about keeping
the Gangaji pristine, and it’s not about the STPs (sewage treatment plants) and more
ghats. It’s the duty of Municipality, the public and towns where the sewage is being
produced to take care of the sewage treatment plant. The STPs must not be
considered as NamamiGange or anything to do with Gangaji’s work” (Brahmachari
Atmabodhanand, Activist).
2.6.4 Rama Rauta
Mrs. Rama Rauta is the Founder and Convener of Save Ganga movement campaign.
She also founded the National Women’s Organization under the guidance of Dr.
Sushila Nair in 1988. The Save Ganga movement agitating against the pollution in the
Ganga river basin and its tributaries since the last three decades. On 13th November
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1998 a seminar was conducted on the topic of “Ganga aur Hamare Dayitvaon”. Later
on, popular movement activists like Sundarlal Bahuguna and Dr. Kanchanlata
Sabarwal joined the Save Ganga Movement.

Check Your Progress Exercise 2.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Question 1) What is Ganga Bachao Abhiyan?
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………
Question 2) Name one activist and mention his/her role in Ganga Bachao
Movement?
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………………………

2.7 MAIN DEMANDS/RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE SAVE GANGA
MOVEMENT
Now, we will learn about the main demands or recommendations of the Ganga
Bachao Andolan or the Save Ganga Movement,
1) The Ganga must be constitutionally declared as the National River with
statutory provisions that ensure due respect and protection to her.
2) An adequate flow of natural fresh clean water with sediments must be
allowed to flow on the Ganga bed throughout the stretch of the river
throughout the year not only to protect and preserve her ecology but also to
meet the basic water needs of the cities, towns and villages situated on her
banks, and restore the unique health promoting bactericidal, non-putrefying,
self-purifying qualities of Gangajal (the water of Ganga).
3) Since our rivers are the source of drinking water for crores of our common
people and also for the animals and STPs cannot convert sewage into potable
water, we must adopt the zero discharge policies throughout the country.
4) Treatment of the sewage through “Pond System and Plant Based Management
of Sewage and Waste Treatment” and using the nutrient reach treated waste
water for organic forming, which is the cheapest and durable and needs least
management and electricity, should be preferred wherever possible. A
massive time-bound fruit / medicinal plant / tree plantation programme on the
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banks of the river Ganga from Gangotri to Ganga Sagar, ensuring substantial
profit to the farmers, along with the development of constructed wetlands for
sewage treatment in major cities on the banks of the river wherever possible
should be undertaken.
5) The highly earthquake-prone, eco-fragile and ecologically, aesthetically and
religiously invaluable Uttarakhand region of the Ganga Basin must be
declared “Ecologically Fragile, a Sanctuary for Himalayan Flora and Fauna”
and its rivers “wild rivers”, and all steps must be taken to protect them and the
natural ecosystems they support. Like the Western Ghats Ecology
Preservation and Restoration Plan (WGEPRP) made by the Western Ghats
Ecology Expert Panel (WGEEP), we must have a National Himalayan
Ecology Preservation and Restoration Plan (NHEPRP)based on a holistic
scientific study of the ecology of the Himalayas.
6) Since crores of people since ages consider the entire Himalaya region of the
Ganga with all its tributaries to be the zone for self-purification and spiritual
enlightenment (Tapo-Bhumi and Adhyatma– Bhumi), we must also declare
this religiously invaluable Uttarakhand region to be our national Spiritual
Heritage Zone. We must not allow any eco-hostile tourism in the Name of
Tirtha Yatra: we must know that Tirtha Yatra is a Form of Tapah (Purificatory
action/Austerity/ Self-control).
7) Decision on various major controversial issues such as (a)the problem of
construction of extremely eco-hostile dams for hydropower in the highly earth
quake prone
eco-fragile
ecologically, aesthetically and religiously
invaluable Himalaya region of the Ganga Basin,(b) the problem of
construction of extremely eco-hostile barrages/dredging in the River Ganga
for Navigation and (c) the problem of extremely eco-hostile interlinking of
the rivers within the Ganga basin and between the rivers of the Ganga basin
and the Peninsular rivers, etc. must be postponed till a national consensus on
these issues is available on the basis of holistic scientific study about the
short-term as well as long-term harmful as well as beneficial consequences of
such undertakings.
8) Like the National Ganga River Basin Management Plan(NGRBMP) prepared
by the Consortium of 7 IITs, making of a comprehensive National Godavari,
Krishna and Cauvery Basin Management Plan (NGKCBMP) based on a
thorough holistic scientific study of various aspects of the Godavari, Krishna
and Cauvery basin must be undertaken as soon as possible with the help of a
consortium of IITs, IISc Bengaluru, Central University of Hyderabad and
other prominent universities of western and southern India and National
Laboratories of CSIR, etc.
9) Dependence on rivers for irrigation could be substantially reduced by making
our villages self-dependent as far as possible for their water needs through
storing rainwater in traditional ways in tanks, ponds, etc., and rejuvenating /
preserving / creating wetlands, grasslands, forests wherever possible which
would function as natural water tanks.
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10) Eco-hostile river-front development activities in the name of beautification of
river-fronts must not be allowed. Construction of permanent structures for
residential, commercial or industrial purposes and eco-hostile mining of sands
and gravels in the active flood plains of a river must be prohibited throughout
the country.
11) There should be disincentives in the form of proper fines to the states in the
Ganga basin in proportion to the quantity and quality of pollution a state adds
to the river in the state. The National River Conservation Directorate (NRCD)
must have a monitoring mechanism to regularly monitor the water quality of
the rivers at the entry and exit points of each state.
12) Taking into account the important role rivers play to meet various water
requirements of the masses and the danger to their life they are facing at
present from various eco-hostile forces of development, we must have a law
protecting River rights, and River Guards to prevent crimes against rivers and
River Courts to try crimes against rivers.
2.8 GRASSROOT ORGANIZATIONS OF GBA
Various social movement groups working for the clean Ganga movement are Ganga
Bachao Abhiyan (Save the Ganges Movement), Ganga Ahvaan (Call of the Ganges),
and the Ganga RakshaManch (Ganges Defense Forum), Ganga Mukti Andolan
(Ganges Liberation Movement), a movement by the fishermen community of the
Ganges, led by Anil Prakash. A number of organizations were involved in a foot
march from Delhi to Haridwar from March 9-17, 2019. Those supporting the long
March include Matri Sadan, Lok Rajniti Manch (LRM), Khudai Khidmatgar,
National Alliance of People's Movements (NAPM), Nodi Bachao Jibon Bachao
Andolan (NBJBA),West Bengal, Koshi Navnirman Manch (KNM), Bihar, Matu
Jansangathan, Ganga Bachao Samiti (GBS), Toxic Watch Alliance, Sarva Dharma
Samanvaya Parishad (SDSP), Jharkhand, J.P. Health Research Foundation, Parents’
Forum for Meaningful Learning, Sanatan Sanskriti Raksha Dal (SSRD), Jal Jan Jodo,
Paigam-e-Insaniyat, Prayatna, Humanity Welfare Society, Indian Industries
Association, Ecologize, EGC Enterprises and Socialist Party (India).
2.9 OUTCOME OF GBA


Subsequently, in a major victory for opponents of large hydro development,
the Government of India cancelled two proposed hydro development projects,
the Loharinag Pala and Pala Maneri, in August of 2010.



The Government declared the 135km stretch (83 miles) from Gaumukh to
Uttarakashi city an “eco-sensitive zone” under the Environment Protection
Act (EPA) of 1986. The decision was taken in deference for the faith that
people express for the River’s Goddess and the “unique status of the sacred
Ganga (Ganges) in our culture and in our daily lives”. The historic measure
sets a precedent for development practice to honour socio-cultural traditions
of reverence for water.
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2.10 LET US SUM UP
The mainstream development models implemented particularly in the Third World
have had devastating effects on the ecology and environment of these countries to the
extent of endangering the very existence of life forms on the planet earth. The basic
problem with the development models prescribed and implemented is the
unscrupulous exploitation of nature for short term economic gains of a few powerful
individuals. The totalising imperatives of this new wave of development destroyed
the forests and ultimately destabilised the ‘blue planet’. In the post-war period there
was a strong faith in the development models proposed by the west. Most of the
developing countries followed these dominant models without raising any question.
In India, the large dams were viewed as the “icons of development”. Most often, the
beneficiaries of these development models in India were the big farmers and the
industrialists. Under these circumstances the traditional communities were totally
marginalised and they were ‘silenced’ in the name of “nation building” and
“development”.
2.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.2: The Ganga Bachao Abhiyan or the Save Ganga
Movement aimed for a clean and free Ganga. It is a non-violent
peaceful struggle by the social activists, religious leaders, spiritual
thinkers/saints, political scientists, environmentalists in the Indian
states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Uttarakhand.
Answer to Q.2: Mrs. Rama Rauta is the Founder and Convener of the
Save Ganga movement campaign. She also founded the National
Women’s Organization under the guidance of Dr. Sushila Nair in
1988. The Save Ganga movement is agitating against the pollution in
the Ganga river basin and its tributaries since the last three decades.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CPCB: Central Pollution Control Board
CSIR: Council of Scientific and Industrial Research
EPA: Environment Protection Act
GAP: Ganga Action Plan
GBS: Ganga BachaoSamiti
GCP: Ganga Conservation Project
GMA: Ganga Mukti Andolan
GPMA: Ganga Protection and Management Act
GRM: Ganga RakshaManch
ICELA: Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action
IISc: Indian Institute of Science
IIT: Indian Institute of Technology
KNM: Koshi Navnirman Manch
LRM: Lok Rajniti Manch
MWR: Ministry of Water Resources
NAPM: National Alliance of People's Movements
NBJBA: Nodi Bachao Jibon Bachao Andolan
NGKCBMP: National Godavari, Krishna and Cauvery Basin Management Plan
NGRBMP: National Ganga River Basin Management Plan
NHEPRP: National Himalayan Ecology Preservation and Restoration Plan
NRCD: National River Conservation Directorate
SSRD: Sanatan Sanskriti Raksha Dal
STPs: Sewage Treatment Plants
WGEEP: Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel
WGEPRP: Western Ghats Ecology Preservation and Restoration Plan

24

UNIT-3

SILENT VALLEY MOVEMENT

STRUCTURE
3.1 Introduction
3.2. Learning Objectives
3.3 The Silent Valley
3.4 Background of the Silent Valley Hydroelectric Project (SVHP)
3.5 Ecological Environment of the Silent Valley
3.6 Timeline of the Silent Valley Movement
3.7 Movement against the Silent Valley
3.8 Activists/Movement Organizations of SVM
3.8.1 Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP)
3.8.2 Sugathakumari-The Poet Activist
3.9 Significance of the Silent Valley Movement
3.10 Let Us Sum Up
3.11 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
3.12 References
3.13 Abbreviations
3.1 INTRODUCTION
In this unit, you will know about one of the major environmental movements of India,
the silent valley movement in the southern state of India, Kerala. In 1973, the
movement was started against the construction of Silent Valley Hydroelectric Project
(SVHP) in a quiet area called the silent valley in the Palakkad district of Kerala. The
purpose of the “Save Silent Valley” movement was for the overall protection of the
evergreen dense reserve forest of the silent valley. The local people and the activists
mainly the environmental activists were the major participants of the movement. The
movement focussed on explaining the importance of the tropical rainforests and the
ecological destruction due to the SVHP. The social movement was started to save the
silent valley reserved forest from the devastating impact after the construction of the
proposed dams and the hydroelectric project.
In this context we are discussing here the success story of an environmental
protection movement in the Silent Valley in the Palghat district of Kerala against the
proposed Hydro electric project during the late 1980s. The movement was locally
initiated with the strong support from the civil society and later on it was taken up by
the Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP) - the People’s Science Movement of
Kerala -and finally the government was forced to abandon the project. In a PostGandhian perspective, the movement was totally a non-violent one in a non-political
space. As has already been noted, the modern development models failed to address
25

the fundamental base of the human habitation, the environment. In this context, there
are many attempts to go beyond the established models of development by local
initiatives, which include the resistance against the annihilation of the forest reserve
in the name of ‘development’ and also, the local initiatives for formulating a naturefriendly model of development. The movement in the Silent Valley is noted for its
non-political character and admired for its seminal contribution towards creating
awareness among the people on the importance of protecting the evergreen forests.
3.2. LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying the Unit, you will be able to understand:
 The effects of the big hydroelectric projects like silent valley on environment
 The chronology of major events of the silent valley movement since its
inception
 The power of non-violent interest articulation in the civil society and
 The role of activist organizations involved in silent valley movement
 The importance of protecting the forests through people’s initiative

3.3 THE SILENT VALLEY
The Silent Valley is rectangular, 7 km (east-west) X 12 km (north-south). Located
between 11o03’ to 11o13’N latitude and 76o21’ to 76o35’E longitude, it is separated
from the eastern and northern high altitude plateaus of the (Nilgiris Mountains) by
high continuous ridges including Sispara Peak (2,206 m) at the north end of the park.
The park gradually slopes southward down to the Palakkad plains and to the west it is
bound by irregular ridges. The altitude of the park ranges from 658 m to 2328 m at
Anginda Peak, but most of the park lies within the altitude range of 880 m to 1200 m.
Soils are blackish and slightly acidic in the evergreen forests where there is good
accumulation of organic matter. The Kuntipuzha River stretches the entire 15 km
length of the park from north to south and fall into the Bharathapuzha. Kuntipuzha
divides the park into a narrow eastern sector of width 2 kilometers and a wide western
sector of 5 kilometers. The river is characterised by its perennial crystal clear water.
The main tributaries of the river, Kunthancholapuzha, Karingathodu,
Madrimaranthodu, Valiaparathodu and Kummaathanthodu originate on the upper
slopes of the eastern side of the valley. The river is uniformly shallow, with no flood
plains or meanders. Its bed falls from 1,861 m to 900 m over a distance of 12 km, the
last 8 km being particularly level with a fall of only 60 m. Kuntipuzha is one of the
less torrential rivers of the Western Ghats, with a pesticide-free catchment area.
3.4 BACKGROUND OF THE SILENT VALLEY HYDROELECTRIC
PROJECT (SVHP)
The controversy over silent valley started when the Kerala State Electricity Board
(KSEB) proposed for the construction of a hydroelectric project in the silent valley
pristine reserve forest area. The project of about 25 crore got a green signal from the
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Planning Commission of India in 1973. The proposed hydroelectric project was to be
built on the Kunthipuzha River, flowing 15km South West from the silent valley. An
estimated area of 8.3sqkm of moist forest in the silent valley was to be submerged
due to the project. The KSEB pointed out the low unit cost of power offered by the
high water head of the Silent Valley, the absence of other suitable sites for hydel
stations in Malabar which covered the four districts of Kannur, Kozhikode,
Malappuram and Palakkad in North Kerala. KSEB argued in favour of the project and
stated that the project would provide the employment opportunities to the local people
during the construction period. Those promoting the project claimed that it would
produce 240 MW of power, irrigate 10,000 hectares of land and provide over 2000
jobs. Environmentalists, on the other hand, asserted that as home to one of the few
remaining rain forests in the Western Ghats, the valley ought to remain pristine. They
further contended that silent valley was one of the world’s richest biological and
genetic heritages. The adverse effects from the conversion of the Silent Valley into a
hydroelectric project were first, the deforestation was bound to affect the climatic
conditions in the state and even outside, by depriving the state of its legitimate share
of rain during the monsoon; Second the preservation of the forests was needed for
conducting research in medicine, pest control, breeding of economic plants and a
variety of purposes, and third that deforestation was bound to interfere with the
balance of nature, as between the forest land on the one side and arable and others
types of lands on the other.
3.5 ECOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT OF THE SILENT VALLEY
Forests are not only a vital part of the inhabitants of any area it also provide shelters
to many rare species of animals and birds which were to survive in the specific
ecosystem. It is an “ecological island” with a relatively undisturbed evolutionary
history of at least 50 million years manifested in a high degree of floral and faunal
endemism. Silent Valley, is the habitat of a very rare species of monkey, the Liontailed Macaque. The silent valley drew special public attention due to the concerns
about the endangered Lion-tailed Macaque. The proposed hydroelectric project was
posing a serious threat to the flora and fauna of the tropical reserve forest of Silent
valley. Of all the animals and birds in the silent valley reserve forest, the Lion-tailed
Macaque ranks among the rarest and most threatened primates of the ecosystem.
Unlike other macaques, it is comparatively shy type and mostly avoids humans. The
Lion-tailed Macaque is a diurnal rain forest dweller. It is a good climber and spends a
majority of its life in the upper canopy of tropical moist evergreen forests. They don't
live, feed or travel through plantations. Destruction of their habitat and the fact that
they avoid human proximity, has led to the drastic decrease of their population.
The flora of the valley include about a 1000 species of flowering plants, 108 species
of orchids, 100 ferns and fern allies, 200 liverworts, 75 lichens and about 200 algae.
A majority of these plants are endemic to the Western Ghats. The family Orchidaceae
which is represented by more than 100 species at the Valley includes rare, endemic
and highly endangered orchids as well. From amidst the lush vegetation and from the
tree trunks and the crevices of rocks, they bloom in an abundance of colours and
shapes. In addition to facilitating recharge of the aquifer, water retention of the
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catchment basin and preventing soil erosion, every plant in the park from the smallest
one celled algae to the largest tree in the forest has unknown potential for beneficial
innovations in biotechnology.
Birdlife international lists 16 bird species in Silent Valley as threatened or restricted
in the silent valley area. The area is home to 15 endemic species including the blackand-orange flycatcher. The 2006 winter bird survey found 10 endangered species
recorded in the IUCN Red List including the red winged crested cuckoo, Malabar
pied hornbill and pale harrier. Rare bird species found here include the Ceylon
frogmouth and great Indian hornbill. The most abundant bird was the black bulbul.
The mammals in the valley include Gaur, largest of all wild cattle. There are at least
34 species of mammals at Silent Valley including the threatened Lion-tailed
Macaque, Niligiri Langur, Malabar Giant Squirrel, Nilgiri Tahr, Peshwa’s Bat
(Myotispeshwa) and Hairy winged Bat. There are nine species of bats, rats and mice.
Fourteen troops of lion-tailed macaque, eighty-five troops of Nilgiri Langur, fifteen
troops of bonnet macaque and seven troops of Hanuman Langur were observed. Of
these, the Nilgiri Langur was randomly distributed, whereas the lion-tailed macaque
troops were confined to the southern sector of the Park. Bonnet macaques and
Hanuman Langurs were occasional visitors. The tiger, leopard (panther), leopard cat,
jungle cat, fishing cat, Common Palm Civet, Small Indian Civet, Brown Palm Civet,
Ruddy Mongoose, Stripe-necked Mongoose, Dhole, clawless otter, sloth bear, small
Travancore flying squirrel, Indian pangolin (scaly anteater), porcupine, wild boar,
sambar, spotted deer, barking deer, mouse deer and gaur also live here. There are at
least 730 identified species of insects in the park. 33 species of crickets and
grasshoppers have been recorded of which one was new. 39 species of true bugs (six
new) and two species of Homoptera (both new) have been recorded. 128 species of
beetles including 10 new species have been recorded.
Over 128 species of butterflies and 400 species of moths live here. A study in the year
1993 found butterflies belonging to 9 families. The families Nymphalide and
Papilionidae contained the maximum number of species. 13 species were endemic to
South India, including 5 species having protected status. 7 species of Butterflies were
observed migrating in a mixed swarm of thousands of butterflies towards the Silent
Valley National Park. In one instance an observer noted several birds attempting to
catch these butterflies. The bird species included the Pied Bushchat Saxicolacaprata,
Nilgiri Pipit Anthusnilghiriensis, Tickell’s Warbler Phylloscopusaffinis, Greenish
Leaf-Warbler
Phylloscopustrochiloides
and
the
Oriental
White-eye
Zosteropspalpebrosa.
The silent valley forests show all the known characteristics of a tropical rain forest.
These include: (1) a great network of surface roots in physical contact with the moist
leaf litter, the root mat having a biomass of 18 gram dry weight in 5000 cubic
centimetres, (2) laurel type leaves with entire margin and with a drip-tip in the
mesophyll leaf size class, thick and leathery for emergent and relatively thin for the
under storey species, (3) very thin barks, less than 3 milimetre in thickness, (4)
woody nature of treelets and profusion of woody climbers and epiphytes, (5) multi28

layered tree species with a stature of more than 60 metres with a trunk typically
slender and often buttressed at the base; the crown depth and width low compared to
the trunk height, (6) tree density and basal area comparable to the richest tropical rain
forests in other parts of the world, (7) the multi-layered nature of the forest with
‘emergent’ species raising their heads above the general canopy layer, imparting,
consequently, an undulating or ‘bumpy’ look to the canopy surface.
Silent Valley gets copious amounts of rainfall during the monsoons, but the actual
amount varies within the region due to the varied topography. The mean annual
rainfall ranges from over 5000 mm in the Neelikal area in the west to around 3200
mm on the eastern side of the park. The park being completely enclosed within a ring
of hills has its own micro-climate and probably receives some convectional rainfall in
addition to rain from two monsoons. In general the rainfall is higher at higher altitude
and decreases from the west to east due to the rain shadow effect. Eighty per cent of
the rainfall occurs during the south-west monsoon between June and September. It
also receives significant amount of rainfall during the north-east monsoon between
October and November. The mean annual temperature is 20.2°C. The hottest months
are April and May when the mean temperature is 23°C and the coolest months are
January and February when the mean temperature is 18°C. The relative humidity is
consistently high (above 95%) between June and December because of the high
rainfall.
The National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources (NBPGR) of Indian Council of
Agricultural Research, (ICAR), Plant Exploration and Collection Division has
identified Silent Valley as high in bio-diversity and an important Gene Pool Resource
for Recombinant DNA innovations. An important example of use of wild germplasm
is gene selection from the wild varieties of rice Oryzanivara (Central India) and
Oryza Pittambi found in Silent Valley for the traits of broad spectrum disease
resistance in high yielding hybrid rice varieties including IR-36, which are
responsible for much of the green revolution throughout Asia.
3.6 TIMELINE OF THE SILENT VALLEY MOVEMENT
Now we will try to learn about the chronology of major events occurred in the silent
valley starting from its inception. The initial phase of the silent valley project can be
traced back to Pre independence period in 1931 when for the very first time a British
Engineer S. Dowson proposed for a dam in that area. After independence in 1951, a
survey was conducted by the Government of India to check the feasibility of a
hydroelectric project in silent valley. In 1970, the Kerala State Electricity Board
(KSEB) proposed for a hydroelectric dam project on the Kunthipuzha river flows
through the Silent valley. In 1971-72 Steven Green, a scientist from the New York
Zoological Society focussed on the ecological importance of the silent valley and
alerted about the extinction of the lion-tailed Macaque and Romulus Whitaker, a
herpetologist expressed his concern about the rare species of snakes of that region and
requested the Bombay Natural History Society to conserve the valley. The silent
valley hydroelectric project with an estimated cost of about 25 crore got the approval
from the Planning commission in February 1973. In the same year resistance started
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to protect the undisturbed reserve forest, as a result KSEB had to stop the project. In
October 1976, National Committee on Environment Planning and Coordination
(NCEPC) a task force was set up under the chairmanship of Zafar Futehally and
studied the ecological impact of the proposed project. On the one hand the committee
recommended to scrap the project completely and declare it as a Biosphere Reserve,
on the other hand, it suggested for an implementation of a series of safeguards if it is
not possible to abandon the project for any reason. After which the Kerala
Government opted to continue the project by implementing all safeguards.
In 1977, Sathish Chandran Nair visited the silent valley and created awareness among
the people of that area. V. S Vijayana scientist of Kerala Forest Research Institute
(KFRI) carried out an ecological impact study of the hydroelectric project in the silent
valley area and submitted a report to abandon the project. In the same year, Kerala
Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP) opposed the implementation of SVHP. The General
Assembly of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN) passed a resolution and appealed the Government of India for
conservation of the Western Ghats region of the undisturbed forest area of silent
valley. IUCN also recommended for the protection of the lion tailed macaques.
Premier Institutions like Geological Survey of India (GSI) and Bombay Natural
History Society (BNHS), The Kerala Natural History Society (KNHS), the Indian
National Congress (INC) also urged the Government to abandon the project and to
declare the area as a Natural Bio reserve. Central Government rejected all the appeals
and recommendations and approved for the SVHP. Along with the Central approval,
Kerala State Legislature unanimously approved the project and the state Government
started the project in June 1979.
In August 1979, members of a local grassroot level organization Prakriti
Samrakshana Samiti, (PSS) and an advocate filed a petition in the Kerala High Court
to get a stay order to stall the SVHP. Another organization, the Silent Valley
Samrakshana Samiti(SVSS) and Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP) started their
campaigns and created awareness among the local people. Soon after the mass
agitation, rallies, protest meetings and debates among the concerned people, the
campaign became a people’s movement. Gradually, in no time, the mass movement
spread over other parts of the state. In October 1979, Dr. M. S. Swaminathan, the then
Secretary for Agriculture, Government of India, a leading plant geneticist along with
a team of senior officials and scientists visited the silent valley area for an assessment
of the very controversial issue of silent valley. In his report, Dr. Swaminathan
recommended that the hydroelectric project be abandoned and the entire area of 390
km consisting of Silent Valley Reserve Forests (SVRF), New Amarambalam Reserve
Forests (NARF), Kundah Reserve Forests (KRF) in Tamilnadu and Attappaddi
Reserve Forests (ARF) in Kerala be developed into a National Rain Forest Biosphere
Reserve (NRFBR) with the aim of “preventing erosion of valuable genes from the
area. In November 1979, the then prime minister Indira Gandhi requested the state
Government to review the earlier decision and to consider alternative possibilities of
other projects to meet the power needs of Kerala state.
In January 1980, after a number or resistances against the project, she requested the
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Government to scrap the construction of SVHP. In August 1980, a joint committee
under the chairmanship of Professor M.G.K. Menon was constituted by the
Government of India and the State Government. The other members of the committee
were Professor A. Abraham, Professor A. K. Sharma, Dr. T. N. Ananthakrishnan, Dr.
Madhav Gadgil, Dr. H. K. Jain, Dr. K. Raghavan Nambiar, Shri N. Chandrasekharan
Nair and Shri K. Tribikram Nair and Mr. Dilip K. Biswas as secretary. The committee
was formed for an objective analysis to examine whether the project could be
implemented without significant ecological damage. In December 1982, the Menon
Committee examined the ecological significance of the silent valley and analysed
various aspects of the hydroelectric project and submitted its report. The Menon
Committee re-examines the issue in June 1983. Finally, in November 1983, the
SVHP was called off by the state government. Silent Valley, was declared as the
Silent Valley National Park in 1984. After much debate, the Silent Valley National
Park was declared on 7 September 1985. The silent valley national park and a
memorial at Sairandhri dedicated to Indira Gandhi was formally inaugurated by the
then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in 1985. On 1 September 1986, the Silent Valley
National Park was designated as the core area of the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve. Since
then a long-term conservation effort has been undertaken to preserve the Silent Valley
ecosystem. In July 1982, the Prakrithi Samrakshana Samithi (PSS) an eco-social
organisation submitted a united appeal from scientists, writers and social activists to
save the Silent Valley.
3.7 MOVEMENT AGAINST THE SILENT VALLEY
It is very important to note that an environmental movement like the Silent Valley
Movement got national attention during the 1980s when the state-led development
projects were dominating the scene. The dams were viewed as the ‘icons’ of
development. The movement, in unequivocal terms, underlined the importance of
protecting the environment for the generations to come. Protecting the lion tailed
Macaque became the symbol of non–violent struggle to save the evergreen forests
from total destruction. Plans for a hydroelectric project that threatened the park’s high
diversity of wildlife stimulated an Environmentalist Social Movement in the 1970s
called ‘Save Silent Valley’ which resulted in the cancellation of the project and the
creation of the park in 1980. If the project was implemented, the reservoir would
have submerged 8.3 km² of virgin rainforest and threatened the endangered Liontailed macaque. In 1976 the Kerala State Electricity Board announced a plan to begin
dam construction and the issue was brought to the notice of the public. A vigorous
public debate had taken place about the project. The scientific community, political
parties, local people, activists and the civil society in general were included in this
debate. Intellectuals, scientists, artists, poets, novelists, lawyers joined the movement.
Demonstrations, street-corner lectures, exhibitions, writers’ meets, slide shows and
the like followed. There was stiff opposition from some authorities from KSEB and
the KSEB spent a lot of money in counter-propaganda. The silent valley campaigners
were labelled as anti-development spies working for their vested interests. Silent
vally movement, as the most fiercely contested environmental dispute of the country,
quickly symbolised the quest for a new paradigm, development without destruction.
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3.8 ACTIVISTS/MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS OF SVM
The Silent valley movement got national attention after it got full-fledged support
from the KSSP-a Peoples’ Science Movement committed to the generation of a
scientific approach to development problems. Along with KSSP, many voluntary
organisations like the Society for Environmental Education, Kerala (SEEK), Friends
of Trees (FoT), Kerala Nature Conservation Society (KNCS), Thiruvananthapuram,
Silent Valley Action Forum (SVAF), Kerala Natural History Society (KNHS), Silent
Valley Samrakshan Samiti (SVSS) joined the movement under the umbrella
organization of KSSP. Save ‘Silent Valley’ committees were formed in many other
states; the one in Bombay was the strongest among other organizations.
3.8.1 Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP)
As is stated elsewhere, the movement was first initiated by the local people and was
subsequently taken over by the Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP). The KSSP
campaign had reached to a large proportion of people by the first half of 1979. What
otherwise would have become a rhetorical exercise and ecological dispute became an
issue which was discussed on public forums due to the efforts of KSSP. It reached out
to a large public audience because of KSSP’s genuine grass-root level support and its
committed members like teachers, students and progressive minded citizens. It was
the biologist leaders of KSSP who identified the importance of protecting the valley
because of its rich biodiversity. They had arranged several public meetings to educate
the people. As a result most modern technical terms like the ‘genetic diversity’
became a household word in Kerala. Even concepts like ‘gene pool’ and ‘deme’
became part of the general vocabulary. The studies of the KSSP revealed that very
limited section of the people would benefit from the proposed project; specifically, a
large chunk of the electricity produced there would go for industrial purposes.
Another argument was that by destroying the forest, the energy sources of vast
majority of the poor people would be lost once and for all. The KSSP generated
public opinion against the project. It had science groups all over the state and through
newsletters and journals it had spread the message among the students and youth as
also the general public. It had sent a memorandum to the Kerala government about
the issues and problems involved. It had organised street plays, exhibitions, public
debates, and also conducted a ‘marathon march’ which covered around 400 villages.
The student community also rose against the proposed project and it was the first time
in the history of the state where the students agitated for the protection of the
environment. Some celebrities who were actually not part of the environment
movement like KPS Menon (Sr.) extended support to the cause of the Silent Valley.
The campaign of KSSP was based on a distinct understanding of the following
factors:
1. Vested interests, those who reap benefit from the felling of trees from deep
forests and other similar activities, were getting protection from the powerful
political class.
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2. The achievements of Science and Technology are indiscriminately used for
the promotion of the interests of the upper crest in the society.
3. It is the responsibility of the People’s Science Movement to fight for the
protection of the interests of common man and to be in the forefront of
struggles to protect the environment to make the planet earth safe for the
future generations.
4. Forest conservation is possible only through diverting people’s struggles
against the policies of the State, which is supporting the interests of certain
sections of the population.
Various scientific studies conducted by KSSP unequivocally emphasised the need for
the protection of ecosystem in its pristine form for serving the interests of mankind.
KSSP decided that the only way to counter the arguments that favoured the project
was to undertake a thorough techno-economic and socio-political assessment of the
problem. The multidisciplinary study conducted by KSSP examined the issue in the
perspective of energy requirements of the state, considered both the pros and cons of
implementing the project and suggested some ways and means of achieving the
promised benefits of the project by alternative means.
KSSP arrived at the following conclusions:
1. The silent valley is too precious, a heritage-which once destroyed is
impossible to recreate- to be sacrificed for the abundant promises of power
and irrigation which can be achieved in other ways. The unforeseen
repercussions of the project may even nullify the present apparent benefits.
2. The price of saving silent valley by sacrificing the flow of benefits is borne by
the people of Kerala in general and those of South Malabar in particular. The
benefits of preserving silent valley accrue not only to the people of Kerala, but
also to the whole nation and the world as well.
3. The Thermal Power Station (TPS) is to be planned for 1000 Mega Watt
ultimately starting with a 200 Mega Watt unit in the immediate future. Once
this starts working the present commitments to neighbouring states can be met
by it and all the hydro-energy produced in the state will be available for
consumption within Kerala.
4. Immediate commencement of a special programme for transmission and
distribution of electricity in the Malabar area with special emphasis on
Palakkad and Malappuram districts should be taken up. There should be a
tangible and perceptible change in the supply situation of electricity in this
area.
5. In order to provide irrigation facilities which the area would have received
from the silent valley Project, a large number of lift irrigation projects should
be designed and launched immediately.
6. The remaining funds set apart for the Silent Valley Project should be diverted
for expediting the completion of other hydro-power projects. So that to some
extent, waste of unutilised water resources can be minimised.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 3.3
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Question 1) What is the role of Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad in Silent valley
Movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Question2) Discuss briefly the impact of silent valley movement.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

3.8.2 Sugathakumari-The Poet Activist
Sugathakumari, a well-known Malayalam poet and an environmental activist of the
save the silent valley movement in Kerala, South India. As an environmentalist
activist, she created mobilization and awareness among the local people through her
literary skills through poems, articles, stories and plays. One of her most famous
poem “Marathinu Stuthi” (Ode to a Tree) became a symbol for the protest from the
intellectual community. Gradually it became an opening song for most of the Save
Silent Valley campaign meetings. She is the founder secretary of the Prakrithi
Samrakshana Samithi (PSS) an eco-social organisation. She also served as the Society
for Conservation of Nature, Thiruvananthapuram. Her organization worked for the
protection of nature. Her writings, mostly poems, both in Malayalam and English
newspapers helped people to mobilize themselves and to protest against the silent
valley project. She also served as the chairperson of the Kerala State Women's
Commission and was actively involved with various women’s movements of the
seventies. In July 1982, under her leadership, the Prakrithi Samrakshana Samithi
submitted a united appeal from social activists, scientists and writers to save the silent
valley. Sugatha Kumari is the recipient of many awards, notably, the Lakshmi Award
for social service, the Sacred Soul International Award, and the first Indira
Priyadarshini Vriksha Mitra Award from the Government of India for her efforts in
environmental conservation and afforestation. In 2006, she was honoured with Padma
Shri, the country's fourth highest civilian honour. On 22 March 2007,
the activist poet Sugathakumari appealed to the Chief Minister of Kerala to restrain
the Electricity Minister from reviving the proposal for a hydroelectric project at
Pathrakkadavu.
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3.9 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SILENT VALLEY MOVEMENT
Like other social movements in India, Silent Valley movement was also spontaneous,
natural, initially went through unorganized processes but later on became more
organized. In initial phase the local level groups protesting against the project neither
could nor tried to contact the larger platforms because of their apprehensions and lack
of clarity on the issue. In initial period the movement at local level had the
experiment with the outside forces before co-opting them into their fold. The
movement also established the fact that civil society reflects or offers the true concept
of development. From the experiences one can say that if the philosophy of the
movement gets supports by the higher level platform then it became easy to establish
the facts of the concept of people‘s development as a part of the development process.
This movement contributed certain path ways to the other movements in India. It also
established the fact that development should not bring destitution to the people and
destruction to the natural resources base. Proper awareness is required among people
on ecology and environment, for making a movement of this magnitude successful. In
later period this movement forced the State to go for small hydro-power projects
which became more environment friendly, less destructive to the natural base of the
State (Khosoo, 1988).
3.10 LET US SUM UP
The silent valley movement of Kerala is a path breaking protest in the history of
environmental movements in India. It became a precursor to the other most famous
environmental movements like Narmada Bachao Andolan against the Sardar Sarovar
Project in the three states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra and the
movement against the Tehri Dam Project in the state of Uttarakhand. It is very
significant to note that the post-industrial developmental models totally discarded the
importance of protecting the environment for the very survival of the mankind on the
planet earth. In most of the developing countries, the building up of huge dams was
the symbol of modern development. In India it was viewed as the ‘Temples of
Development’. However, the construction of big dams brings forth several
environmental problems. But it was overshadowed by the slogans of national
development and nation building. In the name of development, the native people were
evacuated from their home land and the forests of rich diversity were destroyed. In
this scenario, the active involvement of the civil society actors for the conservation of
the forests and the natural resources has redrawn the boundaries of politics. The new
social movements addressed these problems through the victim’s angle and
deconstructed the very idea of development. The Silent Valley movement was the
beginning of such movements in India. It is very clear that the rejuvenation of the
Gandhian developmental discourse is the need of the time.
The Silent valley movement was in several ways crucial to other environmental
movements in India. The seminal contribution of the Silent Valley movement is that it
educated people regarding the importance of environmental protection. It is further
realised that effective environmental protection can be achieved only through the
active participation of local people in collaboration with the Science Community with
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the committed involvement of the civil society. Although silent valley is only one of
the many natural areas in the country which are worthy of preservation, it caught the
public eye and is now a useful precedent whenever any industrial project threatens to
cause irreversible damage to a natural eco-system.
3.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1: The Silent Valley Movement was first initiated by the
local people and was subsequently taken over by the Kerala Sastra
Sahitya Parishad (KSSP). The KSSP campaign had reached to a large
proportion of people by the first half of 1979. What otherwise would
have become a rhetorical exercise and ecological dispute became an
issue which was discussed on public forums due to the efforts of
KSSP.
Answer to Q.2: The silent valley movement of Kerala is a path
breaking protest in the history of environmental movements in India. It
became a precursor to the other most famous environmental
movements like Narmada Bachao Andolan against the Sardar Sarovar
Project in the three states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and
Maharashtra and the movement against the Tehri Dam Project in the
state of Uttarakhand.
3.12
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http://www.kerenvis.nic.in/isbeid/Silent%20valley.pdf
ABBREVIATIONS

ARF: Attappaddi Reserve Forests
BNHS: Bombay Natural History Society
FoT: Friends of Trees
GSI: Geological Survey of India
ICAR:Indian Council of Agricultural Research
INC: Indian National Congress
IUCN: International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources
KFRI: Kerala Forest Research Institute
KNCS:Kerala Nature Conservation Society
KNHS: Kerala Natural History Society
KRF: Kundah Reserve Forests
KSEB: Kerala State Electricity Board
KSSP: Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad
NARF: New Amarambalam Reserve Forests
NBPGR: National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources
NCEPC: National Committee on Environment Planning and Coordination
PSS: Prakriti Samrakshana Samiti
RFBR: Rain Forest Biosphere Reserve
SEEK: Society for Environmental Education Kerala
SVAF: Silent Valley Action Forum
SVHP: Silent Valley Hydroelectric Project
SVRF: Silent Valley Reserve Forests
SVSS: Silent Valley Samrakshan Samiti
SVSS: Silent Valley Samrakshana Samiti
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
As a combined product of ecological movement and women’s movement,
Ecofeminism not only collects the theoretical essence of feminism, but also absorbs
the theoretical perspectives of ecologism. In the social practice of environmental
movement, Ecofeminism often combines environmental problems and women’s
problems to solve. It proposes to focus on ecological problems from a female point of
view, and applies female principles to ecological movement; and also it advocates to
develop feminism from ecological principles. Ecofeminism emphasizes to recognize
the importance of ecological system protection from a female perspective and
develops its vision of feminism theory in the practice of ecological movement. In this
unit, we will get to know about the term “eco-feminism”, global eco-feminist theories
and eco-feminist theories of India. With the help of the theoretical framework, we
will try to gain a critical perspective on some of the ways in which the subjugation of
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the environment is linked to that of women. In the social practice of environmental
movement, Ecofeminism often combines environmental problems and women’s
problems to solve. It proposes to focus on ecological problems from a female point of
view, and applies female principles to ecological movement. Ecofeminism also
advocates to develop feminism from ecological principles. We will also learn about
the role of different women’s movements and their struggle to preserve the dignity of
our environment.
4.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After completing this unit you will be able to:
 Critically analyse the notion of ecofeminism as theory and as a practical
solution while approaching problems regarding gender and environment;
 Describe the subjugation and oppression of environment and women by a
larger system or culture
 Understand the theoretical background of ecofeminism and its broad
categories
 Explain how different cultures come to see the environment and the conflicts
in these multiple perceptions
 Analyse the ecofeminism from Indian perspectives and understand few
important grass root level eco-feminist movements in India

4.3 CONCEPTUALISING ECO-FEMINISM
Before we begin to examine various aspects related to ecofeminism, let us first try to
understand the basic concept of eco-feminism and its definition. It derives from the
words of “ecology” and “feminism”. “Ecology” is a biological science which deals
with complex interactions among organisms and their environment. The word
feminism implies the equality of men and women. Feminism is a range of movements
that share’s a common goal to achieve personal, political, economic and social
equality of sexes. Ecofeminism is a blending of ecology and feminism. It is important
to understand that ecofeminism as a theory is a combination of ideas that support the
fight for women’s empowerment and that of a viable, sustainable environment.
The term “ecofeminism” or “ecological feminism” was first coined by a French
feminist Francoise d’ Eaubonne, in 1974 in Feminism or Destruction (Le
Feminismeou la mort).She called on women to lead ecological revolution and
establish new relationships between humanity and nature as well as man and woman.
She suggests that the only way to save the environment is through the destruction of
male power by women. Yet, ecofeminism is much more than a mere disapproval and
destruction of the male power. It is very much embedded in the way women are
closely associated with the environment in the multiple ways in which they are
perceived. And within feminism too there is no one way of looking at this relation,
for as a theory ecofeminism is linked to diverse thoughts and practices. Nature and
women are exploited in the same way, if these two are not protected and preserved,
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there is no existence for world environment.
4.3.1 Defining Ecofeminism
Let us learn about some of the definitions of ecofeminism. Braidotti (1994) defines
ecofeminism as ‘the feminist position most explicitly concerned with environmental
degradation’. Thus in the most simple terms, ecofeminism comes to regard an
association between women and nature as essential to the way both are treated. Mie‘s,
who worked on Ecofeminism‘, describes woman‘s special relationship with nature.
The relationship is based on mutual reciprocal process, mutual cooperation and as
producers of new life. With the disharmony between both created by the affluent and
consumerist culture, the natural relationship finds enormous strains. According to
ecofeminist Ynestra King: “Ecofeminism is about connectedness and wholeness of
theory and practice…(it sees) the devastation of the earth and her beings by the
corporate warriors, and the threat of nuclear annihilation by the military warriors as
feminist concerns. It is the same masculinist mentality which would deny us our right
to our own bodies and our own sexuality and which depends on multiple systems of
dominance and state power to have its way”(King 1983).Ecofeminism can be defined
as a “value system, a social movement, and a practice… (which) also offers a political
analysis that explores the links between and rocentrism and environmental
destruction. It is an “awareness” that begins with the realization that the exploitation
of nature is intimately linked to Western Man’s attitude toward women and tribal
cultures…” (Birkeland 1993, p.18).
4.3.2 Emergence of Ecofeminism
Here, we will learn about the emergence of eco-feminism in global and Indian
context. In 1970, ecofeminism gave its birth in France, Germany, Japan, Finland,
Australia etc. Ecofeminism emerged in the West as a product of the peace, feminist
and ecology movements of the late 1970s and the early 1980s. Though the concept of
Ecofeminism was coined by Francoise d’ Eaubonne, it was further developed by
Ynestra King in about 1976 and became a fit enriched through social feminism and
finally reached the stage of ecofeminism. The developers of Eco feministic ideas like
Susan Griffin (1978), Mary Daly (1978), Carolyn Merchant (1980), Ynestra King
(1981), Ariel Kay Salleh (1984), Karen Warren (1987, 1990) Val Plumwood (1993)
and others emphasise that ecological issues are the feminist issues as there is always a
correlation between oppression of women’s and oppression of nature. Therefore we
can analyse that there exists an ecological perspectives in feministic theories. The
first eco-feminist conference, “Women and Life on Earth: Ecofeminism in the
Eighties” took place at Amherst, Massachusetts (US), in 1990. It inspired a growing
participation of women in actions and associations against militarization, patriarchy,
racism, environmental degradation. Thus, ecofeminism was born in the West as a
result of feminist and ecology issue merger for peace. Mie’s, who worked on
Ecofeminism, describes woman’s special relationship with nature. The relationship is
based on mutual reciprocal process, mutual cooperation and as producers of new life.
With the disharmony between both created by the affluent and consumerist culture,
the natural relationship finds enormous strains. Shiva observes that the disharmony is
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triggered by the arrival of masculinist, reductionist, industrial, colonising forces of
Western culture’.
4.4 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF ECO-FEMINISM
As a combined product of ecological movement and women’s movement,
ecofeminism not only collects the theoretical essences of feminism, but also absorbs
the theoretical perspectives of ecologism. Eco-feminism has evolved both as an
analysis of society-nature relations and as a prescription for how these relations can
be transformed. Ecofeminism is growing, which is developing in the soil of the
feminist theory. Ecofeminist theory has brought into sharp focus the links between
development and gender. It has highlighted the fact that the violence against nature
and against women is built into the dominant development model. All ecofeminists
are of the view that it is the “logic of domination”, in association with valuehierarchical thinking and value-dualisms that sustains and justifies the twin
domination of women and nature (Warren 1990).
4.5 CATEGORIES OF ECO-FEMINISM
Eco-feminism is broadly divided into three categories, namely; cultural ecofeminism, social eco-feminism and radical ecological eco-feminism.
4.5.1 Cultural Eco-Feminism
Cultural Eco-feminism was born in the late 1970s and emphasizes that social gender
is constructed by social culture, that is to say, social gender is a creation of the society
and symbols. Ecofeminism also considers nature and women are the products of
social culture construction. Cultural eco-feminism identifies a powerful and positive
link between women and nature, particularly through such female reproductive
functions as childbirth and menstruation. This connection between women and nature
is used to argue that women are better placed than men as advocates of nature.
Cultural Feminism is the first theoretical school that concerns about environmental
pollution. The political movement that they have launched aims at ending industrial
pollution, which has greatly enhanced people’s awareness of such issues. The
cultural eco-feminists basically attempt to reverse the traditional hierarchy of male
domination over women demonstrating the positive side of those characteristics
previously held to be inferior and stressing the importance of women-nature links to
the survival of nature.
4.5.2 Social Eco-Feminism
Social eco-feminism argues that because women and nature have both been
subjugated by a society dominated by men, women, through the roles they play, are in
a better position than men to speak for nature, because of this shared experience of
domination. Social eco-feminists contest that there is anything more natural in a
woman‘s body than in man‘s and disagree with cultural eco-feminists’ belief that
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there is something which constitutes a woman‘s essence (Susan BuckinghamHatfield, 2000, p.35). Social eco-feminist perspective argues that it is the social role
ascribed to women which identifies women more closely with nature. Women‘s
closeness to nature, they argue, is more out of the social construction through
generations. It is because of this that the women find themselves unable to distance
themselves from nature and experience subjugation and discrimination based on their
socially ascribed caring role. However, Social Ecofeminism comes across as an
interesting new movement that is influenced by Marxism and is based on the
recognition that gender is socially constructed and recognizes the urgent need to
develop conceptual tools that will look at ecological and social change vis-à-vis
gender.
4.5.3 Radical Ecological Ecofeminism
Ecofeminism accepts all merits of liberal, Radical and social feministic ideas. The
feministic ideology have its own path of development, it starts from liberal feminism
and proceeds to radical feminism, and from there it enriched through social feminism
and finally reached the stage of ecofeminism. Ecofeministic ideology propagates
women as a centre of resistance against all types of exploitations. Rachel Carson’s
epic ‘silent spring’ represents such a resistance. It created a revolutionary change in
the attitude of administrative authorities on environment. Ecofeminism actively learns
from the latest results of ecological theories, mainly from thoughts of radical ecology
like Deep Ecology and Social Ecology, etc. However, both Deep Ecology and Social
Ecology are not fully qualified as a theoretical basis of ecology from the perspective
of Ecofeminism. Therefore, Ecofeminism tries to provide a theoretical solution for
the integration of various “domination liberation” issues in ecological movements.
Deep Ecology was generated in the 1960s. For Deep Ecology, ecological crisis has its
deep philosophical roots. Ecofeminism endorses Deep Ecology’s approach to
exploring the “deep” reason of ecological crisis. Social Ecology emphasizes the social
dimension and believes that the root of all disasters is hierarchy. Ecofeminism points
out that Social Ecology has extended domination from human domination on
humanity to human domination on nature, which not only ignores human domination
on nature, but also ignores differences and characteristics of human domination
between nonhierarchical humans.
4.6 ECO-FEMINISM AS AN ECO-FEMINIST MOVEMENT
Eco-Feminism as a broad, diverse, world-wide movement has some unique ecofeminist approaches:
 Liberal eco-feminists who seek reform from within existing political and
economic structures.
 Radical eco-feminists who wish to dismantle those very structures through
direct action.
 Cultural eco-feminists who focus on the cultural manifestations of the
women nature connection, earth-based spirituality, goddess religions and
witchcraft.
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Social eco-feminists who would build on the social ecology movement of
the American anarchist philosopher Murray Book chin in an attempt to
restructure hierarchical society into egalitarian, decentralized bioregional
communities.
Socialist eco-feminists who draw on neo-Marxist philosophies to focus on
the relationship between production and reproduction and on women‘s
work in the continued biological and social reproduction of life on Earth.
Ecological eco-feminists who strive to show the respects in which
ecofeminism and the science of ecology (specifically eco-system ecology)
share vital similarities.
Deep ecological eco-feminists who draw on the work of the Norwegian
philosopher, Arne Naess, and strive to dismantle both anthropocentrism
(human-centeredness) and androcentrism (male-centeredness).
Critical or transformative eco-feminists who wish to transform the very
categories of masculine and feminine and the divisive nature of dualistic
rationality.
Aboriginal or native eco-feminists who live close to nature, nurturing
sacred lands and re-consecrating degraded spaces.
Eco-feminism of the Third world who criticize maldevelopment in the
First World and show us how women of colour may be in a privileged
position because their minds are not yet colonized and because they do not
profit from the oppression of others. Source: Hallen (1994: 207).

4.7 WOMEN AND ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS IN INDIA
The role of women in various environmental movements have come to gain more
prominence thereby making the environmental movements synonymous with
women‘s inclination towards nature‘s protection and their role as caretakers of natural
environment. Furthermore, women were involved in bringing the issue of
environmental degradation and the necessity to take care of nature; this further
strengthens the view of women being more sympathetic to nature. Even the
policymaking, under women, was more pro-environment. For example, Mrs. Indira
Gandhi was the first prime minister who recognised the importance of environmental
conservation and represented India at the Stockholm Convention in 1972. She also
brought a halt to the tree-felling activities in the Himalayan region that came under
threat for commercial use. The policy of development that is more oriented towards
expanding the urban areas and which has come to be identified as against the tenets of
natural environment is associated with the policy-making process by male members.
The active participation of women in environmental movements has been widely
recognised all over the world. They have been at the forefront preventing the
destruction of environment and saving the surrounding ecology and as well as
inhabitants. Two prime examples in our country include The Chipko Movement
(literally meaning Hug the Trees Movement) and Narmada Bachao Movement (Save
Narmada Movement). While the former prevented the felling of trees in the
Himalayan region for commercial purposes, the latter sought to rehabilitate and
43

provide adequate compensation to those displaced due to flooding of the villages
because of dam construction. In both the cases, women have taken lead to protect and
preserve the natural environment. A striking feature of environmental movements in
modern India, as Ramachandra Guha says, has been the crucial role played by
women. They have taken to the streets to protest forest felling, unregulated mining,
displacement, and overfishing. They have also taken the lead in programs of
environmental restoration; in the planting up of bare hillsides, in the conservation of
local sources of water supply, and in the promotion of energy-efficient technologies
(Guha, 2006, p.58).
4.8 ECO-FEMINISM IN INDIA
In ancient Indian philosophy the association of women with nature is even more
deeply embedded than in Western thought. However, unlike in the West, the
opposition between the male and the female, and in turn between nature and culture,
does not exist in Indian philosophical thought. Vandana Shiva (1988) finds this to be
the hallmark of a culture that looks at both the male and female as the expression of
the same person—and not separate from each other. Here, we will know about
Vandana Shiva, one of the eminent environmentalists or Eco feminist of India
4.8.1 Eco-Feminist Vandana Shiva
Vandana Shiva is one of the most articulate environmentalists of India and has gained
international repute with many of her seminal works in the field of environment. She
devoted her time to take up environmental activism and founded the Research
Foundation for Science Technology and Ecology to articulate the emerging social and
ecological issues. Vandana Shiva finds the Western ecofeminist movement as lacking
in the way it presents the association between women and nature. Her formulation of
a more inclusive and dynamic theory, draws on Indian cosmological and
philosophical thinking to project a new relationship between gender and nature.
Having examined the movement within the western context, let us now turn to India
to examine indigenous approaches to ecofeminism.
In Indian cosmology the world is produced through the opposing play of destruction
and creation, and cohesion and disintegration (Shiva, 1988). The dynamic force that
comes out of this process is called Shakti—which is literally the source of everything
and in turn pervades everything. And the manifestation of Shakti, or the feminine
principle in the form of an energy or power is called Prakriti, or nature. “Nature, both
animate and inanimate, is thus an expression of Shakti, the feminine and creative
principle of the cosmos, in conjunction with the masculine principle (Purusha),
Prakriti creates the world” (Shiva, 1988, p.38). Thus here person and nature or
Purusha-Prakriti are a duality in unity. They are not opposing to each other, but rather
they are “…inseparable complements of one another in nature, in woman, in man”
(Shiva, 1988, p.40).
Despite there being a unified approach towards nature in terms of men and women,
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Shiva reiterates that women do share a special relationship with nature. This is seen in
the following ways. First, in the ways in which women’s interaction with nature was
reciprocal—for they found themselves to be close to nature in the way both produced
and replenished the earth and society. Second, women are in partnership with nature
by not only using its resources, but also giving it back. They do not own nature like
property, but insist on participating in the process of ‘to let grow and to make grow’.
Last, with nature women are producers who help sustain society and relations. There
are proponents of a subsistence economy and the inventors of the first productive
economy (Shiva, 1988, p. 43).
Shiva insists that the role of marginalized women and communities becomes
especially important for they are living proof of the harmful effects of Eco-Feminism
progress, as also they have the holistic and ecological knowledge of what the
protection and production of life involves. Women of the Third World are the best
representatives of such a category.
4.9 FEMINIST ENVIRONMENTALISM FROM THE INDIAN PERSPECTIVE
4.9.1 Bina Agarwal
Bina Agarwal (2007) lays out certain key ideas within ecofeminism. First, there is an
important connection between the domination and exploitation of nature. Second, in
patriarchal thought women are seen to be closer to nature—and men as closer to
culture. Nature in turn is seen to be inferior to culture, and therefore women are
inferior to men. Third, the domination and oppression of nature and of women have
occurred together. Women have an important stake in ending the domination of
nature, thereby bringing together both human and non-human nature. Fourth, the
feminist movement and the environment movement must stand together to create a
more equitable and just society. Both the movements have a lot in common and EcoFeminism are can create a common perspective, praxis and theory. In this sense,
Agarwal notes that the eco-feminist movement has an ideological base that attributes
the source of the subordination and domination of women in existing systems of
beliefs and practices, and representations. And the supporters of this movement are
calling out to all men and women to rethink and recreate their relationship to nature.
Ecofeminism emerged as a response to the large-scale destruction of the environment
and the subsequent impact on women. Interestingly, the correlation between a
tortured and exploited environment and a subjugated and oppressed sex was evolved
in the West. But in order to create a workable theory of action the need to look at
cross-cultural debates and issues led to the emergence of other strands of thought
within ecofeminism. This was also in answer to large-scale ecological movements in
developing countries where the ties between nature and women were seen to be of
more relevance.
Bina Agarwal formulates the idea of feminist environmentalism wherein the link
between women and environment is seen through the dynamics of gender, class, caste
and race, and through the organization of production, reproduction and distribution.
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In terms of being a theory for action, “such a perspective would call for struggles over
both resources and meanings” (Agarwal, 2007, p.324).This approach involves the
inclusion of ideas such as the appropriation of resources by dominant groups in
society through control over property, and power. The ways in which this control is
exercised, both ideological and institutional, is a sign of privilege and therefore needs
to be examined further. In terms of feminist ideology, Agarwal talks of notions
regarding gender and the actual division of work especially in relation to the
environment. On the environmental front there is a need to look at the relationship
between people and nature in terms of exploitation and appropriation by a few.
Agarwal goes on to discuss the importance of feminist environmentalism in relation
to the Indian experience. Here she analyses the different reasons behind the
subjugation of women and the exploitation of the environment. Needless to say the
dynamics behind this oppression goes beyond the simplistic understanding of nature
as similar to women—and therefore subject to similar treatment by those in power. It
includes issues such as class and caste control and other social, economic and
political problems.
Forms of environmental degradation such as water and wind erosion, falling surface
or ground water, indiscriminate sinking of tubewells, amongst many others are
connected to exploitation at various levels of power and governance. The process of
statization or the state’s increasing control over forest commons has been noted since
colonial rule. This has led to large scale degradation and deforestation. Postindependence the government has actively pursued the policy of alienating the people
from their rights in common forest land. Locals do not have access to forests from
which they drew their sustenance and livelihood. The process of privatization of
common resources has meant that forests are now being increasingly commercially
exploited. The erosion of community resource management systems; exclusion of
local people, especially women from control over these resources; excessive
population growth, and its pressures on natural resources; and the negative impact of
technology such as that used in the Green Revolution have only made the
environmental issue more serious.
Thus, Agarwal’s feminism environmentalism suggests to find men’s and women’s
responses to nature in their material reality. What is needed to consider: 1.
Gender/class division of labor 2. Property/power distribution 3. Gender/class
differences, which determine relations with nature and responses to its degradation. If
we want to consider rural and tribal women, they are responsible for subsistence
economy of their communities, so that they are experts in the knowledge of nature
regeneration processes. As a consequence, Bina Agarwal recognized the potential
intrinsic in those dynamics: 1. Women, as victims of environmental degradation,
could provide the front of resistance against destructive development models; 2.
Women, as experts of a peculiar knowledge of nature, could provide alternative
approaches for a sustainable development.
As Bina Agarwal wrote: “Without women’s effective participation in all aspects, the
emergent initiatives will have serious adverse consequences for social equity and
programme efficiency, and will further disempower women. Indeed the twin concerns
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of equity and efficient environmental protection need not be in conflict; quite the
contrary.
4.10 ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM: CHIPKO AND BEYOND
Interestingly, the cause that ecofeminism wishes to fight for around the world has
been women-led environmental activism. In India as way back as the 1970s a wave of
environmental movements spread thanks to the dedicated involvement of women
fighting to safeguard their environment and resources. The most famous of these was
the Chipko movement that gathered steam in the hills of India affecting village after
village.
Radha Kumar (1993) lays out a dateline of the movement to show how much the
involvement of women affected the way the government framed its policies around
environmental policy. The movement began in 1973 in Gopeshwar in Chamoli
District in northern India. It began with the women of the village hugging (Chipko in
Hindi) the ash trees of the nearby forest that a sports goods contractor from Allahabad
had come to cut. This was followed by one of the movement founders, Chandi Prasad
Bhatt, influencing the villagers of Reni, to take action against the auctioning off of the
forest neighbouring the village. The men of the village decided to approach the
government, even after which the indiscriminate cutting of trees began. Seeing this
the women led by a 60 year old widow Gaura Devi went ahead and hugged the trees,
foiling the attempts of the contractors to cut them. Again in June 1975 women
stopped the felling of trees in a forest near Gopeshwar village by clinging to them.
The Chipko movement spread in many areas of Uttaranchal—especially in the
districts of Chamoli and Tehri Garhwal.
Madhu Sarin (2001) looks at the politics of the forest and the role of women in
environmental activism in the Kumaon-Garhwal region. In Uttarakhand, even though
women have been closest to the environment in terms of livelihood and cultivation,
yet the forests have been under the control of the men. Under colonial rule, the British
rulers took over most of the forest land and made it inaccessible to the local
population under this elaborate system of scientific management of forests that placed
them under the category of reserved areas. Denoti fied or preserved forest land was an
attempt by the government to have access to areas rich in natural resources. Postindependence, the government introduced the notion of Van Panchayats (VP) which
would be involved in joint forest management (JFM). The idea of JFM came about
through the Chipko struggle that fought for involvement of the local population with
their natural resources. However, the panchayats in this area had been traditionally
male-dominated while the movement had been overwhelmingly led by women.
Therefore, the unofficial, informal community forest management (CFM) was formed
by women in favour of their role in safeguarding natural resources and the forests in
the area. The CFMs in the area where opposed to the male dominated Van Panchayats
and the government-controlled JFMs. The first point of conflict began with the
formation of village forest joint management (VFJMs) which were funded by the
World Bank in association with the Uttaranchal Government. The till now
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autonomous Van Panchayats came under the control of the VFJMs. This was because
women had begun to take over the reins of the Van Panchayats (VP) and with the
help of government programmes such as Mahila Samakhya, which aims to empower
women, they were doing an outstanding job of protecting the forests and safeguard
the community’s resources. The VFJMs represented opposition from the village men
and the forest department.
In Khirakot, a village in the Someshwar valley in Uttaranchal, the women found their
access to the forest blocked by a miner who was building a soapstone mine in the
area. When the mine dust began to settle on their land making it difficult for them to
plant their crops and plough the field, the women launched a protest against the
miner. In retaliation the miner filed criminal cases against the village men, each of
those who had protested against the setting up of the mine. The women in turn were
not intimidated (even though the men were) and collected money from each village
household to fight the case. The contractor further tried intimidation in the form of
destruction of property, and stoning of the villagers’ houses. The activists in return
blocked the route to the quarry and did not let labourers to work in the mine. Finally,
on a visit to the area the district magistrate was moved by the struggle of the village
women and immediately recommended cancelling the case. This was further followed
by the closing of the mine in 1982—a true victory for the women’s movement
(Kumar, 1993).

Check Your Progress Exercise 2.4
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Question 1) How did eco-feminism emerge?
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……….…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………….…………………………………………………………………………………
……….…………………………………………………………………………………………

Question 2) Describe briefly about Chipko Movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………….…………………………………………………………………………………
……….…………………………………………………………………………………………

4.11 LET US SUM UP
This unit looks at the importance of an ideology that aims to bring together the shared
causes of women and the environment. In particular, the unit focuses on the following
aspects of the eco-feminist movement:
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Eco-Feminism Showing how women are intrinsically linked to the
environment and nature, through their physical make-up and the social roles
that they fulfil due to their physiological structure;



Linking women in the Third-World to the environment through their
dependence upon it for their survival and livelihood; and



Tracing how institutional mechanisms and social structures such as caste,
class and gender suppress both the environment and women, as part of the
larger structures of dominance and insubordination.

The unit also discusses the environmental movement, spearheaded primarily by
women to show how they have located themselves as the best supporters of protection
of the environment and sustainable development till date. When the world is facing a
global crisis vis-à-vis the environment, it is essential for us to understand the ways in
which the environment has come to figure in our everyday lives. It is in this sense that
we must also strive to protect it. It is no wonder then that an important part of this
course tries to look at how this linkage can be established at the level of human
relationships, especially that with gender, and more specifically, women.
4.12

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1: In 1970, ecofeminism gave its birth in France,
Germany, Japan, Finland, Australia etc. Ecofeminism emerged in the
West as a product of the peace, feminist and ecology movements of
the late 1970s and the early 1980s. Though the concept of
Ecofeminism was coined by Francoise d’Eaubonne, it was further
developed by Ynestra King in about 1976 and became a fit enriched
through social feminism and finally reached the stage of ecofeminism.
Answer to Q.2: Radha Kumar (1993) lays out a dateline of the
movement to show how much the involvement of women affected the
way the government framed its policies around environmental policy.
The movement began in 1973 in Gopeshwar in Chamoli District in
northern India. It began with the women of the village hugging
(Chipko in Hindi) the ash trees of the nearby forest that a sports goods
contractor from Allahabad had come to cut.

4.13
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ABBREVIATIONS

CFM: Community Forest Management
JFM: Joint Forest Management
VFJM: Village Forest Joint Management
VP: Van Panchayats
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