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THE FUTURE OF HIMALAYAS IS AT STAKE

P.D. Rai

Having a Himalaya Day, has been a very good idea. The organizers
were congratulated for persisting with the idea of the Himalayas. There
has been a completely new thinking on eco-services, and the Himalayas
has always served the people of India in a very major way in terms of
giving eco-services.

Forinstance, the Teesta water, which emanates from the glaciers of Sikkim,
flows out of Sikkim and goes into Bangladesh, has become the cause of
disagreement between Bangladesh and Mamata Banerjee. The question
therefore that arises is, whose water is it - the people of Sikkim, Bengal,
or Bangladesh? | think the question of environmental justice needs to be
examined. | leave this thought with you because everybody needs air,
water and land. Therefore, this whole issue of land, water and air has
always remained a bone of contention amongst the peoples.

The whole aspect of the Working Group on mountains was covered. In
terms of mountains, the Working Group is the Planning Commission. The
planning of our country should take into consideration the geographical
aspects. There should be separate Working Groups - each for mountains,
oceans, coastal regions, deserts, and on different aspects. Working Groups
could be in different ways because of the design of the mountains today,
or of anything that happens in the mountains — e.g., the development, the
challenges of the people who live in the mountains is completely different.

For example, in the case of the National Highway-31A, it starts from Siliguri
and goes upto Nathula Pass. From Nathula Pass, it is supposed to go into
Tibet and China. This piece of road, which is about 160 kms, is under the
Border Roads Organization (BRO). For the last 45 years, ever since the
1962 war with China, BRO has not been able to deliver a good mountain
road till today and may be for the next 50 years they will not be able to
give us another road until and unless they change the design of building
roads in the mountains. Today, building roads in mountains is not an issue
because technology is available everywhere in the world. However, if the
mountain road sinks, then they will come to repair it. One does not have to
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be an engineer; they will simply fill up the road with rubble and cover it with
tar. Next year again when it rains, the roads will once again go down. So
when is the infusion of appropriate technology? Therefore, we are asking
for a Working Group on mountains to look into the issues through a new
lens — of mountain dynamics, mountain specificities, and the people of the
mountains — how do they live.

Tamtaji had talked about tourism — what kind of tourism can be done in
the mountains; what kind of power generation, methodologies are there in
the mountains; do we need to build big dams or can we work with smaller
power generation equipment. Appropriate technologies are available -
look at the eco-services.

While talking about sustainability, | will narrate a small incident that took
place recently. Being interested in renewables, | went to see the solar
power generation in Jodhpur. There were some 5-megawatt units; about
3 — 4 of them were being put up. | also wanted to see the wind power that
was there.

In the Question Hour in Parliament, one of our colleagues from Jaisalmer
told Mr. Faroog Abdullah, Minister for Renewable Energy, “Sir, we do not
want wind power — all those ‘power chakkis’ in Jaisalmer because they are
affecting our tourism”. Jaswant Singh, who is also from that area, got up and
told the Minister, “Please remove those because all our tourism is getting
spoilt in Jaisalmer”. | went to see whether it is really true, and sure enough
everybody says ‘wind power is a very good idea, but not in my backyard'.

One has to see what is appropriate — whether tourism is better because
valuables are the primary target or whether one wants to meet the energy
objective. Jodhpur is completely dependent for its water on the Indira Canal.
In the hotel in which we were staying, there was a nice, big swimming pool.
| asked somebody, ‘There is no water shortage in Jodhpur? How can you
have a swimming pool here?’ It was quite inappropriate — the water was
coming from afar, going through Indira Canal, coming to a desert region,
and ending up in a swimming pool! We should develop our priorities first.

Please think 25 years from now. It is not just about sitting here and saying
‘Himalayas is great, we need the Himalayas'. It is about saying what is
appropriate in terms of development and sustainability of our development,
so that the eco-services in an environmentally justified manner and with
environmental justice is given to the people of this country.

P.D. Rai
(M.P. - Sikkim)

* k k *
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WE HAVE TO SAVE THE HIMALAYAS

- KRISHNA KHANAL

This is a rare opportunity for me because | am here to attend a meeting
on South Asia Board. Since | am already in Delhi, my dear friend Vijay
Pratapji asked me to attend the Himalaya Day. It is an important event for
us too. We do not have this type of event in Nepal although we talk a lot
on saving the Himalayas.

| used to see the Himalayas in my childhood, but now it is totally changed.
| do not see cascades of snow in the Himalayas. It has drastically been
reduced. Only in the winter we see some amount of snow; but during
the rest of the year it has reduced drastically. So it may not be a serious
problem if we continue to ignore the prudence of Himalayas. There won’t
be much snow and there won’t be much water also.

We earn a lot of revenue from the expedition team, but there is weaker
investment in central Himalayas. We lie in the central part of the
Himalayan region, most of the highest peaks also lie in the central zone of
the Himalayas, and we are exploiting the Himalayas for our own sake, in
terms of revenue generation and are not spending on its protection.

When we travel at the bottom of the Himalayas, we find almost fertile land,
warm weather and vegetation in the plain areas, and the moment you
go ahead it changes. You can see the Himalayas right from the bottom
to the top. There is a lot of bio-diversity, and | do not know how it will be
sensitized because in most part of the Himalayan zone the area is very
underdeveloped in terms of infrastructure. Sometimes | feel proud that
without the importance of development, the area is reserved, but not at
the mountain peak level.

Today, | would also like to share the changes that Nepal is undergoing. For
example, this day coincides with the birthday of our great leader, late B.P.
Koirala, who is considered as the son of Nepali soil. In fact, he created a
lot of awareness and started the whole idea of modern Nepal. Hence, |
think today is very much important for us.

In the past Nepal used to be known as the Himalayan Kingdom. It is no
more a Kingdom. Nepal is a Republic now. The new name is Republic of
Nepal.
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| would like to congratulate you and express my best wishes for your
success in the movement.

Nepal is at the bottom of the Himalayas, and unless we save the Himalayas,
any serious degradation in the Himalayan atmosphere would first seriously
affect Nepal. Without Himalayas Nepal cannot exist.

Prof. Krishna Khanal
(Political Scientist, Tribhuvan University, Kathmandu, Nepal)
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