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Module – V  

Social Issues and the Environment 

 

Climate change: 

 

The average temperature in many regions has been increasing in recent decades. The global average surface 

temperature has increased by 0.6° + 0.2° C over the last century. Globally, 1998 was the warmest year and the 

1990s the warmest decade on record. Many countries have experienced increases in rainfall, particularly in the 

countries situated in the mid to high latitudes. In some regions, such as parts of Asia and Africa, the frequency 

and intensity of droughts have been observed to increase in recent decades. Episodes of El Niño, which creates 

great storms, have been more frequent, persistent and intense since mid-1970s compared with the previous 100 

years. All these are signs that the earth is sick. Its climate is changing, making it more difficult for mankind to 

survive. The earth is losing its ability to balance itself due to the imbalances created by human activities. 

 

Projections of future climate change are derived from a series of experiments made by computer based global 

climate models These studies have shown that in the near future, the global mean surface temperature will rise 

by 1.4° to 5.8°C. Warming will be greatest over land areas, and at high latitudes. The projected rate of warming 

is greater than that has occurred in the last 10,000 years. The frequency of weather extremes is likely to increase 

leading to floods or drought. There will be fewer cold spells but more heat waves. The frequency and intensity 

of El Niño is likely to increase. Global mean sea level is projected to rise by 9 to 88 cm by the year 2100. More 

than half of the world’s population now lives within 60km of the sea. They are likely to be seriously impacted 

by an ingress of salt water and by the rising sea. Some of the most vulnerable regions are the Nile delta in 

Egypt, the Ganges-Brahmaputra delta in Bangladesh, and many small islands including the Marshall 

Islands and the Maldives, (WHO, 2001). 

 

Human societies will be seriously affected by extremes of climate such as droughts and floods. 

A changing climate would bring about changes in the frequency and/or intensity of these extremes. 

This is a major concern for human health. To a large extent, public health depends on safe drinking water, 

sufficient food, secure shelter, and good social conditions. All these factors will be greatly affected by climate 

change. 

 

Changes in climate may affect the distribution of vector species (e.g. mosquitoes) which in turn will increase the 

spread of disease, such as malaria and filariasis, to new areas which lack a strong public health infrastructure. 

The seasonal transmission and distribution of many diseases that are transmitted by mosquitoes (dengue, yellow 

fever) and by ticks (Lyme disease, tick borne encephalitis) may spread due to climate change. 

 

CASE STUDIES 

 

Damage to coral reefs, Pacific 

The severity of periodic warming due to El Nino in 1997 in the Pacific led to the most serious death in coral 

ever known. It is estimated that about 10% of the Earth’s coral reefs were dead, another 30 % were seriously 

affected and another 30% were degraded. The Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network 

Townsville, Australia, has predicted that all the reefs could be dead by 2050. 

 

Butterfly populations in the United Kingdom 

Global warming is leading to an early arrival of butterflies in Britain. Scientists say that butterflies can now be 

spotted much earlier every year in the last two decades. Some, like the red admiral, can now be seen a month 

earlier than was the case in the mid – 1970s. Others, like the peacock and the orange tip are appearing between 

15 and 25 days earlier than in the past. Future rise in temperature is likely to have a detrimental effect on these 

butterflies. Some butterflies which need cooler temperatures might suffer. 

 

Global warming: 

 

About 75% of the solar energy reaching the Earth is absorbed on the earth’s surface which increases its 

temperature. The rest of the heat radiates back to the atmosphere. Some of the heat is trapped by greenhouse 

gases, mostly carbon dioxide. As carbon dioxide is released by various human activities, it is rapidly increasing. 

This is causing global warming. 

 

The average surface temperature is about 15°C. This is about 33°C higher than it would be in the absence of the 

greenhouse effect. Without such gases most of the Earth’s surface would be frozen with a mean air temperature 
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of -18°C. Human activities during the last few decades of industrialisation and population growth have polluted 

the atmosphere to the extent that it has begun to seriously affect the climate. Carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 

has increased by 31% since pre-industrial times, causing more heat to be trapped in the lower atmosphere. 

 

Acid rain: 

 

When fossil fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas are burned, chemicals like sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides 

are produced. These chemicals react with water and other chemicals in the air to form sulfuric acid, nitric acid 

and other harmful pollutants like sulfates and nitrates. These acid pollutants spread upwards into the 

atmosphere, and are carried by air currents, to finally return to the ground in the form of acid rain, fog or snow. 

The corrosive nature of acid rain causes many forms of environmental damage. Acid pollutants also occur as dry 

particles and gases, which when washed from the ground by rain, add to the acids in the rain to form a more 

corrosive solution. This is called acid deposition. 

 
Damage from acid rain is widespread in North America, Europe, Japan, China and Southeast Asia. In the US 

coal burning power plants contribute to about 70% of sulfur dioxide. In Canada oil refining, metal smelting and 

other industrial activities account for 61% of sulfur dioxide pollution. Motor vehicle exhaust fumes are the main 

source of nitrogen oxides. The acids in acid rain chemically react with any object they come in contact with. 

Acids react with other chemicals by giving up hydrogen atoms. 

 

Effects: Acid rain is known to cause widespread environmental damage. 

 

Acid rain dissolves and washes away nutrients in the soil which are needed by plants. It can also dissolve 

naturally occurring toxic substances like aluminium and mercury, freeing them to pollute water or poison plants. 

 

It affects trees more directly by creating holes in the waxy coating of leaves, causing brown dead spots which 

affect the plant’s photosynthesis. Such trees are also more vulnerable to insect infestations, drought and cold. 

 

Acid rain that falls or flows as ground water to reach rivers, lakes and wetlands, causes the water in them to 

become acidic. This affects plant and animal life in aquatic ecosystems. 

 

Acid rain also has far reaching effects on wildlife. By adversely affecting one species, the entire food chain is 

disrupted, ultimately endangering the entire ecosystem. 

 

Acid rain and dry acid deposition damages buildings, automobiles, and other structures made of stone or metal. 

The acid corrodes the materials causing extensive damage and ruins historic buildings. For instance the 

Parthenon in Greece and the Taj Mahal in India have been affected by acid rain. 

 

Although surface water polluted by acid rain does not directly harm people, the toxic substances leached from 

soil can pollute water supply. Fish caught in these waters may be harmful for human consumption. Acid, along 

with other chemicals in the air, produces urban smog, which causes respiratory problems. 

 

Solutions: The best way to stop the formation of acid rain is to reduce the emissions of sulfurdioxide and 

nitrogen oxides into the atmosphere. This can be achieved by using less energy from fossil fuels in power plants, 

vehicles and industry. Switching to cleaner burning fuels is also a way out. For instance using natural gas which 

is cleaner than coal, using coal with lower sulfur content, and developing more efficient vehicles. If the 

pollutants have already been formed by burning fossil fuels, they can be prevented from entering the atmosphere 

by using scrubbers in smokestacks in industry.  

 

In catalytic converters, the gases are passed over metal coated beads that convert harmful chemicals into less 

harmful ones. These are used in cars to reduce the effects of exhaust fumes on the atmosphere. Once acid rain 

has affected soil, powdered limestone can be added to the soil by a process known as liming to neutralize the 

acidity of the soil. 

 

Ozone layer depletion: 

 

Ozone is formed by the action of sunlight on oxygen. It forms a layer 20 to 50kms above the surface of the 

earth. The ozone layer in the upper atmosphere absorbs the sun’s ultraviolet radiation, preventing it from 

reaching the earth’s surface. This action takes place naturally in the atmosphere, but is very slow. 
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This layer in the atmosphere protects life on earth from the dangerous UV radiation from the sun. In the 1970s, 

scientists discovered that chemicals called chlorofluorocarbons or CFCs, which were used as refrigerants and 

aerosol spray propellants, posed a threat to the ozone layer. The CFC molecules are virtually indestructible until 

they reach the stratosphere, where UV radiation breaks them down to release chlorine atoms. The chlorine 

atoms react with ozone molecules which break down into oxygen molecules, which do not absorb UV 

radiations. Since the early 1980s, scientists detected a thinning of the ozone layer in the atmosphere above 

Antarctica. This phenomenon is now being detected in other places as well including Australia. Although the 

use of CFCs has been reduced and now banned in most countries, other chemicals and industrial compounds 

such as bromine, halocarbons and nitrous oxides from fertilizers may also attack the ozone layer. 

 

The destruction of the ozone layer is seen to cause increased cases of skin cancer and cataracts. It also causes 

damage to certain crops and to plankton, thus affecting natures food chains and food webs. This in turn causes 

an increase in carbon dioxide due to the decrease in vegetation. 

 

With the signing of the Montreal Protocol in 1987, a treaty for the protection of the ozone layer, the use of CFCs 

was to be banned by the year 2000. After 2000, the ozone layer is expected to recover slowly over a period of 

about 50 years. 

 

Nuclear Accidents and Nuclear Holocaust: 

 

Nuclear energy was researched and discovered by man as a source of alternate energy which would be clean and 

cheap compared to fossil fuels. And although this did happen, along with the benefits of nuclear energy came its 

downfalls. In the short history of nuclear energy there have been accidents that have surpassed any natural 

calamity or other energy source extraction in their impacts. A single nuclear accident can cause loss of life, 

long-term illness and destruction of property on a large scale for a long period of time. Radioactivity and 

radioactive fallout leads to cancer, genetic disorders and death in the affected area for decades after, thus 

affecting all forms of life for generations to come. 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

Nuclear disasters and leakages 

In 1986 the Nuclear Power Station at Chernobyl in USSR developed a problem that led to a fire and a number of 

explosions in its Nuclear Reactor. The radioactive dust spread over many kilometers and covered not only 

Europe but North America as well. Three people died in the explosion and 28 shortly after due to radiation 

exposure. Some 259 sick were hospitalized. As the area had to be evacuated 1,35,000 people had to be moved 

immediately and another 1.5 lac by 1991. As radioactive fall out continued even more people had to be moved. 

An estimated 6.5 lakh people may have been seriously affected. They may get cancer, thyroid tumours, and 

cataracts, and suffer from a lowered immune mechanism. As radioactivity passes from grass to herbivores, 

sheep in Scotland and Reindeer in Lapland were affected and were unfit for human consumption. Vegetable, 

fruit and milk were contaminated in Europe. A French Nuclear Waste Processing Center in Normandy may have 

affected the lives of children playing nearby. They may develop leukemia (blood cancer) in later life. 

 

Nuclear holocaust: 

The use of nuclear energy in war has had devastating effects on man and earth. The Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

incident during World War II, the only use of nuclear power in war in history, is one of the worst disasters in 

history. In 1945, the United States dropped atomic bombs in Japan over the towns of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

These two atomic bombs killed thousands of people, left many thousands injured and devastated everything for 

miles around. The effects of the radiation from these nuclear bombs can still be seen today in the form of cancer 

and genetic mutations in the affected children and survivors of the incident. 

 

WASTELAND RECLAMATION 

 

Loss of vegetation cover leads to loss of soil through erosion, which ultimately creates wastelands. This is one 

of the pressing problems of the country. Loss of soil has already ruined a large amount of cultivable land in our 

country. If it remains unchecked, it will affect the remaining land. Unless we adequately safeguard our ‘good’ 

lands, we may eventually face a serious shortage of food grains, vegetables, fruit, fodder and fuel wood. Hence, 

conservation of soil, protecting the existing cultivable land and reclaiming the already depleted wastelands 

figures prominently among the priority tasks of planning for the future. Some of the wasteland reclamation 

programs have been unsuccessful because after sometime the land reverts to its original poor condition due to 

mismanagement and unscientific ways in which the reclamation has been carried out. 
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In choosing wasteland reclamation methods attention must be paid to the cost factor. This has to be taken into 

account before deciding on a particular method for reclamation of wastelands. A proper study of environmental 

aspects and human impacts which are responsible for the development of wastelands have to be looked into. 

Wasteland can be classified into three forms: 

 

(1) Easily reclaimable,  

(2) Reclaimable with some difficulty,  

(3) Reclaimable with extreme difficulty. 

 

Easily reclaimable wastelands can be used for agricultural purposes. Those which can be reclaimed with some 

difficulty can be utilized for agro forestry. Wastelands that are reclaimed with extreme difficulty can be used for 

forestry or to recreate natural ecosystems. 

 

Agriculture: Wasteland can be reclaimed for agriculture by reducing the salt content which can be done by 

leaching and flushing. Gypsum, urea, potash and compost are added before planting crops in such areas. 

 

Agro forestry: This involves putting land to multiple uses. Its main purpose is to have trees and crops inter- and 

/or under planted to form an integrated system of biological production within a certain area. Thus, agro forestry 

implies integration of trees with agricultural crops or livestock management simultaneously. 

 

Forestry: Attempts to grow trees in highly non alkaline saline soils have been largely unsuccessful. 

Field experiments have shown that species like Eucalyptus, Prosopis and Acacia Nilotica could not be grown in 

highly alkaline soil. Studies have shown that if tree seedlings are planted with a mixture of original soil, 

Gypsum, and manure, better growth can be achieved. It is however important to use indigenous species of trees 

so that the program recreates the local ecosystem with all its species. 

 

Need for wasteland development: 

Wasteland development provides a source of income for the rural poor. It ensures a constant supply of fuel, 

fodder and timber for local use. It makes the soil fertile by preventing soil erosion and conserving moisture. The 

program helps maintain an ecological balance in the area. The increasing forest cover helps in maintaining local 

climatic conditions. Regenerated vegetation cover helps in attracting birds which feed on pests in the 

surrounding fields and function as natural pest controllers. The trees help in holding back moisture and reduce 

surface run off rates thus helping in the control of soil erosion. 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

Tehri, Uttar Pradesh 

Nagchaund village in Tehri District of Uttar Pradesh was once an eroded and deforested land. When Soban 

Singh Bhandari returned to his village after retirement from the army in 1987 he was struck by this degradation. 

After six months he became the pradhan of the village and decided to implement various village development 

schemes differently. Through the Jawahar Rozgar Yojana, he gained immense community support. In 1990 the 

Forest Department selected a 30-hectare barren piece of community land for a micro-watershed development 

program. The villagers controlled grazing in the area, undertook plantations for fuel and fodder. Bhandari 

helped the village raise money by selling the fodder from the area to a neighboring village and the money was 

used for development and maintenance work. This community effort has had a great impact on the ecology of 

the area. The moisture content of the area increased and the water sources of the villages were recharged. Local 

people now have access to all the natural resources they need for their daily lives 

 

CONSUMERISM AND WASTE PRODUCTS 

 

Modern societies that are based on using large amounts of goods, especially those that are manufactured for one 

time use, are extremely wasteful. The increasing consumption of natural resources has lead to serious 

environmental problems around the world. Current consumption patterns are depleting non-renewable resources, 

poisoning and degrading ecosystems, and altering the natural processes on which life depends. The present 

pattern of consumption, especially in affluent societies, is mainly responsible for the high level of utilization of 

resources. People in the industrialized countries make up 20% of the world population but consume 80% of the 

world’s resources and produce 80% of wastes. This is due to a pattern of economic development that ensures 

that people go on consuming even more than they actually need. India is rapidly moving into this unsustainable 

pattern of economic growth and development.  
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The rich in such a society get richer often at the cost of the poor whose lives are not improved by the process of 

development. It is seen that today’s consumption patterns are depleting natural resources at a rapid rate and 

widening the inequalities in consumption in different societies. Consumerism causes wasteful use of energy and 

material far beyond that needed for everyday living at a comfortable level. Money is not the only way to 

measure the cost of an item that we use. When one adds up all the raw material and energy that goes into the 

manufacture of goods or the services provided by nature that one uses during a day’s activities, the toll on the 

environment is large. When this cost is multiplied over a lifespan, the amount is staggering. If one considered 

the overutilization in each family, city or a country, the impacts are incredibly high. For example: two hundred 

billion cans, bottles, plastic cartons and paper cups, are thrown away each year in the “developed” world. 

“Disposable” items greatly increase this waste. Rather than compete on quality or reliability, many industrial 

consumer products are made for one-time use. Buying quality products that are warranteed against failure or 

wearing out, learning about the raw materials that things are made of, and an appreciation of their origin from 

nature’s storehouse, as well as knowing the conditions of the workers that make them, are some ways of 

resisting consumerism and decreasing waste. 

 
While there may be some new appliances and cars that are more productive and energy efficient, discarding the 

old often leads to an almost total waste of the energy and material already invested in these products. This alone 

may more than nullify the energy savings of the new product. This is a tricky problem. With the advent of an 

industrial civilization the highly complex technological processes for production of goods has rapidly increased 

problems due to inadequate waste disposal. This creates a heavy burden on natural resources, degrades the 

environment and creates health hazards. With the rapid increase in population, the amount of waste in terms of 

quantity and quality has increased waste management pressures many fold in recent years. If the high quantities 

of waste generated continues, mankind will be drowned under heaps of garbage, and streams of sewage. His 

health will be affected by dangerous industrial effluents, and he will be smothered by clouds of smoke 

and unhealthy gases. Human civilisation will run out of resources, preventing further development. 

 

Reduce, reuse, recycle 

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, or the 3Rs principle, is the new concept in waste management. But what does it 

actually mean? Although some waste is inevitable in any society, we must minimize the generation of waste at 

the source by using minimal resources. Do not use what you do not need. The goal of every society should be to 

reach a low-waste or no waste society.  

Eg. Fancy packaging of consumer products in two or three layers is not necessary. 

Use your own reusable cloth/ jute bags instead of plastic bags. 

The residual waste can be converted into a useable resource. In developed countries waste is used to produce 

energy. 

Several technological breakthroughs have recently been made to recover material from industrial waste such as 

heavy metals and chemicals such as mercury and nitric acid. Thus the waste does not remain a waste product 

anymore, but becomes a useful resource. 

Eg. Using kitchen wet waste to make compost that can be used as an organic fertilizer. 

Using sewage in a biogas plant to make fuel. 

One industry’s waste could be a valuable resource for another industry. 

Eg. Cloth rags from the textile industry are bought and used by paper and other industries. 

 

The generated waste or discarded material that cannot be used again in its original form can be sent back to the 

industry to be broken down and used as a resource to be made into a new product of the same type or into 

something entirely different. 

Eg. Plastic items are recycled into new plastic products. 

Metal scrap and broken glass is used to make new metal and glass products respectively. 

 

Finally, the waste material generated which can neither be reused or recycled, must be disposed off in a proper 

manner with minimum impact to the environment. 

- Non toxic solid waste should be properly segregated and disposed off in landfills that are properly sealed to 

avoid leakage and contamination of surrounding land and groundwater. 

- Toxic wastes should be treated or disposed off separately in a proper manner. 

 

Sewage and industrial wastewater should be adequately treated and raw materials recovered from it where 

possible before it is released into our rivers and waterways. 

The 3R principle of Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, should be followed in that order. 

- Reduction is the best option. If we reduce at source, there is a smaller chance of waste generation and the 

pressure on our already stretched natural resources is reduced. 
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- Reuse is the next best option, as the product is reused in its current form without any energy expended to 

convert it into a new item. 

- Recycling is the last option, as although it converts a waste into a resource, it uses energy to transform that 

resource into a new useable product. 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

Himachal Pradesh was the first State in India to regulate the manufacture and use of plastics. The State proposed 

a ban on all types of polythene packing.  

 

CASE STUDY 

 

Plastic to oil 

The Indian Oil Corporation Limited and the Department of Science and Technology are expected to establish 

India’s first plant to convert waste plastic into petrol, diesel and LPG. 

 

THE ENVIRONMENT (PROTECTION) ACT 

 
The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 not only has important constitutional implications but also an 

international background. The spirit of the proclamation adopted by the United Nations Conference on Human 

Environment which took place in Stockholm in June 1972, was implemented by the Government of India by 

creating this Act. 

 

Although there were several existing laws that dealt directly or indirectly with environmental issues it was 

necessary to have a general legislation for environmental protection because the existing laws focused on very 

specific types of pollution, or specific categories of hazardous substances or were indirectly related to the 

environment through laws that control landuse, protect our National Parks and Sanctuaries and our wildlife. 

However there were no overarching legislation and certain areas of environmental hazards were not covered. 

There were also gaps in areas that were potential environmental hazards and there were several inadequate 

linkages in handling matters of industrial and environmental safety. This was essentially related to the 

multiplicity of regulatory agencies. Thus there was a need for an authority which could assume the lead role for 

studying, planning and implementing long term requirements of environmental safety and give directions to, as 

well as coordinate a system of speedy and adequate response to emergency situations threatening the 

environment. 

 

This Act was thus passed to protect the environment, as there was a growing concern over the deteriorating state 

of the environment. As impacts grew considerably environmental protection became a national priority in the 

1970s. The decline in the environmental quality, was evidenced by increasing pollution, loss of forest cover and 

an increasing threat to biodiversity. 

 

THE AIR (PREVENTION AND CONTROL OF POLLUTION) ACT 

 

The Government passed this Act in 1981 to clean up our air by controlling pollution. Sources of air pollution 

such as industry, vehicles, power plants, etc. are not permitted to release particulate matter, lead, carbon 

monoxide, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, volatile organic compounds (VOCs) or other toxic substances beyond 

a prescribed level. To ensure this, Pollution Control Boards (PCBs) have been set up by Government to measure 

pollution levels in the atmosphere and at certain sources by testing the air. This is measured in parts per million 

or in milligrams or micrograms per cubic meter. 

 

This Act is created ‘to take appropriate steps for the preservation of the natural resources of the earth which 

among other things includes the preservation of high quality air and ensures controlling the level of air 

pollution. 

 

The main objectives of the Act are as follows: 

(a) To provide for the Prevention, Control and abatement of air pollution. 

(b) To provide for the establishment of Central and State Boards with a view to implement the Act. 

(c) To confer on the Boards the powers to implement the provisions of the Act and assign to the Boards 

functions relating to pollution. 
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Whoever contravenes any of the provision of the Act or any order or direction issued is punishable with 

imprisonment for a term which may extend to three months or with a fine of Rs.10,000 or with both ,and in case 

of continuing offence with an additional fine which may extend to Rs 5,000 for every day during which such 

contravention continues after conviction for the first contravention. 

 

THE WATER (PREVENTION AND CONTROL OF POLLUTION) ACT 

 

The Government has formulated this Act in 1974 to be able to prevent pollution of water by industrial, 

agricultural and household wastewater that can contaminate our water sources. Wastewater with high levels of 

pollutants that enter wetlands, rivers, lakes, wells as well as the sea are serious health hazards. Controlling the 

point sources by monitoring levels of different pollutants is one way to prevent pollution by giving a 

punishment to a polluter. 

Individuals can also do several things to reduce water pollution such as using biodegradable chemicals for 

household use, reducing use of pesticides in gardens, and identifying polluting sources at workplaces and in 

industrial units where oil or other petroleum products and heavy metals are used. Excessive organic matter, 

sediments and infecting organisms from hospital wastes can also pollute our water. 

 

The main objectives of the Water Act are to provide for prevention, control and abatement of water pollution 

and the maintenance or restoration of the wholesomeness of water. It is designed to assess pollution levels and 

punish polluters. The Central Government and State Governments have set up Pollution Control Boards that 

monitor water pollution. 

 

Penalties are charged for acts that have caused pollution. This includes failing to furnish information required by 

the Board, or failing to inform the occurrence of any accident or other unforeseen act. An individual or 

organization that fails to comply with the directions given in the subsections of the law can be convicted or 

punished with imprisonment for a term of three months or with a fine of Rs10,000 or both and in case failure 

continues an additional fine of Rs.5,000 everyday. If a person who has already been convicted for any offence is 

found guilty of the same offence again, he/she after the second and every subsequent conviction, would be 

punishable with imprisonment for a term not less than two years but which may extend to seven years with fine. 

 

THE WILDLIFE PROTECTION ACT 

 

This Act passed in 1972, deals with the declaration of National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries and their 

notification. It establishes the structure of the State’s wildlife management and the posts designated for Wildlife 

Management. It provides for setting up Wildlife Advisory Boards. It prohibits hunting of all animals specified in 

Schedules I to IV of the Act. These are notified in order of their endangeredness. Plants that are protected are 

included in schedule VI. 

 

The Amendment to the Wildlife Protection Act in 2002 is more stringent and prevents the commercial use of 

resources by local people. It has brought in new concepts such as the creation of Community Reserves. It has 

also altered several definitions. For instance in animals, fish are now included. Forest produce has been 

redefined to ensure protection of ecosystems. 

 

Penalties: A person who breaks any of the conditions of any license or permit granted under this Act shall be 

guilty of an offence against this Act. The offence is punishable with imprisonment for a term which may extend 

to three years or with a fine of Rs 25,000 or with both. An offence committed in relation to any animal specified 

in Schedule I, or Part II of Schedule II, like the use of meat of any such animal, or animal articles like a trophy, 

shall be punishable with imprisonment for a term not less than one year and may extend to six years and a fine 

of Rs 25,000. 

 

In the case of a second or subsequent offence of the same nature mentioned in this sub-section, the term of 

imprisonment may extend to six years and not less than two years with a penalty of Rs.10,000. 

 

FOREST CONSERVATION ACT 

 

The Forest Conservation Act of 1980 was enacted to control deforestation. It ensured that forestlands could not 

be de-reserved without prior approval of the Central Government. This was created as States had begun to de-

reserve the Reserved Forests for non-forest use. States had regularized encroachments and resettled ‘Project 

Affected People’ from development projects such as dams in these de-reserved areas. The need for a new 
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legislation became urgent. The Act made it possible to retain a greater control over the frightening level of 

deforestation in the country and specified penalties for offenders. 

 

Penalties for offences in Reserved Forests: No person is allowed to make clearings or set fire to a Reserved 

Forest. Cattle are not permitted to trespass into the Reserved Forest. Felling, collecting of timber, bark or leaves, 

quarries or collecting any forest product is punishable with imprisonment for a term of six months, or with a fine 

which may extend to Rs.500, or both. Penalties for offences in Protected Forests: A person who commits any of 

the following offences like felling of trees, or strips off the bark or leaves from any tree or sets fire to such 

forests, or kindles a fire without taking precautions to prevent its spreading to any tree mentioned in the Act, 

whether standing or felled, or fells any tree, drags timber, or permits cattle to damage any tree, shall be 

punishable with imprisonment for a term which may extend to six month or with a fine which may extend to 

Rs.500, or both.  

 

When there is a reason to believe that a forest offence has been committed pertaining to any forest produce, the 

produce together with all tools used in committing such offences may be seized by any Forest Officer or Police 

Officer. Every officer seizing any property under this section shall put on the property a mark indicating the 

seizure and report the seizure to the Magistrate who has the jurisdiction to try the offence. Any Forest Officer, 

even without an order from the Magistrate or a warrant, can arrest any person against whom a reasonable 

suspicion exists. 

 

ISSUES INVOLVED IN ENFORCEMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL LEGISLATION 

 

Environmental legislation is evolved to protect our environment as a whole, our health, and the earth’s 

resources. The presence of a legislation to protect air, water, soil, etc. does not necessarily mean that the 

problem is addressed. Once a legislation is made at the global, National or State level, it has to be implemented. 

For a successful environmental legislation to be implemented, there has to be an effective agency to collect 

relevant data, process it and pass it on to a law enforcement agency. If the law or rule is broken by an individual 

or institution, this has to be punished through the legal process. Information to law enforcement officials must 

also come from concerned individuals.  

 

A related issue is the fact that there are several irregular practices for which a bribe to an unscrupulous official is 

used to cover up an offence. Thus the general public must act as a watch dog not only to inform concerned 

authorities, but also to see that actions are taken against offenders. 

 

Environment Impact Assessment (EIA): 

For all development projects, whether Government or Private, the MoEF requires an impact assessment done by 

a competent organisation. The EIA must look into physical, biological and social parameters. EIAs are expected 

to indicate what the likely impacts could be if the project is passed. The Ministry of Environment and Forests 

(MoEF) has identified a large number of projects that need clearance on environmental grounds. The EIA must 

define what impact it would have on water, soil and air. It also requires that a list of flora and fauna identified in 

the region is documented and to specify if there are any endangered species whose habitat or life could be 

adversely affected. Most development projects such as industries, roads, railways and dams may also affect the 

lives of local people. This must be addressed in the EIA. There are 30 different industries listed by MoEF that 

require a clearance before they are set up. 

 

After the Environmental Protection Act of 1986 was passed, an EIA to get an environmental clearance for a 

project became mandatory. 

 

Experience shows that a large number of EIAs are inadequately researched and frequently biased as they are 

funded by the proposer of the project. While most EIAs are adequate for studies on the possibilities of air, water 

and soil pollution, they generally deal inadequately with issues such as preservation of biodiversity and the 

social issues that may arise from future environmental impacts. 

 

Citizens actions and action groups: 

Citizens must learn to act as watch dogs to protect their own environment from the consequences of 

unsustainable projects around them. Well informed citizens not only have rights but also have a duty to perform 

in this regard. They can join action groups to develop a lobby to strengthen the environmental movements in the 

country, their State, town or village. 
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Citizen groups can resort to alternate means of pressure such as ‘rasta rokos’, ‘dharnas’, etc. to draw attention to 

important environmental concerns. They can also elicit public support through the press and electronic media. 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

The Narmada Issue 

The controversy over the plan to build several dams on the Narmada River and its tributaries symbolizes the 

struggle for a just and equitable society in India. The construction of these dams displaces many poor and 

underprivileged communities, destroying their relatively self-sufficient environmentally sound economy and 

culture and reducing a proud people to the status of refugees or 

slum dwellers. 

 

The Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Narmada Movement) is one of the most dynamic people’s movements 

fighting for the rights of these underprivileged people who are being robbed of their homes, livelihoods and way 

of living in the name of ‘national interest’. 

 

One such dam, the Sardar Sarovar Dam, when completed will drown 37,000 hectares of fertile land and displace 

200,000 adivasis and cause incomprehensible loss to the ecology. 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

Silent Valley 

The proposed Hydel project at Silent valley, a unique pocket of tropical biodiversity in South India, in the 1970s 

was stopped and the area declared a National Park in 1984. This was achieved by several dedicated individuals, 

groups and organisations lobbying to save the area from being submerged and protect its rich biodiversity. 

 

Among the many environmental battles that have been fought in this country some have been won while many 

others have been lost. These projects have led to serious environmental degradation in spite of the laws intended 

to control such damage. 

 


