An environmental agenda for Calcutta
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olkng green has become

quite lashionabde.

Politicians make spoe

ches abowut i1, civic

agencles spendd  hig
bawlgets on it, company annual re-
ports sigh with satisfaction over it
and innocent schoolchildren spend
eager weekends on it. And, as often
happéens with fashion, at the end of
thi day nothing much changes.

Calcutta cannot aTord to be mer-
ely fashionable when It comes to go-
ing green. Our population amd vehi-
cular density is the highest in the
countey, our air quallty is the worss
and our nodse bevel the highesst am-
ong the major metros, Our land use
planning is virtually non-existent
because land has become a means
for raising revenue rather than a
rrviin (o delivering public good.

For political leaders and policy-
makers interested in going bevand
the fachlonable, Caleutia’s environ-
mental imperatives must surely be
abwiogs. The city’s need for cleaner
air for improved management ol s
nptural assets, and for significantly
higher citizen Invelvement In re
ducing carbon copsumpiion are
thres areas demanding immedinte
and sustained attention. It is the
manner in which these three arcas
are abdressed that will determine
the city's Livabdlity quotient for all,
be they investors, intellectuals or
itknerants.

The poor quality of alr in our
city ks directly a result of vehicular
emission. Owing (o several steps ta-
ken over the past decade by the Cen-
tral amd West Bengal Pollution Con-
trol Boards, industrial pollution has
liszened substantially But ihe mon-
itoring capacity and enforcement ol
laws for vehicular pollution have
e mom-existent on the factle argu-
ment thaf “jobs are at stake™.

ut pedluted air may well be

driving out more jobs than

are being “saved”™ by allow-
ing substandard fuel and vehicles
on our streets. We have seen it be-
fore: gheroos in the Seventies and
power cuts in the Eightbes may have
allowed unionized workers or
powerstation engineers to retain
thitir jobs but the net effect on total
employment was overwhelmingly
negative. The fact that deaths from
cancer are almast 50 per cent higher
in Caleutts compared to Delhi and
that the increase in oxldes of niiro-
gen & triggering infectbous diseases
in children cannot possibly be golng
unnoticed by businesses and fami-
lbes which have a cholce as to where
thery are based,

Action on alr quality will have to
focus on qualitative amd quantita.
tive aspects of the problem. There
are extreme and obyvious polluters
— three-wheeler “tempos’, battered
obd taxis and “kafafel -driven auto
rickshaws — that can be easily iden-
tifed and legally impounded. Tight
enforcement of emission norms by
cantracted thind parties and easier

acallabilty of eleaner fucks {princi-
pally liquid petroleum gas) are
other qualitative steps that coukd be
takoen immediately

The numbser of vehicles can be
reduced by promoting car-pooling,
restricting access, such as through
a congestion tax or by allowing odd-
and even-numbered cars (o ply the
strests anly on alternete days. In-
centives could be offered for mass
transport optlons (such as alr-con:
ditioned micro buses) that enocowur-
age car owners (o leave their vehi-
ches at homie,

The key point is that there are
possible salutions — all these ac-
thiones hurve produced mesulis elsewh:
ere — but they need (o be imple-
mented. With sincerity and sus-
tained effort.

eSS

Thi management of Caleuita’s
natural assets would be the second
item on the cliy’s environmental
agenda. Our water bodbes, parks
and open spaces, gréen cover and
the riverside are assets that provide
valuable services, such as ground.
wialter recharging, decongestion and
recrealion, and preservation of bio-
diversiry. Desplte these quallty-of
« life enhancing benefits, thelr siaius

has been marked by neglect,
Major public facilitles such as
Rawdon Square and Victoria Park
have been literally locked for more
than a decade on the pretext that
ministers have projects in mind
T posmed inside the Indian Musewm
was being bullt upon bart was saved
by MGOs taking legal sctlon. Rest-
oratlon, however, 1= not on aAnvone's
agenda. At conslderable public ex-
pEnse, a “people’s park” was insi-
alled near the Victoria Memorial -
baut is shut for several hours of the
day A large chunk of the Maldan
s been handed over to a business
hotise that has imposed an entrancs
fiee 2o that only “good™ families can
enter, The wetlands of east Caleutta

have similarly been put on the block
repentedly desplie thelr vital role in
Cabeutta's environmenial health

Our green cover has been han-
e in @ very simplistic manner —
plant mone irees Thiere §5 litthe evid-
ence of a master-plan that recogniz-
o5 the relationship between species
andd locatlon, between tred density
amd survival rates and betwesn
planting and subsequent care, Omnee
planted, trees are at the mercy of
hoarding and bullding contraciors.
Besbides trees, shrubs and varieties
of grass can play important fune-
thosul and sesthetic roles in urban
setiings but we see little of this on
QU Sireets.

A shining example of public re-
sponse to active management of our
natural asseds s the success of the

Millenium Park. This 2.5 kilometre
stretch on the riverside was opened
L 2000 and, despite an entranoe fee,
Tans turmed out to be one of the most
popular and — for the Rollata Met-
ropalitan Development Authority

proditable spots ko the cibe

ies, manage assets well and rev.
enuie streams follow — troe for sk
niess and true for the environment

The e o the cliy's B
ronmeéntal agenda would be public
Imvalvement In reducing carbon
consumption Here, (oo, the fashion-
able lezword is sustainabdility —
the reduction of our dependenos on
carbon-based products nmnd serviees
g0 that the inberests off fuiure gener-
athons are not damaged by our Lifie-
and work-stvles. Moving Caleutta
townrds becoming a sustainable
city would call for changing our be-
haw lour with respect to generation
of solld waste, consumpilon of
wader, fuel and electriciiy, and pro-
duction aof emissions and effluents.
The institution of Green Rating for
Integrated Habitat Assessment in
Auigiast H06 gave Caleutia pole post-

tion in environmentally sound
building practice. But not much
happened after (e ceremonbes
Caleutia's environmental fuiure
can takoe very different contours de
pending on the extent 1o which peo-
ple are made aware of and encour
e 0 act on these sues. The lack
of such mwareness nod only saddles
the clty with a population of by
standers and spectators, but also
makes it convenient for public offl-
cials to abdicate thelr responsibill
tw And, in fact, why should any serv-
bee prowider iImprove delivery if the
cllents do mot seem bo care?
Funilamenial to generating citl-
wirn involvement ks focused and sus-
tiinsd communication. We have
seen it work with immunimtion
campaigns for polbe and we have
also seen it work for political candi
dates. But when it comes to public
response to environmental [ssues,
we expect awnreness amnd imvalve

. et i0 just happen.

e feehle nitempis to stop the
I use of plastic bags is an ex-
ample, After the mayor had
rushed around a few markets and
Inunched several ‘drives” o ban
these haps, it was ofies guo ante
Fruit-sellers and fish vendors are
back 1o using thin sewer-choking
bags with a vengeance. In contrast,
o small-budget communication ef-
fort by People Unbted for Bepter [y-
ing in Caleutia {PUBLIC) focusing
on a few public spots, such as the
Victorla Memorial, the Botanbcal
Gardens, the Science City and the
Loo, crepted an  understanding
among s1all and visitors that has
had Lasting impact.

Even il this simple, three-point
environmental agenda were (o be
adopted for Caleutta, it does not
mean that resulis will follow There
are implementation botilenecks,
such as the virtual unguestioned
freedom with which multiple agen-
ches go about impacting the city's
environment. Besides the Kolkata
Municipal Corporation. and the
EMDA, departments such as trans-
poart, paebdbe works, forest and the po-
lhee, take any action that they deem
fit. Add io this the members of par-
liament who have thelr own funds
and fiefdoms, A possible way tome-
solve this angle would be for the
KMC to coordinate a mulii-agency
consartium that is visible, responsi
ble and accountable for Calcutia’s
emvirmnment.

his agenda requins neither
T huge investments nor major
pollcy shifts. All It needs §s
leadership Well after the speeches
and the ceremonial planting this
World Environment Dag thers will
be opportunity for a thoughtfully
designed plan that can be lmple-
mented with sincerity amnd in a sus-
tnined manner
Gaolng grsen In Caleutta eould
vyl move from being a feahibon bo b
cuming a long-term treml



