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Abstract.
Certain aspects of conservation of environment and biological

diversity, particularly in the context of India and other Third World countries

are briefly discussed. Some doubts are raised about the acceptability of some

common biological concepts concerning comparative importance of high bio-

diversity areas, prevention of loss of whatever type of biological diversity,

competition and struggle for existence and survival of the fittest, which do

not appear to agree with what can be generally seen in nature. It is also

suggested that while contemplating measures for conservation, the socio-

economic problems of the local, native people be given prime consideration.

Conservation of Environment.

Protection and conservation of environment and biological

diversity is closely connected with social, economic and political

situations of the concerned region. In many instances, the stability of

the biological environment is determined by the social and environment

conditions of the people in that locality, while the social environment

itself is very much related to economic factors. Therefore, the social

and economic aspects of conservation which are so intermingled with

each other would have to be treated and considered together, particularly

in the present days of Market Economy. That the speed of economic

development carried out for the prosperity of the poor and marginalised

is not the answer to ‘progress’, is getting increasingly recognised and

accepted in every part of the world (Kumar, 2005; Mishra, et al, 2008;

ISSK, 2008).

Bishnois of Rajasthan and protecting their natural plant wealth

It is an irony that geographical areas that are richest in biological

wealth are inhabited by people who are economically the poorest. One

wonders whether this is because the people there did not choose to

consume and destroy their natural wealth for their personal welfare.

However, during the past few centuries some of the bio-resources-

poor western countries have been following the dictum of “make hay

while sun shines”, exploiting the resources in their colonies with such

an abandon that nothing much is left there. The neo-rich in such poor

countries who inherited this culture of consumerism, followed the

example of their colonial masters, even after the latter left the country.

When the situation reached a state of crisis, the consumeristic West

woke up to the fact that if the biological wealth of such countries is
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depleted fully, it will be like killing the goose that lays the golden egg,

affecting mainly their own life-style. It was then that they started

advocating the cause of conservation and global environmental

equilibrium, to people who have even otherwise been traditionally

protecting their natural plant wealth from time immemorial, successfully

or unsuccessfully, sometimes sacrificing even their own life. It is a

recorded fact that a gluttonous and voracious intruder had to hack to

death, one after the other, 263 men and women of the Bishnoi tribe in

Rajasthan who embraced a tree in their bid to save it, before the tree was

ultimately felled by the intruder’s axe.

Western science, based on empirical research is rooted in

theoretical views of a situation, while traditional reactions in South is

based on indigenous knowledge which stems from an intimate principle

of co-existence with nature (Myer, 1998). As in other cases, the conflicts

in theviews of West and South on biological diversity also is mainly due

to this divergence of views.

Management culture.

Some authors (cf:- Harremoes, 1996) say that the Asian religions

though concerned with humans are, in general, eco-centric, while

European religions and philosophies are anthropocentric. We do not know

which is the major European religion upholding such a concept, unless it

is the modern religions of “Market Economy” and “Management”, that

are concerned only about “today” and the materialistic pleasures of the

self. (Incidentally, it should attract our serious attention that the

Management culture that is getting rooted here and the irreparable harm

that would do to our country within a decade or two). All major religions

and philosophies of the West, including those of the ancient American

native red Indians, have many built-in features to safe-guard long term

interests and sustainability of the society, rather than any benefit for the

individual.

Assumptions about conservation

Our modern ideas on conservation are influenced by many

assumptions including:

1. that areas having highest bio-diversity should have highest priority

in conservation measures; and

2. that any loss whatever of biological diversity’s dangerous.

We may find that economically and socially these assumptions

need not be true or acceptable. Let us examine the above two briefly.

Regardng the fist assumption:- When the rice cultivation in the

Philippines was completely destroyed by the Brown-Hopper disease and

was threatening to annihilate the rice cultivation in the entire south-east,

the situation was ultimately saved by locating a ‘Brown-hopper disease

resistant gene’ in a wild relative of rice (Oryza nivara) from India. This

species was found to grow wild in an area of less-richer bio-diversity.
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Had such an area been destroyed due to our negligence or ignorance,

considering such an area as ‘unimportant’, the resultant economic loss

would have come to many trillions of Dollars.

Regarding the second assumption:- In some cases, the loss or

destruction of certain species may well be a social boon to man. The

W.H.O. has been spending a large amount of money for the eradication

of small pox virus. Any one would agree that the presence of that virus

will be a greater economic and social burden than its extinction and loss.

Many such undesirable pathogenic biological forms are being destroyed.

Economic value of biodiversity

The economic value of biological diversity may be aesthetic or

technological. The technological values can be easily quantified. On the

basis of empirical methods, we pretend that aesthetic value can also be

quantified.

The technological value of bio-diversity has long been realised

by the chemical, pharmaceutical and agricultural industries, which are

estimated to have earned well over $5 billion from germ-plasm taken

from the South (Shiva, 1993; von Weizsacher, 1996). The huge sums

earned by the western agricultural industrialists is exemplified by their

U.S. members who are making a profit of an estimated $12 million per

year from Sorghum germ-plasm originally collected from Ethiopia

(Kloppenberg, 1988).

It is often said that for any progress and prosperity, we have to

pay a price. The statement may be quite true. However, the irony in

almost all cases is that, while the resulting economic benefits are reaped

by the rich and clever living elsewhere, the price is paid by the poor

natives of the locality. There is no need to enumerate the many so-called

‘development’ projects implemented in various poor countries of the

world or the poorer parts of the West itself, by clearing forests and

destroying the biological wealth, which have resulted in the poor natives

becoming poorer and the contractors and politicians becoming richer.

The same is true with the unique knowledge about the local plant

wealth, possessed by the native tribals. As in the fable of the fox and the

crow with the piece of bread in its beak, charmed by the sweet words of

the agents of the pharmaceutical industry, the tribals part with their

precious knowledge which is snatched by the agent who goes away

quickly from the scene. No reward is usually given to the tribals who

have been preserving this knowledge for centuries.

Much invaluable information have already been collected and

utilised by the western commercialists in this manner. A rare pest-resistant

variety of cow-pea germ-plasm [Vigna unguiculata (L.) Walp.], bred

for centuries by West African farmers, was collected by the International

Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in Nigeria. Once identified, the

resistant variety was transported to Durham University in U.K. Ultimately,

the resistant gene “CpTi” was isolated and patented by the British



SAMAGRA Vol. 3&4 2007-2008 8

Biotechnology firm Agricultural Genetics Co. (cf:- report by RAFI, 1994).

Once it is licensed to interested parties, this genetic material will earn

millions of Pound Sterling for the Agricultural Genetic co., from whom

the IITA may also get some money. No doubt this is a good work for the

humanity in general. The concerned scientists/ technicians and others

deserve congratulation but, there is no mechanism for recognising the

services of and adequately compensating the native farmers who originally

bred this useful variety.

Patents from traditionally used plants

Many commercial products are patented from traditionally used

plants of India, such as neem, ginger, turmeric, red sandal, etc., based on

centuries old native knowledge about their uses, without giving any

compensation or recognition to the native people who have been conserving

this knowledge.

In this respect, it is gratifying to note that some institutes in our

own country (eg;- TBGRI, Trivandrum) have successfully evolved a

formula to compensate (if not adequately, at least substantially) the native

people who were conserving useful indigenous knowledge, as in the case

of Trichopus zeylanicus and its patented medicinal products.

Biodiversity and sustainable growth of society

In India, the native people had recognised the importance of

Biodiversity Conservation long back and had incorporated many scientific

principles in our philosophies as religious commitments, to ensure

sustainable progress and growth of human society. Most of the religious

rituals like Yagas and Homas are supposed to be performed for the good

of the universe or the entire society, and not for the individuals who perform

the ceremony. Even in modern times, great philosophers of our country

have reminded us that a sensible and intelligent man is one who strives

hardest for the welfare and benefit of his neighbours (cf:- Sri Narayana

Guru’s maxims)- alluding that real progress is a matter of the whole society

rather any isolated individual.

The temple forests and sacred groves in different parts of India

have been playing an important role in the conservation of native flora and

fauna of the concerned regions. In a comparative study (Manilal, 1990) on

the regeneration pattern of 12 important forest trees of the Western Ghats

of Kerala, it was shown that while most of these tree species are in a

highly disturbed state, with some of them going down beyond recovery in

the adjacent forests of Attapadi and elsewhere, in the sacred forests near

the shrine of Lord Ayyappa in Sabarimala, known as ‘Poomka Vana’, all

these species continue to regenerate in a very healthy manner and are in

perfect equilibrium with their associates. This is despite the fact that over

50 million devotees visit the shrine in each season, trekking through the

area. Unfortunately not many such areas are left unspoiled in our country

or in the rest of the world.



SAMAGRA Vol. 3&4 2007-20089

Water depletion and ecological catastrophe

Population growth in Developing Countries, urbanisation and a

higher living standard are resulting in an increased demand for water.

Today’s water-demand for agriculture, industry and domestic purposes

is almost double of what it had been ten years back. This drastic increase

in water demand is accompanied with a reduction in its availability. The

global climate change will lead not only to higher temperatures and,

therefore, higher water demand, but also to a reduction in the

precipitation on the continental surfaces as well as to changes in the

distribution of precipitation and runoff behaviour. An extra water demand

could also arise in the energy sector as bio-fuels are expected to play an

increasingly important role in future. The water demand forfunctional

efficiency of the wetlands and river-ecosystems will also have to be

taken more strongly into consideration in the coming days (ISSK, 2008).

Depletion of global water resources, particularly in the developing

countries are already leading not only to ecological catastrophe but

also to serious social problems and attitudes, as can be seen in several

Indian States.

Eastern “traditional” and Western “scientific” concepts

The change in social attitude came about perhaps with the

spreading of the western, so-called ‘scientific’ concepts. Ever since our

young student days we have been getting brain-washed about many

ideas contrary to our ancient and traditional concepts. One example is

that of the so-called law of nature taught to us in our biology classes-

‘competition and struggle for existence’, which is told to be continuously

happening in nature. But, is it really true? If we just look around we will

find that everywhere in nature, from the minute protons and electrons

in the sub-microscopic atomic particles, to the mighty planets and stars

of the many galaxies in the universe, the balanced and sustained existence

of nature is the result of co-operation and co-ordination, rather than

competition.

Another idea which has been firmly implanted in our minds as a

natural law is that of the Survival of the Fittest. Under normal conditions

of nature this might be told to be true, depending upon what is the

definition of the ‘Fittest’. But, it should be observed that the fittest

never consciously exterminate the less fortunate, as the former intuitively

knows that the latter is also ultimately needed for his own survival.

However, the nature has been so severely manipulated and modified

that it will be nearer the truth if we say that what is happening today is

the survival of the filthiest. And, due to the interference of this filthy

Homo sapien, in nature too something similar has begun to happen. We

all know that among the wild animals, elephants, tigers and rhinos are

among the fittest and strongest but. But, are they surviving? To satiate

the greed and social pretensions of man, these animals are being hunted
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and annihilated for their ivory, skin and horn. To make expensive mink

coats weasels are killed in thousands. To make leather bags for wealthy

snobbish women, alligators are slaughtered. And, when it is found that

elephants or tigers or rhinos or weasels or alligators are nearing extinction,

the rich people and rich nations shed crocodile tears about extinction of

species and the urgency for conservation because it is the economy of the

traders and merchants that is in most jeopardy. No one was concerned

when the uncontrolled destruction of forests was taking place affecting the

sustenance economy or the very existence of the poor tribal people there.

To promote the commercial interests of the merchants, the ‘fittest’ trees

and other plants are cut away and the forests cleared to make plantations

of Acacia and such other species which are not only useless in our eco-

system but positively damage it, compelling the tribal inhabitants to leave

their native territory.

Natural vegetation and subsistence economy of tribal people

If we take the example in the state of Kerala, because of the

degradation of the forests and other related vegetation, many plants like

reeds, bamboos, pandanus, etc., are now virtually unavailable to the tribals

whose subsistence economy was depended upon producing baskets, mats

and such other useful things out of them. The economic stress caused by

the disappearance of such plants and the accompanying changes in the

ecology, including water budgets and loss of natural food sources, is one

of the main reasons for the decrease in the population of the tribals, some

of whom are on the verge of extinction. Most of them who are surviving

have been compelled to change their life habits. Their migration, changing

patterns of land use, tenure and legal agreements of ownership of forest-

lands and, above all, the severe psychological stress created by the sudden

drastic alterations in their centuries-old life pattern create numerous serious

social and economic problems not only for the tribals themselves but to the

whole population of the country as well. This is one of the aspects of

conservation which has not been getting due attention from our planners.

Any small measure to redress their suffering that are offered to them are

usually watered down by those, including politicians, who are supposed to

implement it. In our anxiety to establish factories and industries and earn

foreign exchange, we forget to take note of the damages done to the social

and economic conditions of the poor and middle-class citizens who

constitute the vast majority of the population.

Therefore in any deliberation on the social and economic aspects

of conservation in a developing country such as ours, more importance

may be given to the socio-economic problems of the native poor who

depend upon the biological diversity of the region for their simple

sustenance, and who have been protecting and preserving the biodiversity

of the land from time immemorial, rather than the perverted economic

theories put forward by the commercial global players with selfish vested

interest.
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