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There is a saying that China will

grow old before she grows rich. 

The reality is that China may go

grey before she goes green. 

Anyone living in Beijing today

would feel the immensity of the

air pollution, which is why China

is putting so much effort in the

negotiations on climate change

in Paris this month.

Paris was of course the scene of the terrorist attack that shocked Europe, if

not the world, signaling an escalation in the war on terror.   But the 21st

meeting of the Conference of Parties (hence COP21) to the 1992 UN

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is a historic attempt to

achieve global consensus on the threat of climate change.  Specifically, COP21

seeks to get a legally binding agreement to limit global warming to below 2

degrees Celcius by 2100.

There are encouraging signs that some kind of agreement will be reached,

although the extent of legal commitment will not satisfy everyone.  The latest

draft agreement that I saw (more transparent than the TPP process where the

draft agreement was published after the signing) had lots of drafting options,

but my guess is that national concerns over difficulties of implementation will

mean that the final agreement will be watered down.

Global negotiations always start with the highest noble aspirations, ending up

with the lowest common agreed position. But an agreement even on key

principles would be a major achievement indeed – an important signal to the

end of a confusing year and some hope that the war on pollution could be just

as important as the war on terror.

How is Asia going to be able to achieve its ambition of

greening?

Two excellent new books come with different perspectives of how this can be

achieved.     Former South China Morning Post editor Mark Clifford and

currently executive director of the Asia Business Council has written a great

book on “The Greening of Asia” (Columbia Business School Publishing 2015).
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He eloquently points out that the Asian Miracle was achieved on the back of

cheap labour and environmental expense. China is already the world’s largest

emitter of greenhouse gases (GHG), with Indonesian haze also a major

problem, as everyone in Singapore and Malaysia will testify.  Because of their

population size, five countries – China, India, Indonesia, US and Russia –

account for half of the global annual GHG emissions, which will only increase

as Indian and Indonesian growths accelerate in the coming years.

There are of course three parties to blame for the current climate warming.

The first is consumer lifestyle; the second business production; and last but

not least, bad government policies and taxes/subsidies that encourage

resource wastage and carbon emission.

Urbanization and higher income account for the bulk of the increase in carbon

emission, because most cities generate higher income with larger

consumption of energy and resources. As going forward, most mega-cities will

be in Asia, the solution to climate change will rest largely with Asian

solutions. For example, China’s pollution problems will not be solved if every

family has a car.  Currently only one in four has a car. China and India cannot

afford to go the path of resource consumption that the West went through

during the Industrial Revolution without serious damage to the environment.

Lifestyles can change, but as Clifford rightly points out, business can point the

way, since they can help educate the public on what is green and good. The

Dutch discovered that if you put the electric meter near the main door which

you look at everyday, you will save 30 per cent more on your electricity bill

than if you tuck the meter in the closet.

Business in Asia is beginning to realize that green is not just a cost centre, but

good for business opportunities. Clifford tells great tales about visionary

business leaders in Asia who show the way on corporate social responsibility

and making money from it.

Macquarie University Professor John Mathews tells another story of the

“Greening of Capitalism: How Asia is Driving the Next Great Transformation”

(Stanford University Press, 2015).  His narrative is more technical, going back

to the basics of sustainable economics of fossil fuel-driven industrialization

towards a new transformation to a circular economy (where resources and

energy are recycled).

As a keen observer of how China is transforming its industrial model from

fossil fuel towards solar and alternative energy, Professor Mathews addresses

the next Great Transformation. India, China and ASEAN’s move into the

industrial age involving ten times the speed, hundred times the people and a

thousand times the energy intensity of the Western Industrial Revolution.

The scale and intensity of that journey is mind-boggling.

Governments can do a lot to help make the damage to the environment from

this Transformation more tolerable and less risky.   Getting the emission

standards and the measurement of energy efficiency and pollution more

transparent is the first step.  Enforcing even the current legislation would also

help a lot.     Just cutting the petrol subsidies in Indonesia and Malaysia not

only helped cut down consumption, but also reduced the fiscal deficits.   

Allowing civil society to take the lead in self-help and widespread education
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about the need to combat pollution and change life-styles will generate a

winning partnership between the consumer, business and the state towards a

green, inclusive society, rather than a black, conflictive mess. 

There is considerable hope about the greening of Asia, because the more

advanced economies of Japan, Korea and Singapore already have proved that

with the right political will, it is possible to deal with pollution and energy

efficiency questions.   Sharing that technology and know-how will accelerate

the journey towards greening faster and smoother.

Which is why Paris COP21 is so important a signal, not just to the world, but

particularly to Asia.   If Asia cannot solve its journey to the Green, Open and

Inclusive society, the world will go up in flames.   The War on Pollution is only

just beginning. 
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The Times of India
Title : Ganga Has Many Faces
Author : Ashok Malik
Location :
Article Date : 12/14/2015

India needs to repair its rivers while retaining hydropower as a vital part of its energy mix
Whenever discussion takes place on pollution in the Ganga, as it does so often in the context of the
Namami Gange pro ject, the issue of upstream construction on the river obstructing the natural flow of
waters comes up. Quite correctly , it is pointed out that this hindering of the river's course contributes
to the muck in the plains and the fact that fresh­flowing water does not replenish the river, as has
happened for centuries.

Recently an Inter­Ministerial Group of the Union government took a decision to deny permission to
new hydroelectric projects on the Ganga and its tributaries.This is said to be a precursor to a formal
ban on all construction on the river. It could go a long way in nurturing and repairing the Ganga.

While the intentions of those behind the decision are laudable, it is important that the messaging
around this decision is nuanced, careful and thoughtfully explained. It would be a pity if it were to
become an excuse for an all­out attack on hydropower in general. Indeed, even in the context of dams
and hydropower projects on the Ganga, it is necessary to distinguish between what is absolutely not
needed and what could be lived with.

Any water body , whether the Ganga or another river, is a force of nature.Harnessing its multiple
energies will inevitably lead to human intervention with the natural order. A sensitive and sustainable
cooperation with the ecology of and around a river system is non­negotiable, but also unavoidable.

In the past few decades, hydropower projects have become controversial.Much of the argument is
about large reservoir or storage dam projects. Such projects are justifiably derided for their substantial
social and environmental costs. On the other hand, run­of­the­river projects can be relatively more
agreeable with nature. A run­of­the­river project diverts water more than obstructs it; submergence
can be minimal.

Take the case of the government owned Vishnugadh Pipalkoti Hydroelectric Project on the
Alakananda river, a tributary of the Ganga, in Uttarakhand.Meticulously designed, this project,
construction for which began in 2014, sees submergence at a point where the river goes into a deep,
narrow gorge.

As a result, there is zero displacement of population and no houses or fields are lost to submergence.
Not only has this project found financial support from the World Bank, otherwise wary of big dam
projects, it has also won validation from India's National Green Tribunal.

As such, it is important to differentiate between storage dam projects and run­of­the­river projects.
Both do not merit equal treatment, especially as hydropower emerges as vital for India's energy mix,
economy and security , and not just in the Ganga basin.

Hydropower is crucial because it is the one source of energy that can instantaneously respond to
fluctuations in demand. It is an insurance policy aga inst an accident or sudden surge. In some
countries, hydropower potential is so high that it has become a major source of energy . Brazil and
Norway fulfil some 80% of their energy needs using water.

In India, where coal and thermal power use is disproportionately high, the quest for renewables is
critical to the emissions challenge. Here again, while solar energy and even nuclear energy will play a
role, it would be imprudent to ignore hyd ropower. Blanket bans in one part of the country , especially
if they are not thought through or contextualised, could become self­defeating precedents in other
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regions.

A culture of protest and policy paralysis has anyway delayed realising the hydropower potential of
Arunachal Pradesh, estimated at between 50,000 and 60,000 mw. In the northeast, particularly in the
Brahmaputra basin, an inability to find the right ecological, social and economic balance has handed
an advantage to China, which is going ahead with its upstream dam and hydropower plans.
Eventually, these could be much more expensive for India.

No sensible hydropower policy can be wholly domestic. One of the motivations of the Bangladesh­
BhutanIndia­Nepal (BBIN) framework of cooperation, among the Modi government's flagship foreign
policy initiatives, is engagement on such issues with riparian neighbours. Two trajectories can be cited
here: Bangladesh­Bhutan­India and Nepal­Bangladesh­India, both of which are part of the Ganga
basin.

That India is such a big market for Bhutanese hydropower in effect sustains that country's economy .
It is a win­win in that it contributes to India's energy security and the 3,000 circuit km transmission
system from Tala (Bhutan) to Delhi uses Bhutanese hydropower to light up homes and businesses in
north India. A similar arrangement with Nepal is essential. Other than raising prosperity levels in
Nepal, it has national security implications for India.

The hydropower transmission corridors from Nepal cannot but run into India and seek customers here.
This dependency on the Indian market will give New Delhi greater leverage in Kathmandu, at a time
when Chinese influence in South Asia is growing and needs to be neutralised using economic tools.

As such, hydropower development in India and South Asia has multiple consequences. Any
government ​ and the Indian system as it were ​ has to be mindful of all of these.

The author is senior fellow, Observer Research Foundation
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