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25th February 2007

To,

Ritesh Kumar Singh, IAS,

District Commissioner,

Uttara Kannada District,

Karwar.

Dear Mr.Singh,

The undersigned work with Environment Support Group (ESG), Bangalore, and were present at the Public Hearing conducted on 20th February 2007 at Ambedkar Bhavan, Dandeli, with respect to the proposed expansion of West Coast Paper Mills (WCPM), Dandeli.  ESG is an independent not-for-profit organization registered as a Public Charitable Trust.  Our area of work involves research, documentation, advocacy, training, and campaign support on a variety of environmental and social justice issues.

At the public hearing, given the hostile atmosphere, ESG could not present all its serious concerns with the past and ongoing operations of WCPM and with the proposed expansion.  To ensure that our submission is on record, we requested you to let us make written submissions.  In response, you asked us (and everyone else who wished to) to make a written submissions about the proposed expansion.   In this covering letter, we provide a broad overview of our concerns with WCPM's operations and the proposed expansion.  A detailed representation that elaborates on these issues along with supporting notes is also attached.

WCPM has been in operation in Dandeli since 1959.  It is a long enough time for the industry to not only become economically competitive but also ensure that its production processes do not affect the environment and the health of people that depend on that environment.  Our understanding is that, today, paper making technology has advanced sufficiently for paper to be produced economically without causing adverse impacts on the environment.  The prevailing debate of industrial and economic activities in opposition to environmental concerns is a false debate that does no good to anyone – neither to WCPM, or to people that live in and around Dandeli, or to the country at large.  That is a debate that has been so posited to enable WCPM to not address its past records of non-compliance, environmental pollution, and health impacts on people that live there.

We submit that the current application submitted by WCPM for environmental clearance of the proposed expansion of its industry cannot be allowed to proceed before the following issues are resolved satisfactorily:

1. Past record of non-compliance: WCPM has a proven record of non-compliance on various grounds: production in excess of consented quantities, water use in excess of consented limits, effluents discharged in excess of permitted limits, effluents discharged that violate environmental standards, and use of forest land in contravention of stated purpose.  All of the above non-compliances are well-documented, either by regulatory agencies like the KSPCB or the CPCB, or by research institutes and NGOs.  Yet, there has been no record of redressing these past violations in any manner either by the regulatory agencies or the ministries concerned.  How could the current application for expansion be entertained without remedial actions on these past violations?

2. Failure to redress health impacts: As a result of continued pollution of the river, there has been sufficient empirical evidence of health impacts on livestock and human beings (the most egregious case being that of an outbreak of gastroenteritis in 2003) from a variety of sources including commissioned studies.  There is also sufficient recorded evidence of adverse impact on fishes and fisheries, as well as on the impact of using the Kali water for irrigation on agricultural land.  Yet, there has not been any study of these impacts and no serious attempts at redressing the damage done thus far.  Even if WCPM has cleaned up its act and has installed a functional ETP (as has been claimed), these past damages cannot be ignored and have to be redressed.

3. The nature of public hearing on 20th February 2007:  As you are very well aware, the public hearing took place in an atmosphere of intimidation and heckling.  As much as one appreciates the support that WCPM has for its operations given the economic situation of Dandeli (which we understand), it was clear that there was no space for anyone who had any concerns about WCPM's ongoing operations to voice those concerns even if they supported the expansions and operations of WCPM in general.  Given the abuse and heckling that members of ESG faced, it should be very clear that only the most brave and committed would have spoken up that day.  We feel that this atmosphere is reflective of how WCPM conducts its operations – rather than listen to and address genuine concerns, those concerns are either brushed aside or worse, silenced.  This does not augur well for its upcoming expansion because given its past record (noted in 1 and 2 above), what guarantees exist that there will be compliance with its professed social and environmental commitments?

4. Lots of information gaps: Most notable of the information gap is lack of any useful information on the use of 68000 hectares for captive plantations needed for sourcing its raw materials.  There is very little mention of the nature of acquisition and the resulting social dynamic of the 18000 hectares of degraded agricultural land.  Given the prevailing debates over SEZs and agricultural land around the country, this topic definitely deserves attention. Second, there is also very little information available about the 50000 hectares of forest and degraded waste land that WCPM is seeking from the government for its captive plantations. What are the social and environemental impacts going to be?   68000 hectares is 680 square km and is a sizeable land area and this topic has not been addressed in the REAI or in the Public hearing.

Given the above, we strongly recommend that all these matters be addressed before considering WCPM's  application for environmental clearance for expansion of its production.  We are fully aware of the nature of the economic situation of Dandeli, but that cannot be a reason to not comply with legal and social obligations.  We are aware that KSPCB's reports of 2006 indicate that WCPM has finally established a long-overdue effluent treatment plant that is treating its waste water adequately (though unclear if this will meet the expanded production targets).  We are also happy to note that in its proposed expansion plans, WCPM is planning to reduced its per-ton water usage to 106 m3/ton and that it is also planning to go for the ECF bleaching process.  All these are welcome developments from a social and environmental point of view.  
Yet, to reiterate, you have to allow us our caution and skepticism given WCPM's past records.  We feel that all this has come about because of constant vigilance and pressure on the part of civil society and regulatory agencies.  This representation is part of that very same process of civil oversight.  Without strong evidence of redressal of WCPM's past records, most critical of them being that of adequate redressal for the communities that were impacted adversely, it would be a mistake to proceed with clearing the expansion.  If WCPM is serious about its environmental and corporate social responsibility which it has shown signs of in the recent past, we are confident that it will take appropriate measure to address these concerns and not dismiss them frivolously.

Thanking you,

Yours sincerely,

Leo Saldanha,             Abhayraj Naik, and Arpita Joshi, Environment Support Group
Endorsed by:  Subramanya Sastry, Bhargavi Rao, K.R. Mallesh, Environment Support Group
Enclosure:  As above
