INTRODUCTION
Obtaining environmental clearance for developmental projects from the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) was a mere administrative requirement till January 1994. With the promulgation of the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) Notification under the Environment Protection Act, 1986, it became mandatory for 29 categories of industrial and developmental activities (increased to 32 by subsequent amendments) to get environmental clearance from the central government before construction or commencement of operations. Activities in these categories are to follow a procedure laid down in the notification, which includes the preparation of a detailed EIA report and organising of a public hearing.

The notification thus lays down a framework for environmental decision making and public consultation with regard to developmental projects in the country. The EIA process was introduced for the purpose of identifying and evaluating the potential beneficial and adverse impacts - environmental, social, cultural and aesthetic, of developmental projects. All of these are critical to determine the viability of a project and to decide if a project should be granted environmental clearance, and if yes, on what conditions.

But after eleven years of the notification, citizens’ experiences of its implementation is filled with disappointment, anger and frustration. The collection of case studies and examples in this dossier speak volumes about the complete lack of political will to uphold the principles behind the notification or even implement its clauses. There are documented cases of environment clearances having been granted to projects on the basis of inadequate and fraudulent data, of local communities and concerned citizens threatened and coerced into accepting destructive projects at public hearings and of projects being permitted to expand despite their continued non-compliance of clearance conditions. 

Although the notification grants powers to the MOEF to reject a project if it violates the notification, it has not done so in several cases that was brought to its notice by NGOs and community groups. The mechanism set up by the National Environment Appellate Authority Act to address the grievances arising from decision making of development projects has been inoperational almost from the time of its notification in 1997. Affected people and concerned citizens have had little choice but to rely on time-consuming and laborious judicial processes to uphold their rights to a clean environment and secure lives and livelihoods, even while project proponents have gone on to complete their projects.

There have been a series of amendments to the EIA notification, some of which have compromised the very spirit of the notification. But it is the Ministry’s recent process to review the Environment Clearance procedures that will damage the notification the most. The Ministry has just drafted a new EIA notification after consultations with industry lobbies and under the supervision of the World Bank. This notification simply ignores the collective experiences of project affected populations, local communities, and concerned citizens and fails to address the inherent flaws and discrepancies in the notification and its implementation. The new notification delists several categories of industries from the need to obtain environment clearance from the central government and reduces the time required to evaluate applications and grant clearance. Clearly, the new draft Notification’s sole purpose of facilitating investments and expediting project approval is in response to the concerns of industries and the World Bank, and not in the interest of the citizens of the country. 
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