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Whether or not one has worked on any
aspect of mountain systems, there is a bit
of 'mountain' in each one of us. Mountains
not only exist in time and space but are as
much part of our imagination too. Hasn't
each of us encountered 'mountain of
challenges' in our life? It is ironic that
unlike sages and seekers, researchers
and planners have continued to perceive
'mountains' as a problem in themselves.
This perception ought to change and
thanks to the perceived threats from
'climate change', the approach and attitude
towards the 'global freezer' is just about
beginning to change. Unless the 'idea of
mountain' from socio-cultural, spiritual
and meta-physical perspective is
superimposed on all pervasive biophysical understanding, mountains may
not 'be the change that we want them
to be'.

Sudhirendar Sharma was born in the
mountains but has lived all his life
'downstream', holds degrees in
agriculture and environmental science
and is an accomplished researcher,
academic, activist, analyst, author,
consultant and critic.
Email: sudhirendarsharma@gmail.com
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The Mountain Trap
People in the Himalayas are locked up in the poverty trap. But it is not as if
they were in it forever. It is the turn of events in the past few decades that
have made the hill communities fall into this trap. Historically, farmers in the
hills had put in a tremendous amount of planning and labour into building and
maintaining land and water resources from a sustainable point of view. Had that
not been the case, there would not have been any habitation in these hostile
terrains. But for reasons beyond their control they have lost control over their
own sustainable living.
They achieved sustainable lifestyle by strategically rotating diversity, both
physical and biological, to counter environmental risks and uncertainties. Micro-climatic variations helped them harvest a variety of crops from small-scattered fields at various altitudes – and at different times in a year. In addition
to crops, trees and other environmental resources played an important safety
function against environmental stresses and exogenous shocks.
In addition, it is interesting to note the manner in which rural communities in such hostile environments created local institutions, collectively managed and held on common property to ward off risks. Nowhere, however,
poor communities drew excessively upon environmental resources from the
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point of view of degrading them. Despite
sustaining an eco-friendly lifestyle for
several centuries, the people of the hills
now find themselves in a poor state. An
estimated 50 per cent of the 150 to 175
million inhabitants of the Himalayas live
below the poverty line. Shockingly, they
have been blamed for their present plight.
Consequently, plans to rejuvenate the
system have come from outside (essentially ‘plains’) because there is a widely
believed thought that poor people are
the cause for environmental degradation
and vice versa.
But such assumptions, which are
literally threatening to become rules, have been contested from some
thoughtful quarters. In a series of studies conducted by the World Bank
in South East Asia and Africa, the authors found little evidence that poor
rural communities had degraded their environments. In fact, the studies
questioned the relative ability of the poor to cause environmental degradation
given their low nutritional status and lack of capital equipment.
Instead, they refer to other exogenous factors stemming from misguided
development policies that led to environmental degradation. Many eco-historians do agree that indeed that is the case because there are no empirical
evidences, which demonstrate that environmental degradation must follow as
a consequence to the existence of poverty in any region.
Another associated issue is related to population vis-à-vis poverty in
the Himalayas. There doesn’t seem to be any direct correlation between population density and environmental degradation. On the basis of available evidence it is hard to establish a direct linkage between high population density
and anthropogenic degradation. For some reasons, naturally occurring
degradation is often taken to have been caused by anthropogenic factors
while the reverse often seems to be true. In the Himalayas, for instance,
only about 5 to 10 per cent of soil erosion is caused by human activities.
Dynamic geological processes and erosive effects of intense rainfall
contribute to the remainder. Not only soil erosion, these dynamic processes
lead to other impacts, which are wrongly attributed to human population in
the mountains.

Much before population rose to its
present proportions, farmers in the hills
had done extensive soil conservation
work by way of cultivating terraces and
conserving biodiversity – the current
buzzword. This alone explains the fact
that erosion had not much to do with
population increase in the Himalayas.
Similarly, there are other so-called indicators of degradation, which are not directly
related to anthropogenic factors.
The opening of the Himalayas in the
early 19th century was the beginning of
the systematic exploitation and degradation of the serene Himalayan landscape.
People who had fled to the mountains in the wake of repeated invasions had
housed themselves ingenuinely in the mountains. But opening of the Himalayas
saw this abode of sustainable and peaceful living shattered by mindless exploitation of resources on one hand and thoughtless transport of urban culture
and developmental ideas on the other.
The process of exploitation during the colonial rule has been systematically
documented, however, not much of this information has got reflected in the
developmental interventions. In the disguise of safeguarding peoples’ interests,
the policy of the colonial rulers reflected the needs of the state. Needless to say,
the conservation policy was motivated by the need to ensure an uninterrupted
supply of timber for imperial needs.
While it worked in their favour, the sustainable basis of mountain eco-systems got eroded. Colonial rulers had failed to realise that trees in the mountains
were preserved by the society to safeguard themselves against the risks and
uncertainties of crop failures. Consequently, tree felling by the rulers led to the
emergence of people’s movement in several parts of the Himalayas. But the
tree felling continued unabated. In fact, in the name of development road and
rail links were strengthened, which were essentially aimed at transporting raw
materials out of the Himalayas.
The plunder of the forests led to a sequence of inter-dependent events. Rise
in alcoholism followed by emergence of neo-rich in the hills led to aggravation
of the problems that were set in motion by letting lose of exploitative forest
contractors in the hills in the first place. In fact, a vicious cycle has already
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been set in motion all throughout the Himalayas. Forest destruction,
road building, reckless mining, dried water sources, reduced crop
harvests and mindless tourism followed in some sort of an orderly
sequence. Male migration to the plains was inevitable. It has not only
put additional burden on the womenfolk but that they have received
hitherto unknown infections like HIV as well. Sustainable livelihoods,
as a consequence, in the hills have been brought to the mercy of a
moneyorder economy.

The Developmental
Dilemma
Environmental degradation and increasing poverty in the hills has
caught the attention of development planners. Technology was viewed
as the panacea to all ills. However, technology and technological
change in itself resulted in further environmental degradation. Poor,
who derive most of their subsistence from the natural resource base,
were the worst suffers as technological intervention directly impacted
on their natural resource base.
Whether it was road building, opening of the mines or building
of hydroelectric power stations, natural resource base has been at
the receiving end. The degradation of this base by external factors
directly affected the poor’s access to resources. Since the processes
that led to technological intervention were at a distance from these
powerless people, there was no way the poor of the hills could
influence the social and political institutions that were the causative
factors behind such adverse effects.
On the contrary, people were victims of misguided public investments. Government, on the other hand, viewed such measures from
the point of view of poverty alleviation. Tragically, while deciding policy
framework for the Himalayas the dominant thinking was essentially
down-stream. Planners sitting in the flood plains tried uniform technological options for the hills. It has neither worked in the past nor is it likely
to work in future unless there is a serious effort to introspect on the impact
of such technological interventions. Following recurrent features are associated
with technological interventions in the hills:
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The assessment of cost-benefit and associated environmental degradation has not been internalised in the transfer and adoption of modern
technologies.

n

The rural poor who not only lose access to natural resource base but
their traditional practices too invariably pay the costs of environmental
degradation.

n

The distribution of benefits accruing from technological interventions is
equitably shared between the local elite and their dominating counterparts
in the plains below.

n

The alternatives to counter the so-called poverty-environmental linkage
are based on unsustainable principles of aid, relief and projects at the cost
of peoples’ perception and belief.

n

In reality, poor in the Himalayas are part of every intervention – but only
as labour. In official parlance, however, they are referred to as beneficiaries.
Barring few cases, this analogy fits well into large and small projects with
equal impunity. And so long as poor do not become long-term stake holders
in such developmental interventions, the process of degradation in the hills is
quite unlikely to be reversed.

Re-imagining Mountain
Perspective
Tagged as fragile, remote and marginal, these three aspects have featured
prominently in discussions and deliberations concerning development in the
mountains in our part of the world. Retired but active academician N S Jodha,
a former senior staff with the Kathmandu-based Integrated Center for International Mountain Development, has been credited for using these three features
to define, what in popular parlance is called, the mountain perspective.
Ever since it was proposed over two decades ago, the mountain perspective has been the leitmotif of most research/development on mountain issues
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in the region. One of the reasons for it (the mountain perspective) not to be
contested had to do with the three features being ‘obvious’ in the mountain
context. Since replacing these `three words’ by searching from the thesaurus
would have not added any spice, the mountain fraternity did not see any reason
in dabbling with it.
As a consequence, the mountain perspective has hung around and for good
reasons too! Without doubt, it has given a sense of purpose and legitimacy to
those working for and on mountain issues at the grassroots, on the tree trunk
and atop canopy. The guiding mantras, fragility, marginality and remoteness,
have helped generate widespread empathy for those engaged in ‘development’
of the mountain communities. Though not directly credited, the mountain perspective has been effective in providing financial back-stopping too.
One would have imagined that with such a clear perspective on the mountains on offer, the ecology of the region and the economics of its people should
have been better. Conversely, however, assessments made in the recent past
indicate that fragility and marginality in the mountains have only worsened.
Despite the issue of remoteness having been addressed through communication
penetration by both the software and the hardware, the mountains remain a
region of gross uncertainty.
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If the mountain perspective was so well orchestrated, what might have
gone wrong in putting the driving principles emanating from it into practice?
Contrary to common belief, the mountain perspective is seriously flawed in the
first place. Pitched around the physio-graphic features of the mountains, the
narrative had hinged itself on the inherent debility of the region. Could anything
built on a weak foundation end up being robust and durable?
At another level, the mountain perspective could only provide a constricted
view on the mountains. Far from providing an open platform, the mountain
perspective held a priori idea on the region. Neither could researchers view
the mountains any different from what they were made to understand nor
could policymakers stretch their imagination beyond the mountain perspective.
The idea of ‘mountains‘ had got caged within the pre-determined boundaries!
That the mountains are nature’s repository of the best and the beautiful; that
its treacherous slopes have riches to sustain humanity for several millennia;
and that its peaks are global store houses of life-saving liquid has been subsumed within the over-hyped discourse on debility of the region. The political
economy of development unleashed on account of the unquestioned mountain
perspective led to perpetuation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ syndrome. No wonder, most
mountain people continue to consider themselves grossly under-developed.

Built upon the locational inadequacies, the mountain perspective had literally
ignored the spiritual and cultural threads crisscrossing the peaks and the valleys. That the communities ‘belonged’ to the mountains and sought to create a
living relationship with them was clearly ignored in favor of the shortcomings
that got highlighted in development discourses. The self-esteem of mountain
people got a severe beating and continues to be so.
If foregoing narration is any indication, it is time ‘the mountain perspective‘
is rewritten because it has proved its irrelevance. The self-depricating features
‘fragile, remote and marginal‘ need to give way to positive expressions viz.,
rich, robust and exquisite. Had the mountain perspective been crafted around
such positive expressions, the approach to development would have definitely
been different. It would have allowed people in the mountains to play to their
strengths and set the agenda for their own ‘development‘.
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The Himalayan Blunder
The worst disaster that struck Uttarakhand in June 2013 and Jammu-Kashmir
in Sept 2014, are already ‘history’ in 2015! While the radical viewpoint has been
that ‘the disaster was waiting to happen’, tentative response is that ‘such disasters happen once in a century’. Between these two extreme viewpoints is,
what is often called, the business-as-usual approach involving expert consultations, new initiatives and fresh collaborations engaging diverse stakeholders
towards better emergency response and early forecasting of extreme events.
It must raise some degree of hope as accumulated evidences of the recent past indicate
that far from ‘moving the mountains’ it is the
mountains that have often moved men out of
their slumber. No surprise, therefore, the mountain communities surviving on less than $2 a
day remain vulnerable to growing climatic and
environmental uncertainties. While the policy
prescriptions have remained broadly inadequate,
action research has rarely risen to the occasion
to combat the mountain crises any bit.
If it sounds cynical so be it! Since 1982,
more than a dozen task forces, working groups
and high level expert panels have drafted and
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redrafted blueprints for addressing the mountain peculiarities. The last task
force report, convened by India’s Planning Commission, was released in the
year 2010. Suggestive in nature, the report had primarily stressed the need for
the Himalayan states to regularly interact and share experiences for developing
a common essential plan for the region.
No wonder, the mountain regions have become graveyard of failed policies
and institutions. No claims to the contrary ever get made either! From ForestResearch to crop improvement and from Geological-studies to Remote-sensing,
the (Indian) Himalayan region has been home to some 36 research institutions
and over 24 universities spread across some 12 mountain states in the country.
In addition, each of the states has its own institutional architecture to provide
the necessary link for developments at the local level.
With an average of five public-funded research institutions and universities
in each state, the region could not have asked for more. Ironically, however,
the Rio+20 assessment of Sustainable Mountain Development have concluded
that there has not been any significant change in environmental protection,

economic growth and social improvement in the region. Clearly, the policy
prescriptions and consequent institutional responses to the mountain issues
have been found less-than-adequate.
The question that begs attention is: to what effect have these institutions
and policies been in addressing the mountain concerns? It has been argued
that despite huge financial investments across sectors, the results have been
abysmal in making a difference to the life of people and the quality of their
environments due to lack of coordination, planning, capacity and implementation. Yet, each of those dozen reports (and the related institutions) claim to
have enlisted ‘solutions’ to diverse developmental challenges.
In the Himalayan context, the ‘solutionism’ perspective ought to be laid
to rest because the problems have neither been fully understood nor been
properly diagnosed. It has also been observed that there is missing or disconnected leadership among multiple stakeholders on various socio-environment
development fronts. While the policy planners and subject specialists need to
do some soul searching, the civil society has to get together in rising above
its narrow confines.
While civil society initiatives need to address the challenge of ‘scale’ for their
wider adoption and spread, the pan-Himalayan multi-stakeholder platform(s)
aimed at amplifying mountain concerns need to raise questions on failed policies
and institutions and create new frameworks for creative engagement with the
state. Unless the bar gets raised and a challenge is thrown before the state, it
is quite unlikely if men would be able to move the mountains!
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Mainstreaming Montology
Like the Uttarakhand disaster of June 2013, the washing away of some two-dozen students in river Beas in June 2014 and the Jammu-Kashmir disaster in Sept
2014 will soon be history, if it already isn’t! While the man-made nature of the
Uttarakhand and the Jammu-Kashmir disasters has yet to be fully fathomed,
the washing away of youngsters has been sorely on account of the apathetic
attitude of upstream dam regulators. The sudden release of waters without
any forewarning had taken the students by fatal surprise.
With little care, the tragedy could have easily been avoided. However, it isn’t
the first time that such an avoidable tragedy has occurred. And there cannot
be any guarantee that it will not occur again! That the flows in most rivers
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have been regulated and hence ‘unnatural’ is not in common public knowledge. Nowhere have people been taught that a ‘river’ is not what it used to
be, neither natural nor free-flowing. The new knowledge has restricted reach
and is often exclusive.
It is common knowledge that mountains (it’s governance structure) have
had little say on the kind of ‘development’ that may have suited its geological
and ecological exclusivity. To bring the mountain habitats at par with the human development indices of the downstream populace, the influx of systems
and technologies from the plains has been unprecedented. Infrastructure
development has addressed the core issues of mountain ‘marginality’ and
‘remoteness’, though!
Without doubt, development in the mountains has aggravated mountain
‘fragility’. Could not the impact of development in the mountains be foreseen?
Mountain research, earlier known as orology, has been part of the institutional research agenda. Though conducted in public interest, mountain research
remains largely accountable to its institutional mandate. No wonder, none of
the existing institutions relate to or have been held accountable to any degree
to the tragedies and disasters.
Mountain research has failed to live up to the promise of addressing genuine mountain concerns. A decade ago, yours truly have had the opportunity of
moderating a session of the Vice-Chancellors (VC) of three mountain universities. Surprisingly, crop research was conducted in the agriculture university
in irrigated plots whereas 80 per cent of mountain farming has been rain-fed.
How could irrigated research be applied to rain-fed areas? Such logic defying
examples abound in the mountains.
A significant aspect of the problem has been that the ‘mountain research’
agenda is set outside of the mountains, mostly by resource-rich academic decision-making super structures in the capital cities. At another extreme, mountain research is either influenced by overseas research or is guided by project
donors. Trapped within the narrow confines of growing mountain hegemony
– mountain research is but a reflection of growing donor-research(er) nexus.
The challenge is therefore to make mountain research locally relevant and
socially accountable, liberated from donor crutches. With the nexus being well
entrenched, it is easier said than done to make mountain research relevant as
well as accountable. The mountain universities and research institutions ought
to develop ‘mountain curriculum’ and ‘mountain research agenda’ specific to
their catchments, under a newly constituted ‘mountain academic council’ or
some such body.
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Montology ought to be nurtured as a new discipline. Like degrees in biology or sociology, montology as a subject of scientific inquiry alone can fill the
hopes and expectations of mountain people. Though the term ‘montology’ was
included into the Oxford English Dictionary in 2002, it is over a decade that the
subject has yet to catch the attention of those responsible for the mountain
affairs. Only a montologist can have empathy for the mountains and its people!
Since its dictionary existence hasn’t caught on, expecting ‘montology’ as
a possible new academic discipline to work its way through could only be
preposterous. Isn’t it risking one’s own career path in already established disciplines in favor of a yet-to-be-created discipline? Will it not subsume some
of the current dominant areas of ‘expertise’ concerning mountains? There
is clearly more to it than just being apprehensive of a fresh ‘intrusion’ into
well-entrenched academic/research dominance.
Glance at the epistemic structure of development of western science thus
far. What emerges is that science is organized both intellectually and institutionally around ‘disciplines’ in which researchers could develop a high level of
‘expertise’ in a small area of inquiry. This ‘reductionist’ approach, often credited to Rene Descartes. has proved powerful in areas like quantum physics,
molecular biology and medical diagnostics but has impeded investigations of
complex systems.
Climate change is one area where the failure of the ‘reductionist’ approach
has made it difficult for scientists to articulate the threat posed by climate
change since it lies beyond their expertise. No wonder, climate change has
remained contentious issue among scientists without any clear line of thought
emerging. Alvin Toffler had articulated it: ‘western science has split-up problems
into their smallest possible components, often forgetting to put the pieces back
together again’.
One is reminded of Nobel Laureate Ilya Prigogine who wasn’t satisfied with
merely taking things apart. Prigogine had spent the better part of his lifetime
research trying to put the pieces back together again – the pieces being biology
and physics, necessity and chance, science and humanity. Mountain issues are
akin to Climate change, both suffering from ‘reductionist’ mindset. Montology
can be developed as a discipline that can address prevailing uncertainty and
ambiguity in making a sense of the complex mountain environments.
Developing and organising ‘montology’ as an area of academic/research
can help us draw some order out of the current chaos – a new dialogue with
the mountains. Any takers?
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