Can India win if it loses the climate battle?

In recent months, India has sought to challenge its image overseas, and in growing quarters
at home, as recalcitrant and obstructionist on climate change. In a showdown this week
with the old guard, the reformist environment minister, Jairam Ramesh, had to tone down
his climate advice to India's Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh. Political correctness
won, but the loser was India's climate security.

In a tumultuous week for Indian climate politics that saw Delhi hosting a major UN
technology and climate change conference, a regional meeting of South Asian environment
ministers, a Sino-India climate change workshop, and MOUs with China, Japan and
Norway, the political air is charged. As the week opened, the driver-in-chief of these high-
level meetings, Jairam Ramesh, was engulfed in a firestorm over a leaked confidential
communication to the Prime Minister.

As the Major Economies Forum got underway in London with Gordon Brown saying there
was no 'Plan B' for Copenhagen, news broke in Delhi that Jairam Ramesh had allegedly
proposed dumping the Kyoto Protocol, ditching the G77 in favour of the G20, and taking
on carbon cuts without concomitant financial or technical guarantees. In a country with a
well-entrenched political consensus on India’s role in international climate negotiations,
the Minister's alleged remarks were seized on as heresy. Partisan press reporting, well-
oiled with anonymous quotes by India's aggrieved negotiators and threats to resign, added
fuel to the fire. Outraged opposition parties railed that the Minister had capitulated to the
United States and NGOs charged him with damaging India’s credibility with developing
country partners.

In the storm that followed, the papers were full of indignation at Ramesh's supposed
deviation from India's traditional hard-line climate position, but silent on India's climate
risk. No words spent on why it might make sense to be 'flexible’ on climate change. No
effort to explain why new approaches were imperative if India wanted to craft a fiendishly
difficult global climate compact. Instead, everything was cast as a sell-out to western
interests - an unedifying neo-colonial spectacle more focussed on political point scoring
than protecting India's people. Why is it that we are more concerned with doctrinal purity
than climate catastrophe?

We have been down this road before. In July just after the G8 meeting in L'Aquila when
Dr. Manmohan Singh acceded to language agreeing a 2 degree Celsius limit to warming, a
similar political firestorm erupted. His actions were also interpreted as a capitulation to
western interests and a restraint on India’s right to development.

Confusing degrees with percentages, some politicians screamed about agreeing to "two per
cent” under U.S. pressure. That the Maldives and Bangladesh were asking for a 1.5
degrees limit with much deeper emissions cuts by all nations, went unreported. As
President Nasheed of the Maldives, the world's lowest-lying island nation, said in Delhi
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