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Tread with caution

Opportunistic pivoting

The stated objectives of NMEO-OP are reasonable but the additional cultivation 
of oil palm has to be done in a sustainable and responsible manner

China has come to assume a significant role in the follow-up to the Taliban’s 
resurgence in Afghanistan, securing its own strategic and economic interests

The Government of 
India on August 
18 announced the 
National Mission 

on Edible Oils and Oil Palm 
(NMEO-OP). This mission 
proposes additional cultivation 
of 6.5 lakh hectares of oil palm 
by 2025-26, bringing the total 
area under oil palm cultivation 
to 10 lakh hectares. A total sum 
of Rs 11,040 crore has been 
earmarked for the scheme. 
This decision has generated a 
lot of controversy because of 
the likely ecological fallouts 
in terms of massive deforesta-
tion and loss of biodiversity. It  
thus becomes important to 
evaluate the various aspects 
of this policy and its intended 
as well as unintended 
consequences.

India is a net importer of 
edible oils with palm oil being 
the principal import. The 
annual consumption of edi-
ble oils in India is 25 million 
tonnes while the domestic pro-
duction is 10.5 million tonnes. 
58 per cent of the require-
ment is imported. The import 
bill in 2019-20 was USD 9.6 
billion which is a significant 
amount. This mission proposes 
to reduce our dependence on 
imports to 38 per cent by 2025-
26, though our consumption 
is likely to go up to 29 million 
tonnes. Obviously, the intent 
of the mission is to reduce the 
import bill and make India 
self-sufficient in edible oils to a 
large extent. Nobody can argue 
against this objective.

Even though concerns are 
being raised today, this ini-
tiative is not exactly a new 
one. To reduce dependence 
on imported edible oil, India 
began encouraging oil palm 
cultivation in 1991-92 under 
the oil palm development pro-
gramme. Incidentally, oil palm 
gives four times more oil than 
other edible oils and so appears 
to be a viable proposition. In 
1995, a national research cen-
tre for oil palm was set up. In 
2004-05, 12 states took up oil 
palm cultivation as part of 
an integrated scheme of oil-
seeds, pulses, oil palm and 
maize. During the 11th five-
year plan, a committee was 
set up under KC Chadha to 
reassess the potential of palm 
oil cultivation. This commit-
tee identified 10 lakh hectares 
as a potential area for the cul-

tivation of oil palm. In 2011-
12, oil palm cultivation and 
expansion was included in the 
prestigious Rashtriya Krishi 
Vishisht Yojna (RKVY) of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Gov-
ernment of India. In 2014-15, 
a national mission on oilseeds 
and oil palm was launched. In 
2015, 100 per cent FDI in palm 
oil production was allowed. 
The cooperation of the State 
was also elicited in the pro-
gramme, and oil palm was 
declared a plantation crop to 
attract private sector invest-
ment. It is thus clear that the 
decision taken last week is 
merely a continuation of the 
thinking that has been taking 
shape for almost the last three 
decades.

To counter the criticism 
regarding the adverse impact 
on the environment, the Gov-
ernment of India claims that no 
forest will be destroyed for oil 
palm cultivation which would 
be done mostly in the fields of 
the farmers and assures that 
the programme will be kept 
farmer-centric. The scheme 
envisages assistance to farm-
ers for planting materials in 
the range of Rs 12,000 to Rs 
29,000 per hectare. Special 
assistance of Rs 250 per plant 
is to be given if old gardens are 
replanted. Oil palm takes four 
years to fructify. However, in 
the first three years, farmers 
can grow other crops (except 
paddy) like ground nuts, soya 
bean etc. which would ensure 
that the farmer does not suffer 
losses on going for oil palm 
cultivation. The Govern-
ment of India has also given 

the farmers a price assurance 
through a mechanism of via-
bility price to counter price 
volatility.

Oil palm grows in tropi-
cal climate, especially near the 
equator. The Indian govern-
ment has identified the North-
east and Andaman & Nicobar 
Islands as the areas where this 
plantation would be taken up. 
Incidentally, both these areas 
are ecologically sensitive. 
Northeast is recognized as a 
home to around 850 bird spe-
cies along with citrus fruits, 
medicinal plants, and a host 
of other rare plants and herbs. 
Similarly, Andaman & Nicobar 
has rich biodiversity in flora 
and fauna and experts have 
opined that no new flora or 
fauna species should be intro-
duced in these Islands. There is 
thus a very valid apprehension 
of the destruction of valuable 
biodiversity due to the intro-
duction of oil palm in these 
areas. It is likely that primary 
forest will be replaced by oil 
palm as the greed for profits 
by the palm oil industry would 
soon create political pressure 
for expanding the cultiva-
tion beyond the fields of the 
farmers.

Historically, palm oil has 
led to the deforestation of three 
per cent in West Africa and 
50 per cent in Malaysia and 
Borneo as well as Indonesia. 
In fact, the entire low land in 
Malaysia has been lost to oil 
palm. It has driven the orang-
utans, gibbons, tiger, Suma-
tran rhino and elephants to the 
verge of extinction. To preserve 
biodiversity, Indonesia and Sri 

Lanka have already started 
controlling oil palm cultivation 
and, as pointed out by Sudhir 
Suthar in an article in Indian 
Express, the Indonesian gov-
ernment put a three-year mor-
atorium on licenses on palm oil 
production and Sri Lanka has 
even ordered the uprooting of 
oil palm plants.

Even in India, where oil 
palm plantation has been taken 
up, the experience shows that 
particularly in Arunachal the 
farmers have been going in for 
oil palm cultivation in a big 
way and this is leading to an 
adverse impact on forest land. 
I read a study by YR Shankar 
Raman and Jaidev Mandal 
(2017) about oil palm cultiva-
tion in Mizoram. It says that 
in the same area, where teak 
cultivation supports about 38 
species of birds and rain for-
ests sustain 58 species, oil palm 
supports only 10 species. Inci-
dentally, there is no environ-
mental impact assessment 
(EIA) required for conversion 
of land to oil palm cultivation 
because it is designated as a 
plantation. Further, oil palm 
cultivation gets encouraged 
due to the ambiguous defi-
nition of forest cover which 
states that all lands more than 
one hectare in area with a tree 
canopy density of 10 per cent, 
irrespective of ownership and 
legal status, are covered under 
the definition of forests. Such 
lands may not necessarily be 
recorded as forest areas. It also 
includes orchards, bamboo 
and palm. Thus, supporters of 
oil palm can argue that plant-
ing oil palm leads to enhance-
ment of forest cover which 
would be a fallacy.

We cannot argue that there 
should be no effort towards 
producing palm oil within the 
country as we need to min-
imize the import bill due to 
palm oil imports. Also, the gov-
ernment and the consumers 
would be interested in keeping 
the prices of edible oil under 
control. However, we cannot 
allow the destruction of the 
biodiversity and degradation of 
the environment. The solution 
then lies in the sustainable and 
responsible production of oil 
palm. It should be insisted that 
this cultivation takes place only 
in the fields of the farmers, and 
industrial large-scale planta-
tion by the corporates should 

be prohibited in ecologically 
sensitive areas. Also, palm oil 
production should only be 
for edible purposes and not 
for non-edible uses like cos-
metics etc. This would keep 
the demand in check. Already 
in 12 states, oil palm planta-
tion has begun and the eco-
logical impact on this needs to 
be studied. The government 
should focus on increasing the 
area under oil palm cultiva-
tion in these 12 states where it 
has not led to adverse impact 
on ecology, rather than mov-
ing to new areas like North-
east or A & N which are highly 
sensitive and where it could 
lead to widespread rain forest 
destruction, wildlife loss and 
bring about climate change. 
Even in the fields of the farm-
ers, it has been found that the 
growth of oil palm leads to soil 
erosion and air and water pol-
lution. It is thus desirable that 
any extension of oil palm cul-
tivation should not be done 
without an environmental 
impact assessment.

Companies producing 
palm oil should be incentiv-
ised to produce it in a sustain-
able manner. Illegal plantations 
will need to be severely dealt 
with. No conversion of for-
est land to oil palm should be 
permitted as this leads to pov-
erty amongst the communi-
ties dependent upon forest for 
their way of life and has the 
potential of leading to mutu-
ally destructive man-animal 
conflict. These days there is a 
movement in the West, and 
in India also, to encourage 
those companies which invest 
in ESG (environment, social, 
governance) issues. Banks pro-
vide credit to such companies 
and the investors are putting in 
their money in these ventures. 
Palm oil production should be 
done in a manner to address 
these ESG concerns. In fact, 
there could be a system where 
palm oil would need to be cer-
tified as having been produced 
ecologically just like you have 
in the case of organic plants. 
Oil palm production does 
not have to be destructive to 
the environment. It has to be 
done responsibly with great 
concern for the ecology and 
biodiversity.

The writer is an ex-Chief Sec-
retary, Govt of Uttar Pradesh. 
Views expressed are personal
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DearEditor

The Centre’s recent decision to allocate two crore 
coronavirus vaccine doses for all teaching and non-
teaching staff in schools by Teachers’ Day, September 
5, is welcome. It adds a measure of confidence that 
resumption of offline classes from September is not 
fraught with high risk. Several states are preparing to 
reopen schools, mostly for Class IX and higher, next 
month. Some states, including Haryana, Telangana and 
Gujarat, have announced that they will allow offline 
classes even for younger children. It is encouraging 
that half of the 97 lakh teachers in the country have 
already been immunised, by official estimates, making 
it feasible to reach the rest by September 5. The risk 
of infection to children in schools remains. It must be 
addressed with utmost seriousness, particularly with 
fast-transmitting virus variants present in all states. This 
calls for a coherent response that incorporates the best 
learnings from epidemiology and decentralises decision-
making to the districts, based on local circumstances. 
Vaccination of children over 12 years of age has been 
allowed in some countries, but the pandemic’s course 
has remained unpredictable. This cautionary tale serves 
to emphasise the importance of priority vaccination of 
children, starting with those who may have other health 
conditions, maintaining safety protocols, and adopting 
low-cost non-pharmaceutical interventions such as good 
classroom ventilation and open-air instruction wherever 
feasible. An empirical approach will enable organisations 
such as the National Institute of Disaster Management 
to collate useful insights. Parents must be convinced 
by transparent official measures that the health and 
education prospects of their children are in safe hands.

China has been 
evincing extraordi-
nary interest in the 
rapidly changing 

developments following the 
Taliban’s conquest of major 
territories in Afghanistan. An 
all-weather ally of Pakistan, 
China has been hand in glove 
with Pakistan and its intelli-
gence unit, the ISI, in guid-
ing the Taliban on its military 
advances to defeat the Afghan 
security forces. China is also 
believed to be in close touch 
with the Pakistan-based ter-
ror groups including Jaish-
e-Mohammad (JeM) and 
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), who 
are strongly suspected to have 
played a decisive role in partic-
ipating in combat operations, 
fighting alongside the Taliban. 
The experts safely assume that 
China’s tacit endorsement has 
always been there for such 
misadventures. Here, it might 
also be pertinent to point 
out that China has all along 
opposed the various UN res-
olutions and pleas by several 
global powers to designate  
the JeM as a global terrorist 
organization. By implication, 
therefore, it can be said that 
China has been supportive 
of terror groups patronized 
by Pakistan for cross-border 
terrorism, targeting India in 
particular.

It is equally imperative to 
highlight the facts that a group 
of top Taliban leadership had 
visited China before the cap-
ture of power in Afghani-
stan, and they were hosted by 
none other than China’s For-

eign Minister Wang Yi. Secu-
rity analysts, in the meantime, 
assess that the meeting preced-
ing the Taliban victory must 
have been used to discuss a 
concrete roadmap for the Tal-
iban and the Chinese political 
leadership must have given tips 
as to how to counter the US 
and Indian moves to deal with 
the happenings after the take-
over. It would also be pertinent 
to mention here that China 
has always been wary about 
the role of its own separat-
ist group, the Uighurs, whom 
it always labels as terrorists, 
keeping them under ruthless 
surveillance like the Tibetan. 
The Uighurs are Muslims but 
the Chinese oppressions have 
never been criticized by Pak-
istan due to the warm Sino-

Pakistan relationship.
Above factors apart, China 

is keeping a hawkish eye on the 
mineral resources in Afghani-
stan, especially on lithium and 
copper. Also, China wants to 
ensure the security of 60,000 
Chinese present in Pakistan 
for the project linked to the 
China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC). Only last 
month, nine Chinese engi-
neers were killed and, as early 
as August 13, the port city of 
Karachi witnessed a terror 
attack injuring several Chi-
nese engineers. In the light of 
the resurgence of the Taliban, 
China would like to appropri-
ate the Taliban and its Paki-
stan-based affiliates to check 
these terror groups targeting 
the Chinese technical person-

nel. In sum, China wants to 
leverage its stranglehold over 
the Taliban leadership and 
control Tehreek-e-Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP) to remain a 
prime mover in the Afghani-
stan scheme of things.

Meanwhile, there is no 
let-up in the ongoing Chi-
nese criticism of the US for 
being the major perpetrator 
for the Afghan crisis. China 
has been pressing for US exit 
from Afghanistan only after 
the war-ravaged Afghanistan 
saw a reconstruction under-
taken by the departing US 
forces. This anti-US tirade 
apart, China continues its dip-
lomatic mission in Kabul and 
is regularly meeting the Tali-
ban and Pakistan’s JeM oper-
ational commanders to wrest 
complete support of the Tali-
ban in order to forge a stronger 
relationship for geopolitical 
and security reasons. 

Against this backdrop, Chi-
nese investment, in a big way, 
maybe afoot for a firm footing 
on the Afghan soil for future 
operations. Here, Pakistan is 
on board with China in the 
latter’s planning and execu-
tion. Such developments are 
apparently a clear indication 
of a China-Pakistan gang-up 
to try and marginalize Indian 
plans to make its presence felt 
in Afghanistan. Joint efforts 
by China and Pakistan in this 
regard seem more pronounced 
in view of part of northeast-
ern Afghanistan (Panjshir Val-
ley) which has rebelled against 
the Taliban and poses a new 
threat to the Taliban military 

as the late Ahmed Shah Mas-
soud continues to inspire the 
Tajik-led forces to defy the Tal-
iban. China will try its best to 
capitalize maximum by further 
befriending the ‘victorious’ 
Taliban as things are racing 
up rather speedily, to put a so-
called ‘government’ in place 
and start functioning from the 
word ‘go’.

Along with its ambitions 
to stay afloat in Afghanistan to 
express solidarity with Taliban, 
China will also play a positive 
role in helping the country 
in capacity building, peace, 
reconstruction and improve-
ment of peoples’ livelihoods, 
as claimed by its political and 
diplomatic leadership. They 
further claim that China’s 
position on the Afghan issue 
is consistent and clear cut. 
The Chinese are expecting 
that Afghanistan could form 
an inclusive and broad-based 
government, adopting a for-
eign and domestic policy that 
is prudent and moderate so 
as to echo and meet the aspi-
ration and shared will of the 
international community and 
its own people. Independent 
analysts, however, feel that 
such claims on part of China 
are mere rhetoric to keep the 
Taliban and Pakistan in good 
humour. In reality, Chinese 
plans are unpredictable and 
diabolical.

The writer is a retired  
IPS officer, a security  
analyst and a former  

National Security Advisor to 
the PM of Mauritius. Views 

expressed are personal

Oil palm cultivation in ecologically sensitive areas could hamper  
the biodiversity

— KHOKAN DAS, KOLKATA 
via email

Hosting of Taliban leaders by Chinese Foreign Minister reflects the 
importance accorded to the group

EDITORIAL
The fight must go on

The United States President flagged the chances of 
more attacks by terror groups as the deadline for 
the US troops withdrawal inches closer. Western 
nations — the US in particular — view the Kabul 

bombing as an attempt to hinder their evacuation process, 
but they will not be stopped by such misadventures. Amid 
all this, there appears to be a shaping of narrative that the 
war is on — and the Western front is not willing to give in. 
This narrative of being in a war and leading the fight is too 
tempting to part away with, however bleak it may seem. 
The real adversaries, the Taliban, seem to be missing in this 
new picture of war as the focus is shifting towards other 
terror groups. The Taliban are putting forth their point for 
acceptance at the global stage; they have come to under-
stand the importance of recognition in geopolitics. Also, it 
is clear to the West and the rest of the world that the Tali-
ban are the real power centre in Afghanistan. The West 
and the Taliban, in good or bad terms, now seem to under-
stand each other’s needs. Taliban control has now become 
the reality and that has to be accepted in any case. The 
West and the world appear to be articulating the render-
ing of acceptance in a way that would save grace for them. 
For the US president — who has suffered much humilia-
tion and criticism for the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan 
— the new enemy is the Islamic State Khorasan Province 
(ISKP) that has claimed the Kabul bombings. The ISKP 
terror group has been already pushed to the fringes by 
the Taliban and the Afghanistan government. The group’s 
hold was reduced to mere two territories in Kunar valley 
towards the beginning of the year 2020. It is true that fall-
outs of the Kabul airport bombing have been grave — kill-
ing more than a hundred people including over a dozen 
from the US troops. As a nation, the least and the most the 
US could have done was to vow an act of revenge. The fact 
however remains that the ISKP is a less formidable threat 
than the Taliban. The humiliation brought out by the Tali-
ban is far greater in magnitude than by the ISKP — the 
group which is nothing but a disaffected small fragment 
of the Taliban itself. Taliban’s efforts to safeguard the air-
ports from such terror attacks have made global headlines. 
Does this put the Taliban in a good light? It appears so. 
The ISKP is at odds with both the Taliban and the US gov-
ernment. The US president has resolved to take revenge 
on the group and the Taliban is already eager to evict the 
ISKP from Afghanistan. This may bring the two fronts 
closer to the common enemy. Neither the Taliban’s usur-
pation of the country nor the imminent threats of human 
rights violations deserve to be ignored at any cost. Flee-
ing Afghans — through whichever mode they find — bear 
testimony to this conviction. Irrespective of what is being 
spoken and promised by the Taliban, downgrading of the 
ethical, moral and democratic values is as clear as crystal 
in Afghanistan. But still, a bonhomie between the propo-
nents of the same values and the Taliban is not completely 
out of the box prediction. The fact remains that geopoli-
tics is driven more by national interests than values, and 
power is the language in which it is communicated. It is 
the newly gained power of the Taliban that speaks it all. 
Will the Taliban’s emergence as a strong regional player in 
the geopolitics shut the mouths of many who should speak 
out loud against them. Behind the Taliban’s titbit efforts 
to gain recognition lies a firm assertion which is clumsy 
for geopolitical players — they are finding it hard to either 
accept or reject it. This reluctant acceptance of the Taliban 
is discouraging as it comes at the cost of possible tram-
pling of rights and liberties of Afghans and security threats 
to the neighbouring nations. Support from countries like 
China, Russia and Pakistan has further added fuel to the 
race of rendering acceptance to the Taliban. There is a 
word of caution though. If the Taliban is to be accepted at 
the global stage, the negotiations must be rigorous and the 
bargain more leaned towards positivity. Being submissive, 
or in the rush, could be harmful and decide the course of 
developments in the years to come. The military war may 
be over for the stakeholders who had been involved in 
Afghanistan for decades. Now is the time for the diplo-
matic war to ensure that the limits are set for the Taliban. 
Alongside avenging upon the casualties faced in the Kabul 
bombing, the world must keep bargaining in toughest 
terms with the Taliban, and not be submissive.
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impact 
assessment 
(EIA) is required 
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Current 
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China-Pakistan 
gang-up trying 
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to make its 
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Afghanistan
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