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 Ramesh Jaura

IUCN - the oldest and largest 
environmental body with 1,000 
members from across the world, 
including governments and inter-
national NGOs – elected its new 
president on Monday at a crucial 
time. Not only does it face the 
most-challenging environmental 
issues ever in history - climate 
change and diminishing biodi-
versity - but IUCN members are 
also screaming for fundamental 
changes in its working. IPS 
TerraViva caught up with newly-
elected IUCN president Ashok 
Khosla, at its congress being 
held at Barcelona. Khosla, who 
emerged victorious from a field 
of three candidates, hails from 
India and has had a rich global 
experience in the environmental 
and the development sectors.
Continued on Back Page
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When researchers surveyed the 
battered coastlines of Asian countries 
after the December 2004 tsunami, 
they stumbled upon an arresting fact 
-- that mangroves can save lives.

In Sri Lanka, for instance, one 
village on the flattened eastern coast 
revealed a tale that contrasted with 
the death and destruction all around. 
Kapuhenwala’s dense mangroves 
protected its residents and only two 
deaths occurred there when the South 
Asian nation accounted for 35,000 of 
the 220,000 tsunami-related fatalities 
across 12 Indian Ocean countries.

The value of mangroves now 
haunts Myanmar which was hit by 
Cyclone Nargis in the early hours 
of May 3, resulting in the deaths of 
over 100,000 people and affecting 
2.5 million others. On that night, 
the storm, with wind speeds of up to 
190 km per hour, churned up a sea 
wall that rose 3.5 m and swept 40 
km inland on the flat terrain of the 
Irrawaddy Delta.

Myanmar’s populous delta region 
stood exposed to the storm surge due 
to the drastic reduction of its mangro-
ve cover over many decades. During 
the 75-year period from 1924 to 1999, 
82.76 percent of the mangroves in 
the Irrawaddy Delta was ‘’depleted,’’ 
states a study by the Forest Resour-
ces Environmental Development 
and Conservation Association, a 
Myanmar-based non-governmental 
organisation (NGO).

According to the United Nations’ 
Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO), the mangrove area in the 
delta is ‘’now less than half the size 
it was in 1975 or just over 100,000 
hectares.’’ The annual mangrove 
deforestation is ‘’the highest in 
Myanmar,’’ at one percent, of seven 
tsunami-affected countries surveyed, 
adds a report in a recent issue of the 
‘Journal of Biography’.

‘’The destruction of mangroves 
in the Irrawaddy Delta has definitely 
been a contributing factor to the 
devastation suffered by people living 
in the delta,’’ Jeffrey McNeely, chief 

scientist for the International Conser-
vation Union (IUCN), told IPS. ‘’The 
mangroves by themselves would not 
have been sufficient to stop all of the 
damage, but they certainly would 

have helped minimise the impacts.’’
Mangroves that are intact ‘’help to 

slow down the pressure of the waves. 
But their absence helps the water to 
move in swiftly, exposing the commu-

nities living close to the shore,’’ said 
Simmathiri Appanah of FAO’s Asia-
Pacific regional office. ‘’The impact of 
the tsunami confirmed this in Sri Lanka, 
Thailand and Aceh, in Indonesia,’’ he 
told IPS during an interview.

The reasons behind the delta’s loss 
of mangroves are rooted in a quest for 
food over environmental concerns. 
Myanmar’s oppressive military regi-
me led the way in the rapid destruction 
of the mangrove forests to open more 
land for rice fields and, later, shrimp 
and fish farms. An impoverished 
local population, desperate for food, 
readily obliged.

‘’Shrimp farming was one of a 
number of factors but not the major 
cause of mangrove loss,’’ says Jim 
Enright, Asia coordinator for the 
Mangrove Action Project (MAP), a 
Washington D.C.-based environmen-
tal lobby. ‘’Rice production was by far 
the largest single cause, and then cut-
ting mangroves for building material 
and fuel wood for cooking were major 
reasons in recent times.’’

‘’Rice cultivation started way back 
under British colonial rule, but greatly 
expanded in the mid- to late-1980s by 
the regional commanders,’’ he added 
in an interview. ‘’The delta has lost 
85 percent of its mangroves primarily 
due to rice cultivation.’’

Attempts by NEED to educate the 
local communities of the high cost 
they may pay if a cyclone strikes 
their mangrove-depleted terrain was 
viewed as a threat by the regime. 
‘’The military government does not 
allow any awareness raising,’’ Khaing 
added. ‘’We had to be very careful in 
training local people.’’

‘’It was not given much attention 
outside of Myanmar because few 
persons travelled there to see the 
situation or write about it,’’ says En-
right of MAP. ‘’No foreign groups are 
working there on the ground.’’

‘’Much of the Irrawaddy Delta is a 
restricted zone and requires permits 
for foreigners to travel,’’ Enright 
adds. Even after the tsunami (which 
also hit Myanmar) there was very 
little information available about 
what had occurred.’’

‘Mangrove Loss 
Exacerbated 
Cyclone 
Devastation’

Food and wood 
behind mangroves 
destruction
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 Ramesh Jaura

The new president has been elected. 
What do you expect in the next four 
years?

Well, I expect that Dr Ashok Khosla, 
who has a long history of involvement in 
the sustainable development movement 
and also with us, will add a new dimension 
to our operations. I am relatively new but I 
will be leaving this congress with renewed 
energy. I think our role is going to be strong 
and great. Just watch for us. 

What is your view on cooperation with 
the private sector?

My view has always been that IUCN was 
set up to influence, encourage and assist socie-
ty in dealing with nature and natural resources 
in a most sustainable and socially-equitable 
manner – and business is a part of the society, 
whether some of our members like it or not. 
So my feeling is that we must engage (with the 
private sector) but we don’t lose our voice in 
this engagement… We don’t need to sell away 
our soul. We have been around for 60 years. 

How far do the governments influence 
the policy of IUCN? 

 Well, they are members of IUCN. So 

they influence issues that are of interest 
to them. But it is a democratic system 
as you have probably seen in the votes 
on resolutions and in the elections. So 
they influence it 50 per cent. That’s 
about their weight in IUCN. It’s a real 
democracy.

 
And the NGOs are satisfied with that 

balance?
 We have a long list of NGOs who want 

to join us. 

How about IUCN representation at 
the global level - the way the World 
Bank president is at the G8 summits? 

No, we have a different role. We are 
this unique organisation representing 
more than 1,000 members who care about 
nature. So, our voice is unique. It is hard 
to compare us to anybody. … We are 
(of course) at the pre-summit meetings 
with the ministers of environment. I am 
hoping that they will be (become) incre-
asingly important in their governments. 
But we sit at the table as equal members 
of that group and therefore we influence 
the agenda of the G8. We don’t need to 
be at the G8 meeting (itself) as long as 
our voice is there.

sell our soul”
“We don’t

need to

Forward to 
a safe future

 Ramesh Jaura

There will of course be delegates who 
will leave Barcelona with a bag of grievan-
ces about their motions rejected or watered 
down by the IUCN congress. There will be 
others who had placed high expectations on 
winning a seat in the council. And yet others 
who would have liked to see their candidate 
being elected president. 

But there would hardly be anyone who will 
go home with the feeling that the discussions 
and decisions at the congress did not seek 
to make the world a better and safer place to 
live. Many may in fact see eye to eye with the 
IUCN director-general Julia Marton-Lefèvre: 
“I think at this congress we have shown that 
we have a huge potential. So I think our role 
is truly going to become more and more 
important. I am relatively new and I actually 
have renewed energy after this. I think our 
role is going be strong and great. Just watch 
for us. We will be there.”

What holds out hope for a “strong and 
great” future? It is not just the impassioned 
interest the IUCN members took in the deli-
berations of the congress for ten long days. 
But also the inspiring role played by the 
new president, Ashok Khosla. IUCN, under 
his leadership, is set to highlight the pro-
blems that have been hijacked by climate 
change. The problems he has in mind are 
those of poverty and massive degradation 
of the environment and huge amounts of 
pollution. These and climate change are 
indeed the results of “inadequate economic 
models”. The victim are the people of the 
global South - the marginalised sections 
of the population in the developing and 
industrial countries.

Fe
rn

an
da

 Z
an

uz
zi

Interview with Julia Marton-Lefèvre, Director General of IUCN
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You have been elected the presi-

dent of the IUCN, the world’s oldest 
and largest global environmental ne-
twork. What does it mean for you?

It is a wonderful opportunity to take 
the good work of this Union, which 
has been going on for 60 years and has 
been involved in some of the greatest 
names in conservation, to the next step 
– which is going to be to put it in the 
minds of the public and the media, 
but above all the decision-makers, in 
a way that they start dealing with these 
issues in a real way. It’s going to take a 
little while but I believe that like clima-
te change, the loss of species and the 
loss of habitats, is the greatest threat 
to the survival of our civilisation, the 
survival of humanity really. So we 
have an opportunity to really make a 
big difference now.

You have proposed setting up a 
world commission to examine the 
implications of “green carbon”. 
What exactly would this commis-
sion look like?

Well, it would be pretty similar, I 
would imagine, to the World Commis-

sion on Dams. It would bring together 
people from different walks of life, 
viewpoints and angles, who can look 
at where the action on climate change 
and on biodiversity can take place in 
the most meaningful way. We have 
very glibly gone through several years 
of international debate on biofuels, on 
issues relating to sequestration and redu-
cing emission of carbon by afforestation 
and so on. All this has to be looked at 
dispassionately, in terms of not just the 
immediate economic returns but also 
long-term implications for the health of 
the environment and the economy.

One controversial issue at this 
congress has been that of collabora-
tion with corporates. What is your 
view on that?

This word “collaboration”, I think 
is causing the problem. It isn’t a 
matter of collaboration. It’s a matter 
of engagement. We have no choice 
but to recognise that corporates – and 
also governments for that matter – are 
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major players in the degradation of 
environmental values and they will 
have to change their ways. Who is 
going to change that? Obviously 
movements like the conservation mo-
vement, and organisations such as the 
IUCN have the responsibility to work 
with them (I am not sure whether the 
word collaboration is necessarily the 
right one) in a way that helps them 
see the light, change their ways and 
also contribute. Because corporations 
are there, not only to destroy the 
environment but to produce goods 
and services that people need. So 
we want to be able to do both at the 
same time. Therefore it is important 
for the IUCN to do that. In addition, 
when we talk about coporates, we talk 
about large-scale, big multinationals 
and so on. But it’s often the very small 
and medium-sized companies that 
cause much of the damage. IUCN 
will have to promote activities, not 
necessarily all by itself, which bring 
them into the environmental focus.

That would mean engaging the 
corporates but not selling away 
your soul.

No, definitely not. Selling away 
your soul happens basically in two 
ways. One is called “greenwash” 
which is that an endorsement from 
an environmental organisation allo-
ws a company to go on doing what 
it is doing, which is certainly not 
the intention of IUCN. The second 
is “hush money” where you accept 
money to do whatever you want to 
do but then you are not in a position to 
say anything objective about a donor 
who gave you the money. Now, neither 
hush money nor green wash is accep-
table. And I don’t think IUCN is in that 
business. IUCN is in the business of 
working with all actors, whether they 
are governments, whether they are 
corporates, whether they are NGOs, 
whether they are media or academic 
institutions to bring about a change in 
mindset and in their practices so that 
the environment is improved.

Mission: Make a big difference

“Neither 
hush money 

nor green 
wash is 

acceptable.”
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