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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Is "sustainable development" a genuine synthesis or a slogan that lets both growth and
conservation off the hook? How should India resolve real trade-offs on the ground?"

Source: Original editorial ↗ Down to Earth

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

On World Environment Day, the easy move is to announce targets. Down to Earth makes a harder argument:

for a country that is both poor and ecologically stressed, the very framing of “environment versus

development” is false, and clinging to it produces the worst of both worlds. For an aspirant, this is the

conceptual spine of GS3 environment and sustainable development, the idea that powers answers across

conservation, climate, and the development-rights debates, and a favourite of essay and ethics papers too.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

The “environment versus development” binary is false for a developing country. Environmentalism here

cannot mean locking away resources; it must mean using them sustainably to lift incomes. That needs

three shifts: institutions that internalise environmental costs, conservation that shares benefits with

affected communities, and resources priced at their true value. The synthesis is not a slogan but a design

problem.

The New Environmentalism: Beyond theThe New Environmentalism: Beyond the
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

IDEA WHAT IT MEANS WHY UPSC TESTS IT

False binary Treating growth and nature as rivals The framing the answer must dissolve

New environmentalism Sustainable use for inclusive growth The synthesis for a poor country

Benefit-sharing Communities share conservation gains Legitimacy of conservation

Cost internalisation Growth pays its environmental price The institutional reform needed

THE ANALYSIS: THE THREE SHIFTS

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

Polluter Pays, Precautionary, and Sustainable Development principles are part of Indian

environmental law (read into Article 21 by the Supreme Court). Laws: Forest Rights Act, 2006

(community and individual forest rights); Biological Diversity Act, 2002 (access and benefit-sharing);

Environment (Protection) Act, 1986. Global anchors: Brundtland Report (1987) definition of

sustainable development; SDGs (2015); Mission LiFE (India’s demand-side climate strategy, 2022).

Institutions: MoEFCC, the National Green Tribunal (NGT, 2010), and Environmental Impact

Assessment (EIA) clearances. Equity frame: the idea of a “just transition” and India’s stance on common

but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR).

Internalise environmental costs. Growth must pay its true price rather than dumping

degradation on the commons, the logic of the Polluter Pays and Precautionary principles already

in Indian jurisprudence.

1

Share conservation benefits. Forest-dwellers, farmers and the rural poor bear conservation’s

costs; unless they share its gains, conservation loses legitimacy. The Forest Rights Act, 2006 and

access-and-benefit-sharing recognise this but under-deliver.

2

Price resources properly. Underpriced water, minerals and forests are an implicit subsidy that

drives over-exploitation.

3

Reject the false binary in practice. Weak institutions and adversarial, case-by-case clearances

degrade the environment and stall development at once.

4
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THE DEBATE

Argument that growth will always win: In a poor country, development imperatives override ecological

limits in practice; only strong, adversarial regulation can check degradation.

Argument for synthesis: A purely adversarial model stalls development without saving the environment; the

answer is institutions that align the two.

The balanced verdict: Regulation matters, but adversarial, case-by-case clearance is not a strategy. The

durable path is institutional design that makes clean growth the cheaper, default choice and gives

communities a stake in conservation.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

Whenever an issue is posed as “A versus B” where both are essential (environment vs development, growth vs

equity, liberty vs order), the topper’s move is to deny the trade-off is fixed and ask what institutions could

make A and B reinforce each other. Sustainable development is exactly this move applied to nature and

growth. Naming the design problem, rather than picking a side, is the GS3 and essay differentiator.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

False binary -> adversarial clearances -> environment degraded AND development stalled.

The synthesis: Internalise costs + share benefits + price resources -> clean growth becomes

the default -> environment as precondition for development.

THE WAY FORWARD

Build institutions that internalise environmental costs so growth pays its true price.1

Share conservation benefits with affected communities to give them a stake.2

Price natural resources to reflect their real value.3

Design affordable, inclusive growth that integrates poverty reduction with protection.4
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THE TAKEAWAY BOX

“For a developing country, environmentalism must be a strategy for inclusive growth, not a brake on it.”

Critically examine. (250 words)

“For a poor country, the environment is not a luxury to be protected from development but the very capital on

which durable development is built.”

Polluter Pays / Precautionary / Sustainable Development principles (Article 21) · Forest Rights Act 2006 ·

Biological Diversity Act 2002 (ABS) · Brundtland Report 1987 · NGT 2010 · Mission LiFE 2022.

Is “sustainable development” a genuine synthesis or a comfortable slogan that lets both growth and

conservation evade hard trade-offs?

Connects to GS3 PYQs on environment-development trade-offs and EIA (e.g. 2014 GS3 on environmental

clearances) and recurring essay themes; probable forward question is the inclusive-growth framing above.

today’s World Environment Day, climate-finance taxonomy, and air-quality editorials; static GS3 on

sustainable development and environmental governance.

Sources: Down To Earth, MoEFCC, The Hindu

Source: The New Environmentalism: Beyond the Development-versus-Environment Binary — Ujiyari.com |

Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis

K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

India must abandon the false “environment versus development”
binary and instead pursue inclusive, affordable growth that

benefits the poor, because sustainable progress requires reformed
institutions, equitable resource-sharing with communities, and

development models that integrate environmental protection with
poverty reduction rather than treating them as rivals.

For a poor country, environmentalism cannot mean locking away resources; it must mean
using them sustainably to lift incomes, an environmentalism of affordability and inclusion.

The communities that bear the costs of conservation, including forest-dwellers, farmers,
and the rural poor, must share in its benefits, or conservation will lack legitimacy and
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⚠ COUNTER

Some hold that growth imperatives in a developing country will always override ecological
limits in practice, and that strong, even adversarial, environmental regulation is the only
real check on degradation.

→ WAY FORWARD

Build institutions that internalise environmental costs, share conservation benefits with
affected communities, price natural resources to reflect their true value, and design growth
that is affordable and inclusive, making the environment an ally of development.

🧠
PRACTICE TODAY’S QUIZ

Take the 5 June 2026 Quiz →

✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

"For a developing country, environmentalism must be a strategy for inclusive growth, not a brake on

it." Critically examine India's path to reconciling environment and development. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The framing of “environment versus development” has dominated India’s policy debate for decades. For

a country with both deep poverty and deep ecological stress, that binary is not just unhelpful; it is false.

BODY

A “new environmentalism” begins by rejecting the idea that protecting nature and lifting the poor are
opposing goals. For a developing country, environmentalism cannot mean simply locking away

resources; it must mean using them sustainably to raise incomes, an environmentalism of affordability
and inclusion.

durability.

Weak institutions and adversarial clearances produce the worst of both worlds, namely
degraded environments and stalled development; reform is the precondition for genuine
synthesis.
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This requires three shifts. First, institutions must internalise environmental costs so that growth pays its

true price, rather than externalising degradation onto the commons, the logic the Polluter Pays and
Precautionary principles already embed in Indian environmental jurisprudence.

Second, the communities that bear the costs of conservation, including forest-dwellers, farmers, and the
rural poor, must share in its benefits, a principle the Forest Rights Act, 2006 and the Biological Diversity

Act’s access-and-benefit-sharing model recognise but under-deliver. Third, natural resources must be
priced to reflect their real value, ending the implicit subsidy that drives over-exploitation.

The alternative, namely weak institutions and adversarial, case-by-case clearances, produces the worst
of both worlds: environments that are degraded anyway and development that is stalled. The synthesis

is not a slogan but a design problem.

CONCLUSION

On World Environment Day, the most useful idea is also the simplest: the environment is not the enemy
of development but its precondition. India must build the institutions to make that true.
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