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When I studied chemistry in school I never imagined I would use those lessons 
like this.

I have just finished creating a spreadsheet by inputting a vast set of data on the 
chemical  content  of  hundreds of  water  samples gathered  between 2007 and 
2010. The samples were collected by the State Pollution Control Board from a 
number of rivers and wells around Nalagarh industrial area in Solan district, in 
the north Indian state of Himachal Pradesh. The data was acquired through Right 
To Information requests by the people I am working with here: Shweta Narayan, 
who is part of The Other Media, an NGO based in Chennai; Manshi Asher and 
Rahul  Saxena  of  Him Dhara,  Environment  Research  and  Action  Collective  in 
Palampur;  Balkrishnaji  and other members of Him Parivesh in Nalagarh itself. 
Now that the spreadsheet is complete we will send the data to a scientist in the 
US who will  compare  the figures with  environmental  standards.  Once that  is 
done, the data can be used as part of an ongoing campaign to hold local industry 
to  account  where  their  pollution  exceeds  the  standards  with  which  they  are 
legally required to comply.  

I am a British citizen based in India for 10 months, working as a volunteer with 
Community Environmental Monitoring, a project of The Other Media. For the past 
week  I  have  been  stationed  in Nalagarh,  as  a  hands-on  training  for  the 
assignment I will take up at the start of June. One of the reasons the people I am 
working with have met in Nalagarh this week is to celebrate and follow-up a 
recent campaign victory. On 4 May Himachal Pradesh High Court declared Jaypee 
Cement’s Nalagarh thermal power plant and cement plant illegal, and ordered 
the dismantling of the thermal power plant. The cement plant was allowed to 
continue operating because it supports local livelihoods, but the court ruled that 
it must start complying with environmental standards. Jaypee also faces a fine of 
Rs100 crore for lying to investigating agencies, and the court set up a special 
investigation team to look into the actions of government officers responsible for 
monitoring the plant.1 

A short distance away from the Jaypee plant lives a man whose wife died of an 
asthma attack less than a week ago. He himself has cancer of the throat. It is 
very difficult to identify the plant as the cause in either case. But all around the 
industrial area, residents we spoke to are well aware that the air they breathe 
smells strange, that the water they drink tastes odd or is cloudy, and that their 
sleep  is  disrupted  by  loud  noises  from  factories  near  their  homes.  The 
accumulation of data in this form – recording the daily experiences of hundreds 
of local people – can be used by campaigners in legal cases like the one against 
Jaypee, alongside data like the water quality data mentioned above.

My experience in Nalagarh raises all sorts of questions for me. The key one is: 
what  is  the  price  of  development?  Many  are  of  the  opinion  that  India  must 
encourage industry in order to develop. Many wonder if India can afford to limit 
industrialisation by seeking to limit the impact of industrial pollution on humans 
and the environment by imposing environmental  standards.  To put the same 

1 See http://blogs.economictimes.indiatimes.com/Whathappensif/entry/jp-cement-
indicted-fails-triple-bottom-line-test, http://hillpost.in/2012/05/10/himachal-government-
admits-lapses-in-clearing-jaypee-cement-thermal-plants/44984/latest-news/ravinder
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question in the language of economists: is it not the case that in the “national 
interest,” externalities must be imposed on local people so that Indian industry 
can grow? Or, to use a colloquialism: is it possible to make an omelette without 
breaking some eggs? These are questions that were posed to Shweta by the man 
sitting next to us on the train from Delhi as we travelled to Nalagarh, when he 
heard what we were doing. Crucially though, that man lives in Delhi – not in 
Nalagarh. We spoke to a number of people who live next to the Jaypee plant in 
Nalagarh. They did not hesitate when asked what they thought about the plant: 
“We cannot compromise our health. We want the plant to close.”
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Sign next to Jaypee cement plant in Nalagarh.
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Jaypee cement plant. On 5 May Himachal Pradesh High Court ordered 
them to comply with environmental standards and fined them for lying 
to investigating agencies.

Jaypee Cement thermal power plant, ordered to close by the court.
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Industrial units are legally required to have a board like this next to 
their  entrance.  Well,  almost  like  this  –  except  that  rather  than just 
listing the emissions they are monitoring, they are supposed actually 
give the figures for their unit. 
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As well as analysing government data gathered through RTI requests, 
the Nalagarh campaigners also gather their own data on pollution. This 
gadget sucks in air at the same rate as a human’s lungs, onto a sheet of 
paper. In this case the dust on the paper will be analysed for quantity 
of cement dust (which causes respiratory disorders, affects the immune 
system) and heavy metals such as mercury and lead (which damage 
almost every organ in the human body).
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