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The big picture
Considering their stakes in the region, the West should decrease its dependence on
Russian fuels, and Putin must resort to peaceful solution

Various countries and blocs — including the United States, the European Union and the United Kingdom —
have imposed a series of sanctions against Russia, targeting banks, oil refineries and military exports. Two
of Russia's largest banks – state-backed Sberbank and VTB Bank — have been sanctioned, export controls
are introduced, and the country is cut off from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial
Telecommunication (SWIFT) international payment system. In this light, there is a need to consider the
Ukraine crisis from the intersection of geopolitics and geoeconomics given the fact that EU's energy
dependence on Russia is a reality that must be factored in. The EU imports a large percentage of its total
gas and oil from Russia — with the Central and Eastern European countries being almost 100 per cent
dependent on Russian gas. The questions that arise in this regard are: How did the Ukrainian crisis come
into being? What is the role of NATO in the ongoing crisis? What is the economic significance of Ukraine for
the EU? And finally, what is the possible way forward?
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Historically, the modern Ukraine crisis began with Nikita Khrushchev's 1954 transfer of Crimea from the
Russian Socialist Federal Republic to the Ukrainian Socialist Federal Republic in order to commemorate the
300th anniversary of Ukraine-Russia unification. The crisis further extenuated during the 1990s after the
disintegration of the USSR, when the Western leaders understood that Russia must not be labelled as a
defeated state. It was in this background that the West was to assume responsibility to develop post-Cold
War structures, processes, perceptions, and activities by balancing the European nation's interests and
promoting the democratic and liberal values, alongside keeping Russia within the framework of such
changes.
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Further adding to the complexity was the fact that NATO, under the US leadership, developed a complicated
architecture where NATO's integrated military command structure would be preserved. The aim was to
develop close relationships with the European countries that later took the form of the European Union.
Surprisingly, during these deliberations, the United States and other NATO nations never took into
consideration the fact that it may be Russia's will to remove the NATO like the Warsaw pact and have an
equal role in developing a new institution for ensuring security by being an equal partner
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Coming to the EU interests, the 2003 European Security Strategy (ESS) — or differently called as the "ring of
well governed countries" — that was symbolic of the vision of political, economic and security order for
Ukraine and other neighbouring countries came into being. Through this scheme that traces its roots from
the break-up of the soviet bloc, the EU aimed to achieve the enlargement of the EU's external border further
towards the east to a region that is seen as politically and economically unstable and vulnerable to Russian
pressure and influence. The underlying aim is to promote stability and security in the post-2004
neighbourhood through trade policy to avoid the worry regarding the potential instability and armed
conflicts in these regions without offering a membership to the countries.
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In this regard, the political and economic reforms brought were believed to stabilise and modernise the
Ukrainian economy, thereby inducing a similar effect on Ukraine's political system, that would result in
enhancing the stability and security of the wider Eastern neighbouring countries. However, the current crisis
has disrupted the process of the US-EU relations as well as affected the energy needs of the countries
dependent on Russia.

Going forward, given the mutual dependence between Russia and Europe, the West will have to find ways to
decrease reliance on Russian energy. At the same time, Russia, which does not possess the economic
might to fund a prolonged and expressive war, must put an end to the war.
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Nexus of Good: Wonder out of wasteNexus of Good: Wonder out of waste
Transformation of a wasteland into a beautifully landscaped garden in Parvati Valley
has provided locals a delightful recreational avenue, and is being considered for
replication

Aishwarya Raj joined the Indian Forest Service in 2017, and Parvati Division was his second posting after
Kullu in the state of Himachal Pradesh. Having taken charge in January, 2021, the first task was to assess
the ground situation in different areas of his jurisdiction. On one such field visit close to the confluence of
two mighty rivers, Beas and Parvati, he came across a tract of forest land dumped with garbage and
infested with heavy weed overgrowth. This was also a cause of riverside pollution. His staff informed him
that the space was being misused by anti-social elements both during day and night to bide their time.
These elements were involved in substance abuse as well. There was a threat of encroachment in the near
future. Wanting to do something about these challenges, Aishwarya wondered how the forest land could be
reclaimed into something safe and how some funds could be sourced to carry out the execution of a plan
that he had on his mind. In his previous posting too, he had worked on a 15-hectare wasteland project in
Manali that was being developed into an ecotourism project, which gave him the confidence to think in
terms of a possible revamp here as well.

Interestingly, the Government of Himachal Pradesh, around the same time, declared its intention to set up
'Swarnim Vatikas' across the state as part of Himachal's 50 years statehood celebration. Using this as an
opportunity, it was decided to transform this one hectare of wasteland into an eco-friendly sprawling, green
urban space for town dwellers and nature seekers alike. The green zone was christened as 'Sangam
Swarnim Vatika', for it stood at the confluence of two mighty rivers. If someone visits the place today, the
view is serene, with no evidence of a shabby dump-yard that once held ground here. Instead, it has been
replaced with a beautifully landscaped garden, with a variety of tree species, creepers, shrubs and herbs
along the area, frequented by a variety of beautiful birds.

The first step was to clear the area of its waste pile, cactus and weeds. The enthusiastic forest guards
organized the clean-up quite efficiently. The garbage of around 25 tippers was collected and disposed of.
The organic waste was turned into processing vermicompost in nearby nurseries. The quality of soil was
checked by deep digging and it was found to be in fairly good condition for plant growth. After mixing with
some fertile mountain soil and humus, the soil was readied.

Before planting, the second step was to ensure the protection of the 2.5-acre area from both grazing/biotic
pressures and movement of anti-social elements. In part, RCC fencing and interlink chain fencing was
carried out for the entire space. Additionally, CCTV cameras were also installed nearby for monitoring
purposes.

Technology came handy. Aishwarya's I-pad (which he deployed at workplace to minimize paper use) was a
huge help in designing the entire lay-out of the Swarnim Vatika. After spending some time exploring and
reading on the local ecology and plant suitability of the ecotone area (riverine), species of trees, shrubs and
ornamental ones were identified. These could be considered for plantation in the park.

In phase-I, over 400 species of native varieties such as deodar, silver oak, horse-chestnut, jacaranda, golden
shower, bougainvillea, rose, thuja, cycas, ribbon plant, gladiola, peach, apricot, plum and pomegranate,
among others, have been planted. More than 200 additional species will be planted by the coming
monsoon season. Groves of some of these species have been created which can be enjoyed by visitors in
future.

For landscaping, it was decided to go the upcycling way in three aspects. One, the discarded or used slates,
a stone with which houses are made in the hills, from the neighboring settlement were upcycled to create
the walking trails. The local 'Dhrub' grass sprouting in between those slates within two months has been a
sight to behold. Two, only riverside stones were used to landscape and beautify the Vatika. In addition to
being eco-friendly, they enhanced the natural riverside view. Three, signages regarding nature awareness
and seating are being installed. For this purpose, driftwood, obtained during last monsoon, is being put to
use.

Parvati Valley is a hugely popular tourist hotspot with a number of breathtaking destinations. The Vatika,
however, was primarily created for the local people who actually didn't have enough urban walking or
recreational avenues. Interestingly, there have been a number of avian visitors at the park – including
yellow-billed blue magpie, parakeets, Eurasian hoopoe, barn swallow and doves. There is a likelihood of
further increase in the number of such visitors.

The local panchayats, Mahila Mandals as well as youth groups have been engaged in this effort to instill a
sense of ownership amongst them. This will help sustain the effort of keeping this area clean and green.

Next up, an attempt is being made to identify more such degraded areas in Parvati jurisdiction that can be
converted into green zones. With funds and local support in place, this initiative will help revamp such
areas and enrich the environment.

The Vatika is an example where the Forest Department, under the visionary leadership of a young forest
officer Aishwarya Raj and his committed team, demonstrated a win-win scenario of nature conservation
and development. Such initiatives, though small and in remote locations, can inspire others to do the same
as they attempt to restore the beauty of Mother Earth. It is also an effort that presents a wonderful example
of Nexus of good and demonstrates that a combination of concern for nature and capability to take the
stakeholders along can help transform the landscape in many regions. There are indeed many parts of the
country that require such intervention.
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