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The wellbeing of mountain people is inextricably linked to biodiversity. 
Biodiversity is known to be the foundation of human health. With the COVID 
19 pandemic, inter-linkages between biodiversity, ecosystem, and human 
health have become starkly apparent. COVID 19 showed that outbreaks and 
spread of diseases are not just a health risk, but regress human civilization 
by disrupting social life, economy, education, livelihoods, and rob people 
of basic dignity and wellbeing. The pandemic also highlighted the existing 
social inequities and further deepened this. 
Mountain communities are particularly vulnerable to climate change, 
which impacts vulnerable populations dependent on natural resources and 
services like water, energy, food and associated livelihoods. The far-flung 
mountain populations are underserved with low access to health and social 
facilities, and thus more vulnerable to the impacts of pandemics brought 
about by loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services and aggravated by 
climate change. 

With this backdrop, the concept of One Health, that binds together the 
health of humans, animals, and the environment has gained greater 
relevance particularly with the ongoing COVID 19 pandemic. One 
Health is an integrated and multidisciplinary approach to recognize the 
interconnectedness of the components, interactions and relationships, 
both tangible and intangible, within landscapes for optimal health and 
environmental outcomes. 

The dynamic and intricate relationship between biodiversity, climate 
change, rising health burdens, loss of livelihoods and other life-supporting 
wellbeing services are complex and multifaceted, which often transcend 
sectoral, disciplinary and policy boundaries. This demands a need to 
break down silos in finding solutions that are far-reaching, coherent 
and collaborative. One Health, with health at its core, is a framework for 
addressing, promoting and implementing collaboration, with health as 
an important indicator of community resilience. One Health promotes 
interdisciplinary research and action to improve the health of humans, 
animals, and the environment. These are some aspects which the 
Sustainable Mountain Development Summit X seeks to discuss and 
deliberate, through the framework of One Health.

Context

“ The dynamic and intricate 
relationship between biodiversity, 
climate change, rising health burdens, 
loss of livelihoods and other life 
-supporting wellbeing services are 
complex and multifaceted, which often 
transcend sectoral, disciplinary and 
policy boundaries.” 
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SMDS X
The Integrated Mountain Initiative’s Sustainable Mountain Development 
Summit (SMDS) X is being organized in the Darjeeling - Kalimpong Hills 
for 2021 and will be hosted by the Darjeeling Himalaya Initiative (DHI) and 
Integrated Mountain Initiative (IMI). 

The theme of SMDSX is “Towards One Health: Making our mountains 
resilient” 

The summit brings together mountain people of the Indian Himalaya 
Region (IHR). SMDS is hosted in a different mountain state each year with 
the first one being held in Nainital, Uttarakhand in 2011. 

SMDS brings together a diverse group of stakeholders to discuss 
relevant themes warranting immediate attention of the mountains. 
Recommendations emerging from these summits are pursued by IMI 
subsequently for actionable outputs that include the Meet of the Mountain 
States with key policy makers. The Mountain Legislators’ Meet and the Indian 
Himalayan Youth Summit are two events which are integral components of 
SMDS. 

IMI is a civil society led forum working across the Indian Himalayan Region 
with a vision of “Making India proud of our Mountains”. It brings mountain 
concerns to the centre stage in regional, national, and global agendas 
through sustained and informed dialogue among all stakeholders.

IMI operates through an ecosystem of state and regional chapters who are 
aligned to IMI’s vision. 

Darjeeling Himalaya Initiative (DHI), formed as the state chapter of IMI in 
2013, is a platform represented by various civil society organizations and 
individuals.

Towards One Health: 
Making our 
mountains resilient

Pic:Roshan Rai
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Objectives and 
Outcomes/outputs 

The key objectives for SMDS X are:

1. To advocate for resilient and sustainable policies and programmes 
in the IHR in averting future impacts of climate change, disasters and 
pandemics

2. To share knowledge and inform policy and decision makers about the 
interconnectedness of the selected themes and the importance of One 
Health approaches in all aspects of development in the IHR

Some of the outcomes and outputs are achieve:

1. White/Strategy Papers will be developed targeted at policy makers, 
practitioners, donor agencies and key stakeholders engaged in the IHR

2. Policy recommendations/inputs for the policy makers in the IHR to 
include One Health approach in key development sectors

3. Plan of actions will be identified and chalked out for the post summit 
phase based on the deliberations of the pre-summit and the summit 
outputs

4. Pilot actions projects will be identified for implementation in 
collaboration with IMI chapters. Key knowledge gaps will be identified 
and studies commissioned or designed with key funding partners 
across the IHR 

Pic:Chinthop Lepcha
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1. One Health response to zoonosis 
Zoonosis indicates an infectious disease that is shared between animals 
and humans. Zoonoses involve an interface between animals both 
domestic and wild, humans and their shared environment. 

The rapid transformation of the shared environment in the form of 
biodiversity and habitat loss, land-use change, exploitation of natural 
resources, unsustainable development, human behaviour and climate 
change hugely influence disease emergence. One health recognizes this 
interconnectedness between people, animals, and their shared ecosystem 
to prescribe an effective way to address health issues at the human-
animal-environment interface, through interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral 
collaboration approach.

IHR with its specificities such as inaccessibility, fragility, marginality and rich 
biodiversity, is vulnerable to environmental changes and accompanying 
alterations. The IHR was not spared by the COVID 19 pandemic, nor by 
many other zoonoses. Hence, it is important to understand the adequacies, 
infrastructural capacities and preparedness of the mountains to contain 
the vagaries of zoonoses, prevent and control them with a One Health 
approach. 

This session would have the following discussion points:

a. Prevalence and extent of Zoonoses in IHR:
In the last 2-3 decades, many diseases in India have re-emerged with vast 
spatial distribution. This applies to the IHR too. For instance, the resurgence 
of scrub typhus since 2004 in Himachal Pradesh, Darjeeling, Jammu and 
Kashmir, Uttarakhand and Sikkim. Thus, it would be important to discuss the 
current prevalence and trends of zoonotic diseases in the IHR with a focus 
on emerging and re-emerging diseases. This would allow an understanding 
for prioritisation of diseases and action in the IHR. 

b. One Health implementation in IHR:
India is coming up with policies and initiatives to combat Zoonoses, with 
a strong commitment to mainstream One Health. Discussions will include 
relevant policies, adequate capacity and infrastructure to be operational 
and benefit from the interdisciplinary and multi-sectoral collaboration. In 
this context, it would be worthwhile to discuss the required preparedness 
and challenges, in infrastructure, capacity building, policies, and awareness 
in the IHR for combating zoonoses through One Health. Mountains with their 
specificities of being inaccessible, marginalized, and far from power centres 
will require mountain-specific attention to combat these challenges.

c. Knowledge gaps on zoonoses outbreaks in IHR:
A large body of research, and publications exist on zoonoses from India. 
However, these are restricted to specific disciplines and do not elucidate 
the drivers of outbreaks from the ecological, climatic, and socioeconomic 
perspectives. In view of this it is important to discuss these knowledge gaps 
on holistically understanding emergence and re-emergence of zoonoss in 
the IHR to prioritise action and required resources to fill these existing gaps.

“ One health recognizes this 
interconnectedness between people, 
animals, and their shared ecosystem to 
prescribe an effective way to address 
health issues at the human-animal-
environment interface, through 
interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral 
collaboration approach. ”

Thematic areas and 
topics of discussion
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2. Sustainable Food systems
IHR covers 17% of the total geographic area of India and supports 4% of
the country’s population. Of this about 70% of IHR population is rural and
thus agrarian. Farming in the hills and mountains was traditionally for
subsistence, especially as part of the communities’ food system. However,
this has changed over the years to more commercial or cash crop farming
to enhance the livelihoods of mountain communities.

Agriculture in the mountains faces many challenges due to topography,
top soil erosion, monsoon dependence, small land holding access to
markets, lack of infrastructure (storage, transport), lack of mountain
friendly mechanization tools, crop depredation by wildlife and larger
issues of out migration, economic changes and youth aspirations. 
These are all exacerbated by the impacts of climate change leading 
to hydrometeorological incidents, long dry spells in winter, and natural 
disasters. The COVID 19 lockdown has added a series of challenges and
vulnerabilities to the existing situation in the IHR.

The IHR has a rich diversity of food cultures from cultivated, foraged and
pastoral agroecology which include culinary processes, preparation and
preservation. This diversity has provided nutritional security and livelihoods
to mountain people. However, mountain food cultures are fast eroding
with the onslaught of the food industry, globalisation and homogenisation
of food and taste. This has impacted the agrobiodiversity, traditional
knowledge and practices of food, loss of dietary diversity and nutritional
security. Dietary shifts that are highlighted by “packaged and processed
food markets have doubled in India with the overall per capita sales going
from USD 31.3 in 2012 to USD 57.7 in 2018” and have deep ramifications
on health and livelihoods across the IHR. This change is corroborated by

The Himalayan Clean-up data since 2018 which have consistently shown
that plastic packaging from food and drinks are the top trashed items.
Changing food trends are therefore not only resulting in poor health with
increasing consumption of nutrition deficient packaged food with excess
sugar and salt, but also the problematic plastic packaging leading to a
waste crisis in the mountains.

A food system approach in the IHR is essential to approach these issues
because poverty, isolation, remoteness, limited access to markets, services,
environment degradation, climate change impacts and more recently
COVID 19 pandemic make food and nutritional security of mountain
people of paramount importance. To ensure mountain people are in the
forefront of building back better it is imperative to have a sustainable food
systems approach in the mountains. Further, delving into the importance
of food security, safety and sovereignty, will identify urgent steps required
for conserving the rich food cultural landscapes of the IHR for Himalayan
resilience. 

Agriculture in the mountains faces many 
challenges due to topography, top soil 
erosion, monsoon dependence, small 
land holding access to markets, lack of 
infrastructure (storage, transport), 
lack of mountain friendly mechanization 
tools, crop depredation by wildlife and 
larger issues of out migration, economic 
changes and youth aspirations.

Thematic areas and 
topics of discussion

Pic:Chinmaya Shah
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Some of the mountain specific actions which are in line with the UN Food 
Systems Summit’s Action Tracks that can be prioritised for discussion in 
SMDSX could be:

a. Sustainable land use practices 
(Action Track 3: Boost Nature-Positive Production):
This include discussions on agroecological principles for farming in IHR,
conservation agriculture, land management techniques, sustainable
grazing practices and rangeland management practices, promoting
traditional and indigenous agricultural knowledge and practices

b. Diversification of livelihoods 
(Action Track 4: Advance equitable livelihoods):
This includes discussions sustainable agriculture practices (food and cash
crops and animal husbandry), value addition through processing of local
agricultural produce and developing niche products and certification
schemes

c.Policy coherence and inclusive participation in decision-making 
(cutting across all Action Tracks):

This includes mountain specific policies that coherently support food
system sustainability across sectors and create change for transforming
our food systems, inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in the IHR in moving
towards a sustainable food system focusing on women and youth.

d. Consumption patterns:
The Eat Right India campaign led by the Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India (FSSAI) already outlines clear regulatory, capacity
building, collaborative and empowerment approaches which need to
be brought into action. Appropriate mountain specific frameworks and
interventions have to be identified. These regulations must be intersected
with evolving waste management rules like EPR and ban of single use
plastics that closes the loop after consumption and how mountain needs
will be addressed is necessary.

A food system approach in the IHR is 
essential to approach these issues 
because poverty, isolation, remoteness, 
limited access to markets, services, 
environment degradation, climate 
change impacts and more recently 
COVID-19 pandemic make food and 
nutritional security of mountain people 
of paramount importance.

Pic:Roshan Rai
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3. Biodiversity and Ecosystems for human health
Biodiversity underpins ecosystem functioning and the provision of 
goods and services that are essential to human health and well-being. 
Ecosystems, including the food production systems are dependent on 
biodiversity elements which are part of the food chain, ecosystem services 
and function. Ecosystem services include food, clean air, fibre, fodder, 
fuel, and both the quantity and quality of fresh water, medicines, spiritual 
and cultural values, climate regulation, pest and disease regulation, and 
disaster risk reduction. Biodiversity is a key environmental determinant of 
human health; the conservation and the sustainable use of biodiversity can 
benefit human health by maintaining ecosystem services and options for 
the future.

The IHR is exceedingly rich in biodiversity. For instance 8000 species of 
flowering plants, (50% in India) with 675 edibles and nearly 1740 species 
of medicinal value are found here. These mountain ecosystems generate 
a diverse set of ecosystem services for human wellbeing. Areas with 
permanent snow cover and glaciers are sources of thousands of large 
and small rivers and also act as water reservoirs and serve upstream and 
downstream communities.

COVID 19 pandemic has shown the vulnerabilities of public health across 
the world due to unsustainable biodiversity management. According to 
the IPBES report at least five new diseases are emerging every year and 
any one of these can spread and become a pandemic like COVID 19. 
Large scale and intense exploitation of the environment leading to loss of 
biodiversity and degradation ecosystems are driven by land-use change, 
land degradation, agricultural expansion and intensification, urbanisation, 
wildlife trade and consumption. 

Disaster events set back communities from their development trajectory, 
affecting their well-being and in the long run threatening socio-ecological 
resilience. The IHR is a multi-hazard landscape with a history of catastrophic 
disasters with grave impacts on lives, livelihoods and assets. Development 
and defence infrastructure investments and land cover change and 
degradation play key roles in accentuating disasters that are further 
exacerbated by the climate. The indirect and long term socio-economic 
and ecological losses of disaster in the mountains go unaccounted and 
unaddressed and the weak social security infrastructure in the mountains 
are further challenged with disasters. Marginal communities face further 
setbacks. 

The above-mentioned conditions are further exacerbated by the 
widespread impacts of climate change and the IHR is one of the vulnerable 
areas for climate change impact. In the IHR the ongoing loss of biodiversity 
and ecosystems due to landscape transformations have the potential 
of leading to emerging disease risks. The mountain communities in IHR 
are already challenged by various issues mentioned above resulting in 
loss of economic and livelihood opportunities and health impacts due 
to loss of biodiversity and ecosystem degradation, further increasing the 
vulnerabilities. 

COVID-19 pandemic has shown the 
vulnerabilities of public health across the 
world due to unsustainable biodiversity 
management. According to the IPBES 
report at least five new diseases are 
emerging every year and any one 
of these can spread and become a 
pandemic like COVID 19. Large scale and 
intense exploitation of the environment 
leading to loss of biodiversity and 
degradation ecosystems are driven by 
land-use change, land degradation, 
agricultural expansion and intensification, 
urbanisation, wildlife trade and 
consumption. 

Pic:Kunga Tashi Lepcha
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In line with the IPBES workshop on Biodiversity and Pandemics some of the 
pertinent discussions for the SMDSX are:
 
a.Enabling mechanisms:
Discussions on ways to provide mountain specific policy-relevant scientific 
information on the links between human-animal and environmental health 
in order to lay the groundwork for implementing the One Health approach 
in the IHR region.

b.Mainstreaming One health:
Discussions on the possibilities of mainstreaming the One Health approach 
in different sectors in the mountains based on the specific requirements 
of the mountain states across the IHR. Since this approach requires cross-
sectoral coordination and co-operation this may also require discussions 
on new state policies, rules and laws for implementation which will be vital 
for discussions.
 
c.Restoration of mountain landscapes for biodiversity and ecosystems:
This will include discussions about the relationship between ecosystem 
degradation and restoration and landscape structure, and the risk of 
emergence of diseases. Discussions could also include opportunities to 
build on the NDC targets as well as the LDN targets that India is committed 
to and how these opportunities can be made relevant in the IHR. 
 
d.Indigenous knowledge and traditions:
Discussions on the available indigenous knowledge, traditions and 
practices that conserve biodiversity and ecosystems and thus reduce risks 
of emerging pandemics.
 
e.Identification of critical knowledge gaps:
While there is an ever-growing evidence on the links between nature 
and human health there is dearth of knowledge on the links between 
biodiversity and human health especially in understanding of the range 
of pathways through which biodiversity can influence human health. 
Discussions could include case studies, best practices and narratives on 
this interconnectedness. 
 
f.Disasters and health:
Disaster risk reduction and One Health that looks at the interconnectedness 
of disaster with human, animal and environmental health is much 
needed. How does this synergise in the existing framework of the Disaster 
Risk Reduction cycle and the institutional mechanisms that exist in the 
mountains are critical to be explored. How does the notion of disaster 
expand to address zoonosis especially when the pandemic management 
was undertaken under the Disaster Management Act all need to be 
discussed.

Biodiversity is a key environmental 
determinant of human health; the 
conservation and the sustainable use of 
biodiversity can benefit human health 
by maintaining ecosystem services and 
options for the future.

Photo: Pradeep Pande
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4. Governance that promotes One Health
The process of institutionalising and mainstreaming One Health is what will 
manifest as an extremely relevant lens to reality and in the everyday lives 
of people and communities. While we do have clearly defined and strong 
institutional mechanisms, this in itself is a challenge to synergistic and 
multi-disciplinary approaches. 

The Indian Himalayan Region has a rich institutional tradition of 
governance that has brought together people and the land under 
management regimes and norms as well as taken forward demands of 
greater environmental stewardship. Local self-governance of the PRI, ULBs 
Autonomous Councils and traditional institutions play an important role in 
the development pathways of the communities. These empowered local 
self-government institutions offer great opportunities for the actualisation 
of One Health at a local level as they are already spearheading many key 
Acts and Missions. Convergence the “buzz” word makes it possible to go 
beyond sectoral silos which is the key to the One Health approach.

Some of the pertinent discussions for the SMDSX will be:
 
a.Creating a cross sector learning environment for One Health:
This includes discussion on mechanisms for specialised departments with 
domain experts to learn from environments that address issues with an 
interdisciplinary and holistic approach.

b.Institutional analysis for One Health implementation:
This will include discussions on the need to critically analyse institutions 
and gaps in terms of inclusion, equity, sustainability and long-term vision. 
Issues of capacities, leadership, empowerment, resource allocations and 
devolution. 
 
c.Identifying and filling critical gaps for mainstreaming:
This will include discussions on the issues of gap in science, policy and 
knowledge transfer for the mountains regarding One Health. This will help 
streamlining buzz/popular words like “convergence” and “synergy” to move 
towards praxis. 
 
d.One Health and local self-government:
This will include discussions on opportunities and challenges of 
mainstreaming One Health in the local self-government institutions. 
Discussions will also include best practices, experiential learning and critical 
feedback of grassroots democracy in One Health approach. Understanding 
how these  can be translated into actions will be critical for this sub-theme.The Indian Himalayan Region has a rich 

institutional tradition of governance that 
has brought together people and the land 
under management regimes and norms 
as well as taken forward demands of 
greater environmental stewardship.

Pic :IPR
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The youth representatives of the IHR will be an integral part of the SMDSX 
discussions. A special concluding session will be facilitated to collate the 
voices of the youth that will be integrated into the concluding valedictory 
session. A series of youth-led pre-summit events will be organized across 
the IHR for contextual and deeper reflection on the subthemes. 

Indian
himalayan
youth
summit

4th

Pic: Sonam Tashi
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Food is central to our existence. It embodies our history, culture, values, 
lifestyle and beliefs. The food cultures of the IHR have evolved as a result of 
traditions, traditional knowledge, ethnicity, climatic conditions, access and 
availability of food crops, religion, food taboos and socio-economics of 
each region. 

There is immense diversity of food cultures in the IHR that include 
productions and foraging systems, cuisines, preservation traditions, 
cooking practices and recipes. Food in the IHR is changing due to changing 
agriculture patterns, impacts of markets, policies and consumption 
patterns. 

The Photography contest aims to capture this diversity of food systems, the 
transitions that are taking place and ongoing efforts to transform/revive 
mountain food cultures that are nature friendly, diverse, regenerative and 
nutritious.

Pic: DHI
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A highlight of the Sustainable Mountain Development Summits is the 
Mountain Legislators’ Meet that brings together elected representatives 
of the IHR states to discuss relevant issues. This SMDSX too shall bring 
together legislators from the IHR states to discuss on One Health with a key 
focus around plastic pollution and its impacts thereof to lead to a policy 
recommendation on plastic waste specifically for the mountains. 

Mountain
Legislators’ 
Meet/////2021
Darjeeling - kalimpongPi
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www.mountaininitiative.in

Facebook Instagram Twitter Linkedin

http://www.mountaininitiative.in
https://www.facebook.com/Darjeeling-Himalaya-Initiative-105561488035725
https://www.instagram.com/darjeelinghimalayainitiative/
https://twitter.com/darjhimalaya
https://www.linkedin.com/in/darjeeling-himalaya-initiative-041792215/?originalSubdomain=in

