India’s Rising Tides and Temperatures
by Matt McCann
Nov. 12, 2015 – Jordi Pizarro had hardly reached the muddy banks of Ghoramara Island, when he stumbled across a family struggling to hold up the dikes that protected their rice paddy from the Bay of Bengal’s brackish waters.
“The sea wall broke, and all the seawater came in,” he recalled.  “It was a big shock for me, to see how powerful the nature is in front of me.”  That family lost everything, their freshwater paddy submerged and ruined.  When neighbors offered a patch of land to build another house, they, too, were routed by flooding; their land, too, deluged by seawater.  “It’s improvised fighting,” Mr. Pizarro said, “and nature always wins.”
Ghoramara is one of a few islands that sit at the mouth of the Hooghly River, a tributary of the Ganges, about 90 miles south of Kolkata, India.  Ghoramara and its sister islands are vanishing, as satellite images show their shoreline borders shifting, shrinking and sinking with the waters.  Its people subsist on rice and fish.  They are so impoverished, they fish by casting nets from the land, because they can’t afford boats.  They are hardly the culprits of climate change, but the first to feel its ravages.  Censuses in 1991 and 2001 showed a population of 5,000, but those numbers are sure to erode, as Ghoramara’s villages retreat farther and farther to the center of the island.
“To be honest,” Mr. Pizarro said, “I think maximum there are 1,000 people.  I think they have some money they can take from the Kolkata government, but there are very few people living there.”
Mr. Pizarro, who is Spanish, is based in New Delhi.  He first went to India 3 years ago to photograph the colorful Kumbh Mela festival, a Hindu pilgrimage that is a photographer’s feast, all colors, saffron, ash and multitudes.  “My first trip was amazing for me and for photography,” Mr. Pizarro said by phone from Barcelona, where he had just recovered from a bout of typhoid contracted in India.
His photographic explorations soon turned from religious subjects to more earthly topics — the environment and its effect on peoples.  In setting his sights on Ghoramara, he found a sort of canary in a coal mine for climate change.  It has been widely reported that India is particularly vulnerable to the hazards brought on by a warming planet.  Within the subcontinent, Ghoramara is one of the most vulnerable communities.  But it is one among many, and climate change is one of many environmental hazards.
“I think it’s not only about this issue,” Mr. Pizarro said.  “They have these big boats coming from Bangladesh” — shipping routes bring in tankers that stir up and displace the waters that surround the Bay of Bengal — “and the monsoons are not helping.”
“The people told me, it’s about global warming,” he said.  They were not unaware that their Sisyphean predicament had implications that reached far beyond the mouth of the Hoogly.
Mr. Pizarro got along with his hosts — he described them as “super nice” — and fell in love with the place.  “It’s very, very beautiful — the landscape, the trees, the animals, the snakes, the cows,” he said.  He slept in residents’ homes, and he made them spaghetti.
One man told Mr. Pizarro the story of a dead horse, from which his photo project gets its name.  That man was born on Lohachara Island, which is next to Ghoramara and has been submerged for decades.  Sometimes it’s referred to as the first island claimed by climate change.  He said that Ghoramara was once home to Bengal tigers, one of which killed a British settler’s horse.  The discovery of that dead horse, as Mr. Pizarro recounted, lent the island its name: Ghoramara means “dead horse” in Bengali.
Although it is tempting to liken the conversation about global environmental issues to flogging a dead horse, the conclusions seem foregone.  The damages seem irreversible.  The challenges seem insurmountable.  It’s like keeping rising ocean water from salinating a freshwater rice crop.  Vested interests and relatively short-term economic concerns cloud the thinking about what and how much can be done on what scale.
As attention turns to the United Nations climate change conference that begins at the end of this month, there is enough pessimism to go around.  While the leaders of nations rich and poor descend on Paris armed with their briefs, reports and analyses, those who remain on Ghoramara, 9,000 miles away, will be fighting the rising tides.
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