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Along with better forecasts,
we need better monitoring
and reporting of actual
rainfall, water levels in
rivers and incidents of
landslides. More timely and
location-specific forecasts
that would enable the
disaster management
authorities to take the
necessary advance
actions would help.
Such emergency action
plans would follow only if
there is a functional,
accountable and
participatory disaster
management
mechanism in place.

HISmonth’s flood disastersin

two states distant from each

other — Kerala and Uttarak-

hand — have alot in common.
Both happened after the end of the
normal dates of the south-west mon-
soor. It was a repeat of earlier such dis-
asters in the respective states. In both
cases, there were reports by experts
warning about the disasters. The rain-
fall events were broadly along thelines
warned by the climate scientists. But
the states were ill-prepared to cope
with the situation. Inappropriate
human interventions worsened the
disasters in major ways. Disaster man-
agement seems to be absent from the
ground. In both cases, more precise
forecasts about the rainfall quantum
and location would have helped.

Over 250 people have lost their lives in
these floods in Kerala, Uttarakhand and
contiguous areas of Uttar Pradesh and
Nepal and the damage is likely to go past
Rs 10,000 crore. The disaster 1s also
extending to Sikkim and neighbouring
sub-Himalayan West Bengal areas. The
full scale of the disaster is stillunfolding,.
The floods have some unprecedented
aspects, but that cannot be any justifica-
tion for the lack of preparedness.

For example, the rainfall at a number
of locations has crossed recorded fig-
ures, including in Nainital, Mukteshwar,
Pantnagar and Pithoragarh. The river
water level crossed the highest flood lev-
els at many places, including Panchesh-
war, the Banbasa barrage, Ghat and Pali-
akalan (all four sites along the Sharda
river) and Deoprayas and Karanprayag
(both along the Alaknanda river). In
Kerala, the water level crossed the high-
est flood levels along the Manimala riv-
er in Kottayam district and along the
Kodiyar river in the neighbouring
Kanyakumari of Tamil Nadu.
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No lessons learnt from past flood disasters

[

ILL-PREPARED: NDMA's flood management norms remain unimplemented. REUTERS

Madhavan Rajeevan, former secre-
tary, Ministry of Earth Sciences, says
that there were clear forecasts of heavy
rains in Uttarakhand and Kerala, but
the absence of disaster reaction mech-
anisms at local levels, advanced land-
slide prediction systems and some
basic ground work of evacuation from
thelow-lying vulnerable areas resulted
in the loss of lives and properties.

Along with better forecasts, we need
better monitoring and reporting of
actual rainfall, water levels in rivers
and incidents of landslides. It was dis-
turbing, for example, to see that the
IMD's daily district-wise rainfall
report showed ‘no data’ for Bageshwar
and Pithoragarh districts of Uttarak-
hand on October 20 in the midst of the
disaster. Its river basin-wise reporting
ofrainfall has been persistently callous
and problematic for years, but the IMD
seems to be making no amends. It
needs to understand that reporting the
rainfall along hydrological units like
river basins and sub-basins is vital.

Moreover, more timely and location-
specific forecasts that would enable the

disaster management authorities to take
the necessary advance actions would
help. Such emergency action plans
would follow only if a functional,
accountable and participatory disaster
management mechanism is in place.

Such actions would include advance
water releases from dams, shifting of
vulnerable people from landslide-
prone areas, ensuring sufficient stock
and distribution of essential items.

In Kerala's flood disasters of 2018 and
2019, the inappropriate operation of
dams played a significant role, as it has
happened at many other places, includ-
ing Uttarakhand. But there is no trans-
parent or accountable mechanism in
place to either learn lessons from such
events or hold accountable those
responsible for such wrong operations.
Neither the Central Water Commission
(India's official flood forecasting body)
nor state water resources departments
are legally required to publicly display
the rule curves for dams and how the
actual dam operation compares with it.

By consistently ignoring the recom-
mendations of the Madhav Gadgil Pan-

el, Kerala politicians have ensured that
the state will continue to face disasters.

In fact, the CWC's flood forecasting
performance is pretty pathetic and it
is doubtful if it can contribute to
flood management, as also consider-
ing the lack of independent over-
sight or accountability.

The National Disaster Management
Authority did come out with some steps
for reservoir operations mentioned in
the flood management guidelines in
January 2008 and urban flood manage-
ment in September 2010, but the guide-
lines remain unimplemented.

It's been more than a decade since cli-
mate scientists have been telling us
how the rainfall is intensifying, their
timing and locations are changing, as
has also been clear from our experi-
ence over the years. In Uttarakhand,
scientists have recorded owver 7,500
extreme rainfall events since 2015. The
Himalayasare warming faster than the
average warming experienced across
the world. Snowlines are going up and
rainfall is increasing at higher alti-
tudes. Similarly, Kerala has faced the
third major flood disaster in four years.
The warming of the Arabian Sea has
led to a 52 per cent increasein the fre-
quency of cyclonic storms.

So, our disaster management plans,
mechanisms and governance should
have been prepared for this, but we
are far from prepared.

As part of better disaster governance,
we need to identify the vulnerable loca-
tions, assess their vulnerabilities and
prepare appropriate policies and plans.

One of the key steps has to be to
ensure that we do not increase the vul-
nerabilities of these locations by our
actions. All development projects and
plans that are increasing the vulnera-
bilities by the destruction of ecology

and land use change should be
reviewed and reversed.

We are, in fact, doing the opposite. We
are continuously increasing the disas-
ter potential of the vulnerable areas in
Kerala, Uttarakhand and elsewhere by
inappropriate interventions in the
name of development.

So, we continue to push disaster-
enhancing, unviable hydropower proj-
ects, build highways without assessing
impacts or looking for less damaging
options, continue with indiscriminate
and unsustainable mining, blasting,
deforestation, keep encroaching on river
beds and floodplains, and keep dump-
ing muck and waste into the rivers. All of
these are majorly contributing to
increasing the disaster potential of the
already vulnerable Himalayas and the
Western and Eastern Ghats.

It should be clear that the climate
change-induced disasters are taking a
heavytoll of society and econormy. We may
be good at saving people once the disaster
sets in, but we are pathetic in being pre-
pared to prevent avaidable disasters.

One of the things that can help is to
learn lessons from past disasters. For
that, a basic requirement is to institute
an independent assessment of each
such disaster which would tell us what
all happened during the disaster and
who played what role. Such a credible
objective assessment would also tell us
what lessons the disaster provides forus.

Do we have the benefit for such an
assessment of, say, the June 2013
Uttarakhand disaster or the 2018 Ker-
ala floods or, for that matter, any other
disaster? If not, how can we even start
the process of identifying the lessons
we can learn from a disaster? Till we
change this situation, we are possibly
destined to experience a repeat of the
worst kind of disasters.
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2,995 villages in Vindhya
region to get pure water

The Prime Minister Narendra Madi had launched ‘Her
Ghar Nl Yojana' (tap weter fo every housenold), for
Sonbhadra and Wirzapur in Vindhya region of Uitar
Praesh via videq conference in 2020, The scheme
worth Rs 5,555.30 crore is aimed at providing water to
aver 41 lakh villagers in bwo districts: ensuring waler
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6 bar Grar Nal' ojena
would help to achieve the
central and  state
qovernments objective of
providing clean water to the
people Iving in  rural
areas. §

Yogi Adityanath

Chief Minister, Utar Pradesh
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Ganga’s water quality
improved since 2014

68 of 97 locations compliant
with bathing standards

OUR CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI: Ganga’s water
quality has significantly
improved since 2014 with the
entire length of the river having
more dissolved oxygen than the
prescribed minimum level, and
68 out of 97 monitoring loca-
tions compliant with bathing
standards in terms of biochemi-
cal oxygen demand, a senior
official said.

In an interview to PTI,
National Mission for Clean
Ganga Director General Rajiv
Ranjan Mishra said 32 out of 53
locations monitoring biochemi-
cal oxygen demand (BOD) were
compliant with the primary
water quality criteria for bath-
ing in 2014, whereas in 2021
the total monitoring stations
increased to 97, out of which
68 monitoring locations were
found compliant with BOD cri-
teria for bathing.

BOD represents the amount
of oxygen consumed by bacte-
ria and other microorganisms.
The greater the BOD, the more
rapidly oxygen is depleted in the
stream, which means less oxy-
gen is available to higher forms
of aquatic life. Mishra said the
dissolved oxygen level of the
Ganga has also improved.

"At present, the entire
length of Ganga has more dis-
solved oxygen (DO) than the
prescribed minimum level of
5 mg/l. The river water qual-
ity has shown improvement
between 2014 and 2021," he
said. The water quality of

Ganga is assessed as per pri-
mary water quality standard
for outdoor bathing in terms
of dissolved oxygen (=5mg/L),
BOD (=3mg/L) and faecal coli-
form (FC) (=2500 MPN/100ml)
and (pH) (6.5-8.5).

Mishra said the steps taken
to improve the water quality
include abatement and control
of source pollution by establish-
ment or upgradation of waste-
water treatment plants for the
towns located on Ganga main
stem and its tributaries, con-
struction of crematoria, surface
cleaning activities, solid waste
management on the riverbanks
and floodplains and refrain-
ing trash from drains falling
into river Ganga by installa-
tion of trash racks at the mouth
of drains.

"The outcome of these proj-
ects has started showing sig-
nificant results and the water
quality of river Ganga will fur-
ther improve as more and more
projects are operationalised,"
he said. Mishra said in Uttara-
khand up to Haridwar, the river
is meeting class A criteria, which
is the highest level i.e., it meets
DO, BOD and EC criteria.

"The NMCG's efforts
towards cleaning of the river
have been targeted towards
meeting bathing quality crite-
tia for river water. Out of the 351
polluted river stretches identi-
fied by the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB) in India,
no stretch of river Ganga falls
in the top three priority catego-
ries," he said.
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Lessons in facing rising water along Mullaperiyar

Residents told of precautionary measures to be adopted if dam shutters are opened

= L . -

Safety measures: Officials of the Revenue Department and National Disaster Response Force
visiting houses on the banks of the Periyar, downstream of the Mullaperiyar dam, on Sunday.

A CORRESPONDENT
IDUEET

In the wake of the increasing
water level in the Mullaperi-
yar dam, officials of the Reve-
nue Department and the Na-
tional Disaster Response
Force (NDRF) visited houses
on the banks of the Periyar to
create awareness of the pre-
cautionary measures to be
adopted in case the shutters
of the dam are opened.

The team visited the hous-
esat the Inchikadu, Vikas Na-
gar and Manjumala areas of
the Periyar village which are
on the downstream of the
dam.

An official of the Revenue
Department said it was to
create awareness and inform
them of the steps that would
be adopted by the authori-
ties.

The team cleared doubts
regarding the opening of the
dam and the steps taken by
the Government. The NDRF

was led by team commander -
T. Rajan. ]

Water level in the Mullape-
riyar dam reached 136.85 ft !
on Sunday. |

Tamil Nadu issued the first
warning regarding the open- :
ing of the dam on Saturday :
when the water level :
reached 136 ft. The maxi- :
mum water level is 142 ft. Ta-
mil Nadu was drawing water
at 2,200 cusecs while there :
was an inflow of 2,900 cu-
secs on Sunday. ‘

Steady at Idukki
Meanwhile, the water level at
the Idukki dam was almost :
stagnant at 2,398.26 ft on
Sunday. ;

One of the shutters of the
Cheruthoni dam remained
open and the power genera-
tion was maximum at the :
Moolamattom power plant.
The full reservoir level is :
2,403 ft. The red alert level is :
2,398.31 ft. :
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