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NGO to hold ‘Walk for Yamuna'

BiJENDRA AHLAWAT

THIHUNE N EWS SEVICE

FARIDABAD, DECEMBER 3
KBS, a non-governmental
organisation, will organise a
*Walk for Yamuna' campaign
to highlight the rising water
pollution and need to dean the
Yamuna rniver passing through
Faridabad and Pabwal

The campaign, involving a
T5km walk, will start from
the Delhi border on Decem-
ber 17 and conclude at
Hasanpur in Palwal district
on December 23, it has been
revealed.

Dr Shiv Singh Rawat, a
retired Superintending Engi-
neer in the Irrigation Depart-
ment of Harvana, said the
walk not only aims at
addressing the issue of river
contamination, but also
focuses on highlighting the
need to take effective meas-
ures on the basis of the avail-
able technology and related
aspects. Rawat said the dnve
is expected to create aware-
ness among masses and the
need tolaunch a suitable plan
inorderto save the niver from
further contamination.

To tackle rising water
pollution in Fbad

He said the river urigates
around 3,66,223 sq km basins
in the region and fulfills the
drinking water needs of
around 128 million people,
comprising over 70 percent of
the supply needs of Delhi's
National Capital Region,
“Unfortunately, with an
increase in the population
and industralisation, it has
emerged as one of the most
polluted riversinthe country,
owing to the release ofindus-
trial effluents, municipal
sewage, untreated solid waste
(plastics, bottles, polythene
bags, religious items, dead
bodies) and agricultural
runoff (fertilizers and pesti-
cides) from the cities and
towns located on its banks,
making it a highly polluted
dmain,” heclaimed.

This has not only adversely
affected the aquatic life but
also resulted in increased
health risks such as cancer in



RAIv MAHAJAN

NURPUR, DECEMBER 3

The Supreme Court had on
February 14, 2000, imposed
a ban on all non-forestry
activities in wildlife sanctu-
aries across the country but
some habitual offenders are
ploughing land surround-
ing the Pong Dam Wetland
in Kangra district to sow
rabi crops.

As per information, these
politically influential offend-
ers have ploughed land
falling under the jurisdiction
of the Nagrota Surian
wildlife range.

Meanwhile, thousands of
exotic migratory birds have
thronged the wildlife sanctu-
ary these days. All human
activity like cultivation of land
there is considered detrimen-
tal to winged guests.

The Union Government
had in 1999 notified the Pong
Dam wetland area spread
over around 300 sq km asa
wildlife sanctuary under the
Indian Wildlife Act 1972,
Over one lakh migratory
birds visit the wetland dur-
ingthe winter every year. It is
alleged that farmers, who
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Despite SCban, land around Pong Dam
being cultivated; green activists flagissue

Court had banned non—forestry actl\nty in mldlrfesanctuanes in Feb 2000

Land of Pong Dam Wetland being culhvated |Ilega Hy near Jawalt

ACTIVITY HARMFUL FOR WINGED GUESTS

=Offenders have ploughed &

land falling under the
jurisdiction of the Nagrota
Surian wildlife range.
Thousands of exotic

migratory birds have
thronged the wildlife sanc-
tuarythese days.

mAll human activity like
cultivation of land there

is onnsldered detrimen-
talto winged guests.

= 0ver one lakh migratory
birds visit the wetland dur-
ing the winter every year.

= Environmentalists have
been raising the issue of
illegal cultivation with
the Wildlife Department
for the past several years

illegally cultivate this fertile
land, used to poison migrato-
ry binds to save their crops.
Environmentalists have
been raising the issue of ille-
gal cultivation with the
Wildlife Department for the

past several years after the
Supreme Court’'s order
imposing the ban. Milkhi
Ram Sharma, a noted envi-
ronmentalist, has been
engaged in a crusade
against illegal cultivation in

the wetland area since 2015.
He has filed a civil writ peti-
tion (CWC) in the Himachal
High Court, seeking direc-
tions to the state govern-
ment to stop the cultivation
of land. He lamented that
the wildlife wing of the For-
est Department. whichis the
custodian of the Pong wet-
land area, has failed to check
this illegal activity.

Sharma said that the
Himachal High Court, in
July last year, had directed
the state wildlife authorities
to stop illegal cultivation in
the wildlife sanctuary area.
“If the Wildlife Department
doesn't take strict measures
to stop illegal activities in the
wetland's wildlife sanctuary
area, 1 will file a contempt
petition in the High Court
against the authorities con-
cemed,” he wamed.

Meanwhile, Pavinder
Kumar, Officiating Range
Officer of Nagrota Surian,
says that after getting infor-
mation about illegal cultiva-
tion in the wetland area, he
sent a team of field staffto the
spot, Anyone found involved
in illegal cultivation would
face action as per the law.
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DAMNED BY OUR DAM
AS SAFETY ISSUES SWIR

Sindhu Bhattacharya
feedback@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

twasthe intervening night of 3 and 4-

October. Mostresidents of Chungth-

angwere deep insleep when asurge of

water in the Teesta river triggered

flash floods that laid waste to the set-
tlementinnorth Sikkim—home toaround
4,000 people.

Whenofficials took count of the devas-
tation, as many as 42 people had been
killed in the Teesta basin, and 77 missing
and presumed dead. Thousands had been
displaced. Those who escaped did so with
just the clothes they were wearing; they
had no time to salvage anything else.

The hydropower dam over the Teesta
was destroyed and the associated
1,200MW Teesta-IIT hydropower project
submerged by the swirling waters in the
disaster that rekindled an old debate: how
safeare India’s dams?

Expertsblamed what they calla Glacial
Lake Outburst Flood, or GLOF, in the
South Lhonak lake, for the disaster.

Glacial lakessit atop or below a melting
glacier and as they grow larger, they
become more perilous. They are blocked
by ice or sediment of rock and debris, and
if the boundary breaks, waters surge
down the mountains, flooding down-
streamareas. This phenomenon s known
as GLOF.

It’s not as if the authorities had been
caught totally unawares. As far back as
2015, glaciologist Anil Kulkarni had
warned the Sikkim governmentabout the
formation of a lake in the South Lhonak
glacier, which had been melting rapidly,
andsuggested that an early warning sys-
tem be putin place to avert adisaster.

Kulkarni, ascientist at the Divecha Cen-
tre for Climate Change in Bengaluru-
based Indian Institute of Science, was
co-authorofa paper that highlighted high
risk posed to many settlements along
Chungthang valley because of the con-
struction of a hydropower dam over the
Teestariver.

“The state government officials were
part of this investigation and attempts
were made to take some action to prevent
adisaster. An early warning system was
also installed,” Kulkarni said.

Obviously, this early warning system
didnot work on the night of 3-4-October.

A statement by the National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA) said
excess rainfall, besides the GLOF, trig-
gered the disaster. Sikkim has10% or 750
of the country’s glacial lakes and 25 have
been assessed to be at risk of GLOF.

The NDMA statement spoke of mak-
ing assessments at two such lakes in Sep-
tember this year to develop an early
warning system.

DEBATE ONDAMS
et'sdelve deeperinto the issue of dam
safety.

Muchofthe 1980s and 1990s had been
consumed by protests over the Russian
(Soviet)-aided Tehri dam in Himalayas
wheresome expertswarned thatan earth-
quake with the force 0f 10,000 Hiroshi-
ma-size atom bombs was waiting to strike,
and the Sardar Sarovar dam in Gujarat.

The Sardar Sarovar dam, a part of the
Narmada Valley project, became a centre
of controversy because it meant displac-
ing 100,000 tribespeople and peasants,
sharecroppers and landless labourers
from their ancestral lands.

Indiais the third most
dammed country in the
world, with 6,138 large
dams in all. Any dam
higher than 15 metres
fromits deepest founda-
tionlevelis classifiedasa
large dam. If it has very
large storage, even a
10-metre high dam is
called large.

But despite so many
large dams, India has aratherpoorrecord
ofdamsafety. The country hasastagger-
ingly large number of ageing dams and
never has it decommissioned one so far.

Anoverwhelming 80% of India’s large
dams are over 25 years old and 234 are

Glaciologists have been
asking for detailed climate
impact studies and declaring
amountain regulation zone,
on the lines of a coastal

regulation zone.

The country has over 6,000 large dams. And a staggeringly large number of them are ageing
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presentation by S.K. Sibal, chairman of the
National Dam Safety Authority (NDSA).
The failure of the Machchu dam in Gujarat
in1979 was the worst,in which 2,000 peo-
ple perished.

According to the South Asia Network of
Dams, Rivers and People (SANDRP), an
informal network of organizations and
individuals working on issues related to
thewatersector, the Bharudpura dam on
Karamriver, a tributary ofthe Narmadain
Madhya Pradesh, faced adisasterafter the
dam was filled with water for the first time
in August 2022—erosion of the dam wall
wasreported.

And there have been multiple dam fail-
uresand dam- induced floods in Madhya
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. The
Hirakud-induced floods in Mahanadi
basin have affected several villages in
Odishaand Chhattisgarh. There have also
been several instances of unscientific
operation of dams.

Not just older dams,
most failures have actu-
ally involved “newly
builtdams, chiefly in the
first10 years,” according
toNDSA’s Sibal.

The Chungthang dam
was commissioned only
in2017. So, it wasn't age
that was responsible for
itscollapse.

CLIMATE CHECKS
he question is what can India do
about the problem?
Anil Kulkarni said that not just South
Lhonak Himalayan glaciers in general
I recedingand strict monitoring

o»erl()Oyem old, tothelatest
haredinap by the mini
try of jal shakti.

of lakes in states like Himachal Pradesh
and Sikkim was necessary.

Howare the 234-century-
safe? Are they safe in the first place? Some
areover 500 yearsold!

Cumbhum in Andhra Pradesh was built
in1500, making it the oldest in the coun-
try at about 523 years. The two dams in
Rajasthan, Swaroop Sagar and Udai Sagar,
were also built in the 16th century (1560
and 1585, respectively). The dam in Dha-
mapur (Maharashtra) is 423 years old;
dams on Magarpur and Pachwara Lake
(Uttar Pradesh) are of 1694-vintage.

There had been 42 dam failures in India
till September this year, according to a

Should hydropower
in the fragile Himalayan region at all?
“I have been recommendmg climate
inaddition to

expert and associate professor at Indian
Institute of Technology- Indore, said that
for GLOF hazards, the governmentshould
maintain “anupdated inventory of all lakes.”

Azam warned that existing lakes are
growing larger “and also new lakes are
developing asglaciersarereceding, leav-
ing depressions which are filled with melt-
water, leading to formation of new lakes or
lake growth. The inventory of glacier lakes
shouldbe updated every five years so that
we can estimate the water volumes in
theselakes.”

Now, perhaps a little wiser after the
north Sikkim disaster, the government
may lend an ear to the glaciologists’
renewed entreaties for detailed climate
impact studiesand declaringamountain
regulation zone, on the lines of a coastal
regulation zone, where large infrastruc-
ture projects would be regulated.

Kulkarni says the ministry of earth sci-
enceswasin the processofformingacom-
mittee to conduct a study of the climate
impactoflarge infrastructure projects in
the Himalayan region.

DISASTER-PROOF DESIGN
hould India build more dams, whether
for generating hydro power or for
otherneeds?

Azam says India is producing around
25,000MW energy from the dams on the
Himalayanriversalone, whichis around
65% of the total hydropower potential of
theserivers.

Itwill notbe easy to find an alternative
to ing the Hi rivers for

WHAT

A Glacial Lake Outburst Flood
in Sikkim, this October,
destroyed a hydropower
dam over the Teesta. It has
rekindled an old debate: how
safe are India’s dams?

[ ]

WHY

India has 6,138 large dams.
Despite so many large dams,
India has a rather poor record
of dam safety. There had been
42 dam failures in India till
September this year.
[ ]

NOW

None of the older dams have till
date been decommissioned,
whichis a controversial issue

since there are socio-economic

concerns. Dams create colonies
and economy around them.

mally designed for approximately 100
years of useful age. The functional life of

securing India’s energy needs. Dams are
also needed forirrigation and other water
security purposes.

So alongside evaluating the climate
impact of building new dams in ecologi-
cally sensitive areas like the Himalayan

1l

swith progressiveres-
ervoir reduc-
ing project benefits. There is no mecha-
nism to assess the viable lifespanand per-
formance of dams.”

‘The ministry also said no information/
recommendation from the dam owners

INDIA'S OLDEST

LARGE DAMS
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will help in standardizing dam safety prac-
ticesacross the country.

The official declined to provide any fur-
ther details of the steps taken to make
India’s large dams safe.

The parliamentary standing committee
has noted that some of the dams were over
300 years old and despite the Jal Shakti
ministry acknowledging that the lifespan
of adam is 100 years, none of the older
dams had been decommissioned till date.

1 th thdeadli

Th

o
theministry toapprise it of steps taken to
nudge state governments to decommis-
sion dams that have outlived their lifes-
pansand may pose severe threat tolife and
infrastructure.

HOTBUTTON ISSUE

In any case, decommissioning of dams
remains a controversial issue in India,

points out Ranjan Panda, a water activist

and convenor at Combat Climate Change

Network, India.

“For one, India’s water policy is domi-
nated by civil engineers who feel their
workcan pass the test of time. Policymak-
ing does not involve stakeholders from
diverse backgrounds, unlike in the US or
Europe,” he said.

Then there are powerful socio-eco-
rns that prevent dam decom-

“Dams create a new economy around
them. Coloniesdevelop around dams, mak-
ingitvery difficult mracounuy like IndJa to

mint
Source: Report of Standing Committee on Water
R missioning.
SARVESH KUMAR SHARMA/MINT
Il in October 2020.
DRIP aims to fully ‘rehabilitate’ 736 | shift

dams in 19 states by 2031. Rehabilitation
includes treatment forreduction of seep-
age through masonry, improvement in
dam drainage; treatment for cracking in
the dam, improvement in the ability to
withstand higher floods, etc.

Anov.her senior ministry official; sald that

region,acr ofd
has to be in-] bum speclal operating proce-

impact assessments for such projects. I
have said construction of hydropower sta-
tions in the Himalayan region should be
avoided but if unavoidable, then GLOF
assessment should be done beforehand
and mitigation measures should be built
into the project,” Kulkarni said.

Most often, this advice has been
ignored becauseit entails costs, headded.

d Farooq Azam,

ign that take care of even-
tualities like ﬂash floods.
Disasters and ageing dame notwith-

hasbeens itted for
ofany of their dams.

In fact, Sibal of CWC laid the entire
onusof ensuringsafety of India’s dams on
the state governments, public sector

was“closetotheF
heart”and that after decades of inaction, the
Narendra Modigovernment had broughtin
acomprehensive Dam Safety Act.

The Dam Safety Act of 2021 became

Mullaperiyar (Kerala) and Hirakud (Odisha)
damsare examples,” Pandasaid.

Inany case, decommissioning of dams
is a time-consuming and laborious pro-
cess. First, the government needs to con-
duct socio-economic and ecological
impactstudies and then earmark rehabili-
tation areas for the displaced people. Next
comesastrategy for building an alterna-
tive water resource to offer livelihoods to
the displaced population.

And nature has itsown way of evening

The government has never decom-

damin India but nature has.

tanding, India ha inplace | under and pr ies. effecl)ve from 30 December that year. | out things.
toassess the viablelifespan and perform- A Jal Shakti ministry s S on fficial the Act
ance of dams. referred to DRIP Iland DRIP IIT schemes p kfor

In y from 1§ which havel devised toent proper surveillance, i operation

parliament during ameeting of the parha—
mentary standing committee on water
resources, the Jal Shakti ministry said in
March this year: “Dams in India are nor-

safety oversight. DRIP is an acronym for
Dam Rehabilitation and Improvement
Project. The Cabinet Committee on Eco-
nomic Affairs approved DRIPIIand DRIP

and maintenance of all the large dams.
The Actalso provides for an empowered
institutional framework for dam safety,
both at thelevel of Centre and States and

The GLOF event at the Chungthang dam
over the Teesta has effectively meant
that this dam has been decommis-
sioned,” said Himanshu Thakkar, coor-
dinator of SANDRP.
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