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How bad are the floods
in northeastern states?

By Abhishek Jha

Parts of all northeastern states have been affected by floods this monsoon season. But how bad is the situation?
Assessing the extent of floods is a long and complicated exercise . However, a part of this problem can be
simplified for the North-East since large parts of the populated region in these states are exposed to floods because
of overflowing rivers , or fluvial floods. This is different from pluvial floods, which are caused by poor drainage of
rainwater. Therefore, the water level in rivers can be a reasonable indicator of the severity of the hazard. Here is

what the data shows.

Which states have the most settlement area
exposed to fluvial floods?

This question is important because most data on floods (including
river-level data used in this analysis) is limited. We can understand
whether those gaps will affect our analysis if we know the
exposure to different kinds of flood hazards. This can be caloulated
from a study published in Nature last year: "Global evidence of
rapid urban growth in flood zones since 1285°. The study estimated
the settlement extent in areas exposed to once-in-100-years flood
events, with the most recent data availablie for 2015. This shows
that around 60% of the settlement area in Assam, Arunachsl

Pradesh. and Manipur is exposed to both kinds of floods. Thisarea
is 37% in Tripura; between 21%-24% in Meghalaya, Magaland, and
Sikkimy; and 9% in Mizoram. Of the overall exposed area, at least
half in all states is exposed to Fluvial floods, except Meghalaya and
Sikkim, This means that river levels can reasonably indicate the
severity of floods in most northeastern states. To be sure, the area
exposed to pluvial floods is larger in all states (due to urban
settiements) than those affected by fluvial floods, except in
Assam, Manipur, and Mizoram.

Share of settlement area exposed to once-in-100-years

flood hazards of different kinds (in %)
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How long have rivers been flowing over

danger mark in NE states thls monsoon?

The Central Water Commission (CWE)
displays water-level data for 221 stations
across the rivers of northeastern states.
However, only 53 stations have data fior
most of the June 1 -July 7 period and
hawe a warning or danger level specified:
36 stations in Assam, 10 in Tripura, three
each in Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim,
and one in Manipur. While Meghalaya
and Mizoram do not have such stations,
they also have relatively smalier
exposure to fluvial floods. Among the 53
stations with better data, the river
crossed the danger level at 31 stations
fiar at least one hour in the June 1-July 7
period. These stations make up 26 of 36
stations in Assam, three of 10 in Tripura,
and ome each in Manipur and Sikkim. The
worst affected is the Karimganj station
imAssam, where the Kushiyara river has
flown above the danger level for 538 of
the 858 hours under consideration.

The few Manipur, Sikkim, and Tripura
stations do not show promising trends
either. The Barak River was above the
danger mark for 111 hours at the
Chotabekra station in Manipur’s imphal
East district; Teesta for 56 hours at the
Melli station in Sikkim's Mamchi district;
and the Manu river for 47 hours at
Kurnarghat station Tripura’s Unakoti
district. To be sure, as the accompanying
maps show, even mare stations crossed
the warning level: 36 for at least one
hour and 34 for at least 24 hours,
Warning level was available for only 47
stations.
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How bad are Disasters due to rain
river levels this can extend to locations
monsoon as other than what the
against earlier? river data suggests

Any comparisan with the past reduces the One reason for this is the exposure of settlements to pluvial Floods.
number of stations with sufficient data, For Moreowver, most northeastern states are also reporting landshides,
example, only 36 of the 53 stations analysed Therefore, it is important to check the fraction of these states dealing
above have data for 5t least 75% of the hours with a large surplus of rain. This shows that for the lune 1-July 9
under consideration from June 1to July 7 in every period, at least half of Assam, Meghalaya, Nagaland, and Sikkim

year since 2020 1t is possible that there are fewer received excess of large excess rain, which is defined as 20% or mare
readings in some because there was no threat rain than the long period average or LPA {average rain during the
then. However, HT has used only the 36 stations 19711-2020 period). Such area also covers 25%-33% of Arunachal

with high coverage for ranking. This shows that Pradesh, Tripura, and Mizoram. There is no such region in Manipur, but
river levels crossed the warning or danger level only because the state flooded only in July .

for the longest duration this year since 2020 at 14 - = = -

of the 36 sst;atitms. These stations are 10 of the 12 Devlatln“ in rain fmm

stations in Assam,_ ane of two in Sikkim, and three 1971'2020 average

of seven in Tripura.

Distribution of stations by
hours spent over
warning/danger level in 2024

(June 1-July7 2024)

B Duration of crossing Other stations with
warning or danger data for at least 15%
level longest since hours of June 1-July 7
2020 for June 1~ July perind every year
T period since 2020
Deviation (35)
assam |RL] 12 - - 60
B -60 - -20
Tripura [JE] 7 C1-20-19
[J1a-59
Sikkim n 2 B 59 - 100
Arunachal S 00 - 200
Prad 1 Sowrce; CWC N -200

These numbers taken together highlight that the floods in north-eastern states this year are widespread and likely far from the norm. Rivers have
crossed the danger mark at almost 60% of stations where the mark is specified. The duration of crossing such danger/warning levels is also the
fongest in at least five years at 40% of stations. With excess rain, this threat from the river is likely to be accompanied with kand slides in hilly
terrain, making this a disastrous monsoon for northeastern states.



1/178188/2024

SUKRITABARUAH
GUWAHATI, JULY 10

TWO ANTI-dam activists from Arunachal
Pradesh were putin preventive detentionon
Monday, ahead of Union Power Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar's visit to the state,

The police claimed to have received re-
ports that the duo was “likely to attempt to
cause a public order issue”. The activists,
however, said that they simply wanted to
hand amemorandum to the minister regard-
ing the contentious proposed Upper Siang
Multipurpose Storage Project.

The Upper Siang project

The Upper Siang project is a proposed
11,000 megawatt hydropower project onthe
Siang river in the Upper Siang district of
Arunachal Pradesh.

The Siang originates near Mount Kailash
in Tibet, where it goes by the name of
Tsangpo. It traverses more than 1,000 km
eastward, before forming a horseshoe bend
around the towering Namcha Barwa peak,
and enters Arunachal Pradesh as the Siang,
Further downstream, in Assam, the river be-
comes the mighty Brahmaputra.

In 2017, the government proposed to re-
place the planned 5,500 MW Siang Upper
Stage-l and 3,750 MW Siang Upper Stage-Il
hydlel projects with a single, multi-purpose
project of higher capacity — the aforemen-
tioned Upper Siang project. Set to be built by
the National Hydroelectric Power Corporation
(NHPC), the project would entail the construc-
tion of a 300-metre high dam, the largest in
the subcontinent, when completed.

According toa November 2022 report by
the Central Electrical Authority, there are 29
hydroelectric projects (installed capacity of
over 25 MW)in the Siang river basin, witha
combined installed capacity of 18,326 MW.
The proposed Upper Siang project’s installed
capacity is roughly 60% of this figure.

Butmore than its hydropower potential,
the damis being projected as a strategic im-
perative to counter China's hydel projects on
the Tsangpo.

Officials have highlighted in particular the
plan fora 60,000 MW ‘super dam'in Tibet's
Medog county, right on the border with
Arunachal Pradesh. The super dam's installed
capacity is almost three times that of the
largest hydropower station on the planet —
the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze river
in China's Hubei province, It will be used to
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Mega dam, protest in Arunachal

Why are local people protesting against the proposed 11,000 MW hydropower project on the Siang river?
Project is seen as one of vital national importance, but there are significant environment concerns as well
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Asection of the river Siang in Arunachal Pradesh; (right) an anti-dam protest in
Parong in March. Facebook/PemaKhandu, Express photo

divert water to China's water-scarce north-
erm regions.

Officials have stated that the Upper Siang
project will act as a reservoir to counter the
effects of a potentially-reduced flow.

Environmental, social concerns

In the memorandum that three anti-dam
organisations — the Siang Indigenous
Farmers Forum (SIFF), Dibang Resistance,
and North East Human Rights — intended to
give Khattar, concerns regarding the project's
environmental and social impact are stated.

“Arunachal Pradesh already hosts nu-
merous dams, and our rivers have borne the
burden of hydroelectric projects for years.
The proposed Siang mega dam threatens our
ancestral abode that hosts delicate ecosys-
tems, wildlife habitats, and biodiversity,” the
memorandum states.

Activists are also concerned about the
communities that will be displaced due to
the project, which they say will submerge

more than 300 villages belonging to the Adi
tribe, including the Upper Siang district
headquarters of Yingkiong.

“Siang and all the tribal territories of the
state [have been the] Ancestral Heritage of
our people [for] 1000 of years. .. generation
after generation [has relied] on these rivers
for our livelihoods, cultural practices, and
sustenance, The proposed dam threatens our
way of life,” the memorandum says.

SIFF activist Gegong Jijong, resident of
Gette, one of the villages which could be im-
pacted by the project, spoke to The Indian
Express. “After all the villages in the valley
alongthe Siang are submerged... where will
we go? We can't go further uphill where
there is snow and ice... we also have to sur-
vive, There will be no farming, no gardens
there,” he said,

Earlier this year, while campaigning for
the Lok Sabha and state assembly elections in
Arunachal Pradesh, Chief Minister Pema
Khandu acknowledged people’s apprehen-
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sions about the project,and said that it would
go ahead “only with the people’s consent.”

Renewed push and resistance

Despite Khandu's reassurance, authori-
ties have seemingly hastened their pre-con-
struction activity, in turn increasing the ur-
gency among those resistingit. Senior NHPC
officials met with Arunachal Pradesh Deputy
Chief Minister Chowna Mein and others in
Itanagar on June 25 “regarding early com-
mencement of Siang basin projects”.

The Upper Siang district administration
has also called multiple meetings this year
to lay the ground for a pre-feasibility survey
in the areq, a preliminary analysis to assess
the probable cost of a project and its feasibil-
ity in a given area. The NHPC has chosen
three sites along the Siang — Ugeng, Dite
Dime and Parong — for its feasibility study.

The minutes of one such meeting called
last month state that people should coop-
erate with the government and “allow the
taking up of survey works for national in-
terest and area development”. The minutes
also state that the survey work is “likely to
be taken up shortly”. This meeting was
chaired by the District Collector, and at-
tended by the Suprintendent of Police, the
local MLA, and representatives of dam-af-
fected villages.

Authorities are in the process of launch-
ing a massive public outreach campaign in
the district to drum up support for the proj-
ect. The NHPC has sanctioned a Rs 325 crore
CSR package which will be used for the im-
plementation of livelihood schemes, as well
as the development of health, education, and
sports infrastructure. MoUs for these activi-
ties are currently being signed.

“Itis a project of major national interest
which asection of people is opposing. We are
holding public awareness activities to con-
vince them... There are a number of differ-
entactivities going on, and we are in the mid-
dle of enabling surveys for a pre-feasibility
survey,” Upper Siang DC Hage Lailang said.

Activists, however, are wary of framing
the project in national interest terms. They
are particularly concerned by a provision of
last year's Forest(Conservation) Amendment
Actwhich exempts from clearance the diver-
sion of forest land for strategic projects
within 100 km from India's borders.

“The portrayal of the Upper Siang dam as
anational security relevance projectis prob-
lematic, given the history of anti-dam resist-
ancein the region," activist Bhanu Tatak said.
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