Sanjiv.Shankaran @timesgroup.com

Chennai on December 4
and 5 experienced its
seventh devastating
flooding in the last
50 vears triggered by
cyclonic activity, It has
drawna comparison with the 2015 floods,
which claimed 289 lives and inundated
over twomillion houses.

It’s too early to properly gauge the
severity of the current flooding but
anecdotal evidence suggests it may be
more severe in intensity than what the
city experienced in 2015.

Michaung’s pounding | IMD’s data
showed that in the 48 hours between
Sunday and Tuesday mornings, the
rainfall in the Chennai sub-division was
39.5cm, over 19 times the normal.

The rainfall over the last few days
has reversed the northeast monsoon’s
trend. Between October 1and November
29, there was rainfall deficiency of
21%. By Tuesday morning, it had
turned to an excess rainfall of 54%.
This gives a sense of the deluge over
the last few days and the pressure on
the city’s infrastructure.

Plans on paper | The city receives about
60% of its annual rainfall between Octo-
ber and December. On paper, Chennai’s
hydrological layout has a semblance of
order. Three relatively shallow rivers
cut through the Chennai Metropolitan
Area (CMA) and flow into the Bay of
Bengal.

Connected water bodies | The three
rivers are linked by a navigation canal.
Finally, three large storage tanks that
supply drinking water to the city have
outlets to the rivers and surplus water
can bedischarged into them.

Supplementing these water bodies is
the Pallikaranai marsh in the southern
periphery that plays a critical role in
regulating the storage and release
of water.
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Our Cities: That Sinking Feeling

Chennai’s flooding comes on the heels of Delhi’s, Ahmedabad’s, Bengaluru’s and Mumbai’s. India will
soon be the world’s third largest economy but must it also have third-rate urban infrastructure?

Times are changing | Earlier floodings
have already showed that the plans on
paper remain just that. The challenge,
not just Chennai’s authorities, but all
Indian cities now face is that there’s
an increasing incidence of extreme
weather events in the country.

The Global Climate Risk Index,
which captures data on the impact of
extreme weather events, showed that
the risks facing India have increased
recently. In the decade ended 2021, on
seven occasions India was ranked
among the top 10 countries exposed to
maximum risk.

Riskier Chennai | Coming to rainfall, an
IPCC report based on a study of the
Indian monsoon for over a century
concluded that extreme rain events have
become more pronounced after 1950.
Among major Indian cities, Chennai
faces a relatively higher level of risk.
A report by the Council on Energy,
Environment and Water, ranks Chennai
among the country’s hotspots for both

extreme flood events and cyclones.

Urban chaos undermines plans | Chennai,
like other Indian cities, has a life
parallel to the carefully designed plans
of its authorities. Of course, this can
happen only through their connivance.

The 2015 floods catalysed a perfor-
mance audit of the relevant state
government institutions by CAG. Some
of the main flaws flagged by the report
are very much present even now.

Encroachment raj | For example, CAG
pointed out that encroachments of
water bodies had a devastating effect.
Once again, on paper, the state govern-
ment is aware of the problem and has
acted. A law was passed in 2007 to
safeguard tanks from encroachments.
The 2015 floods showed that after the
passage of the law, these encroachments
kept increasing.

One can be sure, a post-mortem
this time will show that water bodies
have further shrunk over the last

eight years.

Disappearing wetland | If there’s one
change that encapsulates the dubious
choices authorities in Chennai and
other cities often make, it’s the state of
the Pallikaranaimarsh.

This wetland in CMA measured
about 5,000 hectares in 1975. By 2016, it
had shrunk to 695 hectares.

What's unique is that it's not just
illegal encroachments that squeezed
this wetland.

Money can’t buy safety | In a manner
reminiscent of what happened to the
Mithi river in Mumbai, Pallikaranai’s
shrinkage was partly on account of a
conscious decision to allow the informa-
tion technology industry to set up
infrastructure in the area. Along with it,
came many gated communities that are
often inundated by heavy rainfall.

As Bengaluru's upper echelons of
the technology ecosystem found out last
year, expensive investments are washed
away when urban planning ignores
common sense.

The state government has estimated
that between 2001 and 2015, Pallikaranai
witnessed a drop of 70% in its water
retention capacity.

False choices overdevelopment | Chennai’s
floods this year extracted a severe econo-
miccost. Notonly wereairandraillinks to
the city disrupted, work stopped in many
places including factories. It will take a
while to assess the insurance claims
for property damage. Inevitably, a lot of
people will end up bearing the cost of
repairsoutof their pockets.

It exposes the senselessness of deci-
sions from the Himalayas to the coasts
in assessing environmental risks when
permitting the construction of infrast-
ructure and residences.

The false binary between development
and environment won't prevent India from
soon becoming the world’s third largest
economy. But we will continue to suffer
from third-rate urban infrastructure.
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Cyclone Michaung
crosses Andhra coast,
claims 12 lives in Chennai

Leaves trail of deluge and disruption

A rickshaw puller wades through flooded road aofter heavy rainfall
owing to Cyclone Michaung, in Chennai, on Tuesday PTI

MPOST BUREAU

CHENNAI/ AMARAVATI/
BHUBANESWAR/ HYDER-
ABAD: Severe cyclonic storm
Michaung made landfall cross-
ing south Andhra Pradesh coast
between 12.30 pm and 2.30 pm
on Tuesday leaving its maxi-
mum fury to be felt on Monday
in Chennai and adjoining areas
in neighbouring Tamil Nadu.
Southern districts of Odisha
and eastern Telangana continue
to be on alert.

At least 12 people lost their
lives in various rain-related
incidents in and around Chen-
nai even as personnel on fish-
ing boats and farm tractors
were engaged in rescuing
stranded people in the city on
Tuesday. The city and adjoin-
ing districts faced relentless

rains on Monday as Michaung
loomed over the north coastal
areas of Tamil Nadu.

Odisha’s southern districts
too received rains on Tuesday
in the wake of severe cyclone
Michaung. Authorities have
deployed five teams of ODRAF
(Odisha Disaster Rapid Action
Force) and eight teams from
the fire service department for
rescue operations in the five
southern districts - Malkan-
giri, Koraput, Rayagada, Gaj-
apati and Ganjam - the state’s
Special Relief Commissioner
(SRC) Satyabrata Sahu said.

Michaung crossed
near coastal south Andhra
Pradesh’s Bapatla district with
maximum gales of up to 90
to100 km per hour, an Ama-
ravati Meteorological Centre
official said Continued on P4
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adding that the weather
system was to move north-
wards and weaken into a
cyclonic storm in the two
hours after landfall.

The landfall phenomenon
lasted around three hours.

After being pounded by
rains the whole of Monday,
Chennai witnessed some
respite on Tuesday even as
the city struggled to cope
with large scale water log-
ging, power cuts and disrup-
tion in mobile services.

Apart from the 12 per-
sons who had lost their lives,
eleven others, who sustained
injuries in rain-related inci-
dents, were receiving treat-
ment in various hospitals,
officials said.

Several District Disas-
ter Response Teams (DDRT)
were formed to carry out
relief work in all rain-affected
areas across Chennai. The Air
Force Station, Tambaram and
the Navy joined the rescue
and rehabilitation works.

Two helicopters were
pressed in for service in rain
affected areas while Navy’s
divers, swimmers and inflat-
able boats ventured into the
operation.

Tamil Nadu Chief Minis-
ter MK Stalin said on Tues-
day morning that across the
nine affected districts, includ-
ing Chennai, a total of 61,666
relief camps were established.
Approximately 11 lakh food
packets and one lakh milk
packets have been distributed
so far, he said.

The Chennai Corporation
has brought in 5000 workers
from other districts for flood
mitigation works in the city.
These workers utilised farm
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flooded areas for rescue oper-
ations and distributing relief
materials.

Tamil Nadu Chief Secre-
tary Shiv Das Meena said on
Tuesday evening that 80 per
cent of power supply and 70
per cent of mobile networks
have already been restored.

Das told reporters that
there were 42,747 cell phone
towers in Chennai of which
70 per cent were currently
operational. The rest of the 30
per cent was not operational
due to lack of power, he said.

Schools and colleges will
remain closed in and around
Chennai on Wednesday, he
added.

Air services that were sus-
pended to and from Chennai
airport on Monday, partially
resumed on Tuesday with
domestic and international
flights landing and taking off
albeit with delays reported on
some sectors.

A Southern Railway press
release stated that they were
trying to resume all train ser-
vices to and from Chennai
by Wednesday. The services
from and to Chennai were
completely shut down on
Monday. Before its landfall,
at many places in the coastal
districts of southern Andhra
Pradesh, Michaung left a trail
of inundation, eroded roads,
overflowing canals, swollen
streams and ponds, includ-
ing submerging thousands of
acres of fields of crops in the
agrarian state,

Andhra Pradesh Chief
Minister Y S Jagan Mohan
Reddy held a review meet-
ing to take stock of the severe
cyclonic storm on Tuesday
and assessed its impact and
relief measures. The CM
instructed officials to effi-
ciently distribute food rations
deploying the ward and vil-
lage volunteer system. He
sanctioned Rs 22 crore for
immediate relief efforts.

‘The state government
set up helplines in the
affected districts: Bapatla
(8712655881), Guntur (0863
2234014), Krishna (08672
25272), NTR (0866 2575833),
Chittoor (9491077356),
Kadapa (08672 23272),
Visakhapatnam (0891
2590100) and Tirupati (0877
2236007), among others.

Departmental helplines
include Police (100, 112) and
Fisheries (9390125477). In
Anakapalli district, 52 reha-
bilitation centres have been
set up and arrangements
made to accommodate more
than 60,000 people.

A holiday has been
declared for schools in Eluru
district.

In the wake of the severe
cyclonic storm, several paddy
fields were inundated at
Sarvepalli in Nellore district.
Special officer Hari Kiran
went to observe Sarvepalli
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some affected places in Nel-
lore town.

Meanwhile, Telangana
government directed the
Collectors of districts where
heavy rain is forecast due to
Michaung to be on alert and
said NDRF teams were being
sent to two districts. Chief
Secretary Santhi Kumari
held a tele-conference with
the Collectors of Bhadradri-
Kothagudem, Khammam,
Mulugu, Hanmakonda,
Warangal, Jangaon, Mah-
bubabad and Suryapet dis-
tricts in the wake of the
Meteorological Department’s
warning that there is a pos-
sibility of moderate to heavy
rains in North and South
Telangana districts due to the
impact of the severe cyclonic
storm Michaung.

The Chief Secretary
instructed them to be on
alert as there is a possibil-
ity of heavy rains in various
parts of the state on Decem-
ber 5 and 6, an official release
said.

Appropriate measures
should be taken in accor-
dance with the protocols to
be followed in case of heavy
rains and floods, she said,
adding that National Disas-
ter Response Force (NDRF)
teams are being sent to
Bhadradri-Kothagudem and
Mulugu districts.  WITH AGENCY
INPUTS
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