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Man-made disaster

he land subsidence leading to wide cracks
in roads, homes and fields in Uttarakhand’s
temple town of Joshimath, a spiritual door-
way to the holy shrines in the Himalayas, is
the result of a man-made disaster. Unbridled con-
struction activity and commercialisation of the geo-
logically fragile region have resulted in an environ-
mental crisis. All developmental projects must be
halted and a comprehensive assessment of the envi-
ronmental impact must be undertaken immediately
to arrest further damage. Amidst growing alarm, over
4,000 people have already been evacuated from the
‘sinking’ town. In fact, scientists and geologists have
been sounding the alarm for decades. Way back in
1976, a panel, set up under the chairmanship of
Garhwal Commissioner Mahesh Chandra Mishra, had
recommended that major construction works should
not be carried out in the city and in the Niti and Mana
valleys as these areas are situated on moraines — a
mass of rocks, sediment, and soil transported and de-
posited by a glacier. Joshimath, a strategic pitstop for
the pilgrims bound for Badrinath, Kedarnath and
other temples, is located on the site of a landslide and
cannot support a high rate of building activity. The
location is also significant since the Army Canton-
ment here is close to the
China border. Despite the
warnings from experts, the
region has been witnessing
haphazard construction ac-
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tivity including, the hy- governments
dropower projects and the messed up with
widening of the national the environment
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Joshimath had faced disas-
ters in the past. The floods of 2013 and 2021 caused
major devastation.

A glacial lake-burst two years ago led to the loss of
204 lives, mostly migrants working on a hydropower
project. An Uttarakhand State Disaster Management
Authority (USDMA) study flagged that perennial
streams, snow in the upper reaches and highly weath-
ered rocks with low cohesive characteristics made the
area prone to landslides, a vulnerability further wors-
ened by several floods in recent years and bursts of
torrential and unseasonal rainfall. There are demands
from citizens and experts alike for assessment of the
rock strength, seismic microzonation of the town, re-
planning of its drainage system and rainwater outlets,
and even shelving an under-construction power proj-
ect. Joshimath is also prone to sinking due to tectonic
activity. That adds to the urgency of taking remedial
measures. Keeping in view the present crisis, there is a
need for mapping other hill towns facing a similar sit-
uation and a relook at the demand for the creation of
eco-sensitive zones in Uttarakhand’s valleys. The cri-
sis in Joshimath comes as a grim reminder of how suc-
cessive governments messed up with the environment
to an extent that it has become irreversible now. The
land subsidence in the region must be declared a na-
tional calamity and all developmental projects be
halted till a report by experts and environmentalists is
submitted on the issue.
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Delay in notlfymg Krishna award
major blow to K’taka, SC told

‘Infrastructure built at over

Rs 13k cr may deteriorate’

NEW DELHI, DHNS

arnataka, on Tuesday;
informed the Supreme
ourtthatithad already
invested Rs 13,321 crore for
infrastructure to utilise its
share of water in Krishna riv-
er basin area and any delay
in publication of final award

of the Krishna water dispute
tribunalwould bea major blow
tothestateasitsinfrastructure
will deteriorate.

“Karnataka has developed
infrastructure at a cost of Rs
13,321 crore andisina position
to urilise 75 tmeft of water out
of130mcftallocated toupper
Krishnaproject bythe Krishna

Water Dispute Tribunal-11, for
irrigating 50% of the planned
5.94 lakh hectares. Ifthewater
is notused, the infrastructure
may deteriorate on account
of various reasons, including
siltation and weed growth,”
senior advocate Shyam Di-
wan argued on behalf of Kar-
nataka. A bench of Justices
Suryakant and V Ramasubra-
manian started hearing Kar-
naraka’s plea fora directionto
the Jal Shakti ministrytoissue
notification of the final award
ofthe tribunal,
Theutilisation of 75 tmeft of
water requiresadvance prepa-
ration, which may take three

tofour months onthe ground.
Hence, an early hearing and
decision on Karnataka's plea
for publication of the award is
necessary, the statesaid.

The farmers in the re-
gion are eagerly waiting for
the release of water. These
areas lie in the chronically
drought-stricken area of the
Deccan belt. The entire com-
mand area is drought prone,
Out of seven districts of the
command area, four districts
- Kalaburagi, Yadgir, Raichur
and Koppal - are in special
need of economic upliftrent,
the counsel argued.

TheKrishna Water Dispute

Tribunal passedits final award
inNovember 2013.

Unthe Kaveri water dispute,
despite the pendency of peti-
tions questioning the alloca-
tions made by the tribunal, the
Supreme Court has allowed
the Jal Shakti ministry toissue
notificationofthe final award.

Since the situation is sim-
ilar'in the Krishna water
dispute, the Supreme Court
should issue directions to the
ministry to notify the final
award of the Krishna water
dispute at the earliest, Karna-
taka's counsel said. The argu-
mentsarelikelyto continue on

Wednesday.



jm

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

SHIMATH is sinking. Crver 600
houses have developed cracks.
Dozensz of families have been ren-
dered homeless. Some commer-

al buildings like hotels are precari-
ously leaning on each other. The town
located at 6,000 feet above sea level is
the gateway to the holy shrine of
Badrinath — one of the Char Dhams
— a5 well as the Sikh pilgrimage cen-
tre at Hembkund Sahib and the skiing
attraction of Auli. Joshimath forms
part of an ecologically sensitive zone
in the Himalayas. The geology of
these relatively voung mountains is
different from others and it varies a
great deal within the region. While
the nearby Hathi Parbat and Auli are
situated on stable rocks, Joshimath
liez on weathered and unsettled
boulders which form part of an
ancient landslide, This makes it a
landside-prone area and construc-
tion activities like blasting and tun-
nelling can disturb the ground.

Since 1870, when a large boulder got
detached from the hill and fell into the
Alaknanda river near Marwari, dozens
of scientific studies and expert com-
mittees have concluded that increased
construction activity and growing pop-
ulation pressure are responsible for
landslides and slips in this region, A
regsonable amount of construction
activity like rcads for local people,
water supply, drainage systems and
small hydropower for local consurnp-
tion is necessary and may be justified.
Successive governments, however,
have pushed bigger projects — high-
ways, hydropower, infrastructure
development and so on — with little
regard for environmental fallout.

It i= futile to blame nature, climate
change or local people for disasters,
like the one unfolding in Joshimath.
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Joshimath a policy disaster

Bigger projects being allowed with little regard for environmental fallout

A'LARI'MHG There is a deliberate dilution of EI"I'-'II'OI‘II‘I"IBHLH| I‘IOI‘I"I‘IS- for pmjects ll

When the PM and PMO are monitoring projects like Char
Dham, the buck should stop with them for the sinking.

These are all policy-led disasters made
in New Delhi, for the following rea-
sons. First, the unbridled support of
the Centre to large hydropower proj-
ects even after the 2013 Eedarnath
tragedy. It was clear that the high sed-
iment load in paraglacial zones was a
serious problem for the longevity of
the existing and under-construction
hydel projects in Uttarakhand. Given
this, a Supreme Court-appointed
expert group suggested that ‘the ter-
rain above the Main Central Thrust
(MCT) in general, and above the win-
ter snowline in particular, should be
kept free from hydropower interven-
tions,” In an affidavit in Decernber
2014, the Ministry of Environment,
Forests and Climate Change con-
curred that there was a direct and indi-
rect impact of hydropower projects in
the aggravation of the floods in 2013
and that ‘it is essential to demarcate
areas in the higher Himalayan region
that are naturally unstable® for
hydropower projects. The Ministry of
Water Resources too told the apex
court in 2016 that areview of such proj-
ects was essential to protect the safety
of people living in these areas. All
these affidavits from the ministries
have remained on paper a3 no
hydropower project has been reviewed

or scrapped sinee 2013

Ag if the hwdropower assault on the
Himalayas was not enough, the Centre
in 2016 launched the Char Dham
Highway Project to construct 800 km
of four-lane highway in the hills, The
project followed the same road design
as in the plains — 12-metres-wide
‘double lane with paved shoulder’.
This meant widespread cutting of
trees, destabilisation of valley slopes,
destruction of natural springs, and
dumping of muck and debriz in val-
leys below: A high-powered committee
appointed by the SC to appraize the
project felt that the width of the road
was directly proportional to the ecolog-
ical destruction and that the damage
could be minimised if the road width
was slashed. The Ministry of Road
Transport could have done this easily,
since in 2018, a circular was issued pre-
seribing a different design for roads in
hills — an intermediate carriageway of
5.5 metres. But it not only chose to dis-
regard its owm rules but also concealed
the 2018 circular from the court-
appointed panel, The ministry allowed
evological destruction by insistingona
wider highway in the fragile hills,

The second reason is the deliberate
dilution of environmental norms for
projects. All large projects are subject

to Environment Impact Assessment
(ELA) and must have an Environment
Management Plan (EMF). For road
projects, the ELA threshold is 100 lim.
To escape this regulatory require-
ment, the Char Dham Project was
broken up into 53 projects of less than
100 km each. So, despite being con-
figuous and having cumulative
impacts on the environment, the proj-
ect gol away with no regulatory
serutingy and the need for a remedial
EME The larger izsue is that way the
government is diluting environmen-
tal norms for the sake of ease of doing
buziness. Between March 2020 and
2022, as many as 123 regulatory
changes were made in environmental
rules, as a study by the Vidhi Centre
for Legal Policy found. Almost three-
fourths of these changes were meant
to relax rules and give exemptions
from the statutory requirements.

The third reason is the unabashed
promotion of tourism in ecologically
sensitive areas with no regard for their
carrying capacities, in the name of
religious tourism. In addition to the
highway project, the government has
plans to introduce train service and
ropeways in the Char Dham region,
PM Modi declared during his last vis-
it to Kedarnath that ‘rail, roads, and
ropeways bring employment with
them and make life easy and empow-
ered’ and that they ‘enhance tourism
and make transportation easy in the
hilly area’. Official agencies use his
frequent visits to the region to pro-
mote tourizm, The meditation cave, in
which PM Modi spent 17 hours in soli-
tude, haz become a centre of attraction
for devotees, It has become popular
among Indian and international pil-
grims, says a government handout. As
a result, three more such caves are
being built for tourists.

The government response, even
after the unfolding disaster in Joshi-
math, iz superficial. At a meeting
called by the PMO, it was mentioned
that only a strip of 350 metres was
affected. When the PM and PMO are
monitoring projects like Char Dham,
the buck should stop with them for the
sinking. It's time for remedial action
and not window-dressing.



File No.T-74074/10/2019-WSE DTE

The Economic Times- 11- January-2023

Priority should be
Complete and Safe
Evacuation: Gauba

‘Studies, investigations
should be completed in
a coordinated and
time-bound manner’

Our Political Bureav

New Delhi: Union cabinet secre-
tary Rajiv Gauba on Tuesday
stressed that the immediate prior-
ity should be complete and safe
evacuation of all residents in
Joshimath. “Priority may be ac-
corded to demolition of vulnera-
ble structures in a safe manner.
All the studies and investigations
including geotechnical, geophysi-
cal and hydrological, should be
completed in a coordinated and
time bound manner,” noted a
statement released after the meet-

ing.

Gauba heads the National Crisis
Management Committee (NCMC)
which met today and reviewed the
. gituation in Joshimath. Uttarak-
hand chief secretary informed
the NCMC that residents of se-
verely damaged houses are being

shifted to safe places. “Relief shel-
ters have been identified in Joshi-
math and Pipalkoti to accommo-
date the affected families. Appro-
priate compensation and relief
measures are being provided by
the State government,” the state-
ment added.

NDRF and SDRF have been de-
ployed to helpdistrictadministra-
tion in their relief and rehabilita-
tion efforts. Gauba assured the
Chief Secretary that all Central
agencies will continue to be avail-
able for necessary assistance. The
meeting was attended by the
union homesecretary Ajay Bhalla
and top officials from power min-
istry, information broadcasting
ministry, MHA's border manage-
ment, water resources, mines, be-
sides members of NDMA.

The chief of integrated defence
staff to the Chairman, chiefs of
staff committee, scientific secre-
tary to Chairman ISRO, Chair-
man Central Water Commission,
DG-NDRE, DG- Geological survey
of India, Scientist(SG)-National
Remote Sensing Centre, CMD-
NTPC, Director, National Centre
for Seismology and DG Border
Road Organization were also part
of thereview.
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Varanasi leg of Run Blue campaign
for water conservation set to begin

HT Correspondent

letters@hindustantimes com

NEW DELHI: The third leg of the
India chapter of the Run Blue
campaign will kick off in Vara-
nasi on Wednesday to raise
awareness about water conser-
vation and impact of expansion
and urbanisation on the banks of
the river Ganga.

The campaign is being orga-
nised by pharma and agri major
Bayer, in partnership with water
advocate and ultramarathon run-
ner Mina Guli, across five cities in
the country. It aims to organise
200 marathons across the world in
the run-up to the first global
United Nations 2023 Water Con-
ference scheduled to be held in
New York from March 22 to 24,

Guli, whohas been leading the
marathons, has already completed
153 of the 200 marathons so far.

As one of the oldest cities on the
banks of the river Ganga, Varanasi
has been a symbol of Indian cul-
ture and history. The city’s life is
intertwined with that of the
Ganga, a river that holds great eco-
nomic, social and spiritual impor-
tance for India.

The expansion and growing
urbanisation of cities on the
banks of the river and the dis-
charge of industrial waste have
impacted the river and pollution
is amajor challenge today, Bayer
said in a statement.

Ir1 2014, the Union government
initiated the Namami Gange
project, an integrated conservation
project, with budget outlay of
F20,000 crore to accomplish the
twin objectives of effective abate-
ment of pollution, conservation
and rejuvenation of the river
Ganga. According to information
available on the National Mission
for Clean Ganga website, the
main pillars of the project are
sewerage treatment infrastrue-
ture, river-front development, riv-
er-surface cleaning, biodiversity.
afforestation, public awareness,
industrial effluent monitoring
and Ganga gram.

“Countries such as Australia,
United Kingdom, Germany, Fin-
land, Israel, etz have shown inter-
estin collaborating with India for
Ganga rejuvenation. Memoran-
dums of Understanding were
signed with various Central Min-
istries....” the website said.

The United Nations (UN) has
recognised the Namami Gange

The campaign aims to
organise 200 marathons
across the world in the run-up
tothe first global UN 2023
Water Conference scheduled
to b held in New York from
March 22to 24. HT

initiative to rejuvenate the river as
ome of the top 10 World Restora-
tien Flagships to revive the nat-
ral world, according to a state-
ment issued by the jal shakti min-
istry last month.

In its statement, Bayer said
that Guli hopes to reinforce the
importance of using water judi-
ciously and cleaning up the riv-
ers through the marathon in
Varanasi. Guli and Bayer aim to
advocate the conservation and
rejuvenation of rivers by work-
ing in partnership with the gov-
ernment and civil society, the
statement added.

The statement also said that
with the realisation that world-
wide water consumption will be
4% greater than the availability
by 2030, the Run Blue initiative
will play a critical role in address-
ing the water crisis.

The India chapter of the cam-
paign was flagged off by India’s
G20 Sherpa and former Niri
Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant on
Sunday from New Delhi. As part
of the campaign, similar runs will
be conducted in Varanasi, Thane,
and Mumbai.

Flagging off the run in the
national capital, Kant said: “Cli-
mate change is having a huge
impact on countries around the
world and especially on develop-

ing countries like India. Its
adverse effects on agriculture,
water resources, forests, etc are
quite evident. Coupled with the
rapid depletion of many critical
natural resources, we face a chal-
lenging future. Henee, it is imper-
ative for countries to come
together to achieve the sustaina-
bility goals set by the United
Nations.” “India has continu-
ously met its nationally defined
contribution targets on sustaina-
bility and the government's
efforts at rapidly increasing
acoess to clean water are bearing
fruit. But water conservation will
also require a collaborative effort
among companies, government,
and civil society and Run Blue can
be an important catalyst in build-
ing up this cealition,” he added,
asserting that the initiative will
“inspire people and encourage
social transformation for a better
tomaorrow.

Kick-starting her run from New
Delhi's Nehru Park, Guli high-

lighted the need to protect and
restore the rivers, lakes, and wet-
lands, asserting that the waorld is
experiencing acute water shorta-
ges and “maore than two billion
people are without access o safe
drinking water”.

Talking about Bayer's vision
behind the Bun Blue initiative, the
company said it aims to encourage
businesses and motivate individu-
als worldwide fo come together to
“spread awareness, generate
urgency, and spur action around
water”,

Bayer said it has made con-
scious business choices in tandem
with its commitment 1o warer con-
servation and sustainable growth.
One such example is the ‘Better
Life Farming initiative in which
Bayer is working with like-minded
partners within the agricultural
industry to promote efficient
water management systems anda
sustainable ecosystem among
smallholder farmers in India, the
statement said.
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