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U’khand govt on Joshimath:
Probing NTPC project role

REUters

Dehradun: Following an Ut-
tarakhand cabinet meeting,
chief secretary S S Sandhu
said on Friday, that “eight in-
stitutes are studying the rea-
sons behind the land subsi-
dence in Joshimath and the
role of the National Thermal
Power Corporation Limi-
ted’s Tapovan-Vishnugad
project is included in their
probe,” reports Kautilva
Singh.

Sandhu added: “We will
act on the basis of the report.
All work at the NTPC tunnel
isclosed till further orders.”

Organisations that are
studying the causes that
might have led to the current
situation at Joshimath inclu-
de the National Disaster Ma-

NDRF men demolish a hotel that
developed cracks in Joshimath

nagement Authority, Natio-
nal Institute of Disaster Ma-
nagement, Geological Sur-
vey of India, Indian Institute
of Technology-Roorkee, Wa-
dia Institute of Himalayan

Geology, National Institute of
Hydrology (NIH), and Cen-
tral Building Research Insti-
tute (CBRI).

“Institutes such as NIH
and CBRI are investigating
the matter which involves ex-
perts. In their report, they
will mention whether NTPC
is responsible for land
subsidence or not,” Sandhu
said.

The cabinet also announ-
ced a slew of relief measures
for affected families of Joshi-
math which include a “daily
food allowance and a six-
month waiver on electricity
and water bills starting No-
vember 2022,

» Related report, P13



Joshimath: Panel
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NTPC’s

Panel Was Set Up After People Raised Conerns

Sanjay.Dutta
@timesgroup.com

New Delhi: There isno ground
evidence that drilling of tunnel
for NTPC's 520 MW Tapovan
Vishnugad hydel project was
indueing instability in the Jos-
himath area project, an expert
committee set up by the go-
vernment had said in August
2010 on continued land subsi-
dence in the pilgrim town of Ut-
tarakhand’s Chamoli district.

The committee under Cha-
moli DM, set up after people rai-
sed concerns over water level
sinking in Selong area, had ex-
perts from [T Roorkee, Wadia
Institute of Himalayan Geolo-
gy and National Environmen-
tal Engineering Institute as
members. The committee’s con-
clusion bears out even today, 12
vears after the tunnel was
completed in this stretch in Au-
gust 2011. Till date, there is no
sign of subsidence around the
tunnel alignment at the over-
ground surface. There isalsono
sign of any damage to surface
flora or fauna at the site.

This underlines the fact
company engineers have been
stressing time and again that
drilling/boring through rock
formations more than 1 km be-
low the surface does not dis-
turb the structure or surface

Joshimath in Uttarakhand

An undated picture of NTPC’s Tapcvan Vishnugad hydropower plant at

PTl
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flora and fauna. The engineers
also pointed out that the tunnel
is more than 1 km away from
the town's outer perimeter.
The project, which also en-
visages a concrete barrage 13
km upstream of Joshimath,
has been drawing flak from the
public for the crisis facing the
town due to land subsidence.
Two other panels — one set
up in 1976 and the other in An-
gust last year — also blamed
the geography and water see-
page from various sources as
the main reason for the subsi-
dence and not the project.
Broadly, the findings by
both the committees were simi-
lar as thev identified geograp-
hy and habitation as the rea-
sons for the subsidence. Hill

wash, natural slope (angle of
repose), cultivation, seepage
and soil erosion were listed
among the probable causes of
subsidence. The recommenda-
tion was to stopopen drain, clo-
sing of soaking pits and const-
ruction of concrete sewage to
stop seepage. Sources said the
findings in the reports have fo-
und an echo at recent review
meetings at the Centre and its
communications to provide
perspective to the state.

The first committee to stu-
dy the reasons of instability of
Joshimath was set up under
then Garhwal commissioner
M C Mishra by the UP govern-
ment after instance of subsi-
dence came to light for the first
time in 1976.

gave clean
project in 2010



—
Himanshu Thakkar

he ongoing disaster in the

form of a sinking Joshimath

town in Chamoli district of

Uttarakhand is undoubtedly

i man-mide one. Studies
are still on to identify the root cause of
the disaster. While the responses of the
State and Central governments are stil
evolving, they would do well 1o
appreciate that the development mode]
lies at the root of this disaster.

Thewamings have been there since
1886 when Atkins wrote in The
Himalepan Gazetteer that the town was
lncated on landslide debris. The 1974
Mishra Committee report also warned
ahout the limited load bearing capacity
of its slopes. In 2009, when the tunnel
boring machine of the Tapovan
Vishnugad Hydropower project on
Dhauliganga River punctured an aquifer
near Selang (avillage in Joshimath
tehsil), it led to discharge of millions of
litres of water. Scientists had warned
that this can lead to subsidence.

The 2013 Kedarnath disaster was
another wake-up call on the effects of
intensive tourism, construction and
mining. The latest such incident was the
February 2021 avalanche in Chamoli
districs that led to floods and about 200
dead and missing, most of themat the
construction site of the same Tapovan
project. The left bank of Alaknanda river
has been eroded.

The Indian Remote Sensing oy is
now informing us that the town has been
sinking by 6-6.5 cma year for at least 18
months, if mot longer, Government
officials are now telling us about the
loose soil here with low bearing capacity,
worsened by percolation of warter, sl
stability getting worsened by the aqui
puncturing and lack of drainage.

Theyare nowtelling us that
geological, geophysical and geotechnical
studies have never been done here, and
they will now doit, The Union Earth
Science Minister is now setting up
micro-seismic observatories around
Joshimarh. It sounds eerily similar to
NTPC declaring after the Febroary 2021
disaster that it will now put up early
Warning systems upstream.

Before sanctioning and taking up
massive projects here, were these
realities taken into account? Such
projects include the big hydropower
pro;:nshathe immediare vicinivy of
Joshimath (these inchude the 400 MW
operating Vishnuprayag project, the 520
MW under-construction Tapovan
project and the 444 MW Vishnugad
Pipalkati project also under
construction ), the widening of the
Helangh Marwari Char Dham Highway,
Asia's longest Joshimarh Auli ropeway
project, and the Rishikesh Karmaprayag
Railway project.

Today, the Iy pt:»dje:t has been
officially put off. In ent geologists
and local people are of the view that to
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‘Development” sinks
Joshimath

HARSH REALITY. Warnings on the area’s fragility went unheeded.
Projects were cleared without proper feasibility studies

ERISHHAR

save whatever remains of Joshimath and
surrounding landscape, the Tapovan
project and Helang Highway expansion
must be abandoned. The Ravi Chopra
Committee appointed by the Supreme
Court had alzo recommended this.
Many questionsarise here, Were hasic
studies done to ascertain the feasibility
and consequences of such major
interventions in this area? Did the
Environment Impact Assessment (ELA)
of these projects look at the geological,
geo-hydrological, geotechnical and
geophysical realities? Who appraised the
ElAs of these projects? Will members of
the Envirenment Ministry's Expert
Appraisal Committee {EAC) on River
Valley Projects and the MoEF itself,
which cleared these projects, be held
accountable? Each major hydropower
project gets clearance from the
Geological Survey of India, Central
Water Commission (CWC) and Central
Electricity Authority, How did these
agencies clear these projects when hasic
investigations were not done?
Expertsare alsorelling us about the

The disaster is not going
to stop at Joshimath. A
similar situation prevails
in other parts of
Uttarakhand, Himachal
Pradesh and elsewhere.

.ﬂv;ﬁ' g P

carrying capacity limitations.
Imnﬁallﬁh?camingcapacit}rand
cumulative impact assessment of
hydropower projects in the
Alaknanda-Bhagirathi basin was
conducted by IIT Roorkee way back in
2011 thar was su o include
stability of landforms into aceount. The
report read like that of a hydropower
lobty group, Will those from T1T
Roorkee who did the study, the MoEF
and who sanctioned it, be questioned?

NO SYSTEM IN PLACE

SANDRP {South Asian Network of
Dams, Rivers and People), an informal
network working on issues related to
rivers, communities and large scale
water infrastructure, had raised
geological and other aspects being
ignored in the IIT-Roorkee report in
2011 itself, Earlier, in September 2004,
SANDRF had alsowritten to the MoEF
and EAC abourt the inadequate ELA of
the Tapovan project and lack of proper
public hearings, A petition filed before
the National Envirenment Appellate
Authority against the environment
clearance to the prctiea was rejected
without looking at the merit of the
LEELCS.

There iz no system in place to ensure
that we learn lessons from past
experiences. The EACSs, which scrutinise
and decide to sanction the projects, are
full of ‘yes® people. Credible ElAs area
rarity. The EACs have a non-existent

rejection rate, Noconsequences follow
for submitting fraudulent, dishonest,
cut-and-paste E1As. Even after such
catastrophic disasters like those in June
2013 and February 2021, there are no
comprehensive reports telling us what
lessons we can learn from these,

The disaster is not going to stop at
Joshimath, A similar situation prevails in
ather parts of Uttarakhand,
neighbouring Himachal Pradesh and
elsewhere, Ifwe do not show the will to
understand and correct the systemic
causes behind the failures at Joshimath,
we are destined wo be revisived by
disasters of possibly increasing
frequency, intensity and geographical
spread.

Tt would be prudent if the Prime
Minister institutes an independent
review of the situation. All major
construction activities around
Joshimath should stop till sucha review
is done. The PM can also declare a new
Himalayan Policy that takes into
account the realities of the Himalayas,
Gt resdy to walk away from disastrous
ongoing projects. Start initatives to
tailor development pathways taking into
account local realities, through a truly
democratic process.

Joshimarh is not just any town. It has
a huge religious, historical, strategic, and
even Himalayan significance.

The writer is a coordinator at South Asian Metwork of
[Darms, Rivers and Peaple
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Joshimath sank 5.4 cm injust 12 days: ISRO report

—
Press Trust of India
MNew Delhi

Satellite images of Ut
tarakhand’s Joshimath re-
leased by the Indian Space
Research Organisation
(ISRO} show that the Him-
alayan town sank at a rapid
pace of 5.4 cm in just 12
days, triggered by a possible
subsidence event on Janu-
ary 2.

Joshimath, the gateway
to famous pilgrimage sites
like Badrinath and
Hemkund Sahib and inter-
national skiing destination
Auli, is facing a major chal-
lenge due to land
subsidence.

The preliminary study by
[SRO’s National Remote
Sensing Centre (NRSC)
said the land subsidence
was slow between April and
November 2022, during
which Joshimath had sunk
by 8.9 cm.

RAPID SUBSIDENCE
But between December 27,
2022 and January 8, 2023,

GIVING UP. A residential area affected by land subsidence at
Joshimath in Uttarakhand =n

the intensity increased and
the town sank by 54 ¢cm in
12 days.

The pictures were taken
from the Cartosat-28
satellite.

“The region subsided
around 5 cm within a span
of a few days and the areal
extent of subsidence has
also increased. But it is con-
fined to the central part of
Joshimath town,” the NRSC
report said.

It said a subsidence zone
resembling a generic land-
slide shape was identified —
tapered top and fanning out
at base.

CROWN OF SUBSIDENCE
The report noted that the
crown of the subsidence
was located near Joshimath-
Auli road at a height of
2,180 metres.

The images show the
Army Helipad and Narsingh

Temple as the prominent
landmarks in the subsid-
ence zone that spans the
central part of Joshimath
town.

RESCUE AND RELIEF
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah had on Thursday as-
sessed the situation in
Joshimath and steps taken
to ameliorate people’s hard-
ship at a meeting attended
by Union ministers Nitin
Gadkari, RK Singh, Bhupen-
dra Yadav and Gajendra
Singh Shekhawat and top
officials.

A total of 169 families
consisting of 589 members
have so far been shifted to
relief centres.

An interim assistance of
1.5 lakh has been paid so
far to 42 affected families.

Uttarakhand Chief Min-
ister Pushkar Singh Dhami
on Thursday said a commit-
tee would decide the market
rate for compensation to be
paid to the families affected
in Joshimath by keeping in
mind the interests of
stakeholders.
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PM launches Ganga Vilas from Kashi
to Dibrugarh, calls it revolutionary

NAMITA BAJPAI @ Lucknow
WHILE flagging off the MV
Ganga Vilas, the rivershipfora
51-day voyage from Varanasi to
Diburgarh through a video link
on Friday, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi called it a revo-
lutionary step towards the evo-
lution of waterway tourism in
the country. He called the
beginning of cruise service on
river Ganga a landmark
moment that would herald
an era of new age of tourism
in India.

The river ship MV Ganga Vi-
las is expected to reach its final
destination — Dibrugarh in As-
sam — on March 1. Welcoming
33 foreign tourists, including 32
Swiss and a German, undertak-
ing themaiden voyage of the
cruise, the PM asked them to
feel the essence and soul of In-
dia during the voyage. Under-
lining country’s hospitality, PM
Modi said India had always
welcomed everyone with open
heart irrespective of the region
or religion, creed or country,

“On one hand, the campaign
to clean Ganga was undertaken
through Namami Gange, on the

UP CM Yogi Adityanath, Union Minister Sarbananda Sonowal and others raise their

hands as PM Modi virtually inaugurates the tent city across the Ganga | eni

other, we launched a campaign
‘Arth Ganga’ tocreate a new en-
vironment of economic activi-
ties in the states from where
Ganga passes through,” elabo-
rated the PM adding that the
cruise would further strength-
en that campaign.

The travellers on board MV
Ganga Vilas river ship will nei-
ther get non-vegetarian food
nor liguor. The tourists would
only be served with a variety of

Indian cuisine and assorted
non-alcoholic drinks, said Raj
Singh, founder and CEO of
Antara Luxury River Cruises
operating MV Ganga Vilas. The
Tent City, which will woo the
tourists with its high-end facili-
ties, resembles the sand dunes
of Jaisalmer and Rann of
Kutch. Those staying in tents
can take advantage of facilities
to visit Vishwanath Dham and
other sites in Varanasi.



Oliver Fredrick
letters@hindustantimes.com
VARANASI: Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi on Friday flagged off
the MV Ganga Vilas, which
embarked ona 51-day river cruise
that is among the world's longest;
inaugurated a tent city for tour-
ists; and laid foundation stone for
a series of inland waterways pro-
jects worth 31,000 crore.

The projects will not onky bol-
ster cruise tourism in India, but
will also bring development and
cnployment opporiunitics tocit-
ies established on the banks of the
Ganga, Modi said addressing the
gathering in Varanasi via video
conferencing,

“The world's longest cruise
from Kashi to Dibrugarh will be a
further boost to tourism sector in
North India, bringing it on the
tourist map. In addition, it will
bring in employment opportuni-
ties not only to the people engaged
in cruise sector, but also to those
who hail from the cities estab-
lished along the banks of the
Ganga.” the PM said.

Soon after being Magged off by
Modi, thevessel left for Dibrugarh
{Assam) from the Ravidas Ghat in
Varanasi, Officials engaged inthe
operation said it will pass through
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PM Modi flags off 51-day-long

L. | B
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi virtually flags off MV Ganga Vilas river cruise that is among the
world's longest, in Varanasi on Friday.

five states and 27 river systems of
India and Bangladesh. The route
of the cruise, which starts from
‘Varanasi, takes it to Patna on the
eighth day of the journey, passing
through Buxar, Ramnagar, and
Ghazipur.

From Patmna, it leaves for Kolk-
ara and will reach there on the
20th day. It then heads for the
Bangladesh capital Dhaka, and
passes through Guwahati and Sib-
Sagaron its way toits final destina-
tion Dibrugarh.

The vessel, which has three
decks, is G2 metres wide and 12

metres wide. It has 18 suites on
Doard for a towal of 36 guests. In its
miaiden voyage, 32 tourists from
Switzerland have sipnied up forthe
entire journey. The cruise is run by
luxury travel firm Antara River
Cruises.

Modi said The cruise will kick-
starta new era of tourism in India.

“Mot just foreign tourists, but
also Indians who travelled to dif-
ferent nations for such an experi-
ence can head towards North
India now,” the PM said. Water-
ways have been an active mode of
transport sisce ancient times,

ANl

Moxdi said. Despite that, no efforts
were made to revive this trans-
port method which is  eco-
friendly and a cost-effective mode
of transport, he said.

“This was the only reason why
cities established on the banks of
the Ganga lagged behind in
employment and development.
We have moved to restore our her-
itage by redeveloping the water-
wiays. I 20014, there used to be five
national waterways in India and
today there are more than 111
waterways in more than 24 states
in India. Of these, more than two

Ganga Vilas cruise in Varanasi

dozen waterways are operational.
Also until eight years back, less
than 30 lakh metric tonnes of
goods used to be transported
through these inland waterways
and today, the cargo ransporta-
tion has increased three times and
the number of inland waterways
users has increased,” Modi said.

Tent City has been conceptual-
ised on the banks of the River
Ganga to tap the potential of tour-
ism in the region. The project, by
the Varanasi Development
Authority, has been developed
across the city ghats o provide
accommadation and cater to the
increased tourist influx in the city.
Itwill be operational from October
to June every vear and will be dis-
mantled for three months due to
rise in river water levels in the
TAiTy SCAs0mn.

The PM also inaugurated sev-
eral projects connected to inland
waterways in Bihar, West Bengal
and Assam.

Uttar Pradesh chief minister
Yogi Adivanath called the flagging-
off ceremony of the Ganga Vilas
cruise the beginning of 2 new era
of tourism in Varanasi, "It's a his-
toric day not only for Kashi (Vara-
nasi) but also for states like Rihar,
Jharkhand, and West Bengal,”
Adityanath said.
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/ MV Ganga Vilas could well determine the
future of India's luxury riverine tourism

At Last, An Indian
Cruise Fit for Tom

Tomistheshortest Cruise. But the longest wasinaugurated
on Friday: Settingoff from Varanasi, India’sfirstdomestical-
ly made cruise vessel, MV Ganga Vilas, will bereaching its
destination in Dibrugarh, Assam, via Bangladeshand 50 tou-
rist spots after chuggingalong 3,200 km across 27 river sys-
temsover51days. Thisaquaticluxury experience, asallgood
things do, comes at a decent price—about¥201akh per pas-
senger. No surprise that the inaugural trip, then, is carry-
ing 32 Swiss passengers — 32 million in current exchange
would be about €22,707, not bad for the upkeep of the ship.

Cruises in otherpartsof the world usually mean fun, frolic
and an open bar. Summer journeys for the swish set trans-
lates into the Beautiful People decked down on the deck to
catch thesun. What Ganga Vilashasinstore willbe decided
inthe initialruns. (Will the bar be shut while the happy ves-
sel passesthrough the prohibition state of Bihar? Will deck-
levelromance be allowed to bloom withoutadifferent kind
of prohibition?)Riverine tourism, especially of the luxuri-
ant variety, has always been missing in this riverine coun-
try of ours. Mosquitoes can’t be fully blamed for this near-
complete absence. Welandlubbers wish Ganga Vilasand its
lucky yatris a lovely, limb-stretching, water-lapping trip.
The journey, truly, should be the destination.

Modi Flags off
‘World’s Longest
River Cruise’
from Varanasi

Our Political Bureau

Lucknow: The confluence of cru-
ise tourism and heritage tourism
is occurring in India at a time
when India's tourism is witnes-
singthebeginningof astrong pha-
3¢ as owing to an evolution in its
global role, more and more people
are curious to see and understand
the country, PM Narendra Modi
gaid on Friday flagging off the
Qallga Vilas cruise from Varana-
8L

The India made MV Ganga Vilas
is the world's longest river cruise
which will travel over 3200 kms
from Varanasi in UPto Dibrugarh
in Assam over 51 days, taking tou-
rists through various places of
gpiritual and heritage significan-
ceaswellasthose integral tostudy
of biodiversity, through states of
UR Bihar, Weat Bengal and As-
sam, via Bangladesh along the ri-
ver Ganga. Apart from the luxury
cruise, the PM also inaugurated a
“Tent City' developed on the oppo-
site side of Varanasi's ghats to ac-
commodate the influx in tourists,

"The coming together of cruise
tourism and heritage tourism is
oceurring at a time when India's
tourism is wiinessing the begin-
ning of a strong phase. As India's
international role is undergoing
an evolution and increase in im-
portance, the curiosity to see and
understand the co-
untry is also incre-
8 asing. This is why
in the last 8 vears
we have laid speci-
al emphasis on the
tourism sector of

-
e

muﬂw the country”™ Modi
travelover  Said, calling the
2200 kme cruise a "brilliant
from amalgamation” of
Varanasiinto India's  heritage

Dibrugarhin  and modernity and
Assamover said it will streng-
S1days then the govern-
ment's campaign of
‘Arthganga’ which seeks to create
a new economic atmosphere for
people living in the vicinity of the
river Ganga. The maiden vovage
of the cruise is being undertaken
by 32 Swiss tourists. Addressing
them, Modi said, "India has eve-
rything that you can imagine . It
also has a lot beyond your imagi-
nation. India cannot be defined in
words. India can only be experien-
ced from the heart because India
has always opened her heart for
evervone irrespective of regionor
religion, creed or country. We wel-
come all our tourist friends from
different parts of the world.”
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