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{ CHAMOLI DISASTER }

Experts slam claim that human
activity not behind recent flood

Amanjeet Singh Salyal,
Neeraj Santoshi and
Jayashree Nandi

letters@hindustantimes.com

CHANDIGARH/DEHRADUN/
NEW DELHI: Experts on Wednes-
day criticised a statement by a top
official of a research body under
the DRDOwho said human activ-
ity'was “not the immediate cause”
for the glacial breach and the
deadly floods in Uttarakhand’s
Chamoli district last month, and
that there was a need to look at
“demographic pressures”.

Over 70 people died after the
February 7 floods that occurred
after a lake breached at Nanda
Devi glacier in the upper reaches
of Himalayas, triggering flash

floods that hit Raini village and
nearly washed away two hydro-
power plants downstream.

The Defence Geo-Informatics
Research Establishment - a pre-
mier research body under the
Defence Research and Develop-
ment Organisation (DRDO) that is
studying the reasons for the Feb-
ruary floods - said the tragedy was
not “immediately” a human-in-
duced disaster.

But global warming and heat-
ing up of the Himalayas, which sci-
entists say are decisively caused by
human actions, could be the main
reasons for the glacial breach in
Chamoli district, Lokesh Kumar
Sinha, director of DGRE, told HT
at the body’s headquarters in
Chandigarh.

“There is a need to look upon
the demographic pressures in a
systematic way but as far as this
particular tragedy is concerned in
our preliminary investigations the
role of human activity is not the
immediate cause,” said Sinha. “Tt
[glacial breach] was far away from
the area where several construc-
tions [NTPC hydel power project
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in Tapovan and Rishi Ganga hydel
plant] are taking place,” Sinha
added.

Experts have repeatedly
pointed out that glacial retreat due
to climate crisis along with infra-
structure projects such as dams
could lead to large-scale disasters
in the ecologically sensitive
regions, while the proximity of
human settlements could exacer-
bate loss of life and damage to
property in Uttarakhand.

Hemant Dhyani, member of
the Supreme Court-appointed
expert body to study the environ-
mental impact of hydropower
projects after the deadly 2013
Kedarnath floods, questioned
how the February disaster was
not linked to human activity.

“Tragedy happened because
over 200 people were working in
two dams quite close to the glacial
region. Had these dams not been
here, the flash floods would have
subsided without any loss to life
and property”, he said.

Dhyani added that the burden
on the ecology due to construc-
tion on Himalayan slopes made
the region prone to disasters

“And our expert body had also
said that these paraglacial zones
(sediment hot spots in Himalayas
close to the glaciers) are vulnera-
ble areas and warned that such
disasters can take place in these

areas...” he said. The environmen-
tal activist was referring to
another SC-appointed committee,
of which he was a part and which
had recommended against devel-
opment projects in the Rishi
Ganga catchment area in 2014.
But all recommendations of the
panel were not accepted by the
government. “The Chamoli trag-
edy happened because they built
dams so close to the glaciers. And
this is the main human trigger in
this tragedy,” said Anil Joshi,
founder of Dehradun-based
NGO Himalayan Environmental
Studies and Conservation Organi-
zation (HESCO).

Experts echoed their views.

“It's a preposterous statement.
The official is belittling the trag-
edy... How can one ignore the
impact of human induced climate
change on the Himalayas... Any
more unplanned construction or
anthropogenic pressure on Uttara-
khand will be suicidal,” said Mal-
lika Bhanot of the Ganga Ahvaan
NGO.

Professor Anil Kulkarni of the
Divecha Center for Climate
Change at the Indian Institute of
Science also cautioned there wasa
need to study the issue first. “We
need to study the issue very criti-
cally before passing any judge-
ment on this disaster. What was
the distance between the Rishi
Ganga power plant and the ice or
rock which fell? Whether during
the construction phase the project
caused any micro-tremors? We
don’t know anything yetand there
should be scientific rigour in
investigation before concluding
anything,” said Kulkarni.

On Wednesday, Sinha also said,
“There are certain indications
before such disasters take place
and for forecasting them we need
to develop gadgets which can map
such indications...”
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ACONSORTIUM of international
glacier and permafrost scientists
have found through high resolu-
tion satellite imagery indications
that mass movement activities
are still occurring in the zone cov-
ering Chamoli in Uttarakhand,
which recently witnessed flash
floods.

The study by Gaphaz or the
Glacierand Permafrost Hazards in
Mountains--ascientific standing
group of the International
Association of Cryospheric
Sciences and the International
Permafost Association —hasalso
found that another slope failure
and avalanche can be critical for
people and infrastructure down-
stream, close to the riverbed.

“Large volumes of material
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Movement still occurring in Chamoli: study

have been eroded and deposited
along the river channel. In com-
bination with water fromrivers,
snow melt, heavy (monsoon)
rainfall or overflow of temporary
lakes, debris flows can be trig-
gered from these depositions.
Erosion by the flood probably
has undercut some slopes, and
this instability could affect roads,
villages and other infrastructure
located far above the river bed,”
says the preliminary study ex-
ploring the causes behind the
Chamoli incident, adding that
further investigation is required.

On February 7, a portion of
the Nanda Devi glacier broke
away and caused an avalanche
in the Alaknanda river system
(Dhauli Ganga, Rishi Ganga and
Alaknanda rivers). These floods
washed away hydroelectric sta-
tions and left a large number of
labourers trapped, many of them

feared dead.

While scientists are still inves-
tigating the cause of the floods,
early findings reveal that a major
rock/ice avalanche detached itself
atan elevation of about 5,600 m
above sea level from a north fac-
ing slope northeastof Trisul Peak
in the Nanda Devi mountain. An
analysis of satellite imagery from
thearea shows that thisevent oc-
curred due to failure deep within
the bedrock of the mountain, and
the glacier ice was most probably
entrained with the collapsing
block of bedrock.

The study has ruled out the
possibility of a glacier lake out-
burst flood as well and also said
temporary lakes formed due to
damming are unlikely to have
had adirect affecton the flooding.

The Gaphaz report finds that
the depth of the failure plane is
more than 100 m below surface,

where no seasonal temperature
variations are expected. The
zone isin permafrost conditions,
meaning ground temperatures
are perennially below zero.
There is speculation that heat
fluxes from the warmer south
face of the mountain to the
colder north face, where the av-
alanche detached, could have
warmed the frozen bedrock,
leading to the avalanche.

Furthermore, liquid water
from snow and ice melting could
have infiltrated the bedrock in
cleft systems and destabilised
the rock. “However, the initiation
of the failure as well as the even-
tual trigger of the avalanche re-
mainunclear. Itis also important
to note that unstable geological
configuration and steep topog-
raphy can, on its own, be a suffi-
cient driver of large slope fail-
ures,” says the study.
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After flash floods,
alternative Bailey
bridge opened
over Rishiganga

RISHIKESH
(UTTARAKHAND): An
alternative Bailey bridge has
been built over Rishiganga
to restore connectivity to
13 villages of Uttarakhand's
Chamoli district which had
been cut off after a bridge was
washed out in the devastating
flash floods in the river on
February 7.

The construction of the
bridge began on February 25
and it was scheduled to be
completed by March 20 but the
Border Roads Organisation
(BRO) worked overtime
to complete it well before
schedule, Chief Engineer of
BRO's Shivalik project A S
Rathore told the news agency
on Wednesday.

The newly built Bailey
bridge will be opened for the
public after trials on March 5,
he said.

The recent avalanche in
Rishiganga wreaked havoc on
surrounding areas washing out
several bridges and cutting off
13 villages downstream of the
river. AGENCIES
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Drip irrigation
for ORR plants

It will help cut down cost of watering saplings

S SANDEEP KUMAR
HYDERABAD

The median and avenue
along the 158 km Outer Ring
Road (ORR) will soon be
embedded with an ad-
vanced drip irrigation sys-
tem for watering the planta-
tions along the expressway.
The system is being set up
to ensure the healthy
growth of saplings and also
to cut down the expenditure
on watering the saplings,

Hyderabad Growth Cor-
ridor Limited (HGCL) has
taken up median and avenue
plantation along the ex-
pressway in addition to the
large number of plantation
taken up under Haritha
Haram, Currently, saplings
are being watered manually
through water tankers. Be-
sides being expensive, the
practice was resulting in in-
efficient use of water as lot
of wastage was being re-
ported, Municipal Adminis-
tration and Urban Develop-
ment Principal Secretary
Arvind Kumar told Telan-
gana Today.

HGCL spends about Rs 30
crore a month towards wa-
tering the saplings through
water tankers. More impotr-
tantly, the use of slow-mov-
ing water tankers to water
saplings on the medians has
also been a cause of acci-
dents on the expressway.
Other challenges in the cur-
rent practice include time
taken for watering, manual
intervention and financial
and environmental viability,
Considering all these fac-
tors, the State government
decided to set up the drip ir-
rigation system on the ORR.

Efficient way p

Advantages of installing drip irrigation system

© Minimal manual intervention

Expected
to save

© Uniform distribution of water to saplings
all through the year

nearly

© Sustainable and environment-friendly

737 crore
In seven
years

It will be installed in three
rows along the median and
three rows on the shoulder
on either side, totalling nine
rows on the main carriage-
way of the ORR, In addition
to this, sprinklers and a
basic watering system
would also be set up in all
the interchanges, he said.
Stating that the entire sys-
tem will run on an auto-
mated platform, Arvind
Kumar said any defect or
leakage in the lines will be
detected by the system au-
tomatically with a timely
switch on and off mecha-

© Timely and effective watering of plants

© Periodic and effective dispensing
of fertilizers to plants

nism, “The executing agen-
cies will be entrusted with
the responsibility of opera-
tion and maintenance of the
system for seven years,” he
explained.

“Installation of drip irri-
gation is expected to save
nearly Rs.37 crore for HGCL
in seven years, besides
being sustainable and envi-
ronment-friendly,” Arvind
Kumar said, The total proj-
ect cost is estimated to be
Rs47 crore and will be exe-
cuted in five packages, in-
cluding setting up the sprin-
klers at interchanges.
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De-silting underway in DodakallasandraLake.

Reckless de-silting could kill
Doddakallasandra Lake's rich
biodiversity, study warns

RASHEED KAPPAN
BENGALURU, DHNS

Ignoring ecological concerns,
the ongoing restoration work
of the city’s Doddakallasandra
Lake through brute de-silting
could kill its rich biodiversi-
ty, an ActionAid study has
warned.

The Justice N K Patil Com-
mittee clearly mandates that
de-silting should be minimal
to remove only the sludge.

Polluted by years of sewage
and chemicalinflow, the 2116~
acre lake in Konanakunte,
South Bengaluru, was taken
hat Bengaluru Mahanagara
Palike (BBMP) in July 2020.
But local residents, who or-
ganised under the Dodda-
kallasandra Lake Protection
Committee, are clear that the
waterbody’s biodiversity had
to be protected at all cost.

Every lake has a foreshore,
acornerof its area where wa-
ter enters, and a bund region
where the water is stored.
The Justice Patil Committee
had stipulated that de-silting
be marginal or shallow at the
foreshore and deepest at the
bund area. This way, the re-
port noted, the lake ecology
could besupported since 70%
of the bird species thrive on
shallow waters.

But the ground reality
came as a shocker for Ac-
tionAid and its 10 student
volunteers who measured
the lake bed gradient using
GPS essentials on February
26. "Foreshore region height

should be suitable for shallow
waters, but it starts with 6-8
feet deep. It does not leave
any room for shallow waters
thereby loosing up to 704 of
the bird diversity,” the report
noted.

The team also found that
values at foreshore and the
island region were around
800-805 metres in differ-
ent parts of both regions. “[t
seems that the height around
the foreshore and some parts
around the island region are
similar. The area around the
island region seems to be not
de-silted appropriately to

ActionAid’s Biodiversity
Report had identified 354
trees of 42 species, 43 spe-
cies of plants and shrubs, 37
species of butterflies, and 71
bird species in the lake's eco-
system. Eleven of these were
of migratory birds with two
dubbed “nearly extinct™ by
the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature,
informs Raghavendra B Pach-
hapur, Programme Manager,
ActionAid Association.

The Justice Patil panel is
clear thatthe current practice
of saucer shaped de-silting
should be given up as it leads
to huge bund making, creat-
ing storage capacity beyond
the need. “Saucer-shaped
deepening of lake bed will
affect the wetland formation
in the foreshore region of the
lake, which isessential tofilter
the water thatenters the lake
and important from an eco-
logical point of view.”
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