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water woes 1.0

The crisis in Tamil Nadu shows that
we have a lot to learn about rainwater
harvesting from our ancestors

MARKANDEY KATJU

In Delhi Water Supply & Sew-
B age Disposal Undertaking V.
@ State of Haryana (1996), the
* Supreme Court said, “Water is
1 a gift of nature. Human hand
. cannot be permitted to con-
* vert this bounty into a curse,
an oppression.”,

But human beings have
converted water into precise-
i ly that in Tamil Nadu, where

there is now an acute shortage of water. Many people are

struggling to find adequate water in Chennai and other parts
of the State. There are pictures going around of rows of wo-
men holding plastic buckets and waiting for tankers. IT
firms, restaurants and the construction industry have all ad-
mitted that they are struggling without water. Clashes over
water have been reported in some parts. It is a bad situation.
! Yes, there was no rainfall last year, which is why major re-
servoirs that-supply water to, the city are drying up. But
could this situation not have been anticipated by the author-
ities? Could there not have been timely desilting of lakes?

Our ancestors knew that there would be drought in the
future. That is why they built ponds in and near every vil-

' lage, and tanks in every temple. They knew how to harvest
water. There were tanks even in the Harappa-Mohenjodaro
civilisation. Have we learnt more water harvesting tech-
niques or have we gone backwards in the past few millen-

nia? ; i

There was acute water shortage in Tamil Nadu when I was
Chief Justice of the Madras High Court in 2004-2005. In L.
Krishnan v. State of Tamil Nadu (2005), a Bench that I had
presided over noted that most of the lands marked in the re-

~ venue records of the State as ponds or lakes had been en-
croached on. Illegal houses and shops had been constructed

¢ in those areas. The Bench directed removal of all these ille-
gal encroachments. In M.K. Balakrishnan v. Union of India'

(2009), 1 presided over a Bench of the Supreme Court. We

noted the acute water shortage in several States, and set up

a committee chaired by Thirumalachari Ramasami, a form-

er Secretary in the Union Ministry of Science and Technolo- )

gy, to work out scientific solutions to the problem.

In China, some parts experienced frequent floods, while
other§ experienced drought. The Huang He was known as
the ‘river of sorrow’. After the Chinese Revolution of 1949
the authorities constructed huge dams. Canals were built t(;
ﬁarry le;)t(cess l;Ilvater to areas with drought. Flood as well as

~ drought problems were solved.

been done in India? e cou‘d not: this have

; I appeal to the thef Mmlstc_ar; of Ta{ml l_\ladu to il}ﬂmediate_-

y set up a committee comprising scientists, administratars

and other eminent people to consider the seriousness of the

the problem and find solutions.

R. RAGU

" Markandey Katju is a former judge of the Supreme Court
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Closer to a future without water

The unprecedented scarcity in Chennai is a result of poor urban planning and the lack of political will in finding radical
solutions. Unless we devise sustainable solutions, this precarious crisis can well hold all our metropollses to ransom

KOTA SRIRAJ

hennai is an apt example of all
‘ that is wrong with environment

in India. The year 2015 saw the
city reel under the worst floods expe-
rienced by the region. This year, the
city is a witness to the worst ever
drought in the recent times, prompt-
ing the Central Government to take
notice and put in emergency measures
to tackle the problem. The crisis is
quite severe as the city is left with just
two per cent of water in local reser-
voirs. Some rains would have gone a
long way towards lifting its collective
spirit but they are still elusive.

The rapid fluctuation of water
resources for this city is evident as the
city has oscillated between plenty to
scarcity within a gap of four years.

What is the reason behind these omi-
nous problems? One of the issues is the
upstream of Chennai — there is over-
exploitation of lake and groundwater
resources here as farmers use the
unsustainable flood irrigation tech-
nique for watering their fields. This in
turn adversely impacts ground water
tables. This can be avoided with the
Tamil Nadu government helping to
fund more advanced drip irrigation
systems for farmers. This, if imple-
mented on a large scale, can rejuvenate
the lakes around the city and the
groundwater table as well.
Furthermore, it is high time that
the city invests in robust, efficient and
sustainable rainwater harvesting sys-
tems that not only complement the
water table and water bodies but also
lend a helping hand in times of
scarcity. It is also crucial to find ways
to imaginatively re-use wastewater in
order to handle and regulate demand
pressures. But it is quite clear that the
city infrastructure is faced with pop-
ulation overload and this can be mit-
igated by creating economic opportu-
nities outside of Chennai so that the
pressure on the city is reduced. These

million cubic feet (TMC ft), have only
0.3 TMC ft of water in them. To put
things in perspective, even in 2017,
when Tamil Nadu experienced the
worst drought in 140 years due to the
failure of the monsoon, the city reser-
voirs had 0.7 TMC ft during the begin-
ning of May. Cyclone Fani, which
formed over the Bay of Bengal at the
end of April, gave some hope to the
city. However, the storm changed its
course and curved towards Odisha,
leaving Chennai high and dry again.

Chennai requires around 850
million litres of water everyday and
studies suggest that groundwater
extraction here has been highly unsus-
tainable. In the last decade, ground-
water levels across the city have
dropped by 85 per cent. Moreover,
continued uncertainties in monsoon
rainfall owing to global warming and
other environmental triggers have
compounded people’s woes. The lakes
and reservoirs are up more fre-
quently, makm% the traditional ways
of water supply unviable for the
future.

In order to arrest the crisis, the
Central Government, in tandem with

measures can prevent Chennai and
other Indian cities from continuing
their inexorable march towards ‘day
zero scenarios for natural resources
when the price to be paid will be more
than we can afford.

The water shortage has also been

compounded due to less rainfall,
which has been half its normal quota.
The northeast or ‘retreating’ monsoon,

which occurs in November and
December, usually accounts for more

the State Government, must first
focus on alleviating water shortage.
Then it must strictly monitor the con-
struction industry to ensure that all
new projects are in compliance with
water harvesting systems. This must
be combined with lake and reservoir
conservation mechanisms that help in
maintaining critical levels of water
throughout the year. The Central
Government must also ensure that the
citizens have an alternate option to log
their ]l:; rotests regarding their woes.
ennai’s state of affairs must not
be seen as one-off. This plight can
affect any city of India which has not
been careful with its resources. The
Government plays a pivotal role in
ensuring that this chaos does not pre-
vail across the country. The National
Green Tribunal must take cognisance
of environmental factors that con-
tribute to such circumstances. It must
ensure strict action against errant par-
ties who stress and tax the environ-
ment and even impose punitive mea-
sures. Unless strict measures are
taken, results cannot be expected.
(The writer is an environmental
Jjournalist)

than 60 per cent of Chennals annual
rainfall on which the city now pins its
earnest hopes. But right now the sit-

uation is quite grim as the city has
received zero rainfall since March and
the recent rise in temperatures has left
the city high and dry. Add to this con-
secutive drought years, which have
dried the city lakes and led to dras-
tic drops in water tables.

The four major city reservoirs,
with a total capacity of 11.5 thousand
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To quench Chennai’s thirst, three
small desal plants to come up in city

TE RAJA SIMHAN

Vchein'n_ai,A Jiurn'e 1 9

With the city facing one of
the worst water crises in re-
cent years, the Tamil Nadu
government plans to con-
struct small Sea Water Re-
verse Osmosis (SWSO) desal-
ination plants to mitigate
the drought situation. The
plants of 10 million litres
per day (MLD) each are be-
ing planned at Triplicane,
MRC Nagar, and Kasimedu.

Industry sources said that
to construct a 10 MLD desal-
ination plant in the city, it
would cost around 3140
crore. The three plants will
cost over X420 crore.

The Chennai Metropolitan
Water Supply and Sewerage
Board, in a Request for In-
terest, has asked companies
to conduct pre-feasibility
studies, and draw up De-
tailed Project Reports for the
construction and commis-
sioning of the desalination
plants. The project includes
erection of intake and out-

fall arrangements and integ-
ration with existing water
supply network, operation
and maintenance of the
plants for five years.

Chennai’s total water re-
quirement is 830 MLD.
Chennai Metrowater cur-
rently supplies about 525
MLD  through various
sources such as groundwa-
ter, reservoirs and desalina-
tion plants. This leaves a de-
ficit of around 300 MLD.

Water supply to South
Chennai is met from Veer-
anam lake and Nemmeli
Seawater Desalination Plant,
said a senior Chennai Met-
rowater official. Chennai
Metrowater had set up a100
MLD capacity seawater de-
salination plant at Nemmeli
in 2013.

Last week, Tamil Nadu
sought a financial support
of 5,398 crore from the
Centre for combined water
supply projects across the
State. The projects include
desalination plant and con-

nected pipeline works with
a designed capacity of 100
MLD to Villupuram and Tin-
divanam  municipalities;
Marakkanam and Vikkara-
vandi town panchayats, and
1,601 rural habitations in ten
panchayat unions of Vil-
lupuram district. The total
project cost is around
X2,000 crore and expected
to benefit 16.78 lakh people.

For the Chennai Metropol-
itan area, two major desalin-
ation projects at an estim-
ated cost of X7,337.78 crore
to supply 550 MLD of water
have been taken up and
both these projects are ex-
pected to be completed by
December 2022, says a
memorandum presented by
SP Velumani, State Minister
for Municipal Administra-
tion, Rural Development
and Implementation of Spe-
cial Programme, to Ga-
jendra Singh Shekhawat,
Union Minister for Jal
Shakti, seeking financial
assistance.
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Nal se Jal needs
getting jal right

Else, the “piped water for every household” vision
could end up a pipe dream

HE FIRST SIGN that the newgovernmentwould treat equitable access towater

and sustainable harnessing of ground and surface water resources in India as

a prioritywas the creation of the new Jal Shakti ministry. Now, the prime min-

ister has outlined a vision of giving every Indian household access to piped
drinkingwaterby 2024 —christened a catchy Nal se Jal. With the country having just 4%
of the world's potable water resources, ensuring equitable access for such a large popu-
lation seems virtually unachievable. At the moment, 75% of the country’s households
don't have access to drinking water in their premises, and close to 90% of rural house-
holds have no access to piped water. Nevertheless, the goal is an important one, given
how the health of the nation rests on universal access to clean drinking water. Nearly 40
million Indians suffer fromwaterborne diseases annually, 200,000 die,while 73 million
working days are lost due to these diseases, leading to an economic loss of $600 million
ayear.Nal se Jal, if it fructifies, will build on the impressive toilet coverage under Swacch
Bharat Mission, in improving sanitation in the country. But, getting to universalisation
of piped access water maybe harder than it seems because it means the pressure on scant
resources, already-high, will shoot up.

India, thanks largely to poor agricultural strategy, today is the largest groundwater
extractor in the world, pumping out nearly 25% of the global groundwater used annu-
ally.Asaresult,overhalf of India's groundwaterwells are running dry,and NITI Aayog esti-
mates,byas earlyas nextyear, 21 Indian cities, including some of the biggest ones,would
have entirely run out of groundwater. The 600 million in the country facing high to
extremewater stresswill,thus,becomealargertribe soon.At the same time,with monsoon
held to ransom by climate change effects, and its nature, thus, being drastically altered,
India’s problem will become one of simultaneous inundation and spreading desertifica-
tion—according to government data, nearly 30% of India is degraded or facing desertifi-
cation,with 26 of 29 states reporting an increase in area threatened by desertification in
the past decade. Water wars are now erupting within the boundaries of some states, let
alone the waterwars between states.Against such a backdrop, how much of Nal se Jal will
berealised remains tobe seen.Waterisastateissue,and the government has already pref-
aced the Nal se Jal vision with the caveat that “the scope of the Centre's interventionis lim-
ited”. Even so, if the Centre were to concentrate on key points that leave India so water-
stressed, there is hope yet. Fora start, the Union government must look at creating more
capacity to store a larger volume of the precipitation India receives—while the usage
demand is less than half of the annual precipitation India receives, after discounting for
evaporation losses, the reservoir capacity is less than a quarter of the usage demand vol-
ume.At the same time, government policies on pricing and procurement for agriculture
have ensured unsustainable use of waterin agriculture—from Maharashtra's water-guz-
zling sugarcane farming to Punjab's and Tamil Nadu's water-intensive rice cultivation.
Adding to the agriculture-burden on water resources are subsidies on power and fertilis-
ersthat,respectively,have allowed draining of groundwaterand affect soil'swater-demand
by changing soil chemistry.In urban areas, water is still vastly subsidised for the well-off
by the states,while the poorersectionsinacitylike Delhi/Bengaluru have to fork out large
sums forillegal supply by the tanker mafia. The Centre and states must together identify
bothwasteful usage and inadequate storage before the pipeline network s laid out.
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Govt may revive Dashmesh

canal project; pane

AMAN SoOD

TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE 3 9. 0
Ii =

PATIALA, JUNE 19 /
The state government is keen
to restart work on the once
shelved project — Sri
Dashmesh Link Canal —
which was initially conceived
to irrigate areas of Patiala,
Mohali, Fatehgarh Sahib and
Ropar district. -

Rajpura MLA Hardyal Singh
- Kambhoj had raised the issue

in the Vidhan Sabha in Febru-. .-

ary. The Speaker .has now
formed a committee under
Kambhoj to review the project.

“The idea is to ensure that
farmers in more than four dis-
tricts get enough water for their
fields. Majority of these farm-
ers gave their land to the gov-
ernment and have waited for
over 30 years for the canal to
come up,” confirmed Hardyal
Kambhoj. “Ever since the SYL
canal project was opposed and
shelved, these farmers have no

watertoirrigate their fieldsand- -

therefore have to completely

depend on.underground water: -

which is declining,” he stated.
‘In 1998 the Punjab govern-
ment had decided to con-

| formed

struct Dashmesh Canal,
pegged then at a cost of Rs
450 crore, to provide better
irrigation  facilities to the
farmers in Ropar, Fatehgarh
Sahib and Patiala districts.
However, after the SYL was
opposed by Punjab and a long
battle ensued against it, which
resulted in the Punjab govern-
ment de-notifying the acquisi-
tion of the land meant for the
SYL canal, villagers from

'Dera Bassi submitted many

memorandums demanding

' that the state government

should return their land.
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