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Water quality improves, 4 Bengal rivers
go out of central board’s pollutlon list

Krishnendu.Bandyopadhyay
@timesgroup.com

Kolkata: Four major rivers
in Bengal were excluded
from the the Central Pollu-
tion Control Board's draft re-
porton country’s most pollu-
ted river stretches after mar-
ked improvement in water
quality.

“We are happy that Kalja-
ni, Karola, Mayurakashiand
Silabati were excluded from
the list of critically polluted
river stretches in India. Six
more river stretches are ex-
pected to be de-listed short-
ly,” said state environment

River Silabati: Off the list now

minister Manas Bhunia.
According to the draft re-
port, six Bengal rivers —
Dwarka, Damodar, Barakar,
Darakeswar, Rupnarayan,

and Teesta — featuring pro-
minently on the list in 2018
and 2022, have now been cate-
gorized as “Priority-V”, the
least polluted category, and
are expected to be removed
from thelist soon.

Bengal had 17 such pollu-
ted river stretches, with Vi-
dvadhari being the most pol-
luted among them. After ex-
cluding five rivers, the list
has now shortened to 12.
“Most significantly, the wa-
ter quality of the Ganga has
also shown improvement,”
Bhunia said.
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Ganga water quality has
improved, says minister

Krishnendu.Bandyopadhyay

@timesgroup.com

Kolkata: State environment
minister Manas Bhunia said:
“With the improvement in wa-
ter quality, Ganga has moved
from Priority I11in 2018 to prio-
rity IV in 2022. If the Ganga's
water quality can improve
further and be removed from
the list, it will be a great achie-
vement forus.”

“We carry out water sam-
plingand quality tests at 11 sta-
tions at strategic points of the
river. Periodictests overthe ye-
arsrevealed significant impro-
vement intwokey issues—the
level of biochemical oxygen
demand (BoD) and the count of
fecal coliform bacteria,” said
Bengal Pollution Control Bo-
ard chairman Kalyan Rudra.

However, the pollution le-
vel of the three river stretches
in Bengal — Mahananda,
Churni, and Mathabhanga —
has worsened. Mahananda is
now the worst polluted river in

HEALTH OF
RIVERS
The improved river stretches
in Bengal
Rivers 2018
Max
BOD
Ganga 122 | 8
Dwarka 17 57
Damodar 82 | 52
Barakar 57 | 31
Rupnarayan | 58 | 37

Bengal with its degradation
from Priority II to Priority L
Priority I river exceeds BOD
concentration 30 mg/L. Chur-
ni is another river stretch in
Bengal that degraded from
Priority III to Priority I1. Prio-
rity II rivers have BOD levels
between 20mg/L and 30 mg/L.
Mathabhanga in Bengal has
worsened from priority IV to

priority 111, BOD of which falls
between 10mg/Land 20mg/L.

BOD is defined as the amo-
unt of dissolved oxygen nee-
ded by anaerobic biological or-
ganism in a water body to bre-
ak down the organic material
present in a water sample, at a
specific temperature and spe-
cific period. Higher BOD indi-
cates more oxygen is required,
which is less for oxygen-de-
manding species to feed on,
and signifies lower water qua-
lity:

The presence of fecal coli-
form, on the other hand. in
aquatic environments may in-
dicate that the water is conta-
minated with the fecal materi-
alof humans orotheranimals.
Fecal coliform bacteriacanen-
ter rivers through the direct
discharge of waste from mam-
mals and birds, from agricul-
tural and storm runoff, and
from human sewage. But their
presence may alsobe theresult
of plant material, and pulp or
paper mill effluent.
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WESTERN GHATS

Don’trepeat Joshimath

The govt appears.
determined to disregard
nature’s warnings and
continue with reckless

‘development’

B K SINGH

he role of power projects like Ta-

povan Vishnugad, which struck

tragedy in Chamoli district in
2019 and killed over 200 people, has
rung alarm bells against reckless ex-
ploitation of nature. It was forgotten,
and the plundering of nature contin-
ved for Char Dham roads and power
projects. What followed was land sub-
sidence in Joshimath that put the lives
of 25,000 people at stake. One-fourth
of the buildings in this troubled town
are unsafe for habitation and are be-
ing demolished. In the biting cold and
sub-zerntemperatures, people are be-
ing relocated. It is the responsibility of
governments to ensure that towns like
Joshimath are not allowed to expand
when they are sitting on ancient land-
slide debris.

It is not just Joshimath. Cracks are
reportedinthe housesat Karna-Prayag
and Jharauta villages of Chamba dis-
trictin Himachal Pradesh. Jharuta vil-
lagelies belowa 15 kmlongand 5.6 km
wide tunnel of the 180 MW Bajoli-Holi
hydro project. The data from the ener-
gy department of Himachal Pradesh
show that there are 164 big and small
dams, and another 916 are in the pipe-
line. Are we setting up these projects
at the cost of human safety? Scientists
have repeatedlywarned that hydropro-
jectsexacerbate the fragility of already
-:omplexanddgm:mc, seismically ac-
ve mountams.

The agreement reached recently at
COP 15 in Montreal is to protect 30%
of the planet’s land and sea by 2030,
Instead of moving towards the goal, we
are moving away from it. Karnataka's
Western Ghats have been subjected
to plundering to make way for many
projects like road widening, the laying
of rail tracks, and power and mining.

The state has been regularly ex-
periencing landslides, flooding, and
drought in recentyears. Weare making
noeffortsto conservenature as several
big projects like the Hubballi-Ankola
rail line and tunnelling through Shiradi
Ghatloom large. Mindlesstourismhas

Eﬁn:mmﬂonmﬁg’e ﬂurm% W nservai

westedlmerestsmplwenungﬂlem-

officers,
tification of “conservationreserves”in  anditwasresolved by the State Board of

river catchments.

Alarge partof Chikkamagaluru dis-
trict has been a thickly forested land-
scape, providing major catchments for

ra, and Hemawati, the lifelines fornot  panch

onlythe people of Karnataka but also of
the adjoining states of Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, and Tamil Nadu. Hardly
3% of the wooded lands in the district
were reserved, and more than 40% of
the thickly forested areas were under
the control of the revenue department,
some of which were granted toindivid-
vals for growing coffee, but still bigger
chunks have been encroached upon
mainly by adjoining coffee growers.
More than 8,000 ha of shola forests
and grasslandsin Mullyangiri, Baba Bu-

dangiri Hills, and Dattatareya Peetha
areas have continued to remain under
the control of the revenue department.
This also includes the 1,200 ha “Inam
lands” of Mysore Maharaja’s admin-
istration. No attempts have ever been
made to reserve these lands and bring
ﬂlEl'l'lithﬂthE‘fOld ofthe forest depart-
ment for conservation, knowing quite
well that sholas are the source ﬂcflwa-
ter supporting perennial streams that
merge with the tributaries of important
rivers; the dispensation failed to control
large-scale encroachments.

Ideally, all such lands should have
been reserved a hundred years ago.
The resistance from people and pol-
iticians makes it difficult to do now.
D V Girish and Shreedev, the activists

worked with the authorities in the
revenue and forest departments and
brought even political figures on board
mdedammvenmmtmlledmeas.m.

The move was supported by
Wildlife in 2019 to survey the land and

't stop.
ﬂﬁewmer&samd

declare the area notincluded inthe Re-
served Forests and Bhadra Sanctuary
asa“Conservation Reserve.

Despite six out of eight village
ayats in the landscape express-
ing no objection in writing, the activists
pursuing the proposal were harassed.
Revenue department officials surveyed
the area and bargained fora reduction
onthe ground that some area would be
needed for the future development of
villages. They finalisednearly 6,000 ha
forthe “Conservation Reserve” propos-
al. Once the officers were transferred
and politicians were notsure they could
get any mileage out of it, the proposal
was shelved.

Though high-altitude shola forests
interspersed with grasslands are un-
suitable for coffee cultivation, many
shola forest areas have been illegally
brought under coffee cultivation. The
planters construct buildings for the
homestays of the tourists as well. Sev-
eral such buildings were fowned o lave
been constructed inside coffee plan-
tations and some in encroached shola
patches, generating sewage and pollut--
ing the original source of streams flow-
ing all across the landscape and merg-
ing with tributaries and rivers. Is that
what weaim for by expanding tourism?
Another ill-effect of tourism is the
crowding of vehicles on narrow, hilly,
winding roads with several hairpin
bends. [ also faced traffic jams and re-
mained stranded at several locations
during my visit. The district adminis-
tration has not worked out the maxi-
mum carrying capacity of these places.
It must evolve a policy to stop all light
vehicles at Chikkamagaluru and Ling-
dhalli, where cars enter hilly roads and
move towards Baba Budangiri and Mul-
layangiri hills, Dattatreya Peetha, and
Kemmangundi.

People should be able to travel to
and from all of these locations more
easily if buses run frequently. A high
fee of Rs 10,000 can be levied to those
who insist on moving in their cars,
Ifa doctor, judge, or police officer errs
in judgement, the damage will be in-
flicted on one family or a group of per-
sons, but if forest and revenue officers
err in their judgement, they can inflict
damage to the entire landscape and
ecology, potentially polluting natural
sources of water, disrupting ecological
services, and increasing the carbon
footprint. The tourism policy for such
afragile landscape should be reviewed,
ﬂ'lemuchrmm of homestaysshould

Sheth and the plundering of na-

principal chief
conservator of foreses (head of Forest
Foree), Karnataka,)
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