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Canal project heats up
desertstate

contest
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KARAULI/BHARATPUR: In Kasauli
village in Rajasthan’s dry district
of Karauli, the prospectofa poor
monsoon scares Sita Meena.
“Scant rain means we have to
leave our village for work,” she
said. Fortunately, 2023 was better
in terms of monsoon rainsin east-
ern Rajasthan and Meena’s family
did not have to migrate to Gujarat
for work. Some others from the
village did, though, as growing
two farm crops in a year is diffi-
cult in the region compared to
well-irrigated western Rajasthan.

Meena said water for drinking
and irrigation isa poll issue and
admitted that the level of ground
water, extracted through bore-
wells, is getting lower. In villages
across eastern Rajasthan such as
Bharatpur’s Sunari village, locals
complained of the government
not taking care of water bodies
to improve falling groundwater
levels. “One-fourth of the village
pond has been encroached by
village strongmen. We have
complained several times but
nothing has happened,” said
Bekhu Ram Jatav, 74, a Dalit.

According to the central
ground water board, 90% of the
blocks in Karauli district, where
Meena lives, were overexploited
in 2022 with average water avail-
able at 550 feet below the sur-
face. Of the 270 blocks in Rajast-
han, the board declared 70% as
overexploited. “In our village,
water is available at 600 to 800
feet,” Meena said. Except Dhol-
pur, which falls in the catchment
area of river Chambal flowing
from Madhya Pradesh and has
the Ram Sagar Dam, the ground-
water level in most districts of
eastern Rajasthan is low, accord-
ing to the board.

The Rajasthan government’s
data shows that the state’s total
irrigated farm area in 2021-22
was 11.76 million hectares as
compared to 10.71 million hec-
tares in 2018-19 with the maxi-
mum increase in western parts
of the state. For instance, the
total irrigated land in Bharatpur
division that falls in the Eastern
Rajasthan Canal Project area
and covers six districts,
increased from 1.43 lakh hec-
tares to 145 lakh hectares during
this period. In the same period,
irrigated farm land area in Sikar
division having five districts
increased from 8.8 lakh hectares
to 9.8 lakh hectares.

At Peepal Ki village in Dausa
district, Lekhraj Gujjar said that
poor availability of water is the
reason for low crop production
and backwardness of the region.
“Western Rajasthan is doing
better in agriculture due to irri-
gation through the Indira Gan-
dhi canal and eastern Rajasthan
has suffered as there is no irriga-
tion facility,” he said, blaming
the Congress government for not
waorking on the Eastern Rajast-
han Canal Project over the last
five years.
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Invillages across eastern Rajasthan such as Bharatpur’s Sunari
village, locals complained of the government not taking care of

water bodies toimprove falling groundwater levels.

ERCP politics

According to the Rajasthan water
resources department,the state,
the largest by geographical area
in the country, holds only 1.16% of
India's surface water and 1.72% of
the ground water with significant
regional disparity in water availa-
bility. Only the Chambal river
basin adjoining northern Madhya
Pradesh, has surplus water and
the then BJP government in the
state headed by Vasundhara Raje
announced a plan to use this
water through inter-basin trans-
fers to 13 districts of eastern
Rajasthan districts to provide irri-
gation facility to 2.8 lakh hectares
of farmland.

According to the detailed
project report, ERCP is to cover
23.67% of Rajasthan’s area and
41.3% of the state’s population. In
2018, the central government gave
in-principle approval to the
project and then CM Raje
demanded the project to be
declared as a “national project” so
asto get substantial funding from
the Central government.

Afterthe BJP lost the 2018 elec-
tions, the politics over who would
implement the 340,000 crore
project that covers 83 assembly
seats in the region started. In the
2018 elections, the Congress won
48 of these seats, and the BIP, 35.

While the Ashok Gehlot-led
government has blamed the Bhar-
atiya Janata Party (BJP)-led Centre
for not declaring ERCP a national
project, the BJP has accused the
state government of not initiating
the project in five years of their
rule. Chief minister Ashok Gehlot
claimed that in rallies in 2018,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
promised national project status to
ERCP. "I want to ask Gajendra
Singh ji, why his ministry has not
followed up on the promise of the
PM,” Gehlot asked ata poll rally in
Karauli last week.

Union jal shakti minister
Gajendra Singh Shekhawat has
repeatedly accused the Rajasthan
government of failing to submit
requisite documents to get the sta-
tus. In July, the jal shakti ministry
told Parliament that it has
received no formal proposal in the
prescribed format from the
Rajasthan government about the
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project, which was appraised by
the Central Water Commission
and approved by the Advisory
Committee on Irrigation and
Flood Control of the ministry.

Rajasthan technical education
minister and Congress candidate
from Bharatpur, Subhash Garg
said the jal shakti minister (Gajen-
dra Singh) doesn't want the project
brought by former CM and BJP
leader Vasundhara Raje tomateri-
alise, “The Gehlot government has
sanctioned 213,000 crore for the
project, whose work orders have
been released. Now the people
have todecide whois working in
their interest,” he said.

Hitting back at the ruling Con-
gress, Shekhawataccused Gehlot
of doing politics over the project.
“The BJP has always been keen on
the project but the Gehlot govern-
ment kept the project in cold stor-
age for five years and is now doing
politics over it. They have not sub-
mitted the requisite documents
and the CM is doing only politics
over the project. The Congress is
trying to mislead the people.”

BJP MLA and spokesperson
Ram Lal Sharma said the Con-
gress has always misled the peo-
ple. “The ERCP project was BIP's
project and it will come on
ground after a few months with
the formation of the BJP govern-
mentin Rajasthan,” he said. In the
manifesto, the BIP has promised
to implement the project with the
help of the central government.

Political analyst Manish Godha
said the ERCP has become the core
issue in eastern Rajasthan, espe-
cially for the Congress. “Water is
an emotional issue in Rajasthan in
every election. The Congress has
been trying to make it a political
issue and the BJP is reacting to it.
The verdictin these 13 districts will
decide which party’s version the
people believed in,” he said.

On ground, villagers can be
heard blaming the Congress for
not initiating any work on the
project for five years. “When the
state government can spend thou-
sands of crore of rupees for free-
bies to woo voters before elec-
tions, why didn't it start work on
ERCP, which would have
improved lives of lakhs of people
here?” Meena asked.
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SHE REQUESTS L-G TO INTERVENE IN THE MATTER

Delhi could face severe water crisis
due to halt of funds to D]B: Atishi

OUR CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI: Delhi Water
Minister Atishi has urgently
petitioned Lieutenant Gover-
nor regarding the dire situa-
tion emerging due to the halt
of funds by Finance Secretary
Ashish C. Verma to the Delhi
Jal Board (DJB) since August,
This suspension of funds has
resulted in a deadlock, causing
SEVETe imp“r;m'iun_h' on routing
operations, pending salaries,
and the refusal of contractors
to proceed with essential work.

During the fiscal year 2023-
24, a budget estimate of Rs
4,839.50 crores was sanctioned
for the Delhi Jal Board (D]B),
with an initial installment of
Rs 1,598 crores released in May
2023,

However, as of October 31,
2023, a pending demand of Rs
910 crores remains unresolved
due to insufficient funds allo-
cated to the specific account.

Delhi minister Atishi

The second installment,
accounting for 50 per cent of
the approved budget estimate,
was scheduled for October
2023, Despite the DIB%s efforts,
providing utilisation certifi-
cates and necessary details on
time, subsequent demands for
additional data and clarifica-
tions from the Urban Develop-
ment Department has allegedly
caused such delays that have
obstructed the release of the

second instalment. This has
prompted the DJB Contrac-
tors Welfare Association to stop
crucial ongoing work essential
for water 5upp|}r maintenance
in Delhi.

Delhi Jal Foard Vice Chair-
man Somnath Bharti expressed
grave concerrs to Millennium
Post, stating “The deliberate
withholding of funds despite
repeated document submis-
sions aims to paralyse the gov-

Highlights

» During the fiscal year
2023-24, o budget
estimate of Rs 4,839.50
crores was sanctioned for
the Delhi Jal Board (DIB),
with an initial install-
ment of Rs 1,598 crores
released in May 2023

» Second Tnstallment, ac-
counting for 50 per cent
of the approved budget
estimarte, wos scheduled
for October 2023

ernment. Contractors remain
u:npa:i{l, fucl'ing their agita-
tion, which I've painstakingly
worked to prevent from esca-
lating into protests. The Delhi
Legislative Assembly has sanc-
tioned the budget, mandat-
ing fund release—no one can
undermineg its authority. This
conflict has escalated into a

departmental battle, where the
Finance Secretary’s reassur-
ances to us starkly contrast with
the chaos he inflicts upon offi-
cers with conflicting directives’
‘At present, a looming threat
of water scarcity, contaminated
water supply, and sewer over-
flows in various areas hang
over Delhi, This poses a poten-
tial public health emergency,
‘stated Minister Atishi in her
letter to the L-G, appealing for
immediate intervention.
Ilighlightinﬁ the severe
repercussions, Atishi empha-
sised the Finance Secretary’s
‘obstructiondst tactics, result-
ing ina probable breakdown of
water systems and sewage over-
thow, culminating in an unprec-
edented public health crisis.
The minister also high-
lighted the Finance Secretary’s
repeated  insubordination,
citing instances where clear
instructions were disregarded,
further exacerbating the crisis.
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New Delhi: In January, on
the orders of the National
Green Tribunal, a high-level
committee was set up to over-
see the rejuvenation of the
polluted  Yamuna. Ten
months later, the deadline for
the elaborate plans of the
committee, among them the
upgradation of 18 sewage tre-
atment plants, desilting of
200km of trunk sewer lines,
setting up of 40 decentralised
sewage treatment plants and
trapping of drains, has been
pushed from 2023 to 2024.
This, even astheriver strugg-
les tosupportaquatic life,

Admittedly, the panel’s
agenda was disrupted by the
Supreme Courtstaying NGT's
appointment of lieutenant go-
vernor VK Saxena as commit-
tee head in July. On Monday,
Saxena tweeted that froth, se-
werand effluent remained un-
checked in the Yamuna. Delhi
government has its own river
revival agenda with a deadli-
neof 2025, Yet, despite several
government agencies wor-
king on several fronts in the
matter, the river water has
continued to be muddled.

To ensure 100% treatment
of sewage to prevent conta-
mination of the river water,
Delhi government planned to
construct three new STPs,
new decentralised sewage
treatment plants, rehabilita-

tion of three existing STPs
and capacity enhancement
of the existing STPs. Of the
three new STPs, the Okhla
project, the biggest one, is yet
to be completed. It was initi-
ally to have been commissio-
ned by December 2022. On
May 2this year, DJB vice-cha-
irman Somnath Bharti clai-
med that much of the work
was done and the STP would
be commissioned by June.
However, the new deadline
came and went.

Similarly, of the 18 STPs
identified for upgradation,
the deadline for nine plants
has changed from December
this year to March 2024. They
include Nilothi Phase 2, Kes-
hopur Phase 2 and 3, Narela
and Coronation Pillar Phase 1
and 2. Only two of the 18 are
anywhere close tocompletion.

Cleaning the 200km of un-
derground trunk sewer lines
has also been only partly ac-
complished. The minutes of
the high-level committee’s la-
test meeting says only 90.3km
have been desilted when the
entire stretch was to have be-
en cleaned by June. A DJB of-
ficial explained, “All the DJB
projects have been hit by a
funds crunch. The finance
department has been objec-
ting to and raising questions
whenever we seek approvals
for funds.” There was no offi-
cial response from the water
utility to TOI's queries.

In September, at a review
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Sold Down The River? Cleanup Going Nowhere

10 Months After Panel Laid Out Elaborate Plans, Key Deadlines Extended Even As Yamuna’s Condition Sees No Improvement

TROUBLED WATERSE-m.q '

Treatment of sewage
Approx volume | 792 MGD

Current treatment capacity |
550 MGD

» Full treatment capacity to be

achieved by June 2024

Previous deadline |
December 2023

NEW STPs

Total capacity addition | 47 MGD # =

Location = Status
March 2024 deadline;
Okhla  previous deadline
was June 2023
. December 2023
Sonia  deadline; previous
Vihar | deadline was
September 2023
. Land issue to be
Delhi | solved by Dec, after
Gate  which construction
will start
40 new DSTPs

Capacity addition | 92 MGD
Deadline | December 2024
Rehabilitation of 3 STPs

Kondli Ph-Il | 95% work done;

Oct 2023 new deadline

Rithala Ph-I | 93%; Oct 2023
Yamuna Vihar Ph-ll | 85%; Sept 2023
DSTP: Decentralised sewage treatment plant
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Fecal coliform

MPN/100ml

De-silting of 10 trunk lines
(200 kilometres) likely to be
completed by March 2024

90km of drains were to be
completed in June 2023,

Palla

Wazirabad

ISBT bridge

ITO bridge

Nizamuddin Bridge

Agra Canal at Okhla Barrage

After meeting Shahdara drain
(downstream Okhla barrage)

River Yamuna at Asgarpur
(after confluence of Shahdara
&Tughlakabad drains)

i work on the remainin
3mg/l | 5mg/1 sogslwmiﬂh:::h drg]n: yett Eor:tarat g
or less | or more permissible )
Water quality of
25 8.1 3.7x10? major drains
8.5 5.0 5.6x10? Drain BOD* (mg/l)
36 13 9.3x10° Najafgarh [ 48
29 22 7.8%10° Indrapuri | 41
38 1 17X10° Shahdara [0 52
a1 07 21x10¢ Sahihabad [T 47
Supplementary 43
43 0.4 22x10° Barapullah [0 38
Maharani Bagh [0 46
50 nil 25x10¢ ISBT | 4
*Standard: 30mg/|

meeting, DJB officials infor-
med the government that the
Najafgarhdrainalone contri-

buted around 67% to the ri-
ver’s total pollution load. The
high-level committee’s data

showsthat 21 of the44 untrap-
peddrainsfallingintothe Na-
jafgarh drain have been trap-

ped now. About 450 million
gallons per day of wastewa-
ter flows into the drain daily.

Trapping the sub-drains fal-
ling into the Shahdaraoutfall
drain and supplementary
drain will likely be comple-
ted by December.

It has proved challenging
for DJB to install sewer con-
nections in many slums be-
cause of narrow lanes. The
water utility, therefore, be-
gan working on ‘decentrali-
sed STPs’ inunauthorised co-
lonies withenoughland. DJB
has assessed that 318 such co-
lonies need such facilities,
andhascompleted theminse-
ven while conti-

nuing work in140. TIMES SPU( IL![

Thereare16lcolo-

nies where the forest depart-
ment’s no-objection to the
projects is awaited.

A DPCC official listed its
efforts to bring unauthorised
colonies under the sewerage
network to prevent untreated
waste from reaching the ri-
ver. “Only two common efflu-
ent treatment plants (CETPs)
to treat effluent from indu-
stries met the norms in 2021.
Now, all 13 CETPs comply
with thestandard,” the offici-
al claimed.

The steps taken haven’t
changed the quality of water.
Delhi Pollution Control Com-
mittee’s reports on Yamuna
water samples show that dis-
solved oxygen level, which
should be 5 mg/1 or above to
support aquatic life, met the
standard at Pallaand Wazira-
bad in October this year and

last year, but DO was nil at fi-
ve locations in October 2022
and only at Asgarpur this ye-
ar. The levels were extremely
low at Agra Canal Okhla (0.4
mg/1), Okhla Barrage (0.7
mg/1), Nizamuddin Bridge
(1mg/1), ISBT Bridge (1.3 mg/
1)and ITO Bridge (2.2mg/1).
The prescribed biochemi-
caloxygendemand, which in-
dicates requirement of oxy-
gen, is 3mg/1 or less. The rea-
ding was 36 mg/l at ISBT
Bridge, 43 mg/1at Agra Canal
Okhla, 41 mg/1 at Okhla Bar-
rage and 50 mg/1
at Asgarpur this
October. The wa-
ter in the major drains also
tested below the required
standard in respect of BOD.
Experts aren’t too happy
with the extended deadlines.
Yamunaactivist Diwan Singh
said, “It's high time the court
gave a timeline and the Delhi
and central governments
stuck to the deadlines.” Bhim
Singh Rawat, associate coor-
dinator;, South Asia Network
on Dams, Rivers and People,
added, “While the focus of the
high-level committee has be-
en treating pollution, which
is an unending process, the
July floods were due to encro-
achments and constructions
on the floodplain. The com-
mittee must also focus on en-
suring environment flow in
the river, protect its floodpla-
in and involve independent
expertsand civil society.”



