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Himalayan problem

t’s a problem of Himalayan proportions, liter-
ally and figuratively. Joshimath, the sinking
temple town in Uttarakhand, may be in the
news recently but the problem of land subsi-
dence is not confined to one district or a State. Fol-
lowing decades of neglecting the environmental
balance, the land is crumbling in several other parts
of Uttarakhand like Uttarkashi and Karnaprayag
and in Himachal Pradesh. The spectre of a Joshi-
math-like disaster also looms large over the con-
gested hill towns of Shimla and Darjeeling in West
Bengal, which are popular tourist destinations.
There is an urgent need for long-term national and
State-level plans for disaster prevention in the Hi-
malayas, prioritising it over disaster management
and mitigation. Unregulated construction, be it in
the name of development or boosting tourism —
has taken its toll on ecologically fragile regions. Al-
though work on highway and power projects sanc-
tioned during the last decade is underway in the en-
vironmentally fragile Uttarakhand, there is an
urgent need to review these projects to strike a judi-
cious balance between development work and envi-
ronmental concerns. This may dampen economic
growth and job creation, but it has to be carefully
weighed against the risks
of an ecological disaster in
the area. A study con-
ducted by 12 scientific or-
ganisations, including the
National Remote Sensing
Agency (NRSA), had re-
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mapped area of Joshimath Himachal
was landslide-prone in var- Pradesh
ious degrees. Experts be-
lieve that unplanned con-
struction, overpopulation, hydropower projects and
obstruction of the natural flow of water may have
led to the present disaster in Joshimath.

The Uttarakhand environmental crisis has not
surfaced overnight. It has been in the making for
decades. In 1976 itself, a panel, set up under the
chairmanship of Garhwal Commissioner Mahesh
Chandra Mishra, had recommended that major con-
struction works should not be carried out in the city
and in the Niti and Mana valleys as these areas are
situated on moraines — a mass of rocks, sediment,
and soil transported and deposited by a glacier.
Joshimath, a strategic pitstop for the pilgrims bound
for Badrinath, Kedarnath and other temples, is lo-
cated on the site of a landslide and cannot support a
high rate of building activity. The location is also
significant since the Army Cantonment here is close
to the China border. Despite the warnings from ex-
perts, the region has been witnessing haphazard
construction activity including the hydropower
projects and the widening of the national highway
for the ambitious Char Dham project. The entire re-
gion from Chamoli to Joshimath had faced disasters
in the past. The floods of 2013 and 2021 had caused
major devastation. Following the Kedarnath tragedy
in 2013, a two-member Bench of the Supreme Court
had taken cognisance of the ecological hazard
caused by hydel projects in Uttarakhand.
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In Varanasi, clean Ganga
plan rides on CNG boats

CLEARING THE AIR

Sanjay.Dutta@timesgroup.com

Varanasi: A boat ride on
Ganga for experiencing the
mystical tranquility of sun-
riseor toenjoy thedivine view
of the majestic evening ‘aarti’

tops the must-do list of believ-

ers thronging the holy city.
But the visuals were marred
by high decibel noise of the
diesel engines powering the
boats and itchy eves caused by
black exhaust fumes contain-
ing unburnt fuel that impact-
edaquaticlife. Notany longer.

Today 90% of these boats
are powered by engines run-
ning on clean-burning CNG,
thanks to a retrofitting
scheme launched by the oil
ministry and beingfunded by
state-run gas utility GAIL.

The company has retrofit-
ted 585 of the 647 registered
diesel-powered boats since
the conversion began in De-
cember2021. Itisexpected that
with time the 1,153 registered
rowing boats will also convert
to CNG. GAIL hasalsosetupa
first-of-its-kind floating CNG
station and a second is being
planned at Ravidas Ghat.

“In July last year, the PM
had desired that boatson Gan-

registered boats
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savings of Rs 75 lakh for
boatmen with CNG ves-
sels since retrofitting
began in December 2021
X 25,000 | Each
boatman’s annual estimated
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age cost of retrofitting
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= X 29 crore | Outlay
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gashould berunon CNG... Va-
ranasi is among the oldest ci-
ties in the world (and it is)
where tradition mixes with
modernity,” petroleum and
natural gas minister Hardeep
Singh Purisaid on Sunday be-
fore flagging off a CNG boat
rally to spread awareness ab-
out energy transition, one of
the themesof nextmonth’sIn-
dia Energy Week conference
that coincides with India’s
presidency of G20 grouping.
“More people are opting
for boat rides now as CNG en-
ginesare quieter and does not
cause eye irritation. Someti-
mes it means more trips,” bo-

atman Rajkumar Sahni said.

“Our calculations show
switching to CNG leads to an-
nual savings of Rs 25,000 for
each boatman,” Puri said,
adding work on the second
CNG station will begin once
the state providesland.

There are collateral bene-
fits of the floating CNG sta-
tion, which has become a ma-
jor tourist attraction. Passen-
gers can take the river route
in CNG boats to the Kashi
Vishwanath Corridor: The
project also includes two pas-
senger jetties and a floating
bridge at Varanasi Khidkiya
Ghat river access point.
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Hirmschal Prasdesh  wolld
niw draw s share of waier
from the BBME reservairs in
the state for imigsiion and
watler sehemes without asiit-
ing for the board's approval
for the purpose, said Deputy
Chief Minister and Minister
for Jal Shakti Departmend
Mukesh Agmibwotr here today.
After the Supreme Courl
earmarked 7.1 peer cent share
in the BEEME projeciz io
Himachal, it alzo gave the
state a right on water fram
thee reservoirs, he added,

File No.T-74074/10/2019-WSE DTE

The Tribune- 23- January-2023

NOCs delayed, state hardens stand on BBMB reservoir water
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SC RULING GAVE 7.1% SHARE

B Tha Supramea Gourt earmarhked 7.1% share in the
BBME projects o Himachal Pradesh. It also gave
the starte & right on water from the resersoirs

8 Himachal Pradash now plans to draw water for
varlous schemes from the BEMB reservoins with-

out waiting for tha NOC

8 Az of now, the state saaks NOC from tha BEMB for
drawirg rese reir water lor varous schemes

Thee Deputy Chi's statement
mdicates that the stale grveme-
meent is hkely o adopt a tough
stand over drawing water from
the BBME neesyvolrs located
in Himsehil Pradesh,

Till merw, the BBME had

besen dilly-dallying on giving

ma ohjecbion  certificates
(MO For irmigatson  and
wrater schemes from its reser-
vintrs. Now, the Himachal Jal
Shalcti Departmient had been
directed io plan water-lifting

schemes from the BEMB
reservioirs for rrigation and
waiter supply schiemes and go
ahesd with the projects with
arwithout the EBMB permis-
sion, Mulesh Sgnihotr sasxd

The BEMB Fas two major

waler reservolrs in Himachal,
Gobind  Sagar  lake in
Bilaspur districd and Pong
Diam lake in Kangra district.
The BENDB owmership les
Jaintly with thepariner states,
incheding Himachal, Punjab,

Haryana and Eajasthan.

Though Himachal has got
ita shame n the peravr senee-
abed by the BEME, it has kit
got its shame in waber from
the BEMB reservoirs

[ cise the Hirsschal Gos-
ernment wanis o ke any
water from the BBME reser-
valrs for water and brrigation
srheamies, 1l has togeek permis-
sion from the beard that has
mermbers from partner states,

Mukesh Agnihotrn said it
wars an iy that the people
af mamny villages who lost
mipat al'thalr brd foe the con-
struction of BEME reser
voirs couldn't get water for

irfigatton  and  drinking
hlany Pong Dam gusbees had
atill niet gt Tand allntted tn
thent in Ragasthan,

The irrigation and drink-
ing water schemes drawing
water [ron Gobind Sagar
and Pong Dam resernoirs
can provide reprieve to the
regidents of Bilaspur, Una
and Bangra disiriels who
Irve along the hanks of the
Suile] and Beas on which
the reservoirs have  been
buwilt, While the Gobind
Sapar reservoir hes been
bazilt e the Sutle), the Pong
Dam  meservoir has been
bkt on the Beas.
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