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NGT on Mekedatu:
Top court refrains from
passing order on TN plea

Reservesverdicton
suo motu powers
of green tribunal

.

NEW DELHI, DHNS

he Supreme Court on
TFriday refrained from

passinganyorderonTa-
mil Nadu government’s plea
against the National Green
Tribunal's order closing the
suo motu proceedingsrelated
to formation of a committee
on proposed Mekedatu bal-
ancing reservoiranddrinking
water project withan estimate
cost of Rs 5,912 crore.

A bench, presided over by
Justice A M Khanwilkar, said
the petition, filed by Tamil
Nadu, would be considered
after the pronouncement of
judgementonsuomotu power
oftheNGT.

Thetopcourthad separate-
Iy reserved the judgement on
legal issue whether the NGT
could exercise suo motu ju-
risdiction underthe 2010 Act,
onthe basisofa letter ornews
report.

On Friday, senior advocate
Shekhar Naphade appeared
for Tamil Naduand
senior counsel Shy-
am Divan for Kar-
nataka.

The state of
Tamil Nadu was
aggrieved by the
order by the green
tribunal passed on
Junel7,202L

The tribunal at New Delhi
had then allowed a review
application by Karnataka
against Southern bench’s or-
der forming joint committee
for inspection on the basis of
anews report on preliminary
works allegedly being under-
taken for the project.

Inits plea, Tamil Nadu said
thatthe tribunal failed to con-

sider the environmental dam-
age likely to be caused by the
continuation of the construc-
tion works which involved
largeextentofreserve forests
and wildlife sanctuaries.

Italsocontended thattribu-
nal erred in holding that the
issue was sub-judice before
thetop courtwhich,
in fact pertained to
the grantof permis-
sion for conducting
a feasibility report
and the dertailed
project report.

“The issue in-
volved in the NGT
was regard to the
alleged initiation of activities
inreserved forestwithoutany
clearances,” it said.

The state government fur-
ther said the principal NGT
bench proceeded to hear the
review application, instead of
relegating the applicant state
of Karnataka to southern
bench which passed theorder
underreview.
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JEYALAKSHMI RAMANUJAM
@ Madurai

Varusanadu Hills in

Theni till its end in the

great lake of Ramanath-
apuram, the Vaigai nurtures
everything on its path. But,
sand mining and pollution
are threatening the very exist-
ence of this fabled river.

According to sources, sand
mining has devastated the
river’s ability to heal itself.
“The river now lacks suffi-
cient sand deposits to repair
itself. What’s more, it's 20 feet
deep at several locations.
This, coupled with climate
change, is a major threat to
the existence of the river and
the city of Madurai, said R
Seenivasan, Advisor,
PRADAN Tank Programme,
an NGO that carries out stud-
ies on rivers in India.

The immediate effect of riv-
erbed deepening is felt on ir-
rigation and water supply as
the mouths of most canals are
now above the riverbed.
“Vaigai has 141 canals, most
of which have already been
destroyed owing of poor
maintenance, affecting water
supply,” said Seenivasan.
Deepening of the river has
also affected groundwater lev-
els, which now lies at 500 feet
below the surface.

’: ROM its origin on the

BAY OF

BENGAL

- GREED, APATHY
DIG GRAVE FOR
FABLED VAIGAI

Sand mining and pollution threaten the
river, a critical water source for 5 districts

As for pollution, the Vaigai
starts getting polluted as it
passes through Madurai City.
Sewage and effluent flow di-
rectly into the river, sources
said. Officials, however, said
mitigation efforts have been
taken. Sewage channels emp-
tying into the Vaigai in Ma-

DOWN BY THE

r

durai city have been identi-
fied and removed over the
past two years following High
Court directions, said Veera
Kathiravan, Additional Advo-
cate General III of Tamil
Nadu and chairman of a com-
mittee appointed by the Ma-
dras High Court.

“Though sewage discharge
into the Vaigai from Madurai

city has been controlled, we
have identified a similar prob-
lem in Paramakudi city. Offi-
cials have been instructed to
establish a sewage treatment
plant to address it,” he said.

Karthikeyan Karimuttu,
Executive Engineer (PWD),
Mulavaigai Basin, spoke
about the various steps taken
to restore water in Mula-
vaigai. The construction of a
check dam at a cost of ¥4.2
crore would commence at Ka-
damalaikundu in February.
Proposals to construct two
more check dams at Valliparai
(Varusanadu) and Solaidevan
have been sent to the State
government, he said.

M Rajan, Coordinator of
Vaigai Nadhi Makkal
Iyyakkam, said roads on both
sides of the river have nar-
rowed it in Arapalayam and
near the Thiagarajar Arts
College in Madurai city. Two
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Receive water from the Vaigai
river as it meanders 250

kilometers via five districts
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BAY OF BENGAL

Vaigai flows for 250km
covering Theni, Dindigul,
Madurai, and Sivaganga
before emptying into the
Ramnad Kanmai, which, in
turn, enters the Bay of
Bengal at Devipattinam.
Along its course, the river
irrigates around 17 lakh
acres of agricultural land

Inscriptions

Inscription belonging to the
eighth century describe how
Vaigai water was used for
cultivation. Many literary
works from the Sangam era,
including Pari padal
Madurai Kaniji, describe the
benevolence and the
beauty of the Vaigai with
geographical evidence

check dams have also been
constructed in Opulapa-
dithurai in violation of
hydrology rules. These are
causing floods and traffic con-
gestion in the localities, he
said. “Also, sand is being
mined at Villangudi and
transported in bullock carts.
Officials are turning a blind
eye to this issue,” he said.

But, V Sugumaran, Execu-

tive Engineer of PWD, WRO,
Periyar-Vaigai Basin Divi-
sion, refuted that sand is be-
ing mined at Villangudi in
Madurai, but assured he
would check.

Ahead of World Rivers Day
on September 26, TNIE looks
at the problems plaguing the

rivers flowing through TN.
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FloodsinBalasore,another
depression brewing

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE
BALASORE, 24 SEPTEMBER:

Several villages of north Bal-
asore including Bhograi ,Bali-
apal and Basta block were
marooned as flood waters of
Subarnarekha and Jalakariver
entered thevillages, cropland
and disconnected road com-
munication.

Atleast 100 villages entail-
ingapopulationof1.5lakh are
affected by the floods. Water
was flowing at a height of
three feet on rural roads and
vast stretch of crop land sub-
merged.

First it was the rain water
that had flooded villages last
week and now it is the river
water thathas added to the mis-
eries of the people in the north
Balasore villages.

District authorities said
theyhad evacuated over 3000
people fromlowlying areas and
put them up in cyclone shel-

ters. The ODRAF and fire ser-
vices teams were engaged in
rescue and relief operation.

Another low pressure in
the Bay of Bengal is likely to
concentrate into a depres-
sion and move towards Odisha
during the next48 hours stat-
ed the IMD on Fridaywhile issu-
ing yellow warning to several
coastal Odisha districts.

Underitsinfluence, there
will be fairly widespread
light to moderate rainfall
activity with isolated heavy
falls from September 25 and
28. Also widespread light to
moderate rainfall activity
with scattered heavy to very
heavy (12-20 cm) with iso-
lated extremely heavy falls
(>20 cm) is very likely on Sep-
tember 26 and 27 in some dis-
tricts of Odisha, the IMD
said .

Fishermen have been
advised against venturing
into the deep sea.
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BREAKFASTWITH BS »  GAJENDRASINGH SHEKHAWAT | JAL SHAKTI MINISTER

Free flowing

Aditi Phadnis finds in Shekhawat a minister
who keeps both oars in the water

tippy-toethrough rivulets ankle-high

toreach.Jal Shakti Minister Gajendra
Shekhawatonadayjalisoutinits full
shakti.“Land! Blessed land!”Icry outto
myselfas]navigate tothe pavement,
sodden and muddy, making my unsteady
way to the gate of hisresidence on Akbar
Road in Lutyens’ Delhi. My chappals
squelch and squeak. Heemitsastartled
squawk when hesees me, askshisaidesto
turndowntheair conditionerand
confides that hetoolkthe Metrotoreturn
home fromtheairportthe previous
evening. “Atleast in the Metro, you know
exactlyhow muchtimethejourneyis
goingtotake.Stupid touse thecarin
weatherlikethis,” he says. He apparently
usesthe Metroalot.

Unconventional. Buttheneverything
about Shekhawat, 53, isunconventional.
Hismanagers complain with affectionate
exasperation that hethrowssecuritytothe
wind while meeting people. Nomatter
what time of the day or nightitis, if people
arewaitingtosee him, he willgo outofthe
gatetoreceivethemand escort them
inside. He belongsto Jodhpur, theland of
the Thardesert where men are men. But
helovescookingandisadabhandinthe
kitchen where he can create masterpieces
—Chinesefood, continental... “kucchh

I t'sbeenrainingall night.T've had to

bhibanwalo(orderanythingand I'll make
it),” e says. “WhenI'maround, my friends
never have toworry about food,” he grins.T
believe him. He’s also a keen sportsman, a

nationallevel basketball player.

Healsohasawide and deep
understanding of ITapplications. He
whipsout hisphoneand, ignoring the
somewhat hunted lookin my eyes,
proceeds totake me through the.Jal
Jeevan Mission (JJM)dashboard that
can offeryouatourofthe JIM's work
downtotheblocklevel. Thisistechnology
applicationatitsbest,anditdoes not
differentiate onthe basisof caste,
religion or community. “Ifsomebodyin
thevillage complains, “You haven’tdone
anything forus’, alll have todoistake him
throughtheapp.”

Breakfastarrives. Itis vegetarian,
healthybut delicious. Thin roundels of
bread toasted crisp, smeared with spicy
potatofilling: crunchy onthe outside,
butteryontheinside. Hot rawa idliswith
sambarand chutney. Poha. Fresh fruit. A
Jodhpurspeciality, called Misrikirotior
binapaanikiroti—Dbasically abaked
sweet biscuit. And sweet masalachai,
robust and full-bodied. He helps himself
tosomethingthat lookslike bikaneri
bhujiya.Youcantake aboy outof
Rajasthan butyou can’t take Rajasthan out

ofaboy. Ithinktomyself.

Hetells me about hisconstituency. Itis
ontheIndia-Pakistan border and before it
was fenced, families would often visit
relativesin villagesthat lie onthe other
side without being aware they were
crossingthe border. That wasthe
situation till the 1970s. But smuggling

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

from Pakistan started in the 1980s, gold
andsilver firstand then aceticanhydride,
acrucial chemical in the making of
heroin. As Pakistan experimented with
fundamentalism under Gen Zia-ul-Hag,
conversion activity could be seenin
bordervillages aswell. “It was
immediartely visible in the clothes people
wore: thedhoti and the pagdiwas
replaced bythedadhi(beard) and the
skullcap,” hesays.

Shekhawat became active instudent
politics in the 1990s. He motivated young
men and women from local villagesto
form border security squads. Highly
experienced desert trackers, basically
cattle herdersin an areawhere it would
rainonce inthree years, called “paagi”
who could track pug marks, were
encouraged to share their trade with
thesesquads. This, in turn, became an
unofficial, informal league of counter-
terrorism expertswhoshared
information with the Intelligence Bureau
(IB) and Military Intelligence. “Young
men and women weregiven astipend,
bothtostudy and to become informal
border volunteers. Then the fencecame
up and now, you have the challenge of
drones,” hesays.

Isteer himback to his ministry —
which is vast. The water resources
ministry hasbeen expanded toinclude
some elementsofsanitation, clean Ganga
mission, urban water, rural water, river
interlinking... More recently, he has got an
additional responsibility — Green
Hydrogen, whichisgoingtobeIndia’s
ultimate weapon tobrandish atthose
(includinga formerUS President) whorail
thatIndia is amongthe “dirtiest, most
polluting” nationsin the world.

Shekhawat’s mantra, which herepeats
duringthe courseof the conversation, is

“ownership”. People must have ownership
of resources. Whetheritisthe target of
providing every home with piped water by
2024 orensuringthe quality of drinking
water, the modelis —the people must get
involved. And thisshould be via monetary
contribution as well as managementofthe
resource. So, whilestate governments
have been provided financial outlays to
create drinking water infrastructure, the
gramsabhaand panchayat contributed 10
percent towards the cost of infrastructure,
with Scheduled Caste villages
contributing 5 per cent. Theinfrastructure
ismaintained atnominal cost, whichis

RO?"heasks. Hesaystesting water cuality
ishis primary mission. Initially in every
Indiandistrict, but gradually atevery
blocklevel, groupsof women are being
trained totest water quality. Itisasimple,
uncomplicated kitthatgives youa
breakdown of water quality almost
immediately —initselfthe resultofa
challenge put to hundredsofstart-upsthat
have produced severalinnovative kits, all
linked toanIT grid that can be monitored
online. Impuritieslike arsenic, mercury
andlead can be detected instantly and can
betreated, he says. Itrytoimagine what
will happentothe bottled water industry

recovered fromthe users. when thathappens.
Guijarat, hesays, hasalready “Did you test Shekhawat’s passion for his
donethisand Himachal Pradesh ~ the waterin workisevidentanditisclearhe
andHaryanaareintheprocess.  yourtaps cantalkonthesubject for hours.
Payingimposes asense of before you ButThave another question:
responsibility. He reacts with decidedtoget  politicsandtheissueof
vehemencetotheelection an RO?" he leadership of the Bharatiya
promiseofthe Aam AadmiParty asks. He says Janata Partyin Rajasthan, the
in Goa, forinstance, that testing water tusslebetween himand former
drinkingwater will befreeif AAP  quality is his chief minister Vasundhara Raje
comesto power. primary Scindia. Heis, again,
Shekhawat concedes that mission unconventionally candid. He

river interlinking is notwithout
peril. But he also flags the problem of
floods and drought, and says some
solution must be found. Thelinking of the
Kenand Betwabetween Uttar Pradesh
and Madhya Pradesh has been endorsed
by bothstates. Thisisgoingtobe thetest
case —notjust of thetechnical aspectbut
alsothe politics of river interlinking.
“Nalsejal” (atap in every household)is
allverywell,” Iask him somewhat
belligerently, “but thewateralso hastobe
fit todrink.” Every urban household will
install areverse osmosisplantevenifthey
can’tafford anythingelse, Iinform him.
Heispatient. "Did youtest the waterin
yourtaps beforeyoudecidedtogetan

doesn’tdeny rivalry — “politics
isabout competition”. Butreports of
differencesare alsoexaggerated. His
primarytarget,understandably, isthe
failure of the Congress-led state
government, currently in power.

There’sa pause. Someone hascometo
see him. Heisalso abit pensive. His
mother, in herlate70s, hassurvived Covid
buthasachroniclungcondition that
prevents her from breathing normally.
Thereisn'talot modern medicine cando.
‘We part, however, onanote of hope. Water
isgoingtobeacentral partofthe
government’s 2024 election campaign.
And GajendraSingh Shekhawat’s work
willbe crucial for it.
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