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Why are hydropower projects in the Himalayas risky?

Environment Ministry told the SC earlier this month that seven hydel projects in the region can go ahead

JACOB KOSHY

NEW DELHI

The story so far: The Envi-
ronment Ministry, in an affi-
davit placed in the Supreme
Court earlier this month, has
disclosed that it has permit-
ted seven hydroelectric pow-
er projects, which are report-
edly in advanced stages of
construction, to go ahead.
One of them is the 512 MW
Tapovan Vishnugadh pro-
ject, in Joshimath, Uttarak-
hand that was damaged by a
flood in February.

What’s the history of
hydel projects in the
Himalayas?

In the aftermath of the Ke-
darnath floods of 2013 that
killed at least 5,000 people,
the Supreme Court had halt-
ed the development of hy-
droelectric projects in Utta-
rakhand pending a review by
the Environment Ministry on
the role such projects had
played in amplifying the dis-
aster.

A 17-member expert com-
mittee, led by environmen-
talist Ravi Chopra, was set up
by the Ministry to examine

the role of 24 such proposed
hydroelectric projects in the
Alaknanda and Bhagirathi
basin, which has the Ganga
and several tributaries. The
Chopra committee conclud-
ed that 23 projects would
have an “irreversible im-
pact” on the ecology of the
region.

Following this, six private
project developers, whose
projects were among those
recommended to be axed,
impleaded themselves in the
case on the ground that since
their projects had already
been cleared for construc-
tion before the Kedarnath
tragedy, they should be al-
lowed to continue.

The SC directed a new
committee to be set up to ex-
amine their case. This com-
mittee, led by Vinod Tare of
the Indian Institute of Tech-
nology, Kanpur, concluded
that these projects could
have a significant environ-
mental impact.

The Environment Minis-
try in 2015 set up yet another
committee, led by B.P. Das,
who was part of the original
committee, but had filed a
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Site of tragedy: The Tapovan project, which was ravaged by
floods in February 2021. sv.v. KRISHNAN

“dissenting report”. The Das
committee recommended all
six projects with design mod-
ifications to some.

EXPLAINER

The Water Resources Mi-
nistry, then led by Minister
Uma Bharti, has been consis-
tently opposed to hydropow-
er projects in the Ganga. In
charge of the National Mis-
sion for Clean Ganga, the Wa-
ter Ministry has maintained
that the cleanliness of the riv-
er was premised on mini-
mum levels of water flow in

all seasons and the proposed
projects could hinder this.
By 2019, however, the re-
named Jal Shakti Ministry
had changed its stance to ac-
commodate seven out of the
24 projects. Its current posi-
tion is that barring these, it is
“not in favour” of new pro-
jects in the Ganga river ba-
sin.

Though hearings in the
Supreme Court are ongoing,
this is the first time that the
government has a formal un-
iform position on hydropow-
er projects in the Uttarak-
hand region.

What are the challenges
such projects face?
Following the break in the
Raunthi glacier that trig-
gered floods in the Rishigan-
ga river in Uttarakhand on
February 7, which washed
away at least two hydroelec-
tric power projects — thel3.2
MW Rishiganga hydroelec-
tric power project and the
Tapovan project, environ-
mental experts have attribut-
ed the glacial melt to global
warming. Glacier retreat and
permafrost thaw are project-
ed to decrease the stability of
mountain slopes and in-
crease the number and area
of glacier lakes. Moreover,
with increased instances of
cloudbursts, and intense
spells of rainfall and ava-
lanches, residents of the re-
gion were also placed at in-
creased risk of loss of lives
and livelihood.

How can these conflicts
be resolved?

The challenges facing deve-
lopment in the Himalayan re-
gion are multi-faceted. The
Uttarakhand  government
has said that it's paying over

1,000 crore annually to pur-
chase electricity and there-
fore, the more such projects
are cancelled, the harder for
them to meet their develop-
ment obligations. Several en-
vironmentalists and resi-
dents of the region say that
the proposed projects being
built by private companies
allot only a limited percen-
tage of their produced power
for the State of Uttarakhand
itself. Thus the State, on its
own, takes on massive envi-
ronmental risk without be-
ing adequately compensated
for it or its unique challenges
accounted for. Though the
Centre is committed to hy-
dropower projects because
it's a renewable source of
power, the ecological dam-
age combined with the re-
duced cost of solar power
means that it has in recent
times said that it is not in fa-
vour of greenfield hydropow-
er projects in the region. But
several environmental acti-
vists say that the Centre will
continue to prioritise infras-
tructural development in the
region, even if it comes at a
heavy environmental cost.
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1.33 lakh affected
by Assam floods

MANOJ ANAND
GUWAHATI, AUG 28

The flood situation in
Assam has started deteri-
orating after over 1.33
lakh people across 11 dis-
tricts were affected due to
heavy rainfall in north-
eastern states for the past
few days.

The state’s disaster
management authority in
a bulletin said that the
districts affected by
floods due to heavy rain-
fall in catchment areas

are Biswanath,
Bongaigaon, Chirang,
Dhemaji, Dibrugarh,
Jorhat, Lakhimpur,
Majuli, Sivasagar,

Sonitpur and Tinsukia.

Pointing out that so far
243 villages have been
affected due to flooding of
the Brahmaputra and its
tributaries, the authori-
ties said that there was no
loss of lives (human or
animal) so far.

The state disaster man-
agement forces have evac-
uated 162 people and 40
animals with the help of
boats. At least 6,217 peo-
ple have taken shelter in
66 relief camps set up by
the district administra-
tions of Bongaigaon and
Chirang. Five camps in
Dhemaji district and
three more in Tinsukia
are on standby.

63,891 people have been
affected in Bongaigaon,
followed by 31,500 in
Dhemaji and 13,239 in

Majuli.

Asserting that disaster
management authorities
are ready for any eventu-
ality, the authorities said
that the rising water level
of major rivers in most of
the affected districts was
the area of concern as in
several places the rivers
are already flowing above
the danger mark.

Five medical teams have
been deployed, the bul-
letin said. There are
reports that 16 roads have
been damaged in
Bongaigaon and Dhemaji,
although no embank-
ments have been
breached so far.

Erosion has also been
reported from several

places in Baksa,
Biswanath, Bongaigaon,
Chirang, Goalpara,
Cachar, Jorhat,
Kokrajhar, Majuli,
Morigaon, Nalbari,

Sonitpur and Tinsukia
districts.

It is significant that
Assam government has
embarked upon an ambi-
tious project

to prevent floods by
diverting water from the
Brahmaputra and its trib-
utaries during the mon-
soon.

“As a pilot project, they
have identified certain
regions in Dhemaji dis-
trict where excess water
from Brahmaputra River
can be diverted during
the monsoon,” official
sources said.
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Water-level recorders could give flood warning

Wadia Institute of Himalayan Geology has chalked out a plan to install an
automatic water level recorder in rivers emanating from glaciers to ensure early
warnings in case of flash floods such as the one earlier this year in Chamoli
district. Kalachand Sain, director of the institution, told this newspaper: “This
will require approval, funds, a lot of man power and time.” Experts said this will
help tracking flow and levels in these rivers, which will help in disaster planning
as well as water supply regulation. Plans are afloat to install these systems in
Ganga and Yamuna. From 200 in 2015, natural disasters have risen to 2,659 in
2020, Uttarakhand data shows.
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Experts inspect
KRS reservoir

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE @ Mysuru

A team of experts from Jal Shakthi
Ministry, carrying out a study on
the safety and improvement of the
reservoirs in Karnataka, visited
the Krishnaraja Sagar (KRS) reser-
volr on Saturday.

The committee inspected the
grouting works carried out at KRS
at the cost of %67 crore in 2018 and
also the work on replacing sluice
gates of the dam.

The irrigation experts from Cen-
tre will sign a memorandum of un-
derstanding with the State govern-
ment and submit the report to the
Centre which will help avail funds
from the World Bank.
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80% of Mumbai’s Nariman point and
Mantralaya will go under water by 2050’

MUMBAI: Mumbai munici-
pal commissioner Igbal Singh
Chahal has made a sinister pre-
diction for the city, saying that
by 2050, a major portion of
south Mumbai, including the
business district of Nariman
Point and state secretariat Man-
tralaya, will go under water due
to the rising sea level.
Speaking at the launch of
Mumbai Climate Action Plan
and its website at the hands
of Maharashtra Environment
and Tourism Minister Aaditya
Thackeray on Friday, Chahal
said about 70 per cent of the
city's A, B, C and D wards in
south Mumbai will be under
water due to climate change.
He said that nature has been
giving warnings, but if people
do not "wake up" then the situ-
ation would turn "dangerous".
"Eighty per cent of the areas
like Cuffe Parade, Nariman
Point and Mantralaya will be
under water...Means going to

disappear,” he said.

The civic chief also said that
it is a matter of just 25-30 years
as 2050 is not too far.

"We are getting warnings
from nature and if we do not
wake up, it will be a dangerous
situation for the next 25 years.
And it will not only be the next
generation but the current gen-
eration will also suffer,” Chahal
warned.

He said that Mumbai is the
first city in South Asia that is
preparing its climate action
plan and acting on it. "Earlier,
we used to hear about climate
change events like melting gla-
ciers, but not directly affecting
us. But now it has come to our
doorstep,” he added.

Chabhal said that last year
for the first time in 129 years,
a cyclone (Nisarga) hit Mum-
bai and thereafter in the last
15 months, there have been
three cyclones. After that, on
August 5, 2020, about 5 to 5.5

feet water was accumulated at
Nariman point.

"There was no cyclone
warning that day, but consid-
ering the parameters, it was a
cyclone,” Chahal said.

Highlighting that the city
has witnessed some extreme
weather condictions recently,
he said that the city faced Tauk-
tae cyclone in Mumbai and wit-
nessed 214 mm rain on May 17,
though monsoon arrives here
on June 6 or 7.

Before June 9, Mumbai
recorded 84 per cent of the June
rainfall and in July, 70 per cent
of month's average rainfall was
received in just four days from
July 17 to 20, he said.

Under the Mumbai Climate
Action Plan (MCAP), the data
assessment has identified areas
and communities most vulner-
able given increasing climate
uncertainty, the Brihanmum-
bai Municipal Corporation
(BMC) said in a release. AGENCIES
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