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south-central part of Bihar dénatéd ﬁ’fbney built traditional
channels@nd embankments to irrigate fields and ease farm woes

i

&u%ﬁash Pafhak

-4 M\ash pathal@hindustantimes.com

m&DH Ancient Mauryan engineering

”’hasbrought water back totheundulating
and rocky terrain of Magadh, the grain
bowl of Bihar that had turned almost
entirely arid because of abortive modern
irrigation policies.

The Magadh region, compmsmg 10
districts insouth-central Bihar, wasreel-
ingfromits worst water crisisoveradec-
adeago,forcingfarmerstoboard trainsto
distant cities such as New Delhi and
Chandigarh and work there as migrant
labourers. :

Rainfall was scant, people had long
abandoned traditional reservoirs that
caught and stored rainwater run-off, the
water tableinaquifershad depleted from
overuse, and modern irrigation canals
covered only asmallarea.

Gayaitself was a modern nightmare
as most of its ponds overflowed with
garbage. The water table had dipped
below 200 feet, and taps and tube wells
‘had gone dry. The water crisis was so
acute that people sold their houses in
posh localities at throwaway prices.
The government promised tc build a
100km canal from the Ganga but the
project failed.

The crisis looked irreversible but
Rabindra Pathak, who taught Pali and
Sanskritatacollegein Arwal, wascertain
thatthe answerlayinthelong-forgotten
and crumblingaqueductsand waterres-
ervoirs that irrigated the fields that fed
ancient India’s fnost glorious empire.

Hepored through old books and scrip-
tures, and found that reviving thedilapi-
datednetwork of pynesandahars wasthe
lone solution.

Pynes are channels carrying water
from rivers. Ahars are low-lying fields
withembankmentsthatactas waterres-
ervoirs. This combined irrigation and
water conservationsystemdatesbackto
the Mauryan era that flourished in
Magadh 2,000 years ago.

Pathak founded the Magadh Jal
Jamaat (MJJ)in 2006, anetwork of indi-
viduals working to revive the neglected
pvnes and ahars. “There was no other
way to solve the recurring water crisis
threateningtoturnthe regionarid. Reck

less use of tube wel]s for irrigation with-
te recharge complicated the
scen:i%ni! said.

Convingifig people to participate
wasnot easy in a fragmented society,
whereggbody was willingtopart withan
inch ofiand.

“Vilksgersshrugged off theideaofcol-
lective participation initially, as they
couldn’t fathom its impact,” said Kan-

chan Mistri at Khaneta-Pali village.'

“When the government with all its

resourcesfailed, how couldagroup(like -

ours) do it? That was the common

- refrain.”

Besides, the local mafia interested in
contracts for government projects posed
ablgﬂlreattothevoluntaryirﬂﬁaﬁve A
years before MJJ’s formation, in 2004,
social activists Saritaand Mahesh, work-
mgonanmgaﬁonsystemmGaya were
murdered by themafia.

‘But Pathak was determined todo the

unmnﬂ(able—bnngwatertoﬁleareaHe
got ample help from his professor-wife,
Pramila, and trader Prabhat Pandey.

They persuaded villagers toformcom-
mittees and donate anywhere between
3100 and 31,000, depending on the size
of agricultural plots they owned, and
revived the 125-km Jamune Dasain pyne
and 159-km Barki pyne. These two
complex channels, rebuilt with helpfrom
social worker Chandra Bhushan,
brought water from Falgu, a tributary
ofthe Ganga.

The impact was instantaneous and
miraculous. About 150 villages along
the Jamune-Dasain pyne and around
250 villagesalongthe Barkicanalhave
been able to irrigate their fields for the
kharif and rabi (monsoon and winter)
crops, and grow vegetables, pulses

IN 2011, CHIEF MINISTER
NITISH KUMAR ASKED THE
IRRIGATION, PUBLIC HEALTH
AND ENGINEERING, AS WELL
AS THE REVENUE AND LAND
REFORMS DEPARTMENTS
TO REPLICATE THE MAGADH

» A check dam built by villagers along with Maghadh Jal Jamaat near Sijuaghati in Imamganj-Dumaria area.

and oilseeds as well.

Thefarmdistress easedSIgmﬁcanﬂy
I_nfechangedformargmalfarmerJalram
Bhagat, whowanted tokillhimselfwhen
his paddy cropfailed in 2007, after he met
volunteersofthe Magadh Jal Jamaat. He
joined the group, discarded plans to
return to Chandigarh where he worked
asaplumber, and contributed his mite for
theirrigation system.

Bhagat, 45, from Shabaazpurvillagein
Gaya was among thousands of people
from about 700 villages who used to
migratefor work-—notby choice, butby

. compulsion. He now stays home and

reapsagood harvest from hisamplyirri-
gatedfarm.

Peoplebegan tosay the water system’s
revival was the second-best thing to
have happened to Gaya after the
Buddha’s enlightenment. In Gaya, resi-
dents, officials, military and police per-
sonneljoined the mission tobuild check
dams and clear ponds of encroachment
and debris.

“Recurring protests over water crises
are now a thing of past in the district.
Hand pumps and wells that were aban-
doned are now working.” said Rajesh

Kshitij,alawyerin Gaya.

The social organisation’s initiative
drewaccolades from environmentalists
Anupam Mishraand Magsaysay winner
Rajendra Singh.

In 2011, chief minister Nitish Kumar
asked the irrigation, public health and
engineering, and the revenue and land
reforms departments to replicate the
Magadh Jal Jamaat model.

The Magadh region hasfour medium
andmajorirrigation projects, including
the Sone canal. But these irrigate only
30,000 hectares in parts of Gaya, Arwal,
Jehanabad, Aurangabad, Nalanda and
Nawadadistricts.

The North Koel reservoir scheme in
Jharkhand’s Palamauand Punpunbar-
rage in Gaya were launched in 1972 and
2006 respectively. But they never took off.

The Gaya circle irrigation depart-
ment’sexecutiveengineer, Ashok Kumar
Choudhary, said the existing canal sys-
tem works only for the kharif season, or
monsooncrop.

But the restored pyne-ahar system
helps farmers grow paddy in 150,000 hec-
tares, wheat in 100,000 hectares and
pulses and oilseeds in about 30,000 hec-

taresin Gayaalone.

" The Mauryannetwork brings waterto
the remote countryside, which seldom
got any help from government agencies
because of Maoist insurgents active in
thoseareas.

The Magadh Jal Jamaat responded
positively when at least seven villages
in the Maoist heartland of Imamganj-
Dumaria requested for a check dam to
bebuilttoconserverainwater. Thearea
is about 22km off GT Road, but barely
accessible.

“QOur volunteers worked twomonths,
builtacheck damandrejuvenated apyne,
which is now irrigating farms of over a
dozen of villages and recharging ahars
andponds,” said 60-year-old Kameshwar
Yadav of Pachman, ploughmg his field
after adecade.

The move encouraged a farm turn-
around and migrant youth working in
Delhi returned home to sow oilseeds.

“We built the dam with 344,000in 2014
when the state would have spent 350
lakhandtakenayear. This year, wehope
to grow fish and reap a bumper rabi
crop,” said Niranjan Yadav, a 30-year-old
who worked ataretail shopin Delhi.
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Goa CM séys those who think Karnataka won't get water share are living in a fool's paradise

PRAKASH KAMAT
PANAJI 4 B
Goa Chlef Minister Manohar
Parrikar said on Wednesday
that no State can object to
another drawing water from a
river that traverses through
three States, and that Goa is
only objecting to “Karnataka’s
plans for transfer of water
from the deficit basin of Maha-
dayi to Malaprabha”.
Responding to questions
on the controversy over his
letter to Karnataka BJP chief
: B.S. Yeddyurappa on the wa-
. ter-sharing issue, at a Cabinet
press briefing at the Secreta-
riat, Mr. Parrikar said, “If so-
meone thinks that Karnataka
cannot take water, he is living
in a fool’s paradise. He doesn’t
understand law. When a river

ftows Tromi~ Karnataka, how

can the State be denied water?
But it cannot take the water to
some other basin; it has to use
the water in that area,”

Water deficit

The state has submitted docu-
mentary evidence to the Ma-
hadayi Water Disputes Tribu-
nal that the Mahadayi basin

‘had around 115 TMC (thou-

sand million cubic-feet) water.
The actual requirement in
Maharashtra, Karnataka and
Goa is about 145 TMC, ‘and
hence there is a deficit, the
Chief Minister said. “There-

fore, water cannot be trans-

ferred to some other river.
That is the point before the
Tribunal.”

In his letter-to Mr. Yeddyu-

’Manohar Parnkar

rappa Mr. Pamkar had
agréed to consider Karnata-
ka’s demand for drinking wa-
ter for North Karnataka “on
humanitarian grounds”. On
Wednesday, he said, “If you
try to speculate about my let-
ter, that is not my concern. I
am sorry. I am very clear
about this, that I have written

a perfectly valid letter in the -

interest of the State,” he said.

He also accused some sec-

tions of the media of slander-
ing him and the government.

-« Mr. Parrikar had also faced
criticism from Water Resourc-
s Minister Vinod Palienkar of
the Goa Forward party and al-

- ly Maharashtrawadi Goman-

tak Party.

Out-of-court talks

The Chief Minister weighed in
on the assiance given by Un-
ion Parliamentary Affairs Mi-
nister Ananth Kumar that Mr.
Parrikar had called for out-of
court talks with Mr. Yeddyu-
rappa. Mr. Kumar had res-
ponded to a Zero Hour notice
raised by Karnataka MP S.P.
Muddahanumegowda. - Mr.
Parrikar said, “Have I made a

statement? If they bait each
other what do I do? I am not
responsible for demands so-
meone else makes. I'have ex-
plained my stand to you clear-
ly time and again.”

He also said that none of
the' 21 non-governmental or:
ganisations (NGOs), which
have publicly demanded that
he withdraw the letter, had
approached him, but that he
would reply to the NGOs ‘if
they write to him based on his
letter.

Mr. Parrikar admitted that
he had received a letter from
Karnataka Chief Minister Sid-
daramaiah and it spoke about
tri-partite talks between Kar-
nataka, Goa and Maharashtra,
and transfer of water from
one basin to other.
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Something is wrong with-the
water. There is also possibility
thatthelevelsofheavy metalsare
rising: Thatmeeds to be ana-

in hacteria could have serious
ecological and ;publie health

‘implicationsin thefuture,” said

Kornal Kamra,associate profes-

-sor of Zoology at Sti Gurn Tegh
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