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Disappeared Sarasvati flows again in
Haryana
Gautam Dheer in Chandigarh, October 02, 2016

Thousands of years ago, the majesty of the
mighty Sarasvati river was in full bloom. It later
dried up, perhaps, in a desert. But in the last
one year, its virtually flowing in Haryana, albeit
symbolically but in a big way on the same
course where it left its imprints centuries ago.

 It's “man­made” version on the course scientifically established to be that of the
erstwhile mighty river.  Years of collaborated efforts have started yielding results.
A carved­out 153­km stretch in Haryana has water flow and is deemed as the
Sarasvati river course. 

 Geologists reveal the Sarasvati glacier branch of the Sarasvati flowed through
Yamunanagar and Kurukshetra districts in Haryana before it joined the Ghaggar
River at in Patiala district of Punjab.

 The project to rejuvenate the lost Sarasvati has left many excited. It's a
passionate task, Sarasvati Heritage Development Board Deputy Chairman
Prashant Bhardwaj told DH. It was in April  last year when the digging started in
Yamunanagar. As explored, it showed signs of being a river bed beneath. It was a
heartening site. A 150­km plus stretch was dug up from Adi Badri, a place believed
to be the starting point of the lost Sarasvati in Yamunanagar close to the Shivalik
foothills, to Sirsa in Haryana. That done, 100 cusecs of Yamuna water from the
feeder canal was released in the dry course. 

“It was no less moment of glory for us. But a lot more is still to be done” Prashant
Bhardwaj said. A 500­km plus course will complete all the designated tributaries of
the lost river in Haryana. It's a unique initiative that is loaded with mythological
overtones. It is intended to be a part of the religious circuit as well.  

For the BJP government in Haryana, the project of reviving Sarasvati is close to
its heart. Denying the Congress Party of its share of glory in the project will be
unfair. The foundation for project to revive the river was laid by the Congress
government led by Bhupinder Singh Hooda in 2009. 

Chief Minister Manohar Lal Khattar had termed the project  a “mission to keep
alive the soul of a community”. The government dedicated the Sarasvati Heritage
Development Board with Khattar as Chairman. 

For Khattar, the mission to revive Sarasvati has a special significance. Here's
why? Way back in 1985, Manohar Lal Khattar, then a RSS Pracharak, was among
a group of experts which travelled from Adi Badri to Gujarat for three days after Dr
V S Wakankar, an archaeologist and Padma Shri awardee, made claims of having
traced the basin of the Sarasvati from Adi Badri to Kutch in Gujarat. Never would
have Manohar Lal realised that decades later, it would be under his command as
the chief minister that the revival of the lost Sarasvati will take place.  

So what's the authenticity of the Sarasvati course flowing in Haryana and other
parts. Prashant Bhardwaj says there are documented evidence to justify
everything, which is why such an elaborate exercise has been undertaken by the
state government to fill dried course of the lost river. 

 He said the revenue records that date back to the Mughal period mention it as
Sarasvati. The Survey of India topo­sheets mention it as Sarasvati. The Indian
Space Research Organisation has established the course through geographic
information system mapping.  Rig Veda scripts mention scores of civilisations
thriving around the basin of the river. Pieces of pottery that were recovered from
the excavation site hinted at the possibility of a civilisation here. 

Bhardwaj says inherent in the project to revive Sarasvati in Haryana are a host of
other measures, like religious tourism, flood protection, ecology, water
conservation et al, that will benefit the state. Dams and water reservoirs too have
been planned to ensure perennial flow of river independent of water inflow from
feeders.     The incumbent regime has earmarked Rs 50 crore for the Sarasvati
project. While research has been going on for several years now, sometime ago, a
sudden gush of water from below the surface near four separate temple sites in
Haryana left geologists overwhelmed. 

Research and exploration then underlined the existence of numerous paleo­
channels of the river, deep  aquifers further below and buried remains of the river.
And the buried channels still exist in Haryana, Rajasthan and Gujarat.  

Dr A R Chaudhary, chairman of the Geology Department, Kurukshetra University
and a pioneer in research, has maintained that satellite imageries suggest the
presence of several paleo­channels indicating a major river flow that once existed.
“Laboratory analysis of sediments collected from the water that came out of these
two sites suggest a dense mineral content of higher Himala yan hills, which only
reinforced our theory,” he has held. 

In Haryana, nearly 103 early Harappan (2500­2200 BC) archaeological sites related
to the Sarasvati river civilisation have been identified. These sites are spread
across various districts of Haryana. 
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M Riaz Hasan | 03 October, 2016  |  |  | Take a survey
As someone who started his professional career

more than half-a-century ago in the then Central

Water and Power Commission (CWPC) -- later to

become Central Water Commission (CWC) -- I

welcome the Mihir Shah Committee Report and

consider it important and long overdue. I was also

closely associated for over a decade with the

World Bank-funded National Hydrology Project

(NHP) which was unique and exclusive to India

and which made it the only country in the world

where all available hydrological data -- rainfall,

riverâow, groundwater and water quality -- are collected, collated, validated, and computerised in a user-friendly

form to be instantly available at specially-created State, regional and Central Water Data centres.

The CWC was established more than 70 years ago and the Central Ground Water Board (CGWB) 45 years ago. Both

these institutions deal with water but the CWC, which deals mainly with surface water, has always enjoyed a high

proále because it was tasked to plan and design India’s river-valley projects -- dams, barrages, reservoirs and canals.

Jawaharlal Nehru had once called these dams “modern temples”. CWC was, until recently, run and managed mainly by

civil engineers. Perhaps it deserved a high-proále status because some of its former Chairmen and Members were

the most well- known civil engineers of India -- Dr K L Rao, Dr Pritam Singh, Y K Murthi and Dr Thomas. According to

the International Commission on large dams, there are about 15000 dams in India and CWC may have designed most

of the large and medium dams. These dams have contributed signiácantly in increasing India’s total irrigation

potential to over 100 million hectares. Although water is a State responsibility, CWC has over the years become the

central authority to oversee and supervise all river valley projects.

In order to deáne and delineate its special and exclusive role, it even installed its own hydrological network in every

State rather than trying to improve/upgrade the existing State network. The CWC defends this practice by asserting

that it uses its own data in inter-State disputes, as between Tamil Nadu and Karnataka over Cauvery. Rather than

develop a uniform system of data collection for all States during its 70-year existence, it preferred to create its own

network thus forfeiting the trust of the States. It was the World Bank-funded NHP which performed this task in the

1990s. There developed a “CWC-cult” which made its engineers feel professionally superior to all other Indian

engineers. Whenever a team of engineers from any State came to Delhi to discuss a new project, it had a feeling of

nervousness or trepidation.

The CWC practised professional discrimination not only against non-civil engineers e.g. hydrologists, geologists and

hydrogeologists, but also against its own engineers. If an engineer chose to become a hydrologist, he/she was

shunted off to the áeld for river-gauging or data collection and was not promoted beyond the post of Superintending

Engineer or Director. The NHP broke down such barriers and recommended posts of Chief Engineers for specialists

like hydrologists and hydro- World Bank representative once asked CWC why promotions for specialist cadres were

restricted, it invoked certain colonial rules in defence.

The worst victim of CWC’s apathy towards "non-engineers" is the National Institute of Hydrology (NIH) in Roorkee. It

was established by CWC but it never enjoyed an independent professional role and all its activities are invariably

overseen/monitored by CWC. In early 2004 when I last visited NIH it had a professional staff of over 200, of whom 90

were PhDs in various hydrological disciplines. In fact, many Sates were unaware of its existence. I think hydrologists

are also specialists who deserve the same respect as civil engineers and I am sure the proposed NWC will eradicate

this professional apartheid.

Although groundwater is the dominant part of nature's water resources, it is never treated on par with surface water

in India. The CWC is located in Delhi whereas the CGWB is situated in Faridabad, some 30 miles away. For far too

long we have neglected groundwater at the expense of surface water. Its development has been left to commercial

drillers. As Mihir Shah rightly comments in his interview in The Hindu (19 August 2016): “We must view groundwater

and surface water in an integrated, holistic manner. CWC and CGWB cannot continue to work in their current

independent, isolated fashion”.

Agriculture is yet another professional áeld where civil engineers and agriculturists do not see eye-to-eye. This is

because the civil engineers consider themselves academically brilliant and they have to score very high marks in

order to enter a degree course; those who do a course in agriculture do not require an equally meritorious academic

performance. In India, in general, agriculturists do not enjoy the same professional status as those in the USA and

Europe. The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the US Soil Conservation Service (USSCS) are world leaders in

setting up not only agricultural and agronomic standards but also in developing water management techniques on

and off the áeld. Although the CWC (and the State irrigation departments) designed thousands of dams and

succeeded in delivering water through a network of distribution canals to the áelds, they do not have any

agriculturalist on their staff or liaise/cooperate with the agriculture department in managing crop water. It was the

World Bank that came to our rescue and developed an interface between engineers and agiculturalists by funding

such innovative projects as the Water and Land Management Institute and Water and Land Management Training and

Research Institute in various States. Both have vastly improved on-farm water management.

The CWC has always been focused on irrigation water and not on drinking water. Whatever its terms of reference

were when it was established, it should have included drinking water as an integral part of its agenda. It should also

have drawn the attention of both the Central and State governments to the urgency of drinking water supply. As a

result irrigation water and not drinking water became our national priority. It was only in 1987, when the National

Water Policy was formulated that drinking water became a top priority.

Despite its drawbacks, the CWC has done a magniácent job during the past 70 years and has saved us from

starvation and famines. It should now welcome and endorse the main recommendation of the Mihir Shah Committee

to create a National Water Commission.

The writer, an NRI living in the UK, is a retired UN/World Bank consultant in water resources/irrigation.

Tags: Central Water Commission river-valley projects
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