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The 2015 Chennai floods spotlighted
how unwise land use made the city vul-
nerable to a regular visitor: the unruly,
unpredictable Northeast monsoon. The
jury is out on whether the downpour

was a result of climate change. But one

thing is certain: climate change will only
worsen the vulnerabilities caused by
bad land use conversions.

In the past year, considerable news-
print and airtime has been spent in
questioning what the government is do-
ing to flood-proof the city. The State

government pointed out that it is build-

ing storm water drains, removing en-
croachments, de-silting waterbodies,
bridges and culverts, and sprucing up its
early warning and disaster response ma-
chinery. But even as one agency works
to undo some of the damage caused by
decades of bad decisions, numerous
others are furiously building ill-de-
signed bridges and roads, flattening
dunes, and filling up salt pans and water
bodies. -

The state’'s response 1s inadequate
given the magnitude of the crises. Lay-

~ Ing stormwater drains to evacuate water

from high-density residential areas built
inside lakes and floodplains cannot but

be inadequate. |

And what about other natural shocks?
Other than heavy rains turning into
floods, cyclonic storms, heat waves and
water scarcity resulting from failed

- rains are the other regulars in Chennai.

Evacuating rainwater to save the city
from floods may increase vulnerability
to water scarcity.

Shock absorbers

The absorbers for all these shocks are
the same — nature’s defences. In Chen-
nai’s case, dunes and sandy beaches of-
fer some insurance against - violent
winds; by soaking up rainwater, they
protect inland aquifers from salinity in-
trusion. Native vegetative cover, and a
healthy network of waterbodies can
regulate micro climates and enhance
local water security, even while miti-

gating the flood potential of heavy rains.

The availability of open, unbuilt land
and water is critical to the resilience of
human settlements. But. Chennai and
other metropolises have growth agen-
das that are at odds with their ability to

fortify themselves against natural
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oached upon not by squattér settlements but by licensed

infrastructures of industry and urbanisation." Saidapet in Chennai during the floods last year.proto: 8. J0TH RAMALINGAM

‘The urban melting pot may
offer the possibility of human
‘advancement. Increasingly,
though, the urban itself ‘is
vulnerable environmentally

policy shift from rural development to
urban renewal. It celebrated urban-
1sation as “an indicator of economic de-

velopment... [and] a positive factor for

overall development.” The push-pull

force — push more than pull — exerted

by this shift has accelerated distress out-
migration to urban centres. The 201
Census recorded that India’s urban pop-
ulation grew more than rural India’s for
the first time since 1921. |

A GIS assessment done by CareEarth
revealed that between 1999 and 2006,
the area under ‘settlements’ grew from

‘44 sq km to 83.5 sq km, even as water

bodies shrunk from 33.55 sq km to 12.62

Urbanisation results in increased
built-up area which requires workers,
usually migrants. With affordable hous-
ing for the working poor absent, in-
formal settlements come up in vulner-
able areas in floodplains and along the
margins of seas and waterbodies to ac-
commodate each new wave of migrants,

Less than two weeks ago, the Tamil
Nadu government told the Madras High

The 1th Five-Year Plan marked a ~Court-of more-than 55,000 “encroach-
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ments” on the banks of the Adyar.and
Cooum rivers and the Buckingham
Canal. The court wants them evicted.

The city's wetlands, be it the marsh-

lands to the south or the sprawling creek
and salt pans in the north, have all been
encroached upon not by squatter settle-

- ments but by licensed infrastructures of
industry and urbanisation. No court will
order their eviction. ;

So far, 4,134 squatter families have re-
portedly been removed to a slum tene-
ment, 40 km away from the city centre.
But this will have little effect on Chen-
nai’s flood vulnerability. The poor qual-
ity of the kutcha squatter homes lack the
structural integrity to divert flood wa-
ters. They are a threat to themselves.

Ironically, the new multi-storey tene--

pledged 1n the Paris climate summit are
honoured, the world is looking at a 2°
Celsius hotter planet. A 4°C rise cannot
be ruled out. . |

Climate Central, a 1U.5.-based NGO,
has modelled the impacts of sea level
rise on coastal cities worldwide. This
mode! predicts a 4.9 metre rise along

Chennai's coast for the 2°C scenario,

ments for the ousted squatters are loc-

“ated within a flood-prone marsh. These
licensed buildings and their elite coun-
terparts, like the ELCOT IT SEZ also
located in the marsh, are a threat to
themselves and others around them.

The court is preoccupied with en-
croachments as defined by the laws of
man. Floodwaters follow the laws of
nature: here, encroachments are

- defined by location, not license.

The greater threat

‘Chennai’s preoccupation with rain-
related flooding ignores a greater threat
— the sea. Even if the inadequate na-
tional commitments for carbon cuts
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and a 9.1 metre rise at 4° C. At 4.9 metres,
Chennai’s famed IT corridor will be un-
der water; the East Coast Road will
transform into a truly scenic roadway

hemmed on either side by the seaand an

unbroken expanse of backwaters.

The denser cities of Mumbai, Kochi
and Kolkata are even worse off. In all
these cities, river and creek openings to
the sea will be the gateways for the sea’s
inexorable entry inland.

The urban melting pot may well offer
the possibility of human advancement
and escape from socio-cultural vulner-
abilities. Increasingly, though, the urban
itself is vulnerable environmentaliy. Go-
ing into the future, then, the need is for
new urban lmaginations that come
without the concentration of built-up
space. | |

In the past year, there has been much
talk about building climate-resilient cit-
1es. You can't build climate-resilient cit-
ies. You unbuild them. |

Nityanand Jayaraman is a Chennai-based writer and
social activist. -
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Ministry has
| to update
policy.

| timeframe by which it would

| key pmmse of the forest
a policy.

set up any timeframe for for-
mulation of the new forest
policy and, as of now, .the
draft version of the policy 1s
not ready,’

Vlronment Forests and Ch-
.| mate Change, said in a writ-
i | ten reply to the Lok Sabha.

o “The national goal is to

have a minimum of one-third

of the total land area of the
country under forest or tree
cover. However no time hmit

x
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India’s forest .

It has also decided to ‘ab-_..‘ I
| stain from committing to a . QRS NEFEEE

have a thlrd of India’s land
under forest or tree cover, a

« .The Mmlstry of EIIV]— -
ronment Forest and Climate :
i Change (MoEFCC) has not -

| Anil Madhav -
| Dave, Union Minister for En-

........
""""""

-has been prescnbed to
- achieve this -target,”:

the
Minister wrote.

The MoEFCC had tasked
the Bhopal-based Indian In-
stitute of Forest Manage-

ment (IIFM), an affiliated or-

ganisation, with reviewing

and documented at Bhagirath(English)& Publicity Section, CWC.
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._ and remmg the emstmg
forest policy. - | :
. Thiswasthe ﬁrst time that
the policy was being re-

looked ‘since 1988 .as it

wanted to update the several

changes in the_'forest laws
and provide a forward-look-

- Ministry
. and claimed it had “inadvert-

. in thE .
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mg pohc that talked about

. increasing India’s forest cov-
-er and tackling the effects of
climate change. =

The organisation had sub-

mitted its report and was

avaﬂable on the Euvuon-

‘ment Ministry’s website, as a
“Draft National Policy.”

However, on June 22, the
rejected the report

ently” uploaded the draft

policy and claimed it to be

so, when it was only a

| study“ by the IIFM. -

- The draft policy, as The

'Hindu reported on June 22,
‘made several suggestions in-

cluding promoting the com-

‘mercial use -of wood, a

greater role for mdustry in
forest management -and
time-bound reviews of the
progress being made in ef-
fectively managing forests.
It, however, had not expli-

- citly mentioned the role of
~ tribals in forest management

and the protections accor-
ded by the Forest Rights Act.
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