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In Odisha vs Chhattisgarh Mahanadi
water wars, issues of dams, politics

SOWMIYA ASHOK
NEW DELHI, MARCH18

IN LINE with the Supreme Court’s order in _
January, the Ministry of Water Resources last ' -

week notified the setting up of a Tribunal to
resolve the dispute between Odisha and
Chhattisgarh over the sharing of the waters
of the Mahanadi river. What is the back-
ground to the dispute and, going beyond the
political rhetoric in both states, who are the
parties actually affected by it?

The River

The Mahanadi rises in a pool 6 km from
Farsiya village in Chhattisgarh’s Dhamtari dis-
trict,and winds 851 km broadly east to fall into
the Bay of Bengal close to the temple town of
Konarkin Odisha’s Puri district. The river basin
is spread over Chhattisgarh, Odisha, and small
parts of Jharkhand, Maharashtraand Madhya
Pradesh, and drains an area of 1,41,589 sq km,
withamaximum length of 587 km and a max-
imum width of 400 km. Some 54.27% of the
basinareais agricultural land, and 4.45% is wa-
ter bodies, according to the National Water
Development Agency, an autonomous society
under the Ministry of Water Resources, which
studies the river systems of peninsular India.

Dispute timeline

The Chhattisgarh government, in its re-
ply to Odisha’s plea in the Supreme Court for
an injunction to stop work on six industrial
barrages upstream on the Mahanadi, pro-
vided the following timeline.

B In 1983, the Chief Ministers of Odisha
and undivided Madhya Pradesh agreed to re-
solve “all water disputes by a mechanism of

Joint Control Board” to “review the progress,
from time to time of survey, investigation,
planning, execution and preparation of joint
inter-state irrigation and power projects” and
to “discuss and resolve any issues.”

B n 2000, Chhattisgarh was created.

B In November 2016, Odisha filed acom-
plaint in the Supreme Court, and in the fol-
lowing month a suit under Article 131 of the
Constitution (disputes between states and
the Union, or among states) to plead for the
setting up of a Tribunal under Section 3 of
the Inter-state Water Disputes Act, 1956.

B In its reply in December 2016,
Chhattisgarh asked Odisha to form
the “Joint Control Board” proposed by the
1983 agreement.

In January 2017, the Centre formed an
T1-member negotiation committee to re-
solve the dispute. Odisha insisted on the
Tribunal instead, and stayed away as the
committee met in February 2017. The com-
mittee held a meeting again later that year.

Meanwhile, the Union government's state-
ment in Parliament to set up a tribunal was

BJD workers stand in the water of the Mahanadi to protest the visit to Odisha of
Chhattisgarh Chief Minister Raman Singh last year. The posters say, ‘First stop
work on barrage, then come and give speeches’, and ‘You are squeezing the
Mahanadi’s neck, the people of Odisha will never forgive you.’ P11 Archive
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overturned with Minister of Water Resources
Nitin Gadkari's proposal to form a joint con-
trol board for “early resolution of the issue.”

However, on January 23, 2018, the apex
courtdirected the Centre to notify a Tribunal to
adjudicate the dispute. The Tribunal, which the
Centre notified on March 12, has been asked to
“determine water sharing among basin states
on the basis of the overall availability of water...
contribution of each state, the present utilisa-
tion of water resources in each state and the po-
tential for future development”.

The Arguments

Inits 2016 plea to the court, Odisha asked
for Chhattisgarh to be restrained from con-
structing and operating six industrial barrages,
Samoda, Seorinarayan, Basantpur, Mirouni,

Saradihaand Kalma, “pending constitution of
the Tribunal”. Biju Janata Dal MPs had said in
Parliament that year that the damming of the
Mahanadi by Chhattisgarh would choke wa-
ter supply to Odisha. The state had moved
court after the Centre rejected its demand for
aTribunal. “These are purely illegal construc-
tions for the benefit of industries carried out
by Chhattisgarh, which has been choking the
water flow to the Hirakud dam in Odisha,” B]D
MP Bhartruhari Mahtab had told The Indian
Express after the Cabinet decided to set up the
Tribunal last month.

“The joint control board was not consti-
tuted for 35 years and it was intended to look
into construction of smaller projects and not
for resolving inter-state issues,” lawyer rep-
resenting Odisha in the apex court Mohan

Katarki told The Indian Express.“As for the ne-
gotiation committee that was set up by the
Centre, we rejected that because it was in-
tended more as a fact-finding body than a
negotiating one.” Chhattisgarh, on its part,
has rejected Odisha’s claims, and told the
court that the plea was “misconceived, base-
less”, and “premature and not maintainable”,
according to the reply filed by standing coun-
sel for Chhattisgarh, Atul Jha.

The dispute has become a political issue
in Odisha. Following the BJP's success in the
local body elections of 2017, the BJD sought
to use the Mahanadi to portray the BJP as
being anti-Odisha and pro-Chhattisgarh
(where it is in power), a pitch that it ampli-
fied during the campaign for the February
24 Bijepur Assembly bypoll, a crucial test for
both parties ahead of the Assembly elec-
tions of 2019. The Centre announced the set-
ting up of the Tribunal four days before the
vote. However, the B]D won easily, and de-
clared that the Mahanadi water dispute had
played a decisive role in the election.

Bigger picture

According to Shripad Dharmadhikary of
the Forum for Policy Dialogue on Water
Conflicts in India, a non-partisan citizen'’s
group, the inter-state dispute has taken the
focus away from the older, more relevant
struggle of small farmers against large indus-
trial interests in both states.

Back in October 2006, about 25,000
farmers had formed an 18-km-long human
chain around Burla near Sambalpur in
Qdisha to protest the government’s decision
to provide water from the Hirakud reservoir
on the Mahanadi to upcoming industries.
The farmers had pointed to the “adverse im-
pact” this would have on farming.

“Orissa started allocating water from the
Hirakud project to industries,” Dharmadhikary
said. “That, combined with the poor mainte-
nance of the canal system provoked a very
strong struggle from farmers 11 Ocdisha.” This
clash between farming and industrial interests
was at the time visible in Chhattisgarh as well,
where similar allocations were being made to
thermal power plants, Dharmadhikary said.

Over the past few years, however, the nar-
rative has changed — in Odisha, specifically.
Dharmadhikary said, political compulsions
have nudged it in the direction of, “We are
notable to give water to our farmers because
Chhattisgarh is bringing in new projects”.

Experts such as Dharmadhikary argue
that while the Mahanadi Tribunal will fol-
low “conventional, established paradigms of
water management”, it may be time, “to re-
vamp the way we think about water dis-
putes”, and look at actual stakeholders be-
yond just the state governments.

(WITHSAMPAD PATNAIKIN
BHUBANESWAR)
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Yamuna mafias
alive and killing

ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES Fresh ev:dence shows
|IIegaI sand mining, groundwater extraction goes
on in the river floodplains despite court orders

ARE EFFORTS TO SAVE YAMUNA FAILING?

Joydeep Thakur
= joydeep.thakur@htlive.com

NEWDELHI: The National Green Tribunal,
in a series of orders over the past four
years, has banned several activities
including sand mining, dumping of
debris, encroachment and open defeca-
tion in the Yamuna floodplains.

But fresh evidence gathered over the
past six months by a private security
agency, hired by the Delhi Development
Authority to patrol the floodplains, has
shown that little seems to have changed
on the ground. Even though the land
belongstothe DDA onpaper, butitisthe
local mafias who seems tobe controlling
floodplains—at least after dark.

Hindustan Times in a two-part series
checks how sand mining by gangs, dump-

ing of debris to reclaim more land for

encroachment, encroachment by slums

and groundv ter ext-~ction from the
Vamuna bz~ o supply Dotsisendhos
pitalsare sullrampant.

SAND MINING

Asonewalksalongthe Yamuna’sbankin

F
Usmanpur Pushta-2, makeshift barri-
cades made of bamboo sticks, could be
spotted dividing the bank into several

plots—each stretching not lessthan 50—

100 metres.

“Each plot belongstoadifferent gang
who getstherightfromalocalmafia todig
out sand. The mafia controls the entire
stretch. Itisaprofitable business as one
trolley of sand would sell for around
%1,500,” said Naresh Kumar a security
guard who has been patrolling these
floodplains over the past few months.

Enter one such plot and you would
stumble upon large and deep ditches all
acrossfrom wheresand hasbeen dugout.

“During the day there is hardly any
activityintheseisolated stretches. Butat
night, one canseeseveraltrucks, trolleys

and tractors waiting to transport the

sand, while local youths dig it out. The
activity starts after 9pm. Itis veryrisky to
gothereatnight,” saidalocal whorofused
tobeidentified.

The NGT had banned swi.d 1a1ning
fromthe Yamunafloodplainsin Novem-
ber 2015, onapetitionfiled by an activist,
RahilNagar. Butthesecurity agency has

= Tonnes of construction debris dumped on the Yamuna banks in Old Usmanpur area. SANCHIT KHANNA

detected at least 85 cases of sand miningin
the past six months between Wazirabad
Bridge and Kalindi Kunj barrage —a

" stretch of 25 km.

The modus operandi is, however, dif-
ferentnear Batla Housearea wherelocal
youthstakethe help of horsesand mules
trained totransportthesandinbagstoa
fixed location.

“They are very hard to intercept as
theyfleejustleaving behind theanimals.
The locals refuse to talk aboutit,” said
oneoftheguards, requestmg anonymity.

These gangsareactiveevenduring the
dayjustbelowthe DNDflyover. They dig
out sand which is loaded on mules. The
animal trudges towards Batla House
where other gang members unload the
sand and send the animal back to bring
back more.

“Thefloodplain is arepository of water
which helps to maintain the water flow
even during lean season and helps to
recharge groundwater. Rampant sand
mining from the floodplains would
destroy the hydrological balance of the
river,” said CR Babu, an ecologist who
wasamember of the expert committee set
up by the NGTtoassess damage of flood-
plainsafteran Artof Livingeventin 2016.

GROUNDWATER EXTRACTION
Thousands of gallons of groundwater are
beingextracted everyday with the help of
submersible pumps from the Yamuna
! iulains—one of thefew groundwater
1ceaargingzones leftin Delhi—tosupply
tosomethe hotelsin Delhi.

“Asthefloodplains become desolate at
night, the gangs usually install the pumps
and borewells in these places. It is very
hardtolocatethemasthey are often cov-
eredduringtheday,” said Ramesh Singh
in-charge of one of the patrolling teams.

“Armed gang members guard the
place to keep away intruders. We have
beenthreatened anumber oftimes,” said
Ramesh Singh in-charge of one of the
patrolling teams.

In January this.year, the NGT had
ordered the Delhi governmenttosealall
unauthorised borewells in the national
Capital within three months. But since
September, -at least six cases were
detected by the patrolling guards from

.| areassuchasSaraiKaleKhanand Chilla

Khadar where water wasbeingextracted
from thefloodplains: A few were stopped
but the gangs returned soon changing
theirlocation.
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= Members of team Rakshak show a pit
dug by the sand mafia in the Yamuna
floodplain in New Usmanpur area of
northeast Delhi.  SANCHITKHANNA/HT PHOTO

“Tankers supply this water tosome of
hotels and hospitals, preliminary
enquiry has revealed. The water is usu-
ally usedin the washroomsand gardens,”
said Singh. i

Asenior Central Ground Water Board
official said in Delhi the approval for
extracting ground water is given only
through # committes led by the district
magistr teinchargeofthedistrictwhere
theapplicant wants the connection. The
restareillegal. .

A report tabled in the Lok Sabha in
March states that 56% of the tehsils in
Delhi have over-exploited the ground
water resource makingthenational Capi-
talthe third most ‘over exploited’ ground-

water statesin India after Rajasthanand

Punjab. .

It also states that water tablein several
parts of Delhi have gone down eight
metres below the ground level.

“Unregulated, unscientificand exces-
sive extraction of ground water from the
floodplains may destroy the only poten-
tial and pristine aquifer of the city.
Extraction of water mayleadtoleaching
of polluted water from theriver oritmay
pave the way for the underlying layer of
saline water to come up and spoil the
aquifer,” said Shashank Shekhar,
assistant professor of geology at Delhi
University.

Guards hired by
DDA reveal
rampant illegal
activities

Places where @
cases have :
been detected

® Mining kills the
microbes which help
purify the river water

R

O Waste dumping @ S
@ Groundwater extraction @ Encroachment

and mining

fims

v d

HOW IT AFFECTS THE RIVER
SAND MINING DEBRIS DUMPING
® Sand mining disturbs | = Debris prevents the water
the river's hydrological |  from percolating into the
balance ground, hitting the river's
= Mining affects the ability to recharge
river's capability to. groundwater
recharge water during | = This also plays havoc with
the monsoon the biodiversity of the

floodplains. Dumping may
also lead to flood in the
neighbouring areas

Disaster

‘unfolds on
floodplain

GROUNDWATER
EXTRACTION

B Unregulated extraction
of groundwater may
destroy the pristine

“aquifer of the city

®t may lead to leaching
of polluted water from
the river or underlying
saline water spoiling the

aquifer




