Chapter 4

INTERLINKING OF RIVERS

The idea of interlinking of rivers has been deliberated over the decades in India. This was recently brought about in the case of N.Nandhivarman, Dravida Peravai General Secretary v. Union of India and others. In this chapter there are two parts. First there is a discussion about the case and its details and thereafter about the whole concept of interlinking of rivers with its pros and cons.

Interlinking of rivers was an idea put forward by NDA in its election manifesto. The political resolution of the BJP National Council meeting at Nagpur in August 27-28,2000 also stated: "We also urge Government to consider a time bound programme to link Ganga and Cauvery waters. The Sethu Samudram canal project also needs to be considered for early action. The BJP has been championing these projects and we owe it to the people to fulfill our commitments to them." Though 9 th plan states this project and in spite of being promised in the election manifesto, this project has not seen the light at the end of the tunnel. Hence Dravida Peravai General Secretary N. Nandhivarman had filed a writ petition in the Supreme Court of India, against the Union of India and others. (Writ Petition # 496 of 2001)

In his prayer, the petitioner included the following issues:

1. He had sought the apex court's intervention to direct authorities to initiate the implementation of this project in a phased manner and with a time frame.

2. The feasibility reports prepared by the National Water Development Agency under Ministry of Water Resources must be made public along with the reasons for long consumption of time in initiating this project.

3. The petition also seeks details of the total funds spent by Central and all State Governments on flood and drought relief.

The petitioner states that interlinking Ganga and Cauvery was first mooted in 1972 by then Union Minister for Irrigation Dr.K.L.Rao, which envisaged 2640-kilometer long Ganga Cauvery link. Thereafter in 1974 Captain Dastur suggested a canal known as Garland canal. In July 1982 National Water Development Agency was created to carry out surveys and prepare feasibility reports. In September 1987 the National Water Policy stated that its prime goal is to interlink national rivers. Over all these years none of the feasibility report is made public nor the interlinking of rivers has been undertaken even in a phased manner. The petitioner states that another project promised in the manifesto of the NDA namely Sethu Samudram Project, which was conceived 141 years back, has seen 22 feasibility reports in these periods and now global tenders were called for to prepare fresh feasibility reports. Fearing such a fate will happen even to this interlinking of rivers project Dravida Peravai General Secretary Mr. N. Nandhivarman in his petition states from the ongoing deliberations for decades, it is an irony that the foreigners who ruled us interlinked Indian states with railway link, whereas in independent India to interlink rivers, create more lakes and canals were are just discussing, discussing and jettisoning scheme after scheme. 

The National Water Development agency is only collecting the data's offered by various state governments and compiling them into reports. Even to do that the agency seems to be having 2010 as the time frame to complete all feasibility studies. Moreover like previous proposals this may also be jettisoned citing similar reasons or fresh excuses. Thereafter after 2010, India may go for global tenders to make a study of this project and all will be back to square one in 21st century too. In view of this petitioner had to pray before the court to find out what is going to ultimately happen to this project. 

The project prepared by the National Water Development Agency, the petition says, has two components namely Himalayan Rivers Development Component and Peninsular Rivers Development component.


Listing these the petitioner N. Nandhivarman General Secretary Dravida Peravai further states: Every feasibility study ordered from the days of K.L.RAO, The Minister if State for irrigation at union Government had only endorsed the findings after findings that favour the national dream project. The 33,600 crore project linking peninsular rivers could first be taken up. Himalayan component can be taken up. Or links within states and agreeable states could be taken up. 

Yet there was no good news from the seats of power, and farmers of this country who alone are a majority in our agrarian economy were left aghast at the neglect of this national project. 

 

In December 2002, the Supreme Court ordered to take up the task of interlinking major rivers of the country. The national water development agency (NWDA) has, after carrying out detailed studies, identified 30 links for the preparation of feasibility reports under the National Perspective Plan, 1980. And has prepared feasibility reports of 6 such links.

With a view to bring about a consensus among the states and provide guidance on norms of appraisal of individual projects and modalities for project funding etc. the central government set up a TASK FORCE on 13th December, 2002.

 

The task force will comprise of the following members:

· Shri Suresh Prabhu, Member of Parliament, Lok Sabha, Chairman

· Shri C.C. Patel, Vice-Chairman: and

· Dr. C.D. Thatte, Member-Secretary.

In addition to the above members of the Task Force, part-time members will also be nominated in consultation with the Chairman of the Task Force and with the approval of the Prime Minister. These part-time members will be as under:

· A member from water-deficit states

· A person from the water surplus states

· An economist

· A sociologist

· A legal/world wildlife expert

The terms of reference of the Task Force will be to:

1. Provide guidance on norms of individual projects in respect of economic viability, socio-economic impacts, environmental impacts and preparation of resettlement plans

2. Devise suitable mechanisms for bringing about speedy consensus amongst the States

3. Prioritize the different project components for the preparation of Detailed Project Reports and implementation

4. Propose suitable organizational structure for implementing the project

5. Consider various modalities for project funding

6. Consider international dimensions that may be involved in some project components.

 

 

 

 

MILESTONE DATES/ TIME TABLE FOR INTERLINKING OF RIVERS 

PRIVATE
Notification of the Task Force
16.12.2002

Preparation of action plan-1, giving an outline of the time schedules for the completion of the feasibility studies, detailed project reports, estimated cost, implementation of the schedule, concrete benefits and advantages of the project
30.04.2003

Preparation of action plan-2, giving alternative options for funding and execution of the project as also the suggested methods for cost recovery.
31.07.2003

Meeting with the chief ministers to deliberate over the project and to elicit their cooperation
May/June, 2003

Completion of feasibility studies (already in progress)
31.12.2005

Completion of Detailed Project Reports
31.12.2006

Implementation of the project (10 years)
31.12.2016

 

Interlinking is required when water is to be transformed from surplus to deficit areas.

As per internationally accepted standards if annual per capita water availability is

· Below 1700- region is termed as water stressed

· Below 1000- region is termed as water scarce

India’s position

· India accounts for 15% of the world population and 4% of the world’s water resources

· Utilization surface water: 690 BCM/year

· Replenishible Ground Water: 432 BCM/year

· Total: 1132 BCM/year


Per capita annual water availability (cu.m/capita/year)

· The past

· 1951-5177

· 2001-1820

· Future estimates

· 2025:1341

· 2050:1140

As per internationally water availability standards, India is water stressed today and will be water scarce tomorrow.

Uneven water availability

a. India has highly uneven water availability in space and time

b. The country receives rain fall for only 3-4 months

c. The Brahmaputra-Barak-Ganga basin accounts for 60% of surface water resources

d. This region is also rich in ground water

e. Western and southern India experience severe deficit in both surface and ground water.

f. 60% of the country experiences water deficit, while parts of the country suffer from floods

Himalayan Rivers Development:

1. Construction of storage reservoirs on the principal tributaries of the Ganga and the Brahmaputra in India, Nepal, and Bhutan, 

2. Along with interlinking canal systems to transfer surplus flows of the eastern tributaries of the Ganga to the West,

3. Apart from linking of the main Brahmaputra and its tributaries with the Ganga and Ganga with Mahanadi.

Benefits:

The Himalayan component would provide additional irrigation of about 22 million hectare and generation of about 30 million KW of hydropower, besides providing substantial flood control in the Ganga & Brahmaputra basins. It would also provide the necessary discharge for augmentation of flows at Farakka required interalia to flush the Calcutta port and the inland navigation facilities across the country.

Peninsular Rivers Development: 

This component is divided into four major parts.

1. Interlinking of Mahanadi-Godavari-Krishna-Cauvery rivers and building storages at potential sites in these basins. This is the major interlinking of the river systems where surpluses from the Mahanadi and the Godavari are intended to be transferred to the needy areas in the South.

2. Interlinking of west flowing rivers, north of Bombay and south of Tapi. This scheme envisages construction of as much optimal storage as possible on these streams and interlinking them to make available appreciable quantum of water for transfer to areas where additional water is needed. The scheme provides for taking water supply canal to the metropolitan areas of Bombay; it also provides irrigation to the coastal areas in Maharashtra. 

3. Interlinking of Ken-Chambal Rivers. The scheme provides for a water grid for Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh and interlinking canal backed by as much storage as possible.

4. Diversion of other west flowing rivers. Heavy rainfall on the western side of the Western Ghats runs down numerous streams, which empty, into the Arabian Sea. 

 

Benefits:

Construction of an interlinking canal system backed up by adequate storages could be planned to meet all requirements of Kerala as also for transfer of some waters towards east to meet the needs of drought affected areas. The peninsular

Component is expected to provide additional irrigation of about 13 million hectare and is expected to generate about 4 million KW of power.

 

 



 

Interlinking or networking of rivers entails construction of dams and canals and other connected hydraulic engineering works for mass transfer of water across

River basins. Basically, the scheme is to convey floodwater in the Ganga and Brahmaputra river basins to the arid and semi-arid areas of Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, and to the peninsular rivers of south India. There are essentially three methods to achieve the same. 

They are as follows:

a. Canal option- to construct lengthy canals, 

b. Tunnel option- to convey water under mountains, and 

c. Pumping option- to pump water over mountains. 

The enormous drain of water into the seas, the paradoxical and perennial shortage of water for irrigation and drinking, and the floods in many parts of the country have prompted the idea of networking the rivers. The president Dr. Abdul Kalam has said that the plan must be accorded top priority, it is hoped it will kick start the economy and mitigate the problem of unemployment. This as per him will convert the country into a developed nation. The project is also certain to integrate the rural and urban economies and bridge the gap in the great rural-urban divide.

Dr. Kalam had adumbrated certain requirements so that the grandiose plan is successfully implemented. They are as follows:

1. The need to develop greater tolerance, compassion, hard work, dedication, and an ability to feel and realize the problems of others and the readiness to help. Avoiding narrow political ambition and greed, leaders must foster inter and intra-communal harmony. The country as a whole must realize the economic need for such a project that would stimulate growth. 

2. The second priority is political. Water must be moved from the State List and included in the Concurrent List, with over weaning Central control. The need for bringing water under Central control has been amply demonstrated by the non-implementation of several river water sharing awards between the States. 

3. An immediate dialogue with Pakistan and Bangladesh to seek their approvals for the networking is an essential priority as per Dr. Kalam. The project will be not be successful without linking the Ganga, the Indus and the Brahmaputra. The Ganga, the Yamuna and the Brahmaputra combine in Bangladesh before entering the Bay of Bengal. Similarly, the Indus and its tributaries — the Ravi, the Beas, the Sutlej, the Jhelum and the Chenab merge in Pakistan before entering the Arabian Sea. 

4. The next priority would be to look at and review the land acquisition laws. This river-networking project would require a lot of land across the country and also would need access rights from several million landowners.

5. The fifth priority is to design an acceptable management structure to plan this project, and implement and monitor it. Once completed, this network would last several generations and change the face of this country. This would also cost an enormous amount of money. 

Expected benefits of interlinking of rivers:

· Surface water irrigation: 25 million Ha

· Ground water irrigation: 10 million Ha

· Hydropower generation: 34 million KW

· Improved agriculture: It will help in ensuring food security

· Flood and drought control

· Alternative means of transport: river transport is a cheap and non-polluting

· Higher GDP growth: creation of more employment opportunities will approximately lead to a 4% growth in the GDP.

· Lead to national unity and national security.

 

The disadvantages of this networking project have been enumerated below and later there are some details elaborating the same.

1. No inclusion of people’s participation

2. Lack of consensus among citizens

3. Criss-cross construction of dams and canal systems, which will cause displacement of people

4. Submergence of land, forests and reserves

5. Negative impact on flora and fauna.

6. Acquisition of large tracts of land

7. If control is transferred to the center then decisions might be taken under political pressure.

Arguments against interlinking of rivers

(1) Legal angles and election tangles

At present, there are serious disputes between various states of the Indian Union concerning sharing of river water. The disputes occur on account of the Chief Executive of any State having to take decisions and make claims in the interest of the people of his/her State since after all, that is the purpose for which he/she is elected. A Central Law to dictate water sharing between all the states from the network has the potential to precipitate new problems. This is because there is no guarantee for change in the very political climate that causes inter-state disputes in the first place, despite the present of river-sharing agreements and authorities. Furthermore, if control is transferred to the center then decisions might be taken under political pressure.

(2) Financing

The effect on the economic and political independence of India due to borrowing an enormous amount of money (estimated today at Rs.5.6 lakh crores as conveyed by Government of India to the Supreme Court, but it would surely increase) needs to be re-considered. This especially when India is almost in a debt trap with rising debt servicing almost equalling loans received from financial institutions like World Bank or Asian Development Bank. It is also necessary to consider whether we will be in a financial and physical position to maintain the huge assets when created (dams, canals, tunnels, captive electric power generation plants, etc.) in order for the system to continue to function and give the benefits for which it is designed. If we cannot maintain the network, the capital assets created will deteriorate and be lost and the benefits of the project and incomes from it will not be available, though the loan liability would remain. This will inevitably lead to take over of assets by the creditor Banks to consolidate the entry of foreign interests into India. The political aspect of forcible project implementation is increasing disaffection among displaced people who already number tens of millions since Independence. 

(3) Flood period

The basic idea of networking rivers is to convey unwanted floodwaters from one place to another where it is deficient and needed. But this idea does not consider that the period when it is surplus in the donor area (July to October in the Ganga-Brahmaputra basins) is not the time when it is needed most in the recipient area (January to May in the peninsular rivers). In such a situation, it will be necessary to construct enormous holding reservoirs that will add to financial, social and environmental costs. 

(4) Desertification

Flooding per se is not undesirable because it results in deposition of alluvium particularly in the delta areas of rivers to maintain the fertility of the land by compensating loss of topsoil due to natural erosion. Any system that prevents or severely reduces natural flooding (by diversion of floodwater) will cause land fertility to gradually reduce over the years, thus desertifying the land. The greatest loss that land can suffer is desertification by loss of topsoil. The land that will be so lost to cultivation is the most fertile delta land, and therefore the impact of this on total food production needs to be factored into the discussion. History tells us that entire civilizations have vanished due to desertification. 

(5) River pollution

Annual floods flush industrial and municipal pollution in the Ganga down to the ocean. Reducing the flow in the Ganga by diversion will increase the concentration of pollution in the river. A live example is the Yamuna, from which Haryana and Delhi draw so much water that it barely flows after Delhi and the water quality at Delhi is so poor as to be positively poisonous. It is relevant to note that the expensive project to clean the Ganga has not succeeded even with annual flooding. This is not to argue that pollution of river water is inherent and may never be checked at source, but that this factor is yet another that needs to be included in the legitimacy check for the project. 

(6) Security

India has a national electric power grid that functions with difficulty because supply does not meet demand. However it is kept functional because electric power can be switched from one circuit to another in the grid. Further it is not easy to deliberately interfere physically with the flow of very high voltage (upto 132 kV) electricity on overhead conductors atop huge pylons. But a national water grid is entirely different because water does not flow instantaneously like electricity, it cannot be switched like electric power, and it can very easily be tampered with enroute to divert, pump out or interrupt flow. A canal breached deliberately or due to natural circumstances combined with poor maintenance would spell disaster for the areas around the breach. Water is basic for human survival unlike electric power, and motivation for interference is that much more. Maintenance of a network of canals, dams, etc., will have to be done under central supervision. Flow can be prevented or caused by the simple expedient of taking control of sluice gates as demonstrated by farmers during the recent Cauvery water problem. Thus security of the network will be an enormous load on security forces of Central and State Governments. In contrast, decentralized systems can be maintained, repaired and protected by those who benefit from them and live nearby. 

(7) Land acquisition

One cannot consider the acquisition of 8000 sq km of land when acquisition of land even in acres is a vexed issue, which has taken years. Even if fresh legislation makes it possible within a short period, its implementation will cause untold misery and injustice to the displaced people in obtaining compensation due to systemic corruption. Besides, land for resettlement is mostly not available. 

Thus, we must scrutinize closely and guard against our tendencies to address the political challenges of progressive policy and lawmaking for resolution of conflicts over natural resources with technology-heavy solutions

 

(8) No public debate

Neither the feasibility reports of the Task Force and nor the development of the networking plan have been subjected to extensive and intensive public debate.

The proposed river network is a mega project comprising of a system of interlinked projects and has to be therefore subjected to multi-disciplinary scrutiny. The people involved in the decision making about networking of rivers do not look into the holistic view of the situation but only examine it by associating it with their knowledge and expertise in special fields.

Democratic action and enlightened self-interest by all citizens of India is the need of the hour.

The head of Task Force Mr. Suresh Prabhu in an interview allayed all fears discussed above. He said that experts in all fields are working to minimize the ill effects of this grandiose plan. He also discussed the global experience on transferring water from one basin to another. He mentioned china’s attempt to transfer major water from the Yang Tse river in the south to the Yellow river and beyond in the north. He said than the plan is being implemented in an eco-friendly manner and that the benefits will surely outweigh the costs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

