Chapter 5

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I give my views on the whole idea of interlinking. Thereafter, I give an alternative solution to the water problem in case the plan of networking does not come true as per the wishful thinking of the president and the Task Force.

Anyone who knows what river systems are, what inter-basin transfers bring forth, and the politics and economics of large river valley and inter-basin projects, will know that whatever water this plan holds is but a mirage.

Prior experience teaches that we must study basic aspects of each river basin, including catchment area treatment, command area development, benchmark survey of the affected population, impacts of the reservoir and canal system on farmers, and fisheries, and public health. Environmental Impact Assessment will be inevitable. Compensatory and mitigated plans must be rationally conceived. Where the canal network extends, the surveyors must assess that whether soil is irrigable through surface water flows without water logging and salinisation that has taken a million hectares of Indian Land. The impacts on food security already in crisis will be disastrous because of a sudden change in cropping pattern. The River Valley Guidelines (1983) discuss environmental and social impacts due to transfer of water and people beyond suitability. Unless these guidelines become part of the project planning, the impacts will neither be considered nor be dealt with. 

Some questions that come to my mind are:

1. Will such a linking of rivers actually prevent drought? Or merely transfer drought?

2. What will be the extent of displacement, and provisions for rehabilitation? 

Canals also displace. In the Sardar Sarovar project, 1,50,000 landholders stand to lose land due to the canal network, of whom 23,500 will lose more than 25% of their land, and 2,000 will become landless. None is considered project-affected or eligible for rehabilitation. 

The whole crisis of water management today is due to total neglect of water harvesting, either because it is considered peripheral or to be a non-replicable, non-profitable micro-level experiment. 

Therefore we see the destruction of cultures, communities, and ecosystems, creating conflicts between states, as in Cauvery, and between state and people, as in Narmada. Conflicts are dealt with more politically than scientifically. If this happens in just one river basin, imagine the consequences across several river basins. Interstate disputes could take decades to resolve. 

The canals, designed for carrying irrigation waters rather than large peak flows, will not be sufficient to control or divert floods in the northern states but will transfer silt. Several large dams built to provide the head and storage required to supply the canals will permanently submerge fertile lands, forests, village communities and towns, leaving millions of people displaced or dispossessed. 

Interlinking Himalayan and peninsular rivers is budgeted at Rs. 5.6 lakh crore, even before the completion of feasibility studies, expected by 2008, at a cost of 150 crore. The point to be considered is that: Have alternatives been assessed? When pending water projects require Rs. 80,000 crore to be completed and made usable as per Parliamentary Committee report, is such a plan viable, scientific, or democratic? There is no time, space, or process indicated for participation of communities whose riparian rights must be considered, and who face upstream impacts, which are now known, and lesser-known downstream impacts. Annual Irrigation budgets of state governments are about 1000 crore each. From where will the money for inter-linking rivers come even if states pool resources for the next several decades? The local irrigation projects of the true and tested kind have kept India self-sufficient. In this ambiguous experiment of Inter-linking Rivers, India itself is the guinea pig. 

The 73rd amendment of the Indian Constitution direct that people's consent and consultation cannot be sidelined. Rivers support millions of people. A grandiose scheme such as interlinking would be likely to involve international lending agencies.

It will be nothing short of criminal if water is not treated properly and the water crisis worsens. Already Shivnath river in Chattisgarh is privatized, and the contractor has snatched away people's right even to drinking water. People of the country deserve to know if this centralized plan will nationalize the water only to privatize it like other national public property like oil, gas, land or mineral resources.

In nature what is linked are not rivers but water itself, through the hydrological cycle. A balanced water cycle demands a holistic policy that promotes forest cover, prevents erosion, enhances ground water through micro-watershed structures, and provides for desiltation and maintenance of existing tanks, lakes and reservoirs. A vigilant judiciary should punish corrupt administrations for non-implementation of environmental regulations, right to life and livelihood. 

 

 

 

 

 

Stated below is an alternative to the grandiose plan of networking major rivers of India.

 

Alternative to the proposed plan of interlinking of rivers in India

Proponents of river interlinking say that there is no alternative even though some of them concede that decentralized schemes for water harvesting can work locally but not at national level. This is precisely where the logic of decentralization applies, because each State is nothing but many "locals" and the nation consists of States. Local water systems are viable in isolation since they simply conserve as much as possible of the rainfall precipitated within their own boundaries. 

Shortage of water is simplistically seen as increase in demand without taking into account the very serious problems of distribution anomalies, obvious wastage and profligate consumption of water, which is a limited resource. As in the electric power sector, the thinking of planners appears to be that the only way of solving water shortage problems is to increase the quantity of water supplied to meet demand. This view does not recognize two factors. 

1. Even though there may be an overall shortage of water, the reason for the seriousness of the problem is primarily improper distribution and vast differential in consumption, including leakages and consumer wastages. 

2. If water is collected and used where it falls as rain (by rainwater harvesting from roof-tops and open areas in urban areas and check dams or johars and soak pits in rural areas), and the run-off made to naturally or artificially percolate into the ground, the local demand for water can be met locally to a great extent. 

Such measures will also check soil loss by erosion by encouraging green cover. The second factor has actually made hitherto dry seasonal rivers to flow (as demonstrated in Rajasthan by Rajendra Singh of Tarun Bharat Sangh, by M.S.N.Reddy in Mylanahalli near Tiptur in Tumkur District of Karnataka and elsewhere) and increase the flow in perennial rivers. 

Also, as the late Anil Agarwal demonstrated conclusively, ten reservoirs each of 1 hectare catchment area can store more water than a single dam with 10 hectares of catchment area. That is, decentralization of water collection and storage will provide better availability of water than huge dams and lengthy canal systems. 

Action based on the above two factors will cost vastly less in terms of finance and more importantly, cost almost nothing in terms of the ill effect of projects on people since local people will take local action for their own benefit. Planning for decentralized water availability also practically obviates displacement of people and acquisition of land, and makes for better local cooperation within and between communities instead of competition for scarce resources that are the basic reason for tensions. Thus the two factors briefly explained above are a clear alternative to the current thinking on interlinking rivers with a network of numerous dams and lengthy canals that have very high initial capital cost, very high operating and maintenance costs, and social and environmental ill effects and political fall-outs. 

Certain suggestions:

1. The task force should make the details of feasibility reports public for scrutiny.

2. The task force should invite discussions over the networking of rivers from all states and be open to accept suggestions of experts from all fields.

