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India’s aam aadmi has been drawing a lot of attention
in recent times. Your February 2014 issue on India`s
Common Man was quite interesting, as it highlighted the
selfless service of some of the ordinary men and women of
India, who have dedicated their entire lives for the cause
they believed in. These men and women have touched the
lives of millions. The stories of Baba Amte, Rajendra Singh,
Advocate Mehta and others are truly inspirational, especially
for our youth, who are always in search of role models.
Reading the thoughts of young people, their dreams,
aspirations for our country in OIOP`s ‘Youth Voice’, makes
one feel happy and believe that the youth of this country has
the power to change things that are not right. They need to
be guided and encouraged by parents and teachers. Urvish
Mehta in his article ‘Learning by doing’ rightly says that the
classrooms must transcend beyond the traditional scope of
four walls. The lighthouse of such an education can guide a
million hearts and can mould many. Kudos to OIOP! Keep
up the good work.
– Niraja Jhala, Saibaba Complex, Goregaon(E), Mumbai
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Thoughts of OIOP founder
I am ardent reader of One India One People. I think the
range of topics and the coverage is excellent. It has only
improved since its inception. However, I have a suggestion.
Since, this initiative was started by Late Shri Sadanand
Shetty. May be you can have a one page write up about
his life and his thoughts behind publishing this thoughtprovoking magazine. It will inspire the young generation.
– Hemant Joshi, Retired government servant,
Dadar, Mumbai

One India One People

March

2014

SATIRE

A surfeit of water
Highlighting the role of water in entertainment and politics, V. Gangadhar says
that the daily television soaps have not only added to the gallons of water in the
country but also managed to make it to the Guinness Book of World Records.

W

ATER, water everywhere, not a drop to drink’
Records by 6.67 million litres of water. Since the serial
sang the poet S T Coleridge and one need not be
never seemed to end as Anandi hopped from one danger
surprised because water has this kind of impact
to another, it was predicted she may end up shedding the
on most people, including poets and creative personalities.
coveted figure of one billion litres of tears.
Water has influenced producers and directors to make
Viewers would have noted that so far three Anandis had
outstanding and successful films. Mandakini was an unknown
essayed the tear-jerker role. In the days to come there could
starlet, till film maker Raj Kapoor made her sit under waterfall
be many more, because of what is known as Tearingitisis,
wearing nothing but a white saree and the result was there
a physical ailment of soreness of eyes caused by excessive
for everyone to see. Why, even Dawood Ibrahim after
emotion and strain on the tear ducts caused by tear shedding
watching the waterfall scene reportedly exclaimed, ‘Dawood
which ultimately leads to tear weariness. At the rate at
khush hua’! We can quote dozens of water-made films. Take
which ‘Balika Vadhu’ is progressing and the
Shakti Samanta’s ‘Aradhana’ which made
rate of tear shedding involved, Mumbai’s
a super star of Rajesh Khanna, pimples,
eye specialists predict that if and when the
Since the serial
mannerisms and all! The director brought
serial ends, it would have used 26 different
never seemed to
together a rain-drenched couple, Khanna
Anandis, another Guinness Record. But that
end as Anandi
and Sharmila Tagore. He was reduced to a
is not a cause to worry because producers
towel, she draped herself in a wet saree and
hopped from one
of the serial have trained 30 Anandis, all
even though a bright fire was burning on the
danger to another, of whom properly trained by famous eye
set, the water effect could not be controlled.
doctors.
it was predicted
The result? Rajesh Khanna (Jr) and poor
That is the role of water in our
she may end up
Sharmila shed gallons of tears which only
entertainment industry.
shedding the
enhanced the water impact.
The role of water in politics is no less.
coveted figure of
Television came much later but was
As the Aam Aadmi Party was likely to come
one billion litres of
quick to latch on to the water effect. Have a
to power at the centre, Arvind Kejriwal
look at the television serials, there is a fierce
tears.
was reported to be the only national leader
competition among them as to which one
who had made elaborate plans for the
would generate maximum amount of water
contingency. He had assembled a team
(by way of tears). Not a regular viewer of such serials, I am
under Medha Patkar for replacing the tear shedding heroines
still impressed by the quantities of water shed by the TV
as and when the need arose. To help Medha Patkar add a
heroine, the victim of harassment by her husband and inbit of glamour to the tear-jerker brigade, Kejriwal had kept
laws. For the past three or four years, I had watched bits and
ready Ms Shazia Ilmi to go around the
pieces of ‘Balika Vadhu’ a serial supposed to be on the evils of
AAP ‘dharna’ sites shouting the famous
child marriage. But that stage had long disappeared. Heroine
lines from Shakespeare, “If you have
Anandi Singh is a saint, born for suffering whether she was
any tears, prepare to shed them now”.
an obedient daughter, loving wife, dutiful sarpanch, brave
The result is certain to be overwhelming,
fighter of women’s causes, upholder of women’s tradition,
further establishing the importance of
fierce protector of women’s rights and so on. In each role,
water to Indians. 
she had to shed thousands of litres of tears and according
The writer is a well-known satirist.
to a recent survey, had beaten the Guinness Book of World
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A crisis brewing underground
India is facing an unseen underground water crisis due to pollution, exploitation,
mismanagement and political expediency. Instead of looking for quick-fix solutions,
Nitya Jacob urges water bureaucrats to improve water supply systems that use
surface water, minimise water losses due to leakage and improve water quality.

T

HERE is a crisis brewing underground. It has to do
with a colourless, odourless liquid called water. And
India has been hit with a double whammy of shortages
and pollution. Both are serious enough to start affecting
livelihoods. India is headed for a groundwater emergency because
of changing lifestyles and exploding populations. Compounding
this is increasing competition for water from cities and industry;
both are growing rapidly and need large volumes of fresh usable
water to handle their pollution. The net result is India is a
water stressed nation as the per capita availability of water is
about 1500 cubic metres (m3) a year which will drop to 1140
m3 by 2050, or in less than a generation.

In a good monsoon year, natural recharge rates are around
five to six percent from rainfall and a similar amount from
seasonal or perennial streams and rivers. Unfortunately the
inability of our water bureaucracy to supply enough water to
farmers, cities and industries has forced people to turn to
groundwater. Aiding this is the easy availability of drills, motors
and other equipment needed for a tubewell. The cost of drilling
a well varies from ` 75,000 to `200,000 depending on the
geology and depth, up from about ` 30,000 in the 1980s; in
real terms the costs have fallen. This has led to a tubewell
rash with about 30 million units across the country.

Dipping groundwater levels
Exploitation and mismanagement
We are at this sorry juncture despite having an abundance
of water, both on the surface and below it, because of
mismanagement and political expediency. The water
bureaucracy is concerned with exploitation of the resource –
how can they source it, supply it, make money (honestly and
dishonestly) from it. Politicians have encouraged farmers to
use borewells to suck groundwater dry and not pay for irrigation
water. Needless to say this has helped large farmers much
more than the poor. Groundwater levels have steadily fallen
across India with the steepest decline in the most heavily
farmed areas or where urban and industrial activities have
expanded.
Take for example Bangalore. The city used wells for all its
water till the 1980s. Since the technology boom and
population explosion, accompanied by the construction boom,
groundwater levels have fallen to absurd levels, sometimes as
deep at 1500 feet below the surface. The city water supply
agency spends massive amounts to bring water from the
Cauvery River, 100 km away and 1,000 metres lower than
the city. Another example is Gurgaon. In the millennium city,
builders constructed apartment complexes, malls and
commercial buildings without a thought for water. Groundwater
was one of the big drivers of Gurgaon boom in the last decade,
but that water is all but gone now. By 2015, Gurgaon will run
out of groundwater.
Groundwater now provides 50 percent of India’s water
whereas its share should ideally be no more than a quarter.

6

The real crisis therefore lies below the ground. Like most
things below the ground, it cannot be seen. Groundwater is
very hard to measure and even hydro-geologists trained in
assessing its quantity and quality can at best produce
moderately accurate guesses based on the amount a tubewell
can pump in a given time and the resultant fall in the water
table. It is akin to diagnosing a disease based on temperature
alone. We know groundwater levels are falling across the
country but do not know for sure how much we have. We also
do not know where the water actually comes from since most
groundwater, stored in structures called aquifers, usually
infiltrates the ground from a distant location. We also do not
understand how groundwater moves as that is crucial for
understanding how pollution can be transported by these
underground streams from one location to another.
To monitor groundwater, there is a government agency
called the Central Groundwater Board. Each state has its
counterpart departments. These monitor groundwater levels
through about 11,000 observation wells, but this data is too
sparse to be of much use given the density of tubewells, wells
and handpumps. For instance, the agencies may have just one
observation well in a block, or taluka or mandal that may have
a population of several lakhs with thousands of tubewells. At
the observation point groundwater may be plentiful leading to
the conclusion the block has adequate resources but the actual
situation may be the opposite; the occurrence and quality of
groundwater varies from one location to the next. This has
erroneously led to blocks being declared as having plenty,
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adequate or scarce groundwater. The situation may change as
the Planning Commission has approved a ` 3,000 crore project
for the 12th Five Year Plan to map all of India’s aquifers.
In the meantime, the situation is compounded by rising
pollution of groundwater by seepage of pollutants from the
surface. This is frequently deliberate as industries inject their
toxic effluents, by-products of industrial processes into the
ground through unused tubewells. This poisons the
groundwater and there are no studies to understand the long
term effects of this hydrocidal action. For example, observers
have found industries in the Meerut area, Panipat and Sonepat
injecting toxins into the ground to escape prosecution by the
pollution control authorities.

Source of water pollution
Another major source of pollution, much harder to control,
is from the run-off of pesticides and fertilisers from agriculture.
Indian farmers use massive amounts of a wide range of
pesticides on their crops and this is largely unregulated. When
they water their crops, these highly toxic chemicals flow
into streams, rivers, lakes and openings in the ground,
eventually contaminating groundwater. Fertilisers also enter
using the same route. This is one of the main reasons for the
high toxicity of water in certain areas of Punjab such as
Bhatinda where the groundwater is too contaminated to drink.
The situation is worsened by over-exploitation that concentrates
these toxins in the little water left.
A third source is human excreta. About 70 percent of
Indians defecate in the open in rural India. Roughly the same
percentage of sewage from cities enters water courses
untreated. A small but highly concentrated percentage of both
leaches into the groundwater. Over the decades, this has led
to widespread contamination of aquifers especially in heavily
populated or farmed areas. Groundwater monitoring agencies
now say the presence of nitrates exceeds prescribed limits in
most of the country; nitrates are an indicator of pollution from
human excreta.
Human excreta is a potent source of disease as well. In
India, water borne diseases such as diarrhoea, gastro-enteritis,
cholera, typhoid and jaundice are the single large chunk of
the total disease burden in terms of numbers of people affected
each year. A study by the World Bank estimates the annual
economic cost of open defecation at ` 2,500 per capita. This
seems small to us but given the fact that the poor bear the
brunt, it is a large percentage of their annual income. Bacteria
and other pathogens enter groundwater from excreta and cause
these diseases. The problem is compounded because people
do not always purify water before drinking nor do they
understand water that is clean and does not smell may not
necessarily be drinkable.
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Search for solution
The solution lies in how we manage water. Water
bureaucracies are staffed by engineers. India’s engineering
colleges do not teach an understanding of the resource.
Engineers learn about canals, pipes, plants and pumps, but
not how to manage water as a scarce resource. They can
measure the length and diameter of a pipe but are not trained
to assess the power of a pump needed to draw water from an
aquifer and distribute it to 1,000 people. They play safe or
driven by corruption, overdesign a system; the result is a water
supply system that overexploits and wastes the resource.
Engineers need training in water system design, how to make
a water source sustainable and integrated water resources
management.
Water bureaucrats who manage projects are equally inept
either by design or default. They sanction project unsuited to
local geographical conditions. For example, people are allowed
to drill tubewells in rocky areas where chances of striking
water are very poor. Instead they should improve water supply
systems that use surface water, minimise water losses due to
leakage, improve billing for water and water quality.
Politicians have to rethink their myopic approach of
providing tubewells as a quick-fix to supplying water. The
absurdity of the situation was highlighted in the movie Peepli
Live, where a dirt-poor farmer is handed a handpump but has
neither the interest not the money to install it. Long-term
planning by competent people and informed decisions by
politicians can help change this trend. Again, they need to be
educated in the basics of water management before any
intelligent decisions can be expected of them or the
bureaucrats.
People need to change attitudes towards water. Indians
worshipped water but now treat it with contempt. Industries
pumping toxins into groundwater should be penalised heavily.
Cities discharging untreated sewage into rivers should be held
collectively responsible for the resulting illnesses. Both need
to take responsibility not to pollute as there is only so much
the government can do to police the country. For their part,
enforcement agencies have to work more honestly to arrest
this problem and its perpetrators. Instead of sinking tubewells
as an immediate, temporary remedy people must demand
better services from the government.
These few measures can help
ameliorate India’s groundwater
emergency.
The writer is a research and policy
advocacy professional and author with
in-depth knowledge of the water sector.
He was also the head, policy advocacy
and research wing at WaterAid India,
a leading NGO.
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Virtual view of a
real problem
Dr. Sudhirendar Sharma underscores the need to build awareness about water
footprint and virtual water, in order to encourage people to use water judiciously. He
feels reduction in water footprint ought to be a mandatory precondition for companies
to remain in business.

I

T is no breaking news that freshwater scarcity is getting
scarier by the day. Equally shocking is the fact that water
continues to be a tool in the hands of both the political
class and the market forces, which either fling it as a free
product or put an economic tag on it. On both the accounts,
it is left to the ecologists to sustain quantity and quality of
freshwater flows and to the engineers for designing structures
to bridge the growing supply-demand gap.

very source of water!
Can the phenomenon of free-rider behaviour, the
consumption and pollution of water by some at the expense of
others be allowed to persist? Can the rich and resourceful be
permitted to increase their water footprints at the cost of
those who imprint their feet on land in search of water? Can
equitable distribution be ensured without bringing a semblance
of order in the water footprint of a growing consumer society?

Freebies only amplify demand-supply gap

Understanding water footprint and virtual water

Yet, free water allocation remains a political
response to address the issue of
temporal scarcity. Such populist
measures pose undue
challenge to both the
ecologists and the
engineers. Working
at cross-purposes
to each other,
such a situation
stretches existing
supplies alongside
endangering the
perennial
water
sources. Since water bills
are measured in currency and
not in volume of water
consumed, each new allocation
(that too, free) adds to amplifying the
demand-supply gap.
Without doubt, water is a human right and every state is
obliged to protect it. Whether it be priced or given free, it is
a state’s responsibility to bring equitable distribution of water
among its citizens, irrespective of their social and economic
statuses. The question that begs attention is whether or not
human rights can be protected without first protecting the

The water footprint of a consumer reflects the
net amount of water used in producing the
commodities that s/he consumes. On
the other hand, the water
footprint of a commodity is the
total volume of freshwater
used to produce the
c o m m o d i t y,
measured over
the
entire
production
chain. Simply
put, it means
that 8,000 litres
of water produces a
pair of jeans and a can
of aerated drink consumes
Farzana
between 168 to 309 litres of
water in its production process.
Clearly, the water footprint of
someone wearing jeans and holding an aerated drink is several
times more than the one who possess neither of the two.
Neither can there be any legal binding on personal consumption
nor can a moral imperative be of any consequence. It is equally
unlikely if anyone will voluntarily shun his or her consumptive
needs to free freshwater, locked up in the products, for fellow
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citizens living in unserved urban shanties.
Aren’t there valid reasons for such a behaviour? First, the
consumers are not aware of the concept of virtual water (refers
to the hidden flow of water if food or other commodities are
traded from one place to another) and two they don’t see any
fallout from what they consume on water scarcity in a society.
Since the concept of water footprint is alien to them, consumers
are unlikely to hold themselves responsible for the plight of
those who lack access to water within their locality or beyond.
It offers a win-win solution for the politicians to resort to
free water allocation to resolve the virtual conflict. Since ‘real’
water is seen as that which flows through the tap and not
that which lays trapped as ‘virtual’ water in a product, the
idea of water footprint rarely gets the attention it deserves in
a situation where in freshwater is getting scarcer by the day,
or by the hour. Consequently, water crises remain an exercise
in politics.
Since neither politicians nor planners and consumers care
about the water footprints of products, market gets a message
that water is not a relevant factor in producing for the masses
and therefore ends up flouting weak regulations. This lends
credence to consumer behaviour which believes that most
products do not save water anyway. The cumulative effect is
the creation of a negative spiral.
Water being a free input, economics do not factor scarcity
of freshwater resources in computing cost of the end-product.
No wonder, market procures cheap asparagus grown in the
desert of Peru and sources cheap stuff from China without any
regard to the fact that the rivers in China are heavily polluted.
An ordinary consumer can hardly relate to water crises in Peru
or China vis-a-vis import of cheap products.

Corporate Social Responsibility in reducing water
footprint

Companies have the apprehension that consumers may
not pay higher price for products which have reduced water
footprint. In reality, however, if consumers can afford to buy
organic products at a premium there is no reason to assume
otherwise. Governments can and should play a key role by
providing incentives to consumers to buy such products and
to companies to provide them. An appropriate certificate and
a lowered value-added tax for such products can do the trick.
While consumers can play their part in reducing
consumption of products with big footprint, the onus is on
companies that wave ‘green’ flag of sustainability to reduce
the water footprint of its products. In a rush to facilitate
economic growth, the governments have lost sight of
promoting efficient use of freshwater resources. In doing so,
they are doing more harm than good. No wonder, a majority
of rivers in the country are anything but sewers and most
groundwater aquifers are dead for all practical purposes.
Paradoxically, the planners would still like us to believe
that the interlinking of rivers can resolve the supply-demand
gap knowing well that neither does adequate quantities of
freshwater flow into our rivers nor is the water of desired
quality. For them, real solution to the problem lies in keeping
the virtual view out of public gaze. Else, consumers would
start demanding greater transparency about the manner in
which the issue of water scarcity is being addressed.
Several consumers in the West have already shun meat
after realising that a kilogram of beef consumes no less than
15,000 litres of water. Consumer behaviour apart, it is time
to reinvent the idea of corporate social responsibility. No
longer should it suffice for companies to invest just two percent
of its profit on social causes, reduction in the water footprint
ought to be a mandatory precondition for companies to remain
in business! 

Since one-fifth of all freshwater appropriated in the world
is consumed in the production of export commodities, the
idea of water crises being a ‘local’ matter is a gross
misconception. On their own, companies are unlikely to get
into the act of reducing the water footprints of their products
whether or not they produce it. In fact, there is hardly any
company in the world incorporating water stewardship into its
business model.

The writer is a Delhi-based water
expert and development analyst. He
has worked with the United Nations for
the World Bank’s water and sanitation
programme. Policy analysis of water
management and the role of traditional
knowledge in human development are
his special interests. He is Director of
the Ecological Foundation.

Maxim
All birds find shelter during a rain. But eagle avoids rain by flying above the clouds. Problems are common, but
attitude makes the difference.
– Dr. A P J Abdul Kalam

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

March

2014

9

W ATER

Reviving the Mithi River
The Mithi River in Mumbai has become a dumping ground for dirt, pollutants and refuse.
Rishi Aggarwal says efforts by civic authorities to clean Mithi post 2005 floods have
failed to yield any significant results, and calls upon the citizens of Mumbai to come
together to save the river.

M

ITHI River is an integral part of the lives of a large
number of Mumbaikars. Though a major part of
the city’s population does not stay along its course
or use it for any recreational or transport purpose the western
suburban railway network, which passes over the river near
Bandra station is what brings lakhs of commuters everyday
into close contact with the river. It hardly has the sight and
smell of a river at this point, having collected abundant
quantities of untreated liquid and solid waste along its 17 km
course. The other people are of course those who stay along
its course or pass by it. The floods of 2005 brought the Mithi
into sharp focus. Before that it was just a smelly drain, which
had to be tolerated. As someone who has been involved with
the cause of mangrove conservation, I am left confused,
angered and challenged at why we have not been able to
make any meaningful difference to the quality of this water
course in so many years.
The Mithi is just one aspect, the millions of litres of
untreated effluent and garbage that flows through the Mithi
and other rivers of Mumbai into the sea eventually leads to a
degraded water quality all along the coast. One is left only to
historic anecdotes and old Bollywood films to be able to see
the sight of clean beaches with clear water lapping the shores.
Today all beaches of Mumbai are severely polluted and unfit
for human exposure. Only the poor and uneducated today fare
into the waters at Mumbai’s beaches. The poor water quality
impacts Mumbai’s ability to provide adequate tourism avenues,
which are sought after in all cities with access to the sea or
water bodies in general. These are all inter-related issues and
cannot be looked at in isolation.
The inability to clean the Mithi in so many years is a poor
comment on the citizens of Mumbai. A city with so much
wealth, technical expertise, educational and other institutions,
which has been on the forefront of urbanisation should have
moved by now to the next paradigm and demonstrated
successes which would in turn become global best practice
case studies. Mithi is clearly one such area where we could
have developed a case study of a river restoration project.
The 2005 floods could have clearly provided this inflection
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Mithi River

point, but led to another tragedy unfolding along the Mithi.

Crores go down the drain
One of the more unfortunate developments in the Mithi
timeline in recent times has been the response of the
administration post the 2005 floods. Much before the floods,
environmental activists had been highlighting the role of
wetlands and ecosystems in flood control, the need to
appreciate flood plains and more importantly to severely reduce
the pollution load in the river, which impacts the citizens on
a daily basis as opposed to floods, threats from which are
limited to a few critical days during the monsoons.
The administration consisting of the Brihanmumbai
Municipal Corporation (BMC) and the Mumbai Metropolitan
Region Development Authority (MMRDA), instead of
appreciating these concerns and developing corresponding
responses chose to ‘train’ the river. Building concrete walls
along its embankments, desilting the river and blasting the
natural rock formations at Mahim Causeway were chosen as
methods for controlling the floods. These approaches were
supported with consequent contracts for all these activities.
There were contractors for desilting, which was plain
stupid because silting is a natural process in any river and,
the silt removed was being deposited on the other side of
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Mumbai in Kanjur Marg and other places from where it was
flowing into Thane creek. Instead of desilting, the focus should
have been on checking the thousands of bags of household
garbage and other forms which are irresponsibly flung into
the river along its whole course. The plastic in this form is
what chokes the water ways and the mangroves. But this
was more a matter of doing a good job of governance within
the existing resources without any possibility of spending money
on contracts.
Then there were hundreds of contracts given for lining
the walls of all the nullahs and rivers in Mumbai with concrete
embankments over the muddy porous embankments which
existed. These concrete walls now cause flooding in areas
which never experienced flooding before because water from
their area, which could previously flow out in the adjoining
nullah anytime the city experienced heavy rainfall is now
stopped by these concrete walls which are higher than the
ground level.
Since 2005 almost thousand crores has been spent in
these activities, and the benefits are really questionable and
should be the subject of inquiry and discussion. The same
administrative machinery has shown absolutely no interest in
spending money for effluent treatment, better research about
the river and in governing the river better in terms of controlling
garbage being thrown into the river.

Stop dumping of waste
It’s never too late when it comes to ecological restoration
projects. The most important and maybe the only first step
will have to be to drastically reduce the release of all kinds of
solid and liquid waste into the river.
The city has institutions like IIT Bombay and National
Environmental Engineering Research Institute (NEERI), which
are capable of designing a combination of engineering and
ecological solutions to collect the waste entering the river
and treat it appropriately. There are many institutions even
outside the city that can provide solutions to these problems.
But clearly these institutions cannot provide leadership and
vision which is what is the need of the hour than technical
expertise, of which there is no shortage.
Our neglect of Mithi or any of the other rivers and wetlands
in Mumbai is symptomatic of our attitudes towards water

itself, which does not seem to be valued enough in spite of a
rich cultural and religious legacy over millennia of according
high value to the basic elements.
Civil society efforts have been poor when it comes to
restoring the Mithi. A very successful Mithi Yatra was organised
by the founding members of Mumbai Jal Biradari in January
2009 to create awareness amongst citizens against illegal
activities such as discharge of unauthorised hazardous waste
carried our along the course of the Mithi.
In 2011 fellows at Observer Research Foundation Mumbai,
developed a report called “Making the sewer a river again”
which made a renewed call for action. But somehow we never
move beyond reports and committees in this country. Unless
there is no sustained public movement from Mumbai for cleaning
up the Mithi and other rivers and/or support to the individuals
and organisations which are doing something, the state of the
Mithi will be no different from what it is today. Cleaning the
Mithi has to become a matter of pride for at least a few hundred
committed individuals if we are to see the change.
In the environment versus development debate it is the
general remark that countries or societies first work towards
economic development and only after a certain level of growth
and development has taken place does environment find a
place of concern and consequent improvement. In Mumbai
we have been developing and growing since more than a
century now. It was always a wealthy city of India and has
only grown wealthier in the past few decades. But all the
wealth that accrues to its residents has not led to any changed
thoughts or actions towards a better environment. And the
banks of Mithi provide a very fascinating insight into this
argument. There are the economically underprivileged in
Dharavi West on one side and the economically over privileged
in Bandra Kurla Complex, Shivaji Park and Bandra West
surrounding Mahim Bay where the
Mithi drains. Why is it that the over
privileged have not shown any interest
and reaction till now?
The writer is an environmental activist
based in Mumbai and has been closely
engaged with a number of issues of
Mumbai for the past 15 years. He is
also a Research Fellow at Observer
Research Foundation, Mumbai.

Festive Time
The 10-day Thirunakkara Arattu festival begins on the first day of the Malayalam month of Meenam that falls in
March and is conducted at the Thirunakkara Mahadeva temple in Kottayam district, Kerala. The festival is a splash
of colour as local arts and religious ceremonies are combined together in a vibrant mix. One of the highlights of the
festival is the “Mayilaatam” or peacock dance. The idol of Mahadeva (Lord Shiva) is taken in a procession accompanied
by nine beautifully decorated elephants, Kathakali dancers and musicians to the nearby river for a bath and then
taken back to the temple.
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Lessons from
Uttarakhand floods
The most significant lesson from the 2013 Uttarakhand disaster is that we need to
improve our environment governance hugely. However, in the absence of such an initiative
from the government, Himanshu Thakkar hopes that the apex court will take cognizance
of the serious nature of these issues and take commensurate corrective measures.

T

HE Uttarakhand disaster in 2013 has exposed many
serious infirmities of the state and the central
governments. Complete lack of disaster management
and responsive administration is obvious, both at the state
and the central level, possibly with the exception of military
forces that went all out to save lives during the disaster. Lack
of any consideration of Uttarakhand’s disaster vulnerability in
its development policies, plans and projects is also apparent.
Lack of preparedness for such climate change induced events
can also be clearly seen.
The Union Ministry
of Environment and
Forests (MoEF) must
take a big share of the
blame for having
completely failed to
ensure any credible
environmental
governance. The Expert
Appraisal Committee
(EAC) on River Valley
Projects (it appraises
hydropower and dam
projects for environment
clearances) that it has
selected had almost
zero rejection rate for
seven years. The EAC and MoEF have refused to take action
for poor and dishonest environmental impact assessments.
There is an absence of any credible public hearing process,
absence of any proper cumulative impact assessment, absence
of any carrying capacity and complete lack of any environmental
compliance mechanism or repeated non-compliance. The
ministry itself has no capacity, will or even willingness to
ensure compliance of norms and environmental management
plans. Even when evidence of stark violations has been
presented, the ministry has refused to take any credible action.
The MoEF’s EIA notification excludes large number of projects
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and it has refused to correct this serious anomaly inspite of
numerous representations. This misgovernance has largely been
responsible for the Uttarakhand disaster, and is likely to
invite more disasters across the Himalayas.

Partners in crime
Government of India’s premier technical water resources
agency, namely the Central Water Commission is in charge of
flood forecasting, but that agency completely failed in making
any forecasts of the Uttarakhand floods. Now to cover up its
failure, it is indulging in misleading propaganda that the Tehri
dam
saved
the
downstream areas,
which is completely
wrong considering the
available river flow
information
for
Bhagirathi, Alaknanda
and Ganga. In whole of
the worst affected
Rudraprayag district,
there is just one rain
gauge, indicating how
poor our basic weather
monitoring system is.
India’s premier space
agency, Indian Space
Research Organisation
(ISRO) is supposed to have latest satellite based monitoring
system, but that also did not provide any inputs during the
disaster that could have helped reduce the scale of damages.
Equally apparent is the complete lack of integration of
the climate change concerns in the governance of the state.
India has been taking pride internationally for its National
Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC), formulated in 2009
without any participatory process. It was formulated under
guidance of the prime minister’s 26 member Council on
Climate Change (PMCCC), which was constituted in 2008.
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More than halfway through the implementation period (20092017) of the action plan, we find that there is no impact of
the work of the PMCCC or the NAPCC on the functioning of
one of the most climate vulnerable states.



Disasters that hit Uttarakhand before
Everyone seemed completely surprised and unprepared for
what struck Uttarakhand, even though climate scientists have
been warning of exactly such events. Even if the current event
is unprecedented in timing, scale of devastation and spread of
affected area, several similar events happened in the same
state over the last few years. In 2012 alone there were two
monsoon related disasters in Uttarkashi and Rudraprayag; the
same areas also took the hit this year. Eight such disasters
have struck Rudraprayag over the last 34 years. Scientists
have also been warning that a large earthquake is imminent
in both eastern and western Himalayas. The Uttarakhand
Disaster Mitigation and Management Centre has prepared
reports on both the disasters of 2012, but the
recommendations of both the reports remain unimplemented.
Vulnerabilities of Uttarakhand are largely applicable to all
Himalayan states from Jammu & Kashmir to Arunachal
Pradesh. Many observers are calling the current Uttarakhand
disaster as Himalayan Tsunami. Tsunami may be a misnomer
here in many respects, since Tsunami is a natural
phenomenon, whereas the Uttarakhand disaster is significantly
contributed by human actions and inactions. However, by that
very metaphor, we connect the fate of all Himalayan states.
The Union Ministry of Environment and Forests’ ‘4X4
Climate Assessment Report’ of 2010 has identified the
Himalayan region as one of the four most vulnerable areas.
This region covers 533,000 sq km or 16.2 percent of the
total geographical area of the country, spread over 12 states.
Being the youngest and the loftiest mountain, the report says
the region is most unstable and fragile. Sixty five percent of
the geographical area of this region is under designated forests
but “with few exceptions, most of this forest has been cut”
says the report. That march of deforestation has actually
accelerated in recent years, including under the NAPCC era.
Some of the obvious lessons from this disaster are listed
here:
 Put in place credible system of early warning, forecasting
and dissemination for all kinds of disasters in public domain,
with access for everyone.
 Put in place a monitoring system that will give prompt
report of actual rainfall so that the downstream
administration can be alerted.
 Policies and mechanisms for protection and conservation
of rivers, riverbeds, catchments and flood plains, including
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aquatic biodiversity. Do not allow encroachment of
riverbeds and floodplains. Remove all illegal encroachments
on river beds and flood plains in a time bound manner.
Do not allow unsustainable mining of riverbeds, blasting
for any development activity as blasting increases landslide
potential in landslide vulnerable area like Uttarakhand.
Ensure credible environmental and social impact
assessment of all activities including all dams and
hydropower projects above 1 MW capacity, such
assessments should include how the projects can increase
the disaster potential, how they will affect the adaptation
capacity in the context of climate change.
Ensure credible environmental compliance mechanism for
each project in which local people have a key role.
No projects should be cleared until there is credible
cumulative impact assessment including carrying capacity
study for all projects in the river basin/sub basin. An urgent
review of under construction and under planning projects
should be taken up.
Certain rivers, forests and high risk zones should be
declared as no project areas in each basin.
All states must have an active state disaster management
authority with key role in development decisions.
We need clearly defined disaster and regulator y
mechanisms in place for what is to be done before, during
and after the disaster.
All EACs should have a disaster management specialist
and all EIAs and CIAs should have disaster management
plans and assessment as to how the project will change
the vulnerabilities of the area.

Hydropower projects have increased disaster risk
There is little doubt that existing and under construction
hydropower projects of Uttarakhand played significant role in
increasing the proportion of disaster1. Many of us wrote to
the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests in early July
2013 to investigate this and to fix responsibility and learn
necessary lessons2. The MoEF did not respond to the letter.
However, in what turned out to be the most significant and
hopeful post disaster event, the Supreme Court bench of Justice
K S Radhakrishnan and Dipak Misra, through their suo motto
order of August 13, 20133, asked MoEF to set up a multi
disciplinary, credible committee for this. The apex court also
directed that no further environment or forest clearances for
any hydropower projects anywhere in Uttarakhand be granted
by either MoEF or the Uttarakhand government till further
orders. The MoEF belatedly set up the committee, but neither
was it given full mandate, nor was its constitution satisfactory
as it involved people who already had conflict of interest4. We
now learn that the MoEF is refusing to provide necessary
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assistance or extension to the committee.
However, the fact that the MoEF and Uttarakhand
government were not bothered to learn any lessons from the
disaster is apparent from the fact that both have conspired
now to start work on the 300 MW Lakhwar Dam and 120
MW Vyasi Hydropower project, both on the Yamuna in
Uttarakhand, when the dam has no environment impact
assessment, environment management plan, environmental
appraisal or any public consultation process5. This is clearly
in violation of the apex court order of 13 August 20136, and
any prudent environment norms, but the MoEF and Uttarakhand
government are not concerned, it seems. They are taking the
narrow and untenable legalistic position that the Lakhwar
Vyasi project was started in the 1980s. This is untenable
since for Vyasi, a component of the same project, they went
for fresh clearance process, so why not for Lakhwar. Moreover,
Lakhwar was taken to EAC once in 2009-10 and EAC had
than raised number of questions, which remain unresolved
till date. Furthermore, in the changed situation since 1980s
and particularly after the June 2013 disaster, prudence required
full and proper appraisal at the least, both for the project and
the basin. Uttarakhand government, in fact wants to set up
hydropower projects even in eco-sensitive areas7.

and refurbishment plans are approved by the federal regulator.
In India there is no such regulation in place either in policy,
law or in practice. Following the disaster, the riverbed levels
have gone up almost throughout the Uttarakhand state,
reducing the carrying capacity of the rivers. This urgently
requires fresh assessment of vulnerabilities and necessary
mitigation measures, but none have been started so far.
Most significant lesson from the Uttarakhand disaster thus
is that we need to improve our environment governance hugely.
Unfortunately, the government seems to have no such interest.
Current governance system has zero capacity to ensure
compliance of its environmental norms. In fact the way
Petroleum Minister Veerappa Moily has been given charge of
the environment ministry without even taking into consideration
the conflict of interest, shows the nonchalant attitude even
more. Mr. Moily has earnestly got down to relax the already
poor environmental governance.
One hope for the country is that the apex court will not
allow all this to go on and will take cognizance of the serious
nature of these issues and take commensurate corrective
measures. 

Footnotes
For a short 12 minute film showing this, see: http://
sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/12/16/uttarakhand-flood-ravageand-the-dams-short-film-english/
2
http://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/07/20/uttarakhand-disastermoef-should-suspect-clearances-to-hydropower-projects-andinstitute-enquiry-in-the-role-of-heps/
3
http://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/08/14/uttarakhand-flooddisaster-supreme-courts-directions-on-uttarakhand-hydropowerprojects/
4
http://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/10/20/expert-committeefollowing-sc-order-of-13-aug-13-on-uttarakhand-needs-fullmandate-and-trimming-down/
5
http://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/04/22/lakhwar-dam-projectwhy-the-project-should-not-go-ahead/
6
http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/
project-gets-environment-clearancedespite-sc-order/article5668328.ece
7
http://www.business-standard.com/
article/economy-policy/uttarakhandasks-centre-for-power-to-clear-morehydro-projects-114021001009_1.html
1

No repair and refurbishment plans
Neither Uttarakhand government, nor MoEF have tried to
ensure that hydropower companies are made to pay for the
damages they have caused. However, following a petition in
National Green Tribunal (NGT) by the people affected due to
wrong operation of 330 MW Srinagar hydropower, NGT has
issued notices why the company should not be made to pay
for the compensation to the affected people. In another case
in NGT, by Matu Jan Sangathan and local people, when
operators of the Vishnuprayag Hydropower project were found
to be illegally dumping muck collected in the dam in the
downstream areas, NGT will hopefully ensure that the project
developers do not create fresh hazard for the downstream
people.
Unfortunately in India, there is no regulation in place to
ensure that the post disaster repair of the damaged hydropower
projects and dams is done in safe and prudent way. This is
unlike in other dam building countries like the US, where
post disaster repair work can be taken up only after the repair

The writer an engineer from Indian
Institute of Technology; Mumbai is
currently coordinator of SANDRP and
editor of magazine “Dams, Rivers &
People”.

Did Y
ou Know?
You
Kandla Special Economic Zone (KASEZ) in Gujarat was the first SEZ to be set up in Asia and was set up in 1965.
Kandla SEZ is also the largest multi-product SEZ in India, spread over 1.2 sq miles. It is located just 9 km away from
the modern-all-weather Indian port of Kandla. India was one of the first countries in Asia to recognise the effectiveness
of the Export Processing Zone (EPZ) model in promoting exports.
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Don
Don’t they deserve clean
drinking water?
The Bhopal Gas tragedy in 1984 rendered tens of thousands of people living near the
guilty, but not convicted factory, orphans. Sonam Saigal narrates the ordeal of people
living their fate by consuming the long declared ‘unfit for consumption’ water.

A

T five past midnight on 2 December 1984, the Indian
pesticide plant of the Union Carbide Corporation (UCC)
in Bhopal, leaked 27 tons of the deadly gas methyl
isocyanate (MIC). Half a million people living in the vicinity
were exposed to the gas that night and 10,000 are believed
to have died within 72 hours. Up to 25,000 people exposed
to the gas are estimated to have died till date in one of the
world’s worst industrial disasters. Twenty nine years later,
the survivors of the tragedy are still struggling for their basic
rights to clean drinking water, besides medical relief and
adequate compensation.
It is appalling that 346 tonnes of toxic waste is still lying
in the factory premises as the government authorities have
not been able to decide on the best way to safely dispose it.
The soil and groundwater in the neighbourhood of the factory
site is highly contaminated and the water has been declared
unfit for human consumption, but in the absence of clean and
safe drinking water, people are forced to consume it.
In Kanchi Chola, a gas affected area, Jyoti Ben, a local
resident, says, “We know this water is unfit to drink but what
do we do, we don’t have an alternative source of water. Year
after year we are promised clean drinking water by the local
councillors of the area but nothing is being done.”
“Don’t we deserve clean drinking water, the most basic
necessity?”, asks Kajal Ben of the same area. “Relatives don’t
come to our house to stay, as we can`t even offer them clean
drinking water. They fear their children will fall sick. Even if
someone comes to our house, they bring their own bottle of
water, it is very humiliating.”
Post the tragedy, the water available in their homes has a
layer of oil on it. You can skim the oil off the water. No
amount of boiling or any other tactic helps remove the toxins.
In 2009, a comprehensive survey was conducted by a
local NGO, ‘Sambhavna’ in 15 communities surrounding the
UCIL plant site in Bhopal that revealed that the drinking water
supply in majority of these communities to be insufficient or,
in many cases, contaminated with toxic chemicals. Thousands
of residents are lacking access to clean drinking water as the
water supply system, installed by the Bhopal Municipal
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Corporation, is in poor condition while groundwater from private
hand pumps and bore wells is of poor quality and/or
contaminated with chemicals.
The water supply system consists of large water plastic
tanks that are either refilled by surface pipes or by tanker
trucks. The system is not properly maintained; many water
tanks are broken, water pipes are often ruptured and the water
supply from tanker trucks is irregular. Residents try to use
private hand pumps and bore wells to meet the demand.
However, these private water sources do not provide sufficient
water and the water is often of poor quality. In the dry season,
many wells stop providing water as the groundwater table
lowers. During monsoon, the ground water accessed by hand
pumps and bore wells is often muddy and potentially
contaminated with coliform bacteria due to sewage water
infiltration from the surface. Furthermore, there is serious
chemical contamination of groundwater in much of the
investigated area.
The current water supply situation within the communities
included in this survey is unacceptable. The supply is clearly
insufficient and the chemical contaminants present in
groundwater has concentrations massively exceeding WHO
drinking water guideline values, posing potential health risks
to thousands of residents.
Shakira Be from Kazi Camp says, “We have received
compensation for injured and the dead. What about medical
compensation for those who died after the tragedy due to
gas-related diseases? A man in this area died of cancer
sometime back. It is difficult to prove that the cancer was
caused by drinking toxic water for many years?” She continues,
“In the house next door, Nasir, a 23-year-old boy died because
his liver stopped functioning. How do you prove that his liver
was affected because of the water he was drinking?”
In a preliminary study that was jointly carried out by the
National Environmental Engineering Research Institute (NEERI),
Nagpur, and the National Geophysical Research Institute
(NGRI), Hyderabad, during 2009-2010, it was estimated
that “the total quantum of contaminated soil requiring
remediation amounts to 11,00,000 MT (metric tonnes)”.
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Survivors of Bhopal gas tragedy still do not have access to
clean drinking water

“We have to fight for our basic rights. My children who
were once healthy cannot even run a few yards without feeling
breathless. All the children in my family are born with some
sort of breathing problem,” says a teary eyed Anjum Be who
lives in New Arif Nagar.
The Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) who did
a survey in 2009, published a report titled, ‘Contamination
of soil and water inside and outside the Union Carbide India
Limited’. It stated heavy metals and pesticides were detected
in all samples of soil, ground water, vegetables and breast
milk around residential areas adjoining the factory premises.
Chronic effects of exposure to chemicals cause nervous
disorders, increased liver weight and liver tumours. Other
chemicals present in water cause depression of central
nervous system, respiratory tract and eye irritation, anaemia,
skin lesions, vomiting, headaches, anorexia, weight loss,
atrophy of the liver, blood dyscrasias, porphyria and
chromosomal disorders.
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The report further said that the lead present in water can
cause several health problems, such as disruption of the
biosynthesis of haemoglobin and anaemia, rise in blood
pressure, kidney damage, miscarriages and subtle abortions,
disruption of nervous systems, brain damage, declined fertility
of men through sperm damage, diminished learning abilities
of children, behavioral disruptions of children, such as
aggression, impulsive behavior and hyperactivity. Lead can
even enter a foetus through the placenta of the mother.
Because of this it can cause serious damage to the nervous
system and the brain of unborn children.
Babulal Gaur, who was the then Minister for Bhopal Gas
Relief and Rehabilitation, had dismissed the CSE report saying,
“Who are they to give us advice?”
Preliminary epidemiological data from 100,000 patients
at the Sambhavna Clinic, a fully equipped medical centre
near the factory site, run by Satinath Sarangi and his wife
Rachna Dhingra, who have been longtime crusaders for the
Bhopal gas victims, suggests birth defects are up to seven
times as frequent among those affected by contaminated water
as compared to the general population.
In 2012, the Supreme Court had set a three-month
deadline for the Madhya Pradesh government to ensure supply
of clean drinking water to victims of the tragedy living in
settlements around the factory, who have been forced to drink
contaminated water for almost 30 years now. The people had
been subjected to a “double whammy of diseases,” first
because of the gas leak and then because of groundwater
contamination, the court had observed.
A report filed by the Indian Institute of Toxicology Research
(IITR) in Lucknow had collected 26 samples from around
the factory following the apex court’s directive seeking a
report on the level of groundwater contamination in the
affected areas.
The survivors of the gas disaster had been claiming that
the groundwater in areas around the carbide plant was highly
contaminated and residents of those localities were drinking
that water. Hazardous chemical waste left behind by Union
Carbide in the factory premises and solar ponds created to
dump chemical waste of the factory was said to be causing
contamination of underground water due to seepage, particularly
during rainy season. According to the IITR report, the results
of the levels of chlorine and nitrate in the samples were found
to be higher than permissible.
Today, more than 120,000 people still suffer from ailments
caused directly by exposure to MIC or by the subsequent
pollution caused by the UCIL plant site. Unsheltered chemicals
have been stored on-site for decades and these chemicals
continuously leach into soil and groundwater.
(Continued on page 42)
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Basin management in
Himalayan region of South Asia
South Asia’s water problems can be significantly reduced through improved water
governance of its major trans-boundary rivers which support the lives of about one
billion people, writes Dr. Arvind Kumar.

W

ITH more than 21 percent of the world’s population,
the South Asia region has access to just over eight
percent of global water resources. Average water
availability per capita across the region has declined by 70
percent since the 1950s, and continues to decrease. Increasing
population, intensified ag ricultural practices and irrigation,
multiplying energy demand from greater industrial activity and
economic growth, urbanisation, complex environmental
consequences of climate change, deteriorating river ecology,
and deteriorating water quality in the regions’ surface and
groundwater resources etc., continue to unfold new challenges
for the region’s already scarce water resources.
South Asia’s water problems can be significantly reduced
through improved water governance of its major trans-boundary
rivers: the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra, which straddle
international boundaries and support the lives of about one
billion people.
Water management of trans-boundary rivers in South Asia
is governed by the mechanism of bilateral treaties, which are
subject to domestic pressures and regional geopolitical
compulsions. Trans-boundary river basin management is of
crucial concern for all, as about 40 percent of global population
resides in river basins that are shared by countries. They
encompass almost half of the Earth’s land surface and provide
over 60 percent of global freshwater flow. The avowed objective
is to bring people out of poverty, securing their livelihoods and
support development efforts in a sustainable manner.

Critical water challenges in South Asia
Recurring incidents of water and climate-induced disasters
have put further strain on already scarce water resources of
South Asia. Besides, water security in South Asia is under
threat from many sources, which are mostly man-made.
Current planning and management have proven insufficient to
address the challenges of meeting South Asia’s diverse needs
for water. The adverse impact of climate change transcends
geographical boundaries. Any climate-induced or waterinduced disaster in border areas of South Asia is prone to
cause damage to the geographically contiguous areas of the
neighbouring country and vice-versa. The water and climate
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change induced disasters wreak havoc in terms of loss of
human and cattle lives, damage to property and loss of
livelihoods of the people. This eventually retards the pace of
development and entails potentials of jeopardising security of
the nation as well. Water is the main driver of economic
growth and sustainable development.
The Ganga River Basin and the Brahmaputra River Basin
are two major trans-boundary river basins in the Himalayan
region of South Asia. The Ganga River Basin involves Nepal,
India and Bangladesh; whereas Brahmaputra River basin
involves China, India and Bangladesh. The trans-boundary river
basin management in the Himalayan region is faced with
particular challenges pertaining to different national interests,
power disparities between riparian states, differences in
national institutional capacity, limited information exchange
and lack of sufficient basin scale knowledge and institutional
capacity to make decisions.
Structural features of political geography in the Ganga
River Basin pose some impediments to basin-wide management
of this region. India’s upper riparian position gives it advantages
vis-à-vis Bangladesh. Bangladesh suffers one of the least
favourable river dependency ratios of 91.3 percent on the
planet. A second structural challenge emanates from the
political challenges facing governments of South Asian
countries, especially the delicate coalition arrangement of
the central government in India. This problem came to the
fore in September 2011 when the chief minister of West
Bengal, Mamata Banerjee, withdrew her support at the 11th
hour from a water-sharing agreement between India and
Bangladesh over the Teesta River. Her exit dealt a severe
blow to the hard-won agreement, which would have been
the first formal India–Bangladesh agreement over Teesta’s
waters since 1996.
Another visible challenge emerges from the changing
demographic scene in the countries sharing the Ganga and
Brahmaputra basins. Keeping pace with changing
demographic numbers and the diminution in per capita water
availability will require substantial augmentations in fresh
water extractions from the region’s surface and ground
resources to ensure the basic food security and meet the
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demand for adequate water supplies arising from the
unprecedented scale of the region’s economic development.
Massive dependence of agriculture for irrigation in India
and Bangladesh is on water of the River Ganga. The farmers
in these countries are turning to ground water supplies of
fresh water to meet their needs. The fast depletion of aquifers
portends imminent water crisis in the region.
Chronic shortage of power supply is another challenge in
river basin management in this region, casting doubt over the
region’s capacity to ensure future energy security. India is
already the world’s sixth largest energy consumer and its
primary energy demand is expected to grow overall by about
127 percent by 2035. The imperative to increase energy
supplies has turned India’s attention to indigenous hydropower
resources. Only about 19.9 percent of India’s hydropower
potential has so far been developed. India’s strategy of tapping
hydropower potential in the country’s north and northeast
regions by launching a dam-building spree may run up against
the fresh water needs of India’s lower riparian neighbour,
Bangladesh.

The stumbling blocks
Following are the key stumbling blocks to closer cooperation
among countries in South Asia in settling cross-border water
disputes:
 Lack of will on the part of political leadership
 Absence of confidence-building measures in cross-border
areas to improve livelihoods of the affected people
 Negation of the role of the civil society
 Absence of regional media’s role; and
 Lack of mutual cooperation and coordination in tackling
water related issues
 Constructing security community in South Asia through
water paradigm in mixed conflict and cooperation.

Opportunities
Significant progress has been made on cooperative transboundary river basin management by countries of the
Himalayan region, especially in the aftermath of the Climate
Summit for a Living Himalayas - Bhutan 2011. Nepal, India
and Bangladesh (NIB) and Bangladesh, India and Bhutan (BIB)
have coagulated alliances in water management initiatives
for the Ganga and Brahmaputra river basins. India has recently
approved the formation of a working group to coordinate NIB
joint projects for the exploitation of common water resources
in the Ganga Basin. The NIB initiative will focus on hydropower
generation and irrigation and will include the joint development
and financing of projects.
The NIB initiative is expected to unfold the technically
and geographically feasible means of augmenting, distributing
water and power supplies and will collaboratively develop and
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finance identified projects.
The basic aim of the NIB and BIB initiatives is to implement
programmes in partnership with member-states that will
contribute to strengthen the co-operation mechanism and to
long-term sustainable development, economic growth and subregional co-operation.

Regional cooperation for water security
There is a need for the establishment of a Regional Water
Hub (RWH) to strengthen regional cooperation on water
security issues in South Asia wherein all countries of the region
should be represented. This Hub should have close synergy
with water related national agencies of each member country
of South Asia. The proposed RWH would serve as a repository
on water-related knowledge to facilitate implementation of
such programmes like judicious implementation of anti-flood
measures, development of entrepreneurship and improvement
in people’s livelihoods more effectively through convergence,
coordination and cooperation with national/international
agencies and respective governments.
The current trajectories based on ‘sectoral or silo approach’
have failed to attain the goal of sustainable development.
Hence increasing attention is being focused on water-energyfood nexus approach as a viable and sustainable solution.
Trans-boundary river basin management cooperation based
on nexus approach can be instrumental in enhancing a broader
set of mutual benefits and opportunities than individual
unilateral country approaches.

Nexus approach initiative for a living himalayas
The Bhutan 2011 Summit agreed upon a regional
‘Framework of Cooperation’ (FOC) aimed at building regional
resilience to the negative impacts of climate change in the
Himalayas with the themes of ensuring food security and
securing livelihoods; securing the natural freshwater systems
in the region, ensuring sustainable use of biodiversity and
ensuring energy security.

Conclusion
Under the given situation in South Asia, where future
water scarcity entails potential of acting as a constraint on
much needed development, cooperative management of transboundary river systems is crucial to
ensuring future water, energy and food
security. Civil Society Organizations
(CSOs) can serve as important conduits
for fostering dialogue and linking
grassroots issues to the negotiation
process. 
The writer is President India Water
Foundation, New Delhi.
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Jharkhand shows the way
Sudhir Prasad and Kallol Saha explain how the north eastern state of Jharkhand has
successfully made optimum use of water and ensured sustainable water supply without
burdening its people.

J

HARKHAND one of the least-urbanised states in India
with a population of 32 million, is aided with good forest
cover (22 percent) and rainfall (1200 MM). But
undulating topography and underlain crystalline hard rock offers
little porosity and permeability for rainfall to stay. Due to paucity
of surface sources and shallow aquifer, drinking water supply
in present times primarily depends on ground water.
As on 1 April 2012, 29,615 villages in the state share a
network of 3,79,807 hand pumps1. Pipe water supply and
sanitation coverage in rural areas are around seven percent
and 11 percent respectively2. The state government spends
over `150 crores annually to provide water supply to its rural
population, which constitutes 75 percent of its total population,
spread across 24 districts. Still a number of the rural water
supply schemes are constrained either by limited quantity/
quality of water available.
In last 10 years, 11 blocks of the state were categorised
as semi critical to over exploited by Central Ground Water
Board due to rapid urbanisation and industrial exploitation of
ground water.

Water, sanitation and hygiene programme
There is high precipitation that goes into waste. And there
are hilly habitations occupied by primitive tribes that are literally
running out of water. The key challenge for the state in context
of optimal utilisation of water is ensuring uninterrupted drinking
water supply to rural households as per the norms fixed by
National Rural Drinking Water Programme. It proposes to
ensure 70 liter per capita per day of water and assuring
sustainable and on demand water supply to rural habitation to
ensure individual and institutional sanitation requirement
including environmental sanitation. The supply should be
adequate enough to maintain acceptable level of hygiene and
safety standards.
Further the above challenges are to be met without
compromising on fundamental principles of source and system
sustainability in physical and financial terms.
At Jharkhand State Water and Sanitation Mission (JSWSM)
we aim to enhance rural pipe water supply and sustainable
sanitation solution reaching at least 45 percent and 80 percent
of the rural household by the end of 12th five year plan period

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

March

2014

respectively through community involvement in planning and
implementation of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)
programme.
In 2011, we have taken a conscious decision to ensure
taking up issues of scheme sustainability and optimisation
centre stage of Rural Water Supply Programme in a measured
manner.
The first observation in context of Jharkhand villages was
that there is neither any individual nor any institution that
formally deals with water issues and extends door step solution
to problems regularly faced by villagers. In a span of two years,
we have been able to facilitate 27,957 Village Water and
Sanitation Committees (VWSC) as a mandated body of
Panchayat to address WASH issues in their own village.
A lady service provider called ‘Jal Sahiya’ is designated as
treasurer of the committee and works as a nodal person in
the village. She is entitled to take up water audit as part of
baseline survey and facilitate demand generation for WASH
schemes.
Secondly, before 2010 responsibility of water supply in
rural areas was mostly with Drinking Water and Sanitation
Department. Lack of manpower and procedural delay left most
of the schemes underutilised. Minimal investment in operation
and maintenance left infrastructure in a bad shape.
A conscious decision was made to transfer Operation and
Maintenance in village Water facility to VWSC (Single Village
Schemes). For multi-village schemes VWSC maintains the
infrastructure for their own villages.
A sensitive yet functional pricing policy with minimum
connection charge of ` 318 and monthly tax of ` 62 for piped
water supply schemes managed by VWSC were brought in.
Use of stand post was discouraged in rural pipe water supply.
To encourage community participation VWSC managed
schemes are provided with equal amount of matching grant
from government as incentive to the amount collected by them
as water tax every year for Operation and Maintenance (O&M).
To encourage appropriate utilisation of energy, the charge
of these schemes is reduced to 1/4th i.e. from ` 4.40/- to
1.10/- per unit. Single village schemes in distant villages were
conceived with solar energy facility minimising use of
generators.
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As we understand, these initiatives helped a part of rural
commune of the state, predominantly living below poverty
line to appreciate water as a valuable commodity and
judiciously use the resources in more than 300 rural pipe
water supply schemes in the state.
At Jharkhand State Water and Sanitation Mission, the
changes can simply be metered by enhanced participation of
villagers and panchayat representative in any departmental
programme and WASH function and vice versa. Today there
are more than 70 schemes that are being run and operated
by VWSCs in an optimal manner with VWSC investing or finding
ways for conjoint solutions. Around 100 villages have been
turned into sustainable open defecation free villages by linking
it with measured water supply provisions.
Below we narrate a few exemplary cases of turning under
supply and over supply to standardised supply and utilisation
through conscious community participation.

Successful case studies
At Baliapur Rural Pipe Water Supply schemes individual
users pay a fee of ` 170 per month. The committee allows
use of stand post for households who cannot afford to pay
individual tariff. Such households pay a token charge of ` 1
per day for water withdrawal. Present total collection of the
user society is ` 4,00,000. They have stopped utilising non
functional stand post and collect `1 per day per family.
Present net savings of the user group is `4,00,000.
Mahudi Water Supply schemes are situated in far flank of
Saranda Forest in West Singhbhum district. The scheme
was started in 2003. When VWSC took charge in 2010,
there were only 98 connections with supply stoppage of over
100 days a year. Presently they are supplying water to more
than 300 households. They collect one time connection fee
of ` 318 and monthly fee of ` 100 from all users. Utilising
this amount they have created two additional sources and
extended water supply to four additional habitations in last
two years.
Bhandara Rural Pipe Water Supply scheme is situated on
the banks of Koel River at a distance of 65 km from the state
capital in the southern corner of Lohardaga district.

Established in 2009, the VWSC owned water supply has
generated around ` 68,000 through water connection and
taxation. The scheme is a lifeline to 250 households; more
than 80 percent of whom belong to socio-economically
disadvantaged section.
Ghaghra Rural Pipe Water Supply scheme situated at a
distance of 80 km from Ranchi city draws water from an
intake well developed on the bank of Annya River. Since June
2013 VWSC took charge of water supply and started a drive
for new water connection. In a span of four months, there
was a demand for around new 100 connections. They are
presently generating revenue of ` 5000/- per month which
takes care of minor repair, operations, maintenance and
electricity cost.

The way forward
At Jharkhand we look forward to community ownership of
water sources and assets. We shall strategically look forward
to create more pipe water supply schemes based upon surface
water bodies, VWSC managed operation and maintenance,
and investment on rain water harvesting so as to ensure
optimum use of water and sustainability of water supply
schemes. 

Footnotes
State Data as per MDWS Website and internal report of
Drinking Water and Sanitation Department, Government of
Jharkhand
2
Census Date 2011
1

Sudhir Prasad is the Development Commissioner with
Government of Jharkhand and a Mechanical Engineer from IIT,
Kanpur.

Kallol Saha is a
Development
Practitioner
and Consultant
to Jharkhand
State Water and
Sanitation
Mission.

Arogyam
Dandruff is a common scalp disorder which is the result of excessive shedding of dead cells from the scalp. It can
be cause of hair loss, acne, pimples and premature greying of hair, so it should be treated before it gets severe and
chronic. Dandruff can be cured at home with the aid of naturally available remedies. Onion is a natural anti
dandruff solution. Apply the paste of onion to your scalp and leave it for one hour. Wash thoroughly. To remove the
smell of onion from your hair, apply lemon juice and wash again
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Not just taps and pipes
but women
women’s lives
Pamela Philipose highlights the lack of water and sanitation facilities for the least visible,
articulate and influential lot — women, and how the apathy of government officials leads
to serious health concerns.

A

MONG the multiplying divides between people in a
world full of disparities, is one that is hardly talked or
written about. Urbanologist Mike Davis is a rare
exception. In his work, ‘Planet of Slums’, he lays bare the
grid of deprivation that is the Third World city, where water
and sewerage systems continue to elude the millions living on
its fringes in teeming shanty towns and resettlement colonies.
Davis writes: “Constant intimacy with other people’s waste,
is one of the most profound of social divides living in shit truly demarcates two existential humanities.”
Much like financial poverty or inadequate nutrition, the
lack of clean water and toilets undermines people’s health,
well-being and progress. According to the Human Development
Report (HDR) 2006, which terms the crisis in water and
sanitation as “one of the great human development challenges
of the early 21st century”, an estimated 1.1 billion people in
the world today don’t know what it is like to have clean
water flowing through a tap in their homes, and 2.6 billion
lack basic sanitation. But despite the enormity of the numbers,
the crisis has remained a silent one precisely because those
who are most affected by it are also the least visible, articulate
and influential.

Women’s safety and dignity at stake
In this dystopian scenario it is women who pay the highest
price, not just in terms of their time and money but in terms of
their safety and dignity. Being poor, powerless, voiceless and of
the ‘wrong’ gender, they are inevitably met with administrative
inertia. Says Renu Khosla, Director, Centre for Urban and
Regional Excellence, a Delhi-based NGO working in slums and
resettlement colonies, “As privileged urbanites, we take water
and sanitation for granted. But if you talk to women in slums or
resettlement colonies, their primary concern is the endless
struggle to access these services. For our administrators, planners
and engineers, they don’t seem to exist.”
No one in a government department is actually counting
the costs incurred by those who ironically have the least
capacity to pay the bill. Take the price of accessing a toilet.
Since homes in most slums and settlements don’t have toilets,
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a family of five could spend ` 300 at the very minimum every
month, just to relieve themselves. If you look at this figure a
little more closely, more tragic everyday realities emerge –
stories of how family members, especially the women, try
and avoid going to the bathroom too often and end up with
serious health conditions.
Other health problems like water-borne diseases proliferate
in neighbourhoods where overflowing gutters easily spill into
drinking water sources. Khosla’s organisation once did a study
in an Agra slum on the incidence of such diseases, the cost of
medical treatment and time spent in getting treated. It
revealed that families were spending, on an average, ` 700
every month for treating water-borne diseases in the family.
As HDR 2006 observes, “Water and sanitation are among the
most powerful preventive medicines available to government
to reduce infectious diseases”.
Procuring water from the local hand pump, stand pole or
tanker is an extremely stressful activity – with fights breaking
out between neighbours and tensions being created within
households. It affects children’s schooling, creates hostility
and insecurity, and carries huge opportunity costs. The quality
of water that is accessed with so much trouble is also invariably
abysmal. Those who have waited for hours in line for it, talk
of how it is not uncommon to spot a dead rodent or lizard in
the water or how it is sometimes so brackish that clothes
turn yellow when washed in it.
The running of public toilets is marked by similar
indifference, with their management contracted and subcontracted until no institution or individual can be held
accountable when lights don’t work, when water runs out or
when the facility is shut down arbitrarily. Women talk about
what a serious challenge a non-functioning toilet is when
they are menstruating. The system, of course, remains
impervious to such needs and has come to regard them as
people who don’t need clean water or proper toilets.

Positive changes
But things are changing. Increasingly, women activists
and civil society organisations are beginning to realise that
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expanding women’s choices and life chances hinges crucially
on seemingly banal issues like clean water and functioning
toilets.
There are four imperatives that need iteration. The first is
to broaden the general understanding of the lived realities of
those who live on the margins. India’s middle classes have
long stigmatised the poor for the unhygienic situations in which
they live. But as one woman in a Delhi resettlement colony
remarked, “We don’t want to live like this, we don’t want to
defecate in the open. But what can we do when the drains
overflow and the public toilets are locked?” The sewer, as
Victor Hugo wrote in ‘Les Miserables’ all those years ago, is
the “conscience of the city it tells everything”.
Second, we need to regard water and sanitation as a
women’s issue that has everything to do with individual security
and personal dignity. Says Prabha Khosla, consultant for the
Jagori-Women In Cities International action research project
on ‘Women’s Rights and Access to Water and Sanitation in
Asian Cities’. “For me, the word ‘dignity’ has to be embedded
in the context of women’s rights. It has to be broadened to
encompass the day-to-day lives of women.”
Making communities - and the women in them - more
articulate about their right to water and sanitation is the
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third big imperative. Poor people have been shortchanged
precisely because policy makers and administrators think they
can get away with it. This is where awareness raising and
leadership building has yielded impressive results, with many
women – once too inhibited to speak out in public – coming
forward to confront senior bureaucrats and municipal
functionaries.
Finally, it is about changing old, entrenched mindsets within
governments and local bodies. Prabha recalls how she once
had to confront an engineer in Uganda because he just did
not understand why women needed to be consulted before a
public facility was built.
“Governments and public officials tend to perceive
infrastructure as gender neutral. Pipes are pipes and taps are
taps, for both men and women – that is the common sense.
But this is really not the case. We know that even something
like the design of a toilet can have profound consequences for
women. So the question is: How deep do women’s concerns
permeate policy making and its implementation?”
Ultimately, this issue is not just about poverty, but about
the poverty of policy making. It is not merely about taps and
pipes, but about women’s lives.
(© Women’s Feature Service)
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KNOW INDIA BETTER

What began as an unplanned vacation going sour with no reservations available at
Somnath and Gir - the mainstays of Saurashtra tourism; turned out to be a blessing in
disguise as Akul Tripathi got to explore the wild side of Saurashtra's land, water and air
- rich, feisty, raw and splendid beyond his expectations.
Text and Photos: Akul Tripathi

Lakhota Palace and fort in the midst of the Ranmar lake at Jamnagar

O

N the map of modern day India, this name is all but
forgotten. Yet, since the time of the Mahabharat to
the modern era as recently as 1956, Saurashtra was
a name well known across the inhabited world. The crab-claw
shaped region between the Gulf of Kutch and Gulf of Khambat
finds mention with names as varied as Sorath, Surashtra,
Surastrene and Saraostus by the multitudes that visited it.

For the record
At the time of India’s independence, it constituted 217
princely states including that of Junagadh. Through exemplary
statesmanship and political hard talk, Sardar Patel succeeded
in getting all the princely states to sign accession into India.
Initially named the United State of Kathiawar, it was renamed
to the Saurashtra State and remained such until it was merged
into the Bombay State in 1956. Following the split along
linguistic lines and the creation of the states of Maharashtra
and Gujarat in 1960, Saurashtra integrated into the state of
Gujarat.
The region today is most famous as home to the Gir National
Park - the last bastion of the Asiatic lions in India and the holy
temple of Somnath with its phoenix like history. With the

Gulls flock at Ranmar lake
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draw of such obvious magnificence of the king of the beasts
and the jyotirlinga of Shiva, it is not surprising that these
places are the first targets for leisure, thrill and devotion seekers.
And it is to these hordes that frequent those haunts that I
say my thanks to. My visit to the exact same places was not
possible because of them being overbooked. With a hint of
disappointment quickly being overshadowed by the excitement
of exploring possibly overlooked destinations, my hunt in
Saurashtra expanded to its territories in the north and opened
to me the wild side of Saurashtra’s land, water and air - rich,
feisty, raw and splendid, beyond my expectations.

Jamnagar – a charming blend of the old and new
My journey started with Jamnagar - the capital city of
present Jamnagar district and the erstwhile capital of the
Nawanagar state established by Jam Rawal in 1540 AD. The
current city was built up significantly by Maharaja Ranjitsinghji
- one of the best batsmen of all time and in whose honour
India’s first class cricket tourney is named. Though a young
city by Indian standards, today, Jamnagar is popular as the ‘oil
city of India’ with the world’s largest oil refinery set up in the
district by Reliance and also home to Essar Oil.

Visitors feeding the gulls
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The city of Jamnagar is a charming blend of the old and
new. The swanky roads are lined with ancient buildings and
broad pavements. Jamnagar is said to have been built around
the man-made Ranmal lake built by the royal family. A popular
saying echoes, “every road in Jamnagar leads to the Ranmal
lake” aptly conveys that it is still the heart of Jamnagar and
possibly the best area to relax and stroll around.
In the midst of the lake on an island is the Lakhota fort.
Completed in the 19th century, it once was a palace for the
Maharaja of Nawanagar. It definitely served a dual purpose of
being both a palace and a fort as its structure and strategic
placement indicates. The lake - built to meet people’s need of
fresh water - serves as a moat and adds to the impressive
fortifications. It is connected to the mainland by an arched
stone bridge with an ornamental parapet called a balustrade.
The building itself is now a museum with a great collection of
sculptures from the 9th to the 18th century and pottery from
medieval times unearthed from the surrounding area. A short
causeway connects the banks of the lake to the museum.
Walking along the banks of the Lakhota lake in the morning
Bhujio Kotho, which was an additional fortification stood
is equivalent of walking along Marine Drive in Mumbai with
five-storey tall till the earthquake of 2001
the life of every-person on display as they go about doing their
daily chores with only a glance to factor in the tourists rubbing
as per the needs of the war. The upper floors housed a
shoulders with them for the day. People feeding the many
large water tank to sustain troops during a long siege.
gulls and ducks on the lake with some bits of flour being
The very top was also once decorated with a life size
nabbed by the fish as well, others that are jogging past
peacock, of which nothing remains. Those who visited
the gilded statue of the famous Shri Ranjitsinghji without
prior to the earthquake speak effusive praises of the
a second glance at it and vendors selling everything
view of the lake from its top. Visitors are no longer
from sweets to health drinks and diet juices. On the
allowed to enter the structure for reasons of safety.
other side of the road, the Bala Hanuman temple
Another victim of the earthquake is the Pratap
stays alive with chants and prayers. The chant of
Vilas
Palace, built by Jam Ranjitsinghji as his
‘Shri Ram, Jai Ram, Jai Jai Ram’ is recited 24
personal residence. It stands out due to its distinct
hours a day since 1st August, 1964 - a feat for
European architecture with Indian carvings. It
which it has earned the Guinness Book of Records.
was built to mimic the Victoria Memorial of
With such hustle bustle along the pavement
Kolkata but with domes in Indian style, three
and the sun slowly lighting up the grand Lakhota
of which are made of glass. Unfortunately,
Palace, it would have been quite possible to
the entry here too, is restricted due to
walk straight past the Bhujio Kotho, were it
concerns of safety.
not for its sheer size and imposing
Jamnagar also holds the distinction
presence. Even in its current dilapidated
of having the first statutory Ayurvedic
condition after braving the earthquake
University at the national and
of 2001, it is a majestic sight. Built as
international level. Earlier called
additional fortifications in case of war,
Dhanvantri Mandir after the Indian
the Bhujio Kotho was once five storey
God of Ayurvedic medicine - Deva
tall. On the first floor, guns were placed
Dhanvantri, it now has the rather
along its walls, allowing for 360 degree
austere title of Gujarat Ayurved
vision and scope of attack. Holes in the
University.
walls allowed for rifles to be placed and
The most interesting building to
bolster the defence in any one direction
Statue of Jam Ranjitsinghji
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Sunset over Khijadiya bird sanctuary

catch my attention was the solarium or the Ranjit Institute of
Poly-Radio Therapy. Built in collaboration with an expert from
France, it was a slow revolving tower providing sunlight all day
long for the treatment of skin diseases. It is believed that it is
probably the only one of its kind surviving in the world and
most certainly in Asia after the destruction of the remaining
two in France during World War II. Of course, it is obsolete
given the leaps in medical science and
treatment practices, yet it does strike as
strange the need for a solarium in the hot,
semi-arid climate of Saurashtra.

Khijadiya Bird Sanctuary - Aer
Even before arriving in Jamnagar, I had
read about the Khijadiya Bird Sanctuary
which is located at a distance of 12 km.
from the city. I had read that Dr. Salim Ali
- India’s top ornithologist - had visited here
in 1984 and spotted 104 species of birds in
a single day. It was exciting to hear that
but the enthusiasm was tempered by the
30 years that had passed in between and
very few natural reserves have in the last
three decades stayed the same or bettered.

Common Crane;
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Most, as any avid nature watcher will tell you, have only
degraded. The significant presence of birds within Jamnagar
and on the way to the sanctuary buoyed my expectations, but
absolutely nothing would have prepared me to hope for the
wonderful sightings and experience I had in the next two days.
The Khijadiya Bird Sanctuary is quite unique in its location
and its features. Before independence, a check dam was built
on the river Ruparel and Kalinri to arrest
the fresh water from draining into the sea
and also to stop the ingress of saline water
from the seaside. The bunds have created
two separate fresh water lakes which are
named for the villages near which they are
located. One section is called Dhunvav and
the other Jambuda. On the other side of
the bund the large creeks flowing from the
Gulf of Kutch are located along with the
salt pan, mangroves and marshes. This has
created salt water and related biodiversity
on one side and freshwater and related
biodiversity on the other, with some species
sharing both.
Given the large number of resident and
migratory birds attracted to the wetland

(above) Painted Stork
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Sea grapes at Narara bet

Coral formation at Narara bet

because of its unique habitat structure, the area was declared
a bird sanctuary in May 1981. Over a period of time, this high
diversity in landscapes has provided the sanctuary with the
rare distinction of having a very high bird density of 258 species
in the space of just 6.05 sq. kms.
This diversity has a special conservation value as it has
several globally threatened species such as Dalmatian pelican,
Darter, Asian open bill stork, black necked stork, black headed
ibis, Eurasian spoonbill, Pallas’s fish eagle, Pallid harrier, Indian
skimmer, Osprey etc.
The sea side of the bunds supports mangrove and other
marine vegetation while on the landward side, the desi baval,
gando baval, piloo and other plant life flourishes. In the warmer
seasons, once the water dries out, the area turns into a grassland
eco-system and sustains many insects, amphibians, reptiles,
small mammals and herbivores like the blue bull.
It comes as no surprise that the sanctuary is fast becoming
a popular zone for bird watchers and nature enthusiasts. The

brilliant show that the sanctuary puts up even for a lay observer
is commendable. The increased praise and attention is also
bringing new people to bird watching in droves to the sites.
While this is great news for promoting awareness about our
feathered friends, I thought a little more effort from the
authorities would go a long way in promoting responsible wildlife
tourism. Simple steps like manning the routes and/or
accompanying each group that is let in to familiarise them
with the do’s and dont’s of being in a sanctuary along with
providing information about the birds and plants they see has a
great chance of creating life long nature lovers and bird
watchers. Just that little bit more is required. The pristine
avifauna in its large numbers does the rest.

The Marine National Park - Aqua
To be honest, I did not know what to expect when I had
heard the term marine national park. I will not embarrass
myself by documenting some of the more outlandish visions

Narara Marine National Park has some amazing life forms
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Sea anemone is a type of flower on the sea bed

Natural sponge

that the name conjured up in my head. Largely, it is exactly
what any normal person would imagine - an almost unending
open air aquarium, fed by the open seas. However, unlike the
normal displays in an aquarium with tanks for various fish,
what one gets to see here is based solely on the whims and
fancies of Lady Luck. This luck can be highly bolstered by
making sure you visit with an experienced guide.
I cannot stress more on the need for taking along someone
who is acquainted with this marine realm. It is, as cliched as
it may sound, a whole new world - completely and totally
unlike anything you would have ever experienced. But, I am
getting ahead of myself. Let me start from the very beginning in the same way that I was introduced to life underwater.
A marine national park is an area that is sea protected and
set aside to preserve a specific habitat and ensure the ecosystem
is sustained for the organisms that exist there. Saurashtra and
Gujarat continued to surprise in the knowledge that out of the
7300 km long Indian coastline, Gujarat has the largest share
of 1600 sq. km and on its back, it has the second largest
mangrove forests after the Sunderbans of Bengal.
The Gulf of Kutch and especially its southern part supports
a huge wealth of marine life and in due deference to this, in
1980, an area of 458 sq.km between Okha and Jodiya was
declared as a marine sanctuary. Two years later, a core area of
163 sq. km was declared a marine national park under the
Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1972. The Gulf of Kutch national
park is 58 km wide on the seaward western side and 170 km
on the eastern side. Besides the scattered and non-specific
boundary zone of the sanctuary areas on the coasts, the gulf
itself holds an archipelago of 42 islands (locally called bets),
which are part of the marine national park. Some of the best
known islands are those of Pirotan, Karubhar, Narara and
Poshitra. This marine reserve become the first marine national
park in India and signalled a quantum leap in societal and

governmental consciousness about dealing with the natural
world.
Coming back to where I digressed from earlier, the world
that the receding tide exposes is so unlike anything known to
us land dwellers, whose interaction with the ocean is at best
some polluted beaches, that it requires someone with
knowledge of the sea world and an eye to point out the darting
shadows in the waters and name the exotic and colourful
patterns and shapes that dot the waterscape. I had the
unassailable advantage of actually being there and having a
resource person walk me through these amazing new life forms.
I will do my best to recreate that magic with mere words and
pictures.
The first word that is always mentioned with respect to
any marine national park and site praised for marine diversity is
coral. A coral is basically made of millions of colourful little
animals called polyps which are bound together by algae and
other plants in a shocking extravagance of unimaginable shapes
and formations. Polyps are themselves soft bodied organisms
with a hard protective limestone skeleton called calicle. A
polyp attaches itself to a rock or sea bed and then divides or
buds into thousands of clones. These calicoes connect to one
another through the symbiotic relationship with the algae,
creating a colony that acts like a single organism.
The rate of growth is extremely slow. A centimetre in a
year is quite rare and considered a hare-like pace in the marine
world. Over many thousands of years, these multiplying colonies
become reefs. Some of the coral reefs in existence today probably
started building as much as 50 million years ago. The world
famous Great Barrier Reef of Australia is one such coral reef.
Corals are found only in tropical waters - waters within 23
degrees of the equator - between the Tropics of Cancer and
Capricorn. Coral reefs can be formed only when sunlight reaches
the algae and as such less than one percent of the ocean bed
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A herd of Indian Wild Ass in the Little Rann of Kutch

is covered with corals. Yet, by many estimates, they support
as much as 25 percent of all marine creatures. And this is
why they are so important.
In the natural world on land, the tropical rain forests are
considered extremely vital for the ecology because of the high
rate at which nutrients are created and used. This nutrient
cycle is called nutrient turnover. In the marine world, the
polyps themselves release carbon dioxide, while the binding
plants devour this and release oxygen creating a nutrient
turnover rate rivalling tropical rain forests. The coral reefs
are the equivalent of underwater tropical forests and perhaps
hold in ways we do not yet fully comprehend, the keys to so
much we do not know about life on earth. This particular
area is home to 52 coral species - 42 of them hard and 10
soft corals.
As opposed to most other marine national parks which
are submerged under water and require either a glass bottom
boat or in other cases know-how of specific techniques like
snorkelling or scuba diving to satisfactorily explore and
appreciate, the marine national park of the Gulf of Kutch is
exceptional in that it can be explored by simply walking around.

Puffer fish, a nature’s marvel in surviving techniques
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It is one of those rare places where one can walk through
coral reefs taking in their beauty without being submerged in
water. The Gulf is itself a comparatively shallow water body
and the national park is situated in an inter-tidal zone. Due to
this typical placement, the area which is under water during
the high tides is exposed during low tide which provides the
unique opportunity to observe some of the richest diversity of
marine habitat by strolling into the shallow waters.
Along with the often electrifying colours that the corals
surprise you with, equally sudden is the startled movement of
various life forms that shelter and breed amongst the corals,
concealing themselves from the various skilled predators which
stalk this hunting ground. With the understandable desire to
relate things with one that is familiar with, many of the sea
creatures are given names representing something else humans
are familiar with on land.
In my visit, I waded the waters at Narara Bet which used
to be an island but is now connected by a motorable road from
the mainland. In the shallow waters and amidst the rock pools,
I met several species of sponges, a starfish, wooly and hermit
crab, a sea cucumber - which ejects its body parts to distract

It dramatically increases its
size to scare away predators
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a predator, sea slug, mudskippers and several worms. Three
particular species stood out for me in a grand manner for their
oddities and similarities to my world above water.
The first was the sea anemone. An anemone on land is a
type of flower and it is due to its similarity of shape and colours
that these are named after them. They are also called the
flowers on the sea bed and are basically a different type of
polyp. They harbour a particular shrimp in their folds, known
as the anemone shrimp and the two exchange food for
protection in an amazing symbiosis.
Of the second, I saw many individuals, but still shake my
head in wonderment at the amazing response it has developed
to scare off predators. It is a rather innocuous looking fish
which you would smile and let through, happy to be able to
observe the intricate details of how a fish swims. Our guide
immediately pressed the fish to the sea bed and the fish
started inflating like a balloon! He whisked it out, making
sure that there was always adequate water on the gills to
display a nature’s marvel in surviving techniques - the Puffer
Fish. This fish puffs itself up to dramatically increase its size
to scare away any predator it may chance upon. The many

Sting Ray
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spikes, though tolerable to the human skin, can definitely be
quite grievous to sea creatures. If latched onto, this puffing
action causes the predator to have a wider hold on it and the
wily fish suddenly deflates and darts away in the little window
the sudden size difference creates. Quite curiously, this move
is astonishingly similar to Judo and other martial art moves
to help loosen an attackers grip and gain distance. As if this
were not all, hidden within the pouting lips is an exceptionally
strong parrot-like beak which can chomp right through a
finger. So handle, if at all, with care.
The last encounter, just a little distance away from the
coast on the return journey was that of the sting ray. Notorious
worldwide since the accidental death of Australian wildlife
expert Steve Irwin, the sting rays have received much bad
press and it does cause a few palpitations to have one swim
a couple of feet from you, especially if you know they are
related to the same family as sharks. However, these
brickbats are ill warranted. Sting rays will generally steer
clear of humans and most stings occur when the rays are
accidentally stepped upon. If it does happen, the injury is
definitely painful but seldom life threatening, unless it pierces

Wooly Crab
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Much like the abused mangroves, the coral reefs too are
a vital area, as in Steve’s case where it pierced the chest
threatened by various factors including pollution, explosion of
wall, causing massive trauma.
commercial activities and even grazing by cattle. Along with
Along with highly valuable coral and other threatened
local problems, sweeping worldwide phenomena like climate
species, the national park is also a preserve for seven species
change and the resultant sudden change in the temperature of
of mangroves. Much awe and new found respect has been
the sea waters are disrupting and halting the formation of new
accorded to these otherwise ignored species of trees which
corals which are very sensitive to temperature. There are
flourish in the highly saline coastlines of the country. Post the
alarming studies which predict the destruction of as much as
2004 tsunami, it was noticed that globally, the few areas that
30 percent of corals worldwide in the next 30 years.
remained protected were those shielded by a healthy growth
The guide and other members of the group I was with had
of mangroves.
visited Narara at various times in the last couple
Mangroves along with coral reefs have great
benefits not just for the local environment but on This diversity has of decades. Despite the quite abundant marine
life, they lamented the scarcity of it. The guide
a special
a macro level for the diversity of the planet and
spoke nostalgically of days in the not so distant
the stability of coastal areas. Mangrove trees along
conservation
past where much bigger specimens and in lot
a coastal area can best be identified by the many
value as it has
roots that jut out of the sandy mud and water in
several globally many more numbers could be found only a few
hundred metres from the shore and not the two
search of nutrients. Mangrove forests act as a
threatened
buffer against the salty ocean and the inland fresh
species such as kilometres we covered. Haltingly and in low
water while dissuading soil erosion from the
Dalmatian pelican, whispers there is talk of how the big oil refineries
may be affecting the marine life in the gulf.
coasts. They are also breeding grounds for a large
Darter, Asian
Everyone agrees that oil and the
number of fish, threatened species of birds and
open bill stork,
industrialisation that came with it has been
other organisms. While this knowledge is fast
black necked
good for the locals and the country and yet some
spreading and praises are sung unequivocally,
stork, black
are brave and selfless enough to raise the reality
mangroves across the planet continue to be
headed ibis,
that the earth and everything in it is not our
destroyed and damaged for short term, petty gains
Eurasian
inheritance from our ancestors but is on loan
of real estate.

spoonbill, Pallas’s
fish eagle, Pallid
harrier, Indian
skimmer,
Osprey etc.

The Little Rann of Kutch
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Rann in the local language means a desert and that is what this vast expanse is - a salty desert

from our children. And in the face of that statement, it is
definitely necessary to make some unpopular and hard decisions
to avoid a looming disaster many of us will live to see. It is
inexplicably sad to leave a place of such wonderful experiences
and new insights about the world we live in with a heavy heart
and the disquieting defeated feeling that none of these may
survive by the time I get a chance to come here again.

The Little Rann of Kutch
A very close friend has this trick she implements when life
seems to be getting a little too heavy to bear or when dark
thoughts cloud her outlook. She brings back from memory
images and faces of the animals she has met or seen in her
life, and then she imagines them grinning at her, all teeth on
display. It never fails to bring a smile to her face. And it is this
trick that I applied to the faces of the Indian Wild Ass that I

had seen online and it worked. The enthusiasm to go into the
desert and meet this endangered animal, locally known as
‘khur’ caught on and a lighter mood reigned supreme.
The last wild side of Saurashtra was that of land in the most
unlikely location - the desert of the Little Rann of Kutch which
borders to the north. Rann in the local language means a desert
and that is what this vast expanse is - a salty desert. Though
the word ‘little’ is more than a little out of place. Stretching for
5000 sq. km. the only way it is little, is in comparison to the
Great Rann Of Kutch which lies further west and stretches
7500 sq. km. towards the border with Pakistan.
At one time, the Indian Wild Ass spread across western
India, the Sindh and Baluchistan regions of southern Pakistan,
south eastern Iran and even Afghanistan. Today, the Wild Ass
Sanctuary in the Little Rann is famous as the world’s last
refuge of the Indian Wild Ass. Various providers and every hotel

Salt pans in the Rann
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A herd of Nilgai, also called the bluebuck is the largest Indian antelope

or campsite can make arrangements for a jeep safari in the
rann to see the wild ass. Sightings are almost guaranteed
these days as the population has had a mini resurgence with
some herds being found in the Greater Rann as well as parts of
southern Rajasthan, ending Gujarat’s monopoly over this
threatened sub-species of wild ass.
The reason for the Indian Wild Ass’s near extinction scenario
where the numbers dipped to below 1000 members has never
been completely understood. While the British did not hunt
these for sport, there are records of the Mughals doing so.
However, in 1958-1960, a South African Horse Sickness
epidemic is also attributed to have contributed to a dramatic
decline of the wild ass population. The numbers have shown a

positive trend and the sightings outside the core sanctuary
area are encouraging signs for the population. However, experts
warn that due to the drought prone area and a decreasing
habitat due to salt activities, the population could again decline
very suddenly. For now, though, all is well.
I had mentally prepared to be able to acquaint myself only
with the wild ass and was keeping my expectations low. Lady
luck continued to shower her benevolence on me and I had
the fortune of spotting a pair of gazelle, herds of nilgai, wild
boar, a jungle cat and a desert fox.
Both the Ranns at least in the time of Alexander the Great
reaching the subcontinent (326 BC); were not desert but
navigable water bodies, with most of today’s Kutch being an

The Indian Wild Ass

A female Nilgai
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Shikra or Indian sparrow hawk

A black
shouldered kite
Thousands of flamingoes in a wetland near the Little Rann Of Kutch

island. The river Ghaggar which now empties into the desert in
Rajasthan earlier drained into the Rann. The Luni and Rupen
rivers of Rajasthan still empty in this desert and during the
monsoon and for some time to come, many parts of the desert
transform into a marshland which plays host to several endangered
migratory birds. The watering holes of the marshlands and the
Nava Talao (lake) are happy destinations for bird watchers. The
greater and lesser flamingoes, cranes, pelicans, geese, ducks,
francolins and bustards amongst many others take over the
wetlands in the winter. The enduring sight from my last evening
at a marshland watching as thousands of flamingoes turned the
dusk sky ablaze in their hues of pink while relocating to another
area on the lake is my mental picture postcard for the trip. It is
perhaps an all too frequent event for the locals there. But to
have a pink blanket thrown over the sky - even for a few moments
- is something I hope I never get used to. Something I pray it
will always take my breath away.

A bird sanctuary to my delight lived up to my hesitant
expectations from it. A unique marine national park that even
while I was on the shore in my own element left me gasping
for breath at the immeasurable diversity on display. The last
stop was a desert and for what is assumed to be a place
generally reduced, if not devoid of life, it was quite palpably
teeming with life.
The wild side of Saurashtra will definitely give Gir and
Somnath temples a run for their money the next time I
recommend this part of the world to
someone or even when I travel here
again. Meanwhile, my recollection of
joyous furry faces and feathered graces
will provide solace through many
moons. 
The writer is a media professional
and freelance writer.
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OIOP Club Activities, Mumbai
Disaster Management Workshop by Mr. A. Gopalakrishnan, resource person for OIOP

Chembur Karnatak High School, Mumbai

St. Mary’s High School, Kandivali (W)

M.K.E.S. English School, Malad (W)

S P R Jain Kanyashala, Ghatkopar(W)

Jnana Sarita Jr. College, Mulund (W)

Jnana Sarita High School, Mulund (W)

Shri R J Makhecha High School, Kandivali (W) Kudos Kids Primary School, Santacruz (E)

Jnana Sarita Jr. College, Mulund (W)

Rainwater Harvesting Workshop by Ms. Moon Shrote Environment Officer, Eureka Forbes

Sheth M. K. High School, Borivali (W)

M.K.E.S. English School, Malad (W)

S P R Jain Kanyashala, Ghatkopar (W)

OIOP Club Activities, Mumbai
Rainwater Harvesting Workshop by Ms. Moon Shrote, Environment Officers from Eureka Forbes

Jnana Sarita Jr. College, Mulund (W)

Jnana Sarita High School, Mulund (W)

Shri R J Makhecha High School, Kandivali (W)

VPMs B.R. TOL English High School
Mithagar Road, Mulund (E)

Modern English School, Chembur

Chembur Karnataka High School, Mumbai

First Aid Workshop by Dr. Annapurna Agarwal, Naturopath and Acupuncturist

Sanskar Vidyalaya, Charkop, Kandivali

Sheth GH High School, Junior College
Borivali

C.F. Andrew’s High School, Prabhat Colony, Pragnya Bodhni High School, Goregaon (E)
Santacruz (E)

Smt. J.B. Khot High School, Saibaba Nagar
Borivali (West)

St. Andrew’s College of Arts, Science &
Commerce, Bandra
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“R
equality”
Reservation is denial of equality
She has the distinction of being the first
woman judge of the Bombay High Court. It
was however, not an easy way to the top for
Justice Sujata Manohar, despite the fact that
she came from an illustrious family of
lawyers. She proved her mettle with 20 years
of substantial amount of public interest and
pro-bono work, before she became a judge
in 1978. Justice Manohar also held the
position of the Chief Justice of the Bombay
High Court before being elevated as a judge
Justice Sujata Manohar

at the Supreme Court of India.

As a judge, she took a strong independent stance defending the rule of law against political
and public pressures. After her retirement, she was a member of the National Human
Rights Commission. In a free-wheeling interview with Sonam Saigal, Justice Sujata Manohar
gives her candid views on reservations and other important issues.

What made you take up law?
I always wanted to study law. Coming
from a family of lawyers, I was not a
stranger to the profession.
You took many family law cases under
the legal aid schemes. What were these
schemes all about?
I did a lot of free legal work for a number
of women’s organisations, as in those
days there was no state legal aid and
very few women lawyers. A lot of
women sought legal advice from me
mainly for family problems, property
disputes, matrimonial matters, for
making a will, etc.
In 1978, you became the first
woman judge of the Bombay High
40

Court. How was it working in a place
dominated by men?
The law is the same, you practice and
then you become a judge. But yes, it was
difficult for women to get work initially,
irrespective of the background they came
from. People were not used to having a
woman argue a case; it took little time
for them to get used to the idea.
You became the Supreme Court judge
later. What difference did you see and
feel about the two courts?
In the Bombay High Court you are dealing
basically with issues within the state
whereas in the Supreme Court you get
the feel of what’s happening in the
country. That makes a difference to the
way you look at things. And I think in the

Supreme Court, people were not used to
having a woman judge around unlike the
Bombay High Court, where people had a
more liberal outlook. In Bombay I was
looked upon like any other judge. Northern
India is a little more conservative.
How did you get your first brief?
I will tell you a story. The first woman
who enrolled as a lawyer in India was
Mithan Lam in 1923. She was working
in the chambers of Bhulabhai Desai. She
did not get work for a very long time.
Then one day, she got a brief from a
solicitor to argue a case. Intrigued, she
asked him, why did you choose me to
argue the case? To which he replied,
“Well madam, my client is very confident
that he has such a good case that he
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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cannot lose. But he wants to inflict upon
the opponent the humiliation of being
defeated by a woman.” That is how the
first woman advocate got her first brief.
My first brief was as a token of
encouragement. It was to obtain a
consent decree before Chief Justice M.C.
Chagla. But it showed a changing
attitude towards women lawyers.
What were the challenges you faced
as a lady lawyer and then as a judge?
The most important thing is to make
people understand that you are serious
about your profession and you want to
work. Earlier, people had this feeling that
young women come to the court, train
for a year or two, get married and go
away, or they will quit after having
children. So nobody was interested in
giving them work.
You know when juniors are first briefed
by their solicitors for a case, the idea
behind it is that eventually they will gain
experience and become good lawyers and
the solicitors will have the advantage of
having him/her. They thought it was
useless briefing a woman. Another
misconception is that women are a bundle
of nerves and lack the fighting spirit to
argue a case. So clients don’t go to them.
These mindsets have changed somewhat
over years. I don’t think woman now-adays face these prejudices to the same
extent and it is good to see many young
successful lawyers.
Which ones do you consider to be your
landmark judgments, in your career?
That is very difficult to say, because some
may be interesting from a legal point of
view and some from a popular or social
point of view. I can recollect one such
case. There was a famous TV serial
called Tamas, which was sought to be
banned, saying it will disturb communal
harmony. I was sitting with Justice B.
Lentin to decide on the case. We decided
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people have a right to freedom of speech
expression, and there was no threat to
communal harmony. So we allowed the
serial to be telecast. The serial became
very popular with viewers, but legally it
was not very interesting.
From a legal point of view, there were
so many interesting cases — tax
matters, commercial transactions,
property disputes, etc. The first noise
pollution PIL (Public Interest Litigation)
came before me in the Bombay High
Court where the assistant government
pleader said that how can noise cause
pollution? This was an interesting case
to decide. I appointed an expert
committee with municipal officers and
police officers on it, apart from experts.
They examined existing laws and
recommended measures for noise
control, especially during festivals. I
directed that these recommendations be
implemented. This report is still cited, I
believe, in such cases.
You have made strong comments about
reservations. Are you pro or anti
reservations?
It’s not about being pro or anti. The
Constitution provides for reservations, so
you can make reservations. But basically
reservation is denial of equality. You
should not give more protection than
what is required looking to the socioeconomic handicaps of the concerned
group. The Supreme Court has already
said that you can’t have more than 50
percent reservation of seats in
educational institutions. Ultimately you
have a right to equality, and reservation
is an exception and a denial to equality
on the ground that some people are
socially backward and they need to be
brought to a level of equality, which is
alright. But when it comes to important
posts requiring exceptional skills and
ability, what ultimately matters is your
skill and your ability. It is in the national

interest that these posts should be given
to people on merit. For example, you
should have the best talent doing super
speciality in medicine, where positions
available are very few. So you can’t have
reservation there. That’s my view.
What are you views about the women’s
reservation bill?
In some areas like panchayats, which
function in conservative areas it may be
alright to have reservation. As far as
representation of women in the
Parliament is concerned, I feel, there is
no dearth of competent women who can
stand for elections and win. One must
support them, nominate them as
candidates and make sure that they come
to Parliament by winning elections. What’s
the use of having reservation where there
is no special kind of difficulty for women to
be elected? We do have women
parliamentarians, but they are not in
sufficient numbers because political parties
are not willing to give them seats. This
reflects the mindset of political parties.
They must first change their own mindset.
All reservations in my view should be
temporary. The Constitution itself had
originally envisaged it should be for 10 years
only. This has been extended. Reservation
may be necessary to break down the initial
resistance but it should not be permanent.
I don’t think it is in women’s interest to
have permanent reservation.
The Vishaka guidelines for sexual
harassment took over three decades to
see the light of the day. Why do you
think such pressing issues take so long?
Basically, unless there is public pressure
to change laws, the laws don’t change.
I was a party to the Vishakha judgment.
In Vishaka there wasn’t enough public
pressure to change the law because, I
think people were happy with the
judgment or they carried on with it.
Having waited so long to enact the law
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against sexual harassment, I wish public
opinion and expert opinion had been
sought and debated before framing the
law. But now a days laws are enacted in
a hurry when there is demand for
change. For example, as soon as there
was public pressure after the Delhi gang
rape the Parliament immediately enacted
a law and then this was done in haste
and the result is unsatisfactory. That’s
a different problem. It is really a non
functioning Parliament that causes all
these problems. It should have taken
up the issue of crimes against women
and done a good job of law making,
long back.
Do you think women’s issues are not
given the priority they deserve by the
Indian courts? Do you think there is
a need for laws to be more women
friendly?
Of course there is a need for laws to
be more women-friendly. Take for
example family laws. A simple thing
like who is the child’s natural guardian,
the law even today says first the father
and then the mother. There are several
such cases. Although the courts have
stepped in to make laws more women
friendly, much more needs to be done.

What has been your experience as a
member of the National Human
Rights Commission?
It was very interesting and worthwhile. I
got to know of varied problems being faced
by our people and what kinds of human
rights violations take place. The
recommendations made by the
Commission though not binding are
followed. There were cases where the
disabled were not treated equally, where
tribals were being displaced without being
given alternate land, where HIV infected
children were not given admissions in
regular schools, and many more such
problems. It was a learning experience.
What do you make of esteemed judges
being accused of sexual harassment?
If there is a complaint, then there should
be proper investigation in accordance
with law to get at the truth. An accused
should be tried in accordance with law,
and if proved guilty, of course action must
be taken.
Do you think it’s important for these
stories to come to the forefront or do
you think it should be under the wraps?
We have freedom of speech and
expression in the country. That includes
freedom of the Press. I don’t think you

Don’t they deserve clean
drinking water?
(Continued from page 16)

As a result of the inaction to remove these chemicals,
contamination of soil and groundwater in the surrounding
communities have become a source of many health problems
among residents within these communities.
Mohammad from Bafna Colony says, “New pipes were installed
in our homes about five months back. But there is no water
supply. Only a few areas have started getting clean water
supply. I lost my parents in the gas tragedy, I don’t want to
lose my children now or see them grow unhealthy because
we have no access to clean drinking water”.
After consuming polluted water the quality of health care in
42

can shut out the media from reporting a
case, but the reporting must be factual
and not biased or exaggerated. The
media should be cautious and not jump
to conclusions before even investigations
are complete. If the man is charge
sheeted and is going for trial then of
course you can report about the trial.
There are long pending reforms in the
judiciary. How do we go about bringing
the changes?
We have to expand our system about five
times its existing strength. There is much
that needs to be done. Why should it
take so long to dispense justice? We need
to give the courts sufficient manpower,
adequate facilities, modern equipment,
decent salaries to the staff and improve
service conditions. We need to see the
number of cases, the population and the
average filing per year and find out if we
have enough judges to deal with it. We
need to make provisions to deal with the
backlog. It has to be done in a judicious
manner and not in a hurry. The quality
of justice should not be diluted when we
expand the system. Public pressure is
your ultimate sanction in a democracy.
People have a voice and they must be
loud enough to be heard.

terms of investigation, diagnosis and treatment continue to
be abysmal. A proper protocol for treatment of each gasrelated ailment has not been evolved even 29 years after the
disaster speaks volumes about the apathy of concerned
authorities. In short, for all practical purposes, more than
five lakh survivors of the disaster continue to remain orphans
within the Indian polity.
The Bhopal gas tragedy continues to affect the third
generation of people with undiagnosed
diseases and consumption of toxic
ridden water. The victims still await
treatment and justice in the form of
clean drinking water and
compensation. 
The writer is sub-editor at One
India One People.
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YOUTH VOICE

“Teaching the tough lessons”
Suman Barua, is a teacher at ‘Teach for India’. He gave up a full time corporate life
to take up the social responsibility of teaching children who are not entitled to right
to education as they belong to the lower strata of the society.

I

focus on making our classes violence
free. We need to think from the child’s
perspective, negotiate and bribe them
with non-materialistic rewards. We
really need to know each kid and must
understand his/her psychology.

face two kinds of regular problems,
first “What should I wear today?”,
and second “My students are beaten
up everyday at home. What should I do,
so that my kids know that violence is a
bad thing and when they grow up they
shouldn’t use it to control their children
or family?” Most of my days are spent in
answering the second question.
I teach at a low-income school at
Govandi to students of class seven. As
a Teach for India fellow, we receive a
lot of training and support. But honestly,
nothing prepares you to deal with your
class unless you enter it. My first week
was a mixture of devastatingly low
failures and few lucky successes. There
were times I nearly walked out of the
class, and times when I wanted to adopt
few kids, but I never felt like quitting.
One thing I learnt is that as a teacher
you should make your class a happy
place for the students and for yourself. I
started with playing my favourite music
during recess and dancing around the
room. When I saw kids complaining
a lot about each other, I started a
complaint letter system which in turn
pushed their writing skills. I saw that
my students needed to learn self-control
and I taught them that. I taught kids
Feudalism in class by implementing it
and appointing nobles, knights, and
peasants and use them to carry out
classroom management activities. As
a teacher one of the things you must
do is tell them what inspires you and
how it has changed your life. For me
it was my favourite quote, “People can
take everything from us, but not our
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Suman Barua

It was my favourite
quote, “People can take
everything from us, but
not our Knowledge”.
After sharing this with
the kids they started
using in their letters or
cards they wrote.
Knowledge”. After sharing this with the
kids they started using in their letters or
cards they wrote.
Every kid behaves or does things
the way he/she sees it. Their parents hit
them so they feel it’s a good thing and
use it in class. They are punished with
more violence when they are caught
committing violence. It absolutely
makes no sense to the kid. So, we

Someone once told me, “Till you
don’t find a good job, you can be a
teacher.” She gave me a concerned
look, when I told her I actually left my
well-paying corporate job to teach. This
stems from the mindset that you become
a teacher when you have nothing else
to do. How is a job, in which you are
directly shaping the mind of children
and indirectly responsible for the kind
of person they become, looked down
upon?
There are so many ways to work to
make the world better. A dear friend of
mine says, “Education isn’t the only way
to impart a change in the society” and
he couldn’t be more right. You have to
first identify your skill set and passion,
and figure out in which way could you
contribute. It could be by donating huge
amount of money to a cause, or by
running a cross cultural lab to inspire
leaders, or by working with minorities,
or bringing facilities to the people who
cannot afford it. The list goes on.
If you ask me, I feel teaching is
an incredible job. We face extreme
responsibility and pressure but I think
everything worth doing in life, is difficult.
You must be passionate to bring about
any kind of change. You can clean the
mess only when you enter it and get
dirty yourself, but remember how to
clean up in the end. 
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CINEMA

An American in Madras
Shoma Chatterjee tells us about an interesting documentary made by an FTII
alumnus on Ellis Roderick Dungan, an American who lived in India for 15 years and
made some blockbuster films in Tamil and Telugu, in a very challenging scenario.

F

EW Indians, including film buffs
across the country know that
once upon a time, there was
a full-blooded American who made
blockbuster films in South India. He
came for a short while but stayed on
for 15 years and directed 11 successful
feature films in Tamil, one in Telugu
without knowing a word of either
language. Karan Bali, a FTII alumnus
in editing who is also co-founder and
content-in-charge of, Upperstall.com, a
well-known website on Indian cinema
has recently made a well-researched
documentary on this gentleman and
aptly named the film ‘An American in
Madras’.

historians, filmmakers, even CM Muthu,
a make-up man who worked with
Dungan when he was 14, to talk about
the filmmaker. Rare clips from the
making of his films – Sathi Leelavathi,
Seemanthani, Two Brothers, which
he edited himself, and from Dungan’s
films Ambikapathy, Sakuntalai, Meera,
also made in Hindi later, Ponmudi and
Manthiri Kumari are so lucid and clear
that they appear to have been shot and
developed yesterday.

The man himself
Ellis Roderick Dungan was not the
only man from abroad to land in India
and make Indian films. Franz Osten
from Germany directed films under
the Bombay Talkies banner. Paul Zils,
another German was a pioneer of the
documentary film in India. So what
makes Ellis R. Dungan as he was more
popularly known, so distinct? “The very
fact that he had made 11 Tamil, one
Telugu and one Hindi (partially dubbed)
in the South, was mind-boggling,” says
Bali. Dungan directed one of the early
Tamil cinema superstar M.K. Thyagaraja
Bhagawathar (MKT)’s biggest hit that
ran for a year, Ambikapathy (1937)
and famed Carnatic vocalist M S
Subbulakshmi’s most celebrated films,
Sakuntalai (1940), and Meera (1945 in
Tamil and ’47 in Hindi).
Karan Bali who began researching
his film in 2008, scanned scholars,
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The reel got rolling
Dungan first came to Madras for
the premiere of Bhakt Nandanar, on
an invitation from an Indian student at
USC, M L Tandon, who was getting
offers to direct films in Tamil and Hindi,
Tandon suggested Dungan that he get
his feet wet in Madras. Thus his journey
in Tamil filmdom with Sathi Leelavathi

(1936), also the first film of well-known
actor– the great MG Ramachandran
(MGR), who later became the chief
minister of Tamil Nadu.
Filming his first film was an eye
opener for Dungan. He was an alien
to the language and having to deal
with local technicians and actors,
and working out a system with his
interpreters, he had to shoot in a studio
with a tin roof that made it impossible
to film when it rained. The carbon
microphones in vogue then were not
very sensitive, and he had to picturise
songs live with actors singing and
musicians playing through the shot as
playback had not yet come to the South.
Despite the challenges he faced, the
film was completed and did well enough
for Dungan to be on his way.
Noted Tamil film historian S.
Theodore Baskaran, who gave Bali a
lead to Dungan’s autobiography cowritten with Barbara Smik, A Guide
to Adventure, published in 2001, the
year Dungan died, in Mumbai, fellow
filmmaker Shivendra Singh Dungarpur
wangled a copy of the book. Bali
who got access to it says, “A Guide
to Adventure filled me up on the gaps
in Dungan’s life and in particular, his
Indian years. And what a life it was!
He came to India when the wealthy
Indian student Tandon, invited him
and another student, Michael Omalev,
to India as his parents were building a
studio for him to make films. Dungan
was still to complete his last semester
at USC, when he and Omalev set sail
for India. They set foot in Bombay on
25 February 1935 intending to stay
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for about six months to a year, only to
find that Tandon’s production plans
had collapsed. However, Tandon was
directing a Tamil film, Bhakt Nandanar,
which he was to shoot in Calcutta. So
Dungan and Omalev subsequently joined
Tandon in Calcutta and even did some
second unit photography for the film.”

The documentary
An American in Madras, while
essaying the life of an American still
photographer and filmmaker evolves
into a moving celluloid statement on
the creative challenges this man took.
Bali has designed the graphics against
the backdrop of what looks like ancient
parchment paper to underscore the
archival quality of its subject. “He
gave Indian folk traditions and rituals
a Western perspective,” says Uma
Vangal, a filmmaker and film scholar.
“He tried to take away the theatricality
that was a characteristic feature of old
Tamil films,” says Theodore Baskaran.
Film actor and film historian Mohan V.
Raman says that the colour of his skin
and the “Hollywood” tag gave him an

edge in the industry helping him to
overcome blocks.
The film underscores Dungan’s
technical innovations. The ‘Dungan
track’ and the ‘Dungan trolley’ were
his inventions and these names carried
over for more than a decade after he
left India. He converted the carrier of
his Dodge car to a platform so he could
mount the camera on it and take moving
shots. He had the script translated into
English, divided into two halves, one
side for the dialogue and the other for
action and he would use that to break
that down into shots and then shoot
only after proper planning, extensive
rehearsals and blocking of scenes. In
Meera, regarded by Dungan himself
as his finest film, he got a bust of its
star, MS Subbulakshmi made, and he
and cinematographer Jiten Banerjee did
elaborate lighting tests on it to device a
lighting scheme for her to look ethereal
in the film. And she does look ethereal
in the film!
Between 1941- 45, when USA
entered World War II, Dungan worked
as the official photographer for the

Madras Government and made wartime
newsreels, propaganda films and
several documentaries for the Indian
News Parade. He also was on hand
to photograph some of India’s most
historic moments such as the transfer
of power from the British and Mahatma
Gandhi’s funeral.
“I have kept the documentary,
about 80 minutes long, simple and
classical, with a linear structure, adds
Bali. And this turns the film into an
exciting journey back to the past.
The writer is a freelance journalist, film
scholar and author. She has authored
17 published titles and won the National
Award for Best Writing on Cinema twice.
She won the UNFPA-Laadli Media Award,
2010 for ‘commitment to addressing and
analysing gender issues’ among many
awards. She is
currently Senior
Research Fellow,
ICSSR,
Delhi
researching
the politics of
presentation of
working women
in post-colonial
Bengali cinema
1950 to 2003.
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CULTURAL KALEIDOSCOPE

Bharata Natyam
Bharata Natyam, the glorious dance style from Tamil Nadu is designed as a votive
offering to be placed at the feet of the lord. It is Devadasis and their great spirit which
have perpetuated this art, writes Dr. Kanak Rele.

B

HARATA Natyam is the glorious
dance style from the southern
state of Tamil Nadu. One cannot
hazard a guess as to when it arose out
of the soil of the Dravida culture. One
finds references dating from the first
few centuries of the Christian era to
a very vigorous system of dance and
music being practiced at the highest
professional level in the Dravida
country.
The
earliest
reference
to
systematised dance referred to as
kuttu, is to be found in the great Tamil
epic Shilappadikaram, written in all
probability in the 3rd or 4th century
A.D. It is a treatise on the three-fold
classification of the Tamil language
- literary Tamil, music and drama.
It is however clear that this epic
comes later than the Natyasastra,
since it shows an awareness of the
Natyasastric practices.
It appears that earlier, in the
pre-historic era, dances were
performed to propitiate deities or
for ritualistic purposes. But during
the times of the Shilappadikaram, it
appears, dances were performed for
secular purposes also. This appears
to be due to the influence of the
Natyasastra. The Shilappadikaram
is a literal storehouse on the position
and practice of dance and music of
that era. There are specifications for the
guru, music teacher, the mridangist,
the composer of songs, the flautist,
the player of the yaal (forerunner of the
veenaa) etc.
It may not be wrong to conclude that
for dancing at least, Bharata may have
turned to the South.
Today’s Bharata Natyam is the
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end product of this great tradition. It
had several names like Chinna Melam,
Sadir, Dasiattam etc. It was also called
“Bharatam” not after sage Bharata;
rather the term is derived from three
essential facets of the style: “Bha” from
“bhava” (mental state or emotion). “Ra”
from “raga” (musical mode) and “Ta”
from “tala” (time measure).

Evolution of the dance form
Traditionally, it was the proud
privilege of the dancing girl “Devadasi”
(servant of God) to practice this
glorious art. The roots of this system
can be traced all over the country, but
the system appears to be of a special
significance in the South.
Indian history provides many

references to the practice of dedicating
girls to the dancing tradition - the girls
being referred to as “ganika” in the
North and “kuttiyar” or “virali” in the
South. The Natyashastric tradition
mentions that “natya” (inclusive of
dance and music) is to be performed for
the entertainment of the king and then
his populace. In the Indian tradition,
God is the greatest king and thus
he also should be entertained,
and what better way can there be
but “natya”? Thus right through
the history of formal worship in
India there has been a community
of devadasis attached to temples
and one of the principal functions
of these devadasis was to dance
before the deity of the concerned
temple. Each region of the country
had their own temples as well as
cultural ethos. These devadasis were
servants of God but they were also
great scholars, great experts of their
art and despite adverse conditions,
it is they and their great spirit which
have perpetuated this art.
Bharata Natyam is designed as
a votive offering to be placed at the
feet of the lord. As such it must be
remembered that most of the items
are either religio-philosophical in
nature or are in the form of straight
forward bhakti lyrics in praise of
the glory of the lord. But it also has
items which are secular in nature. It is
intended as a solo presentation but may
have more than one dancer occasionally.
Technically Bharata Natyam has
a judicious blend of both nritta and
nritya. The basic and fundamental unit
of nritta is the adavu. It is composed of
an opening or basic posture which is
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followed by a combination of steps and
movements. Each adavu has its own
rhythmic syllables to which it is danced;
the syllables are called shollus. In fact
many of the adavus are named after their
individual shollus. The Bharata Natyam
technique lays great stress on the very
correct and well defined lines that the
entire body specially the torso and the
arms have to be maintained. The erect
and upright positions of the torso, the
elegant stance of the shoulders thrown
back give it an angularity which is crisp,
at the same time attractive. Nritya in
Bharata Natyam of course uses the rasas
specified by Bharata. For hastas (hand
gestures) it follows the Sanskrit text
“Abhinayadarpana” by Nandikeshvara.
The musical mode is classical
Carnatic with its elaborate tala system.
The songs and lyrics for nritya items are,
by and large, selected from the writings of
the South Indian saint-poets, the Tanjore
quartet and some contemporary poets.

One India One People

March

2014

The aharya (costumes) is usually
uniform since it is a solo dance. No
matter what sort of a character the
solo dancer is portraying there is no
change in the costume. By and large
the costume worn today is stitched.
The jewellery that is worn by the Tamil
brides - appropriate for the bride of God,
the devadasi.

Repertoire
1. Alarippu: This is the opening item
which is a nritta item.
Note: Alarippu can be sometimes
preceded by an item called
Todaymangalam or Pushpanjali.
Todaymangalam is quite often than
not followed by an item called
“Kautvam”.
2. Jatisvaram: This again is a nritta
item. It is a combination of jatis
(string of adavus) danced to the
svaras of a raga.
3. Shabdam: A nritya item which makes

4.

5.

6.

7.

use of the sattvika abhinaya for the
first time in a recital. It is addressed
to the deity and expresses spiritual
love.
Varnam: An intricate and complex
item which is a blend of both nritta
and nritya.
Padam: A pure nritya item. It is a
devotional song depicting the spiritual
love of a bhakta for his deity.
Javali: Yet another variety of nritya
composition which is usually secular
in character. It usually represents
the love of a nayika for the nayaka.
Tillana: A pure nritta item performed
as the concluding offering in a
Bharata Natyam recital.

The
writer
is
Director,
Nalanda Dance
Research Centre.
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GEMS FROM THE PAST

The glory of Nalanda
Nalanda Univesity was an extraordinary centre of excellence for learning, and
remained so for nearly 700 years. B.M.N. Murthy takes us through the inception, the
rise of this world renowned institution and the scope to revive it.

R

IGHT from the Vedic Age, ancient
India has been a trend setter
and role model in moulding
the character of its citizens by training
them in established universities of
excellence called ‘Gurukulas’, analogous
to modern universities. In fact, the
very first university in the world was
founded at a place called Takshashila
(now in Pakistan, about 35 Kms from
Rawalpindi), followed by the second
university in the world at Nalanda, about
90 kms from Patna in Bihar, nearly
2,500 years ago. Both Takshashila and
Nalanda were the Oxford and Harvard
of those times, centuries before either of
these universities were founded.

The gift of knowledge
Founded by Buddhist monks,
Nalanda was an extraordinary centre of
excellence for learning, and remained
so for nearly 700 years between the
6th century A.D and the 13th century
A.D. The name ‘Nalanda’ is a Sanskrit
word which is a combination of three
words Na+ Alam+ Daa which means
‘no stopping of the gift of knowledge’. In
other words, it meant that the spreading
of knowledge should be eternal. This
is exactly what Nalanda University did
for 700 years, attracting prize students
from China, Indonesia, Korea, Persia,
Japan, Sri Lanka, Tibet and Turkey.
The education imparted was
completely free which was provided by
2,000 world renowned teachers during
its prime days of glory. That is why even
while naming the place as Nalanda, the
word ‘Daa’ was used which is a short
form for ‘Daana’ which means ‘gift’.
Nalanda’s aim was to create the most
intellectually and spiritually mature
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individuals who would become qualified
to contribute to every aspect of the
society for its overall being.
Unfortunately there is no systematic
historical account from which we could
glean the different stages of its growth.
Even to this date, archaeological research
has been unable to fully explain how
different aspects of Indian culture
were accommodated, assimilated and
disseminated from one generation to the
other through several centuries. However,
we are primarily indebted to the Chinese
pilgrims Fa-Hien (5th Century A.D.), Hiuen
Tsang (7th century A.D.) and I-Tsing (7th
century A.D) for whatever information on
Nalanda is available today.
The recordings of these Chinese
pilgrims have given us an inestimable
character of Nalanda during its glorious
epoch. In an interview to ‘The Hindu’
newspaper
in
December
2007,
Dr.Ravindra Pant who heads the Nava
Nalanda Mahavihara said, “Today we
know only 10 percent of Nalanda. We
have to find the remaining 90 percent of
the campus. We have to properly map it
to rebuild. Right now these mounds are
like a jigsaw puzzle”.
Fa-Hien, a Chinese monk, who toured
India from 673 A.D to 687 A.D is one
of the first ones to have any recordings
of Nalanda, since he studied there and
subsequently worked as a teacher there.
When he returned to China it is learnt
that he took 657 volumes of sacred texts
with him and spent the last years of his
life translating and interpreting them.
According to the present Director of
Nalanda Campus, China has now agreed
to present the University, some original
volumes and Chinese translations which
Hiuen Tsang had taken with him.

From spiritual pursuit to educational excellence
Nalanda’s site was possibly 35
acres or 10 sq.miles according to the
archaeologist Sir Alexander Cunningham
who first identified the ruins at Bargaon
in 1861-62. His location of Nalanda
corresponds exactly with ancient Pali
texts, Jain literature and Hiuen-Tsng’s
description. Its vast population of around
15,000 lived in seven monasteries and
eight great halls, with their upper rooms
towering above the clouds like pointed
hilltops, according to Hiuen –Tsang.
As Nalanda was founded by
Buddhist monks it was started with the
basic purpose of making it a fit place
for meditation. At the instance of Lord
Buddha various education centers
were erected in the premises so as to
provide the monks with a congenial and
conducive environment for meditation.
From such conceptual and humble
beginnings where the monks spent
their earthly existence meditating in
the safety of the Viharas, emerged
the patent nuclei of the later Buddhist
University destined to play its glorious
role in the intellectual and spiritual life
of India. In course of time, Nalanda
expanded the scope from being a purely
monastic university to one that includes
non-monastic students. In addition, the
University introduced the study of nonsecular subjects and threw open its
doors to all philosophical studies and
several schools of thought and belief.
The admission was open to all seekers
of knowledge irrespective of sect,
religion and belief.
The rise of the Gupta dynasty in the
4th century A.D. brought royal patronage
to Nalanda and heralded the Golden Age
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of Indian History and Culture. Besides
royal patronage, the University was
also patronised by several enlightened
citizens who contributed, both in cash
and kind, towards the development and
growth of the University. According to
Hiuen-Tsang, “Two hundred villages
in and around Nalanda University
contributed ghee, butter, milk and such
other daily provisions free to the entire
population of the University”.
Admission to Nalanda was strictly
based on merit and the aptitude of the
student. The minimum age of admission
was 20 years and the admission was
based on a test and oral interview.
According to the Chinese pilgrims only
two or three could get selected out of 10
candidates who applied for admission.
Before final admission, every eligible
student had to appear before the
chief examiner called ‘Dwara Pandita’
(Guardian of the Entrance Gate) and
convince him. In spite of the hard and
rigid test, during its heydays Nalanda
had nearly 10,000 students from all
over the world. The teacher student ratio
was 1: 5. Even women were admitted
and given separate accommodation.
According to both Hiuen-Tsang and
I-Tsing, even though there were several
men and women in the University, and
belonging to different nations, there
was not a single case of misbehaviour
or breach of rules and regulations.
This shows the high moral fibre of the
students who studied at Nalanda.

Curriculum, a blend of philosophy
and religion
The curriculum for study included
both sacred and secular learning (Para
and Apara Vidyas as they are known
in Sanskrit) Study of Sanskrit grammar
was compulsory. In addition, there
were five more compulsory subjects:
1. Shabda Vidya [Science of sounds
and words; otherwise called Grammar
and Lexicography] 2. Shilpasthana
Vidya [Arts and Crafts] 3. Chikitsa
Vidya [Science of Medicine] 4. Hetu
Vidya [Logic] and 5. Adhyatma Vidya
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[Philosophy]. According to I-Tsing, there
was an additional compulsory subject
namely spinning and weaving since
the students felt bored in the absence
of some handicraft. Hence, they were
given access to looms and had to weave
their own cloth. Besides, other trades
like carpet-weaving, painting, sculpture
were also taught.
The unparalleled distinction of
Nalanda lies in the realisation of its
custodians and teachers that the ideal
education is a happy and harmonious
blend of philosophy and religion.
The pervasive notion at Nalanda
was that education was not merely
the conveyance of information but
the transmission of spiritual, moral,
intellectual and aesthetic values
combined with the opportunity for full
physical development. This notion and
the inspiring example set by the holy
sages who were their teachers-monks
gave the students at Nalanda an ideal,
morally oriented and well-rounded
education. This enabled them to adopt
and live the life of a world citizen under
the concept ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’
(The whole world is one family)

The beginning of decline
Nalanda contributed to Indian
thought and culture throughout the
three periods of its development namely,
its rise from 325 B.C to 320 A.D and
its eminence from 320 A.D and to 750
A.D and decline from 750 A.D. to 1250
A.D.
By the 12th century A.D when there
was political instability in the country
after the end of the Gupta and Harsha
dynasties. Nalanda’s slow decline
started, particularly with the deprivation
of royal patronage. Muslim invaders
from Turkey, taking advantage of India’s
weakest political fiber, destroyed many
of Nalanda’s monasteries, burnt most
of the libraries and all the books they
contained. One of the Chinese pilgrims
has written that the soldiers used the
books and manuscripts of the library
as cooking fuel for six months. With

the advent of the Muslim force, some
monks fled abroad, while some were
slaughtered.

Plans to resurrect Nalanda
Nalanda is not completely lost
to posterity. Though its libraries and
the manuscripts were destroyed, the
Chinese and Tibetan translations
remain. Plans are on to resurrect the
ancient University and make it a worldclass institution, under the Indo-Chinese
Friendship Project. The Archeological
Survey of India has already begun
excavations to unearth the campus.
The first President of Indian Republic,
Dr.Rajendra Prasad laid the foundation
stone of the Nava Nalanda Mahavihara
on 20 November 1951, which was
formally inaugurated by the then vicepresident Sir S.Radhakrishnan on 20
March 1956. This institution is founded
on a site close to the ancient Nalanda,
about 100 kms from Bodhgaya and
Pataliputra. For the past six decades,
this institution is sparing no efforts to
re-establish the glory of Nalanda.
It is no wonder that the world
famous ‘Hibbert Journal’ from London
which is a quarterly journal on religion,
theology and philosophy, published
from 1902, wrote in one of its issues
regarding Nalanda under the title ‘An
Experiment in Liberty of Teaching.’
Someday
perhaps
the
great
Universities of the West may deem
these voices of the dim and distant past
from India still worthy of attention. They
are the witness of the East to abiding
principles that the first condition of the
quest of Truth is Liberty. 
The writer, a Retired Chief Engineer from
the Life Insurance Corporation of India,
is
a
prolific
writer. He writes
regularly
on
Indian heritage,
tradition, vedic
wisdom, etc. If
you wish to be
on his mailing
list, contact him
at
bmnmurty@
gmail.com
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BOOK REVIEW

KULAPATI

MUNSHI
Pictorial Biography of the Founder of Bharatiya
Vidya Bhavan
Publisher : Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
Pages

: 64

Price

: Rs. 100

K

ANAIYALAL Maneklal Munshi
was a multifaceted personality.
Founder of Bharatiya Vidya
Bhavan, he was also a lawyer, a
freedom fighter, writer, administrator,
maker of the constitution, educationist,
champion of Indian culture and much
more.
In the 125th year of his birth and
in the 75th year of Bharatiya Vidya
Bhavan, this pictorial biography has
been produced which is a source of
inspiration to many. The book will
inspire the readers as it shows him as
a normal flesh and blood man with
worries, tensions and shortcomings
which he overcame to realise his ideals.
Born on December 30, 1887, in
Broach, Gujarat, Munshi was a voracious
reader of books from which he drew his
ideals. An incident in his early life made
him think deeply. His father, a Deputy
Collector, was not allowed to drive to
the British collector’s house but asked
to walk to it. This racial discrimination
wounded him deeply, probably spurred
him into being deeply involved in the
freedom movement in later life. The
book gives details of how his life was
moulded by several such incidents
which made him a strong personality.
In his very first public talk on
Shivaji, he realised that his voice was
not good and that he was nervous.
He practiced and improved his diction
and his confidence which helped him
50

greatly in the years to come. The death
of his father affected him greatly and he
became his family’s sole supporter. He
worked in the mornings and attended
law classes in the afternoon. Though
he did not pass the law examination
at the first attempt, he did not give
up but persevered till he succeeded.
Meanwhile he wrote books, dramas
and articles. His ‘Prithvivallabh’ ‘Verni
Vasulat’ ‘Pattani Prabhuta’ took him to
great literary heights.
The book under review, ‘Kulapati
Munshi’ focuses on his political career
and traces the freedom struggle days
and puts life into great people like
Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru,
Bhulabhai Desai, Jinha and others who
are history to the present generation.
Satyagraha, nonviolence, salt revolution,
imprisonment, were part of the struggle
for freedom from British rule in which
Munshi participated. Side by side he
continued with his writing, and forays
into the cultural scene.
Kulapati Munshi founded Bharatiya
Vidya Bhavan in 1938 with the
blessings of Mahatma Gandhi. It is
here that the reader wishes that the
book could have focused a bit more
on this great institution which has won
the International Gandhi Peace Prize,
Communal Harmony Award, Rajiv
Gandhi Award for National Integration,
Educational Institution of National
Eminence that has grown into a

comprehensive, co-operative, apolitical,
national movement with an international
outlook.
After India won Independence
Munshi was appointed to the Expert
Committee of the Constituent Assembly
which framed the Constitution of India
and was appointed the Agent General
of India in Hyderabad and went on to
become the Union Minister for Food and
Agriculture and held several other posts.
It must have been very difficult for the
writer of ‘Kulapati Munshi’ to compress
the achievements and greatness of a
versatile giant like Munshi into just 64
pages. The crispness of the script makes
it a pleasure to read the book which is a
source of inspiration to all who read it.
A product of the Amrita Bharati team of
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, the production
of the book is beautiful.
A must-read for people of all
generations.
The book was released in January
by Shri H.N.Dastur, Executive Secretary
and Director General of Bharatiya Vidya
Bhavan in Vashi, Navi Mumbai. 
–

Veena Adige is the Associate Editor of
Bhavan’s Journal, the fortnightly magazine
of Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan.
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COLUMN / RURAL CONCERNS

Change policies to
avoid disasters
Right decisions taken by policy makers at the right time,
could have avoided catastrophes in the Himalayan region,
which have escalated of late.

R

ECENT years have witnessed a spate of disasters in
Himalayan region, in which the damage from adverse
weather was greatly accentuated by man-made
factors. We need to draw some essential lessons from these
in the form of important changes in development policies and
priorities for the entire Himalayan region.
Let’s consider what a high-level appraisal committee of
the Environment Ministry said about the Tehri Dam Project
(TDP) in Uttarakhand, “Taking note of the unacceptable risk
involved, extremely poor status of readiness to deal with the
hazards, and unprecedented damage in case of a breach or
over topping the Committee reiterates it’s considered view
that it would be irresponsible to clear the Tehri dam as
currently proposed.”
More specifically the committee said, “Considering
the almost total certainty that a strong earthquake of
magnitude greater than 8.0 on Richter scale will occur in
the region during the life of the dam, and considering that
the dam design does not provide for such an earthquake the
committee has no option but to conclude that construction
of the Tehri dam, as proposed, involves totally unjustified
risks. The magnitude of the disaster that would follow, if the
dam collapsed, strengthens the committee’s opinion that
approval to the construction of this dam, as proposed, would
be irresponsible.”
The Tehri Hydro Development Corporation (THDC)
had not given the necessary attention to the hazards and
risks of TDP. This report said, “Though despite repeated
requests the THDC did not provide the committee with
the risk analysis in terms of the impact of dam failure on
the life, property and cultural heritage, our own tentative
calculations suggest that if the Tehri dam collapsed, it
would cause a flood wave which would wipe out Rishikesh
and possibly Haridwar. This wave would wash away most
of the settlements around this region.”
On the basis of a simulation exercise this report went on
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to provide estimates of how many hours it’ll take to devastate
very densely populated urban areas in the Ganga valley in
the case of any damage to TDP. The authorities merely made
some minor adjustments and speeded up the project. The
state minister who was involved in pushing ahead the project
later called this the biggest mistake of his life, but by then it
was too late.
At the time of the devastating earthquake in Uttarkashi,
several reports pointed out that damage had been most
acute in precisely those areas where a tunnel based hydel
project Maneri Bhali had been built. This led to large-scale
use of explosives not just for the construction of these
projects, but also for widening the roads, so that extra-large
machinery needed for tunnelling work could be transported.
These explosions made the already-existing landslide zones
more unstable. What is the rationale given for such decisionmaking? Leaving aside the obvious role of corruption, at
the policy level this is justified on the basis of a completely
distorted view that such hazards have to be accepted if
the high energy potential of the region is to be achieved. It
is important to emphasise that there are other, much less
hazardous ways of utilising the energy potential.
For hundreds of years the villages of the Himalayan
region have tapped the energy of flowing water in the form
of thousands of watermills. In more recent times, despite the
overall neglect of watermills, some initiatives have been taken
to add some electricity generation in these watermills with
encouraging results. Villagers have welcomed these efforts as
this enabled them to meet their power needs for domestic
purposes as well as village-level cottage industries. One needs
to make available technical expertise to villagers to plan such
hydel generation on their rivulets and other water sources as
can be done without harming their villages and forests. There
should be a special emphasis on educated youth and women
in this effort, in the process creating highly creative tens of
thousands of jobs all over the Himalayan region. 
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Power tariff wars
in the capital
In New Delhi the new government runs after the power
distribution companies to ensure that people do not
continue to be overcharged.

T

HE dead heat between the new Aam Aadmi Party’s
(AAP) government and power distributing private
companies (discoms) in Delhi is going to become more
intense, sending blistering shock waves all over the country.
This new Delhi government won the elections for many
reasons, not insignificant was the public resentment over
issues of accessibility of civic services and pricing of public
utilities notably electricity and water. In 2002, the Delhi
government had privatised distribution of electricity to three
private sector companies. The reason offered was power theft
and under recovery of dues. The arrangement between Delhi
Electricity Regulatory Commission (DERC) and these three
companies (two of these are sister concerns of Reliance and
one of Tata) ensured that power theft reduced significantly
and revenues of discoms increased. Had matters stopped
here the case would perhaps be differently judged in favour
of public private partnerships in utility provision. Instead the
distributing companies have raised prices more than once
with the sanction of the regulatory commission. None of the
professed benefits of privitisation like reduced prices, rapid
increase in new areas becoming power connected have
followed. Instead there have been several reports that the
discoms have understated revenues, shown lower sales,
higher cost of equipment purchased from its parent concern.
The former chairman of DERC, which decides the tariff
structure, drafted an order stating that discoms had made a
profit of ` 3577 crore and not a loss of ` 630 crore as they
claimed. According to him, tariff should have come down
by 23 percent in 2010-11 and he had claimed there was a
case for further reduction. Instead the new DERC chairman
raised power tariffs by 22 percent in 2011 and 32 percent
in 2012, on the basis of the claimed losses. He accepted the
discom’s loss projections by accepting their claims: a) That
the surplus power produced was lower than what had been
projected including what a report by the Central Electricity
Authority found. b) That the price at which surplus power was
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sold was lower than the one projected. In 2008-09, electricity
consumption by Delhi Jal Board and Delhi Airport were found
to be shown as zero, in order to deflate revenues and increase
losses. Between 2004 and 2006, equipment purchased by
Reliance’s discom from its sister firm Reliance Energy was
recorded at a price of ` 1,428 crore. Records from Delhi’s VAT
department showed Reliance Energy had purchased these at
only ` 850 crore. Two discoms were showing zero bills for
several consumers on their records even as these customers
had consumed electricity and paid bills. During the initial
phase, distribution losses had come down uniformly (55
percent to 15 percent on the whole) but started increasing for
many circles again. To back up many of the claims it makes,
AAP has several documents obtained through the Right to
Information Act which they put up in the public domain.
During his election campaigns Delhi chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal had repeatedly alleged that the discoms had managed
to get higher tariffs by fudging their accounts, inflating costs
and corruption in high offices that permitted them to do so.
He had asked consumers not to pay their electricity bills till
the time the government slashes power tariffs. Soon after
being sworn in as chief minister, he ordered a 50 per cent cut
in tariffs for many consumers and a Comptroller and Auditor
of India (CAG) audit of the discoms. The discoms reacted
by first claiming that they were beyond the purview of the
CAG. When Delhi High Court denied them immunity from
CAG audit they went to press about losses, inability to pay
their supplier NTPC, therefore to supply power to Delhi and
threats of power outage in the capital-- that amounted to
a direct blackmail in a very charged political atmosphere.
Delhi government is not blinking yet, and has asked DERC to
look for alternative power distribution companies, withdraw
licenses of existing ones if needed. The outcome will no doubt
interconnect many areas of concern in political economy
today, but there is an over-all sense from the ground that
people know too much now to stay passive. 
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Quiz No: 122
1. Who was the first Indian woman to graduate from
Cambridge?
a. Dr Veena Mazumdar

b. Lotika Sarkar

c. Dr Vasudha Dhagamwar

d. Kapila Vatsyayan

2. Saat Taal lake is in which Indian state?
a. Himachal Pradesh
b. Kerala
c. Rajasthan
d. Uttarakhand






Answers to Quiz # 121
QUESTION 1
Answer: Andhra Pradesh
We missed out on Andhra Pradesh as an option in the last
issue. The art form Kalamkari is from Andhra Pradesh. It literally
means drawing with a pen (kalam). It is either hand-printed
or block-printed on fabrics, using natural dyes.
QUESTION 2
Answer: (a) Maharashtra
Maharashtra state is famous for its many historical forts,
built by the great emperor Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj.
Pratapgarh fort, located in Satara district, is a popular tourist
spot today.
QUESTION 3
Answer: (b) Manu Joseph
Manu Joseph is a journalist and author whose second novel
The Illicit Happiness of Other People was a best seller.
The novel is funny and tragic at the same time and is
about a father’s search for the truth behind his 17-yearold son’s suicide.
QUESTION 4
Answer: (d) Car racing
Narain Karthikeyan, the first Indian Formula One motor racing
driver, has won many races and is popular name in the sport.
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3. The instrument used to measure the intensity of an
earthquake is knows as _____
a. Barometer

b. Hydrometer

c. Polygraph

d. Seismograph

4. What type of a drink is Moru?
a. Soup

b. Vegetable curry

c. Buttermilk

d. Chicken curry

5. Who is appointed as the new Governor of the Reserve
bank of India in August 2013?
a. Raghuram Rajan

b. D Subbarao

c. Y. Venugopal Reddy

d. Subir Gokarn

QUESTION 5
Answer: (c) Anekal Subbaraya Shastry
Anekal Subbaraya Shastry (1866-1940) pioneered the study
of aeronautics in accordance with the magnificent treatise
on aeronautics written in Sanskrit by sage Bharadwaja
thousands of years and called in ‘Brihad Vaimanika
Shastra’.
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Fun Station

Fun and Fiesta

C

OME February-March, a three-letter word aptly
describes the mood in Goa — FUN! It is time for the
carnival, a three-day fiesta that has revellers dressed
in flamboyant costumes swinging to the beats of loud music
and relishing spicy coastal cuisine. This year, Goa dons its
carnival avatar from March 1-4. The streets of Panaji, Margao,
Vasco da Gama and Mapusa will come alive with one of the
funkiest celebrations of culture in the country.
The carnival is a legacy of the state’s former Portuguese rule.
Though it is primarily a Christian affair, non-Christians also
participate in large numbers, adding a unique local flavour to
the celebration of Goan culture.
Preparations begin months in advance. The three days see a
flurry of activities including live song and dance performances,
plays enacting episodes from Goan history, competitions and
even mock battles.
The highlight of the festival is the grand parade of brightly
coloured floats based on different themes. It is led by a person
crowned as King Momo — the king of the carnival. Be it a
traditional float showcasing Goan life or a zany one portraying
a gorilla wedding, they show off the artistic creativity of the
designers.

The spectacular extravaganza concludes with the famous Redand-Black dance held by the Clube Nacional, one of the oldest
social clubs in Panaji.
The term carnival is said to have been derived from the Italian
word carne vale, meaning ‘a farewell to meat’. It is celebrated
just before the start of Lent, a period of fasting when Christians
traditionally abstain from eating rich food and meat for forty
days until Easter. So the days leading up to Lent are marked
with rambunctious celebrations around the Christian world.

INGS of yore built
majestic temples as
hallmarks of their
mighty empire. Today, the
Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar
Purushottam Swaminarayan
Sanstha (BAPS) led by Pramukh
Swami Maharaj is building
similar grandiore monuments
all over the world. One of them,
the Akshardham temple in New
Delhi holds the Guinness World
Record for being the largest
Hindu temple in the world.
Inaugurated in 2005, the colossal pink sandstone and white
marble structure stands 43m tall and 96m wide amidst the
sprawling 100-acre area of landscaped garden on the banks
of the Yamuna River.
The temple is a stunning edifice with ornate pillars, domes,
quadrangled shikhars and 20,000 images of religious

personalities. Each of the
eight mandapas is a sculpted
masterpiece dedicated to the
worship of important Hindu
deities and Swaminarayan.
The plinth of the temple
showcases life-size elephants
and other birds and animals
in various moods.
Its other features include
robotic shows depicting
Swaminarayan’s life; a
fascinating ride in peacockshaped boats reliving the
glories of ancient India and the Yagnapurush Kund, India’s
largest step well that doubles up as a marvellous musical
fountain at night. The Narayan Sarovar, the lake around the
temple, contains the waters of 151 sacred rivers and lakes
including the Mansarovar. The monument looks resplendent
when it is lit up at night.

K
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Poetry in Stone
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Twist in the Tale

A capseller stopped for a nap under a tree. When he awoke,
he found that the monkeys living in the tree had taken his
caps and each of them was wearing one. He clapped his
hands to draw their attention. The monkeys clapped back.
The man stomped his feet in frustration. The monkeys
chattered happily and stamped their feet too.
The capseller was a clever man. Realising that the monkeys
were imitating all his actions, he removed the cap from his
head and flung it down. All the monkeys did the same and
the capseller got his caps back.
When the capseller grew old and was on his deathbed, he
told the story to his son to illustrate
how important it was for a trader to
keep his wits about him.
The son was a capseller too. One sultry
afternoon he found himself near the same
tree his father had once slept under,
and succumbing to temptation lay
down for a quick nap. When he
awoke he found that all his caps
had been taken by monkeys. But
he did not panic. Had not his

father retrieved his
caps under similar
circumstances? He knew what he
had to do. He clapped his hands. All the monkeys
did the same. He stamped his feet. All the monkeys did the
same. He took his cap from his head and flung it down. And,
not one of the monkeys imitated him.
As he stood there gaping, the monkeys burst into laughter.
“Oh, you fool,” said one of them, “do you think you are the
only one to have a father?”
— L. Prabhu

Loudest Instrument
Get set for some awesome figures… seven manuals, 1,439 stop
keys, 1,255 speaking stops, 455 ranks, and 33,112 pipes! They are
the various parts of the Midmer-Losh pipe organ in Atlantic City's
Boardwalk Hall (USA), acknowledged by the Guinness Book of World
Records as the world's largest pipe organ and the biggest and loudest
musical instrument ever constructed. It also boasts of the world's
largest stop, its 4.87m Ophicleide which has six times the volume
of the loudest train whistle.
Weighing 150 tons, the massive organ was built between 1929 and
1932 at the cost of $400,000. It is housed in eight separate
chambers to give a surround
sound effect in the hall which
originally seated 41,000 people.
It takes 4 ½ hours to tour the
entire organ. Three technicians
have to work full time to keep it
in working order. However, the
instrument is not fully operational
and efforts are on to restore it to
its full glory.

Activate your Brain
Four friends, Deepti, Nidhi, Sanjana and Ruchita went
shopping one day. They bought a dress, a bag, a
jacket and a pair of shoes in brown, black, blue and
green colour. From
the
description,
determine what each
one bought.
1. Sanjana didn’t buy
the pair of shoes;
she
bought
something in black.
2. Deepti is not too fond of blue; she bought
something in green.
3. The jacket was purchased by Ruchita.
4. Nidhi bought for herself something in brown
but it is not a bag.
5. The dress is green
in colour.

Answer: Deepti green dress
Sanjana black bag
Ruchita blue jacket
Nidhi brown shoes
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GREA
T INDIANS
GREAT

HONORAR
Y CAPT
AIN UMRA
O SINGH VC
HONORARY
CAPTAIN
UMRAO
An imposing symbol of righteousness (1920-2005)

U

MRAO Singh, son of Mohar Singh, was born on
21 November, 1920 in Palra village, Jajjhar
district in Haryana. He attended a local school
and joined the army in 1939, a tradition in Palra. He
was promoted to the rank of Havaldar in Royal Indian
A r t i l l e r y. H e s e r v e d
in Africa and
later
in Burma (now Myanmar). Captain Singh was
Detachment Commander of a field gun in
30 Mountain Battery in Burma; it was
s u p p o r t i n g t h e 8 th G o l d C o a s t
Re g i m e n t i n 8 1 s t We s t A f r i c a n
Division. They were facing the
28th Japanese Army commanded
by Lt Gen Sakurai Seizo.
The Japanese carried out
sustained bombing by artillery
and mortars for an hour and half
on 15/16 December 1944. It
was followed by an attack by
two Japanese companies. He
inspired his men by personal
example to beat back the
attack. Though wounded twice
by grenades in the first attack, he
again held off the second attack by
skilful control of his detachment’s
small arms fire, handling the light
machine gun himself. The third and
fourth attacks were also beaten back by the
resolute action of Umrao Singh. By then besides
him only two soldiers had survived.
When the final attack came, the ammunition had
been spent and he picked up a gun bearer and struck
down three Japanese soldiers in close combat, after
which he fell unconscious. Six hours later after a
successful counter-attack, he was found with seven
wounds and ten dead Japanese around him. Captain
Singh was rewarded with Victoria Cross (VC) by King
George VI at Buckingham Palace, the first noncommissioned officer in the Royal Artillery and Royal
Indian Artillery to receive it.
After his recovery he was promoted to Subedar Major
and retired in 1946. He rejoined service in the army in
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1947 and served till 1965. Captain Singh retired and
returned to his two-acre farm in his village and was
awarded the rank of Honorary Captain in 1970. He was
a popular figure in the village often exhorting the boys
to join the army. Many people contacted him with offer
to purchase his VC but he declined. He got offers of `
70 lakhs.
He attended the celebrations of
50th anniversary of the VE Day (victory
in World War 2) in 1995. Only seven
of the 11 surviving VC awardees
attended it. Prime Minister John
Major got down from his car to
shake hands with them and
enquired about their well being.
Umrao Singh complained
about the meager pension
fixed in 1960 at the currency
exchange rate of 1946 which
then was ` 2 to pound. To
which
John
Major
commented that it was a
bureaucratic muddle.
A week after his return
to New Delhi, the British High
Commission informed him that the
VC allowance will be admitted at
the prevailing currency exchange rate
or the next higher rate. Six months later
in March 1996, Christopher Thomas, South
Asia correspondent of Times (London) came to his
village and informed him that the VC allowance has
been increased from 100 to 1300 pounds per year.
He passed away on 21 November 2005 in the Army
Research and Referral Hospital, New Delhi after
prolonged illness. He was cremated the next day in his
village with all the military honours. He is survived by
two sons and daughter. Bhupinder Singh Hooda, Chief
Minister of Haryana was present on the occasion and
the Army Chief General J J Singh saluted the last
remains just before the pyre was lit. 
– Brigadier Suresh Chandra Sharma (retd)
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SUCHITRA SEN
Reclusive diva of Indian cinema (1931 – 2014)

S

UCHITRA Sen is no more. The greatest staractress of Bengali cinema who ruled the industry
for 26 years passed away from complications of
respiratory problems in a Kolkata nursing home on 17
January 2014.
Born in Pabna, currently in Bangladesh, on 6 April
1931, she chanced upon films as a career after
marriage and motherhood brought her to
Calcutta. Her husband, Dibanath Sen took
her to audition for a playback for a film
but instead of a career in singing, she
landed the lead role in a film Shesh
Kothai (1952), which interestingly
was never released. The Bengali
audience saw her for the first
time in Saarey Chuattar (1953)
in her first pairing with Uttam
Kumar. Directed by Debaki
Kumar Bose, Bhagaban Sri
Krishna Chaitanya can be
bracketed within the musical
film with strong biographical
references to the life of the
patron saint it depicted and was
made both in Hindi and Bengali.
One sees a very young and beautiful
Suchitra Sen play the young wife of
Shri Krishna Chaitanya.
She remained the uncrowned queen of
Bengali cinema for 26 years. Suchitra Sen and
Uttam Kumar became icons of Bengali romantic
melodramas for more than 20 years creating a distinct
genre unto themselves. Their films were famous for the
soft focus close ups of the stars particularly Sen and
lavishly mounted scenes of romance against windswept
expanses and richly decorated interiors with fluttering
curtains. Some popular films of the pair include Shap
Mochan (1955), Sagarika (1956), Harano Sur (1957),
Saptapadi (1961), Bipasha (1962) and Grihadah
(1967). They starred in 30 films beating the Spencer
Tracy-Audrey Hepburn pair hollow.
Nitish Roy, assistant director in one of her earliest
films, christened her ‘Suchitra’ in 1952. She became a
nationally renowned actress with a few meaningful Hindi
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films like Sarhad, Bambai Ka Babu, Mamta and Aandhi,
the last two turning out two to be one of her best
performances.
Soon after the release of her last film opposite
Soumitra Chatterjee in Pronoy Pasha in 1978, Suchitra
voluntarily withdrew not only from the silver screen, but
also from the public domain forever.
The only time she was photographed was
when, around a decade back, she stepped
out to get herself photographed for her
voter ’s identity card. The Calcutta
paparazzi was quick to catch on and
the very next morning, one leading
Bengali daily splashed the
photographs of the ageing star
on its front page. The issue was
sold out within an hour – such
is the charisma she generated
among her fans.
“Suchitra Sen was an era,”
writes journalist Ranjan
Bandopadhyay in Suchitra Sen
Ebong
Ananya,
(Deep
Prakashan, Calcutta, 2001). It is
a term that has never been used
to define any film persona in the
country. Yet, Suchitra Sen never won
a National Award. But the Moscow
International Film Festival could not ignore
her unforgettable performance in Saat Paake
Bandha as a woman deeply in love with her husband,
but forced into a life of separation and loneliness brought
on by her ever-interfering and affluent mother. The
National Awards committee had reportedly decided to
bestow her with the Dadasaheb Phalke Award which,
however, went to someone else because she refused to
come out of seclusion in public space which is mandatory
for any Dadasaheb Phalke awardee.
She leaves behind the legacy of her performance
in more than 100 films for generations to remember
her by.
– Shoma A. Chatterji is a freelance journalist, film
scholar and author, who has won the National Award
for Best Writing on Cinema.
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PROF. ILA PATHAK
A feminist crusader (1933-2014)

I

N the passing away of Prof. Ila Pathak, due to
breast cancer on 9 January 2014 in Ahmedabad, Gujarat
lost a dedicated social activist who fought for the socially
excluded sections of society, especially brutalised women.
Ilaben Pathak tirelessly supported women survivors of dowry
harassment, rape victims, women whose noses were cut as
punishment for being ‘adulteress’ by their husbands and inlaws), and campaigned against abortions of female foetuses
since 1980s.
Ilaben attended the first national conference of
women’s studies at the SNDT Women’s
university’s in 1981, which led to the
formation of the Indian Association of
Women’s Studies. She was a relentless
worker from the beginning. Ilaben
began her career as a university
teacher of English language and
literature at H. K. Arts College,
Ahmedabad and was a freelance
journalist who wrote on issues
concerning women. In the early
70’s she started her crusade
against misogyny in Gujarati plays
that were rife with double meaning
sentences, full of crude and crass
jokes/puns that degraded women.
Along with her young colleagues/
students, she established a women’s
rights organisation, called the
Ahmedabad Women’s Action Group (AWAG)
which protested against sexism in advertisement,
media and textbooks. They blackened sexist
advertisements at public places, staged dharna against a
phallocentric play “Putra Kameshti Yagna” to be aired on All
India Radio and got the broadcasting cancelled. Her tireless
work resulted in the government of Gujarat appointing a
committee under her leadership to examine portrayal of sex
stereotypes and subordinate status of women in school textbooks.
In 1982, she spearheaded participatory action research project
of AWAG to bring out the precarious condition of homeless and
miserable tribal migrant workers near railway tracks of
Ahmedabad city who eked out a living by collecting coal
fallen from engine on the tracks. She started income generation
activities for them based on tribal art and beadwork. In 1982,
when a tribal woman in Sagbara village of South Gujarat was
gang raped she activised the government machinery and took
the case to Amnesty International. As a result, all the rapists
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were punished and the tribal woman got justice. She also led
the movement against Patan P T C College for students who
were gang raped by their male teachers backed by powerful
politicians. Ilaben also supported Manipur’s Irom Sharmila’s
agitation against Armed Forces Special Powers’ Act (AFSPA).
Her courageous and consistent work among victims of
communal riots in 1993 and later in 2002 symbolised her
secular humanism.
She gave great emphasis to documentation, research and
training, and AWAG always provided material in local
language and case studies and resource persons
for capacity building of community workers,
elected representatives and youth. From
1986-1992, she regularly wrote for a
feminist quarterly in Gujarati, Nari
Mukti (Women’s Freedom) that was
collectively brought out by feminists
of Mumbai, Valsad, Surat, Vadodara
and Ahmedabad. To highlight
women‘s issues in mainstream
politics, she even contested election
for Ahmedabad Municipal
Corporation in 1990.
Her persuasive style of
speaking was her success mantra.
She could establish communication
with the rich and powerful without
getting cowed down by them. She
reached out to the weak and
marginalised with utmost humility.
Ilaben served on many apex bodies to
further the cause of women. She was a member
of Women Development Cell of Gujarat University that
had to perform twin tasks of prevention of sexual harassment
and promotion of gender sensitisation in the university and
its affiliated colleges. She was a governing board member of
Centre for Social Studies, Surat and played an important
role in all women centered activities of Gujarat Vidyapeeth.
She was president of India Chapter of Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom and was an active member of
Movement for Secular Democracy. In 2012, Ilaben was
honoured for her work among poor and oppressed women.
Ilaben’s four decades of pioneering work will always inspire
women activists to keep the torch of women’s rights burning
in today’s volatile circumstances. 
– Dr. Vibhuti Patel is Professor and Head, Department of
Economics, SNDT Women’s University, Mumbai.
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