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TROUBLED MOUNTAINS:  
ON UTTARAKHAND GLACIER DISASTER 

The Uttarakhand glacier burst should prompt a review of how the Himalayas are treated 
 The staggering collapse of part of a glacier in Uttarakhand’s Nanda Devi mountain and the ensuing 
floods that have claimed many lives come as a deadly reminder that this fragile, geologically dynamic region 
can never be taken for granted. A significant slice of the glacier, dislodged by a landslide, according to some 
satellite images, produced roaring torrents in the Rishiganga and Dhauliganga rivers in Chamoli district, 
trapping unsuspecting workers at two hydro power project sites. Scores of people are still missing in the wave 
of water, silt and debris that swamped the rivers and filled tunnels in the Tapovan power project, although the 
immediate rescue of nearly 15 people by the ITBP, the Army and other agencies brings some cheer. The 
rescuers face a challenging environment as they try to locate more survivors and bring relief supplies to 
paralysed communities. These immediate measures are important, along with speedy compensation to 
affected families. But the Centre and the Uttarakhand government cannot ignore the larger context of the 
State’s increasing frailty in the face of environmental shocks. Once the crucible of environmentalism, 
epitomised by Sunderlal Bahuguna, Gaura Devi and the Chipko movement, the State’s deep gorges and 
canyons have attracted many hydroelectric projects and dams, with little concern for earthquake risk. Red 
flags have been raised repeatedly, particularly after the moderate quake in 1991 in the region where the Tehri 
dam was built and the 2013 floods that devastated Kedarnath, pointing to the threat from seismicity, dam-
induced microseismicity, landslides and floods from a variety of causes, including unstable glacial lakes and 
climate change. 
 India is heavily invested in dam development and growth of hydropower, largely in the Himalaya 
region — especially to cut carbon emissions. By one estimate, if the national plan to construct dams in 28 river 
valleys in the hills is realised in a few decades, the Indian Himalayas will have one dam for every 32 km, among 
the world’s highest densities. Yet, as researchers say, this may be a miscalculation for reasons, including 
potential earthquake impacts, monsoonal aberrations that could repeat a Kedarnath-like flood, severe 
biodiversity loss and, importantly, extreme danger to communities downstream. There is also some evidence 
that the life of dams is often exaggerated, and siltation, which reduces it, is grossly underestimated: in the 
Bhakra dam in Himachal Pradesh, for instance, siltation was higher by 140% than calculated. The need is to 
rigorously study the impact of policy on the Himalayas and confine hydro projects to those with the least 
impact, while relying more on low impact run-of-the-river power projects that need no destructive large dams 
and reservoirs. Unlike what the NITI Aayog seems to think of environmental accounting, this would be a sound 
approach. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 glacier (noun) – a large body of ice which flows 

under its own mass. Glaciers are made of layers of 

compressed snow that move or “flow” due to 

gravity and the softness of ice relative to rock. 

 Glacial lake outburst flood (GLOF) (noun) – it is a 

phrase used to describe a sudden release of a 

significant amount of water retained in a glacial 

lake, irrespective of the cause. 

 Glacial burst (noun) – proglacial lakes, formed 

after glaciers retreat, are often bound by sediment 

and boulder formations. Additional water or 

pressure, or structural weakness, can cause both 

natural and manmade dams to burst, sending a 

mass of floodwater surging down the rivers and 

streams fed by the glacier. 

 prompt (verb) – cause, bring about, call forth (an 

action). 

 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, 

surprising. 

 ensuing (adjective) – following, coming up next, 

cropping up (after as a result). 

 deadly (adjective) – fatal, lethal, life-threatening. 

 geologically (adverb) – in a way that is connected 

with geology (the study of the Earth, the materials 

of which it is made, the structure of those 

materials, and the processes acting upon them). 
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 fragile (adjective) – easily broken/destroyed, 

weak, risky, unreliable, insecure. 

 dynamic (adjective) – (of a system/process) 

distinguished by constant change. 

 take for granted (phrase) – understand, assume, 

presume (something is true without cross-

questioning it); For example, if people take 

something for granted, they do not place much 

value on it. Or you believe it to be true, real or 

expected. 

 slice (noun) – part, portion. 

 dislodge (verb) – remove, move, displace. 

 landslide (noun) – a landslide is defined as the 

movement of a mass of rock, debris, or earth 

down a slope. Landslides are a type of “mass 

wasting,” which denotes any down-slope 

movement of soil and rock under the direct 

influence of gravity; landslip, rockfall, mudslide, 

earthfall/slip. 

 roaring (adjective) – huge, massive, very great, 

tremendous, terrific. 

 torrent (noun) – flood, deluge, stream, inundation, 

avalanche. 

 trap (verb) – prevent from escape; get stuck, 

catch, get caught. 

 unsuspecting (adjective) – unwary, unaware, 

unknowing. 

 hydro power (noun) – power derived from the 

energy of falling water or fast running water. 

 silt (noun) – sediment, mud, remains/deposited 

earth. 

 debris (noun) – broken pieces, rubble, wreckage 

(typically of a building). 

 Indo-Tibetan Border Police Force (ITBPF) (noun) – 

it is a Central Armed Police Force functioning 

under the Ministry of Home Affairs, Government 

of India. The ITBPF was raised on 24th October, 

1962, and is a border guarding police force 

specializing in high altitude operations. ITBPF is 

deployed for border guarding duties from 

Karakoram Pass in Ladakh to Jachep La in 

Arunachal Pradesh covering 3488 km of the India-

China border. 

 swamp (verb) – flood, inundate, deluge, immerse. 

 rescue (noun) – saving (from danger or difficulty). 

 paralysed (adjective) – disabled, immobilized, 

inactivated, crippled. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 compensation (noun) – payment, repayment, 

settlement (for loss/damage).  

 context (noun) – situation; circumstances, 

conditions, state of affairs. 

 frailty (noun) – weakness, susceptibility, fallibility. 

 in the face of (phrase) – despite, notwithstanding, 

regardless of; when confronted with. 

 environmental shock (noun) – it can be defined as 

unexpected exogenous changes to an 

environmental model (e.g. flooding, drought or 

low crop yield). 

 crucible (noun) – severe situation; trial, test, 

ordeal. 

 environmentalism (noun) – a social movement or 

as an ideology focused on the welfare of the 

environment. Environmentalism seeks to protect 

and conserve the elements of earth’s ecosystem. 

 epitomise (verb) – symbolize, represent, illustrate. 

 Chipko movement (noun) – The Chipko 

movement was a non-violent agitation in 1973 

that was aimed at protection and conservation of 

trees, but, perhaps, it is best remembered for the 

collective mobilisation of women for the cause of 

preserving forests, which also brought about a 

change in attitude regarding their own status in 

society.  The uprising against the felling of trees 

and maintaining the ecological balance originated 

in Uttar Pradesh’s Chamoli district (now 

Uttarakhand) in 1973 and in no time spilled onto 

other states in north India. The name of the 

movement ‘chipko’ comes from the word 

’embrace’, as the villagers hugged the trees and 

encirled them to prevent being hacked. 

 devastate (verb) – destroy, ruin, wreak. 

 point to (verb) – indicate, suggest, denote. 

 seismicity (noun) – a measure which encompasses 

earthquake occurrences, mechanisms, and 

magnitude at a given geographical location. 
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 gorge (noun) – a gorge is a narrow valley with 

steep, rocky walls located between hills or 

mountains. The term comes from the French word 

gorge, which means throat or neck. A gorge is 

often smaller than a canyon, although both words 

are used to describe deep, narrow valleys with a 

stream or river running along their bottom. 

 red flag (noun) – warning, caution, alarm bells. 

 dam-induced (adjective) – produced/caused by 

dam. 

 microseismicity (noun) – an activity, which occurs 

in the ground as a result of human activities or 

industrial processes such as mining, hydraulic 

fracturing, enhanced oil recovery, geothermal 

operations or underground gas storage, causes 

very small-scale earthquakes. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 

Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth 

 invest in (verb) – put in one’s time, effort & 

energy to a specific task. 

 cut (verb) – reduce, decrease, lessen. 

 carbon emission (noun) – the release of carbon 

into the atmosphere. 

 valley (noun) – a low area between hills or 

mountains typically with a river running through it. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 miscalculation (noun) – mistake, error of 

judgement, overestimate. 

 potential (noun) – possibility, potentiality, ability. 

 aberration (noun) – discrepancy, deviation/ 

departure, anomaly, abnormality/ irregularity. 

 biodiversity (noun) – the existence of a number 

and variety of species (plants & animals) in a 

particular geographic region/environment. 

 downstream (adverb) – (a community/area 

situated) in the direction in which a stream/river 

flows. 

 exaggerated (adjective) – overstated, 

overemphasized, amplified, excessive. 

 siltation (noun) – It refers both to the increased 

concentration of suspended sediments and to the 

increased accumulation of fine sediments on 

bottoms where they are undesirable. 

 grossly (adverb) – extremely, excessively. 

 underestimate (verb) – underrate, be wrong 

about, play down. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 rigorously (adverb) – carefully, thoroughly, 

diligently. 

 confine (verb) – limit, restrict. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to, have 

recourse to. 

 run-of-the-river hydroelectricity (ROR) (noun) – it 

is a type of hydroelectric generation plant 

whereby little or no water storage is provided. 

Run-of-River hydroelectric (ROR hydro) projects 

generate electricity by using part of natural stream 

flows and natural elevation differences found in 

mountainous regions. 

 destructive (adjective) – devastating, ruinous, 

disastrous, catastrophic. 

 reservoir (noun) – a source/storing place (lake, 

pond) of something (water). 

 NITI Aayog (noun) – The National Institution for 

Transforming India, also called NITI Aayog, was 

formed via a resolution of the Union Cabinet on 

January 1, 2015. NITI Aayog is the premier policy 

‘Think Tank’ of the Government of India, providing 

both directional and policy inputs. (NITI Aayog 

replaced “The Planning Commission” – an 

institution in the Government of India established 

in 1950, which formulated India’s Five-Year Plans, 

among other functions to oversee the country’s 

economic and social development). (Think tank is 

a panel of experts who provide advice and ideas 

on political, social or economic issues). 

 environmental accounting (noun) – a field that 

identifies resource use, measures and 

communicates costs of a company’s or national 

economic impact on the environment. 

 sound (adjective) – well founded, valid/solid, 

reasonable, credible/reliable. 

 
************************************************************************************* 
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LAW AND COMPASSION: 
ON REMISSION TO LIFE CONVICTS IN  
RAJIV GANDHI ASSASSINATION CASE 

The question of remission should not be a matter of politics and electoral considerations 
 Tamil Nadu Governor Banwarilal Purohit has decided that only the President can decide the issue of 
granting remission to the seven life convicts in the Rajiv Gandhi assassination case. Is the Governor correct in 
putting the ball in the President’s court, contrary to the State Cabinet’s advice? It has often been stressed by 
the Supreme Court that the clemency powers of the President, under Article 72, and the Governor, under 
Article 161, stand on an equal footing, and are exercised solely on Cabinet advice. The only limitation in Article 
161 is that it should relate to “the sentence of any person convicted of any offence against any law relating to 
a matter to which the executive power of the State extends”. It may be that the Governor decided that it is 
beyond the State’s executive power because the Rajiv Gandhi case was tried under a central anti-terrorism law 
and under CBI probe. Further, in a situation arising from the State government’s attempt in 2014 to remit their 
sentences under the Cr.P.C., the apex court had ruled in 2015 that such remission would require the Centre’s 
concurrence. However, this is not a tenable argument, as the same judgment made it clear that its opinion was 
limited to the Cr.P.C. and would not bind the sovereign power conferred on the President or the Governor 
under the Constitution. Also, it cannot be forgotten that the apex court had dropped charges under the now-
defunct TADA, and sentenced the convicts only under the IPC for the murder conspiracy. As the only surviving 
sentences are under the IPC, there seems to be nothing in law that bars the Governor’s jurisdiction. 
 The decision is debatable for the unusual delay in the Governor reaching his conclusion as much for its 
legal correctness. It took Mr. Purohit more than two years — since the State Cabinet advised him in September 
2018 to order the convicts’ release — to decide the question. The Supreme Court has been asking him to avoid 
a situation in which it would have to intervene. One could speculate that the delay reflected the Centre’s 
concern about releasing those involved in the plot to assassinate a former Prime Minister, and its ramifications 
for its policy of ‘zero tolerance’ towards terror. It is equally a matter of speculation whether the ruling party at 
the Centre is reserving the issue for appropriate use closer to the Assembly polls. It is unfortunate that a new 
legal question on which authority has the power to decide the issue has been tossed into the equation so late 
in the day. The Court should settle this. The convicts’ continuing incarceration for nearly 30 years, 
notwithstanding the gravity of their crime, has acquired a humanitarian dimension to many. It is vital that law 
and compassion, rather than politics and electoral considerations, form the basis for any decision on their 
release. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 compassion (noun) –  sympathy, feeling, empathy, 

consideration, humanity. 

 remission (noun) – cancellation, suspension, 

repeal. 

 convict (noun) – prisoner, inmate. (“life convict” is 

a person who is sentenced to life imprisonment, 

expected to remain in custody till the end of his 

life, subject to any remission granted by the 

appropriate government). 

 assassination (noun) – murder, killing. 

 consideration (noun) – factor, issue, point, aspect, 

element. 

 grant (verb) – give, provide, allow. 

 the ball is in your court (phrase) – it is now your 

responsibility or your turn to take action; it is up to 

you to take action now. 

 contrary to (phrase) – conflicting with, opposed 

to. 

 stress (verb) – emphasize, draw attention to, 

highlight, underline, underscore.  

 Article 72 of the Constitution of India (noun)- 

Article 72 says that the President shall have the 

power to grant pardons, reprieves, respites or 

remissions of punishment or to suspend, remit or 

commute the sentence of any person convicted of 

any offence. 
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 clemency (noun) – mercy, leniency, 

forgiveness/forbearance. 

 Article 161 of the Constitution of India (noun) – 

like Article 72 providing power to the President, a 

parallel power is given to the Governor of a state 

under Article 161 of the Indian Constitution. 

 footing (noun) – position, standing, status; 

support, basis. 

 solely (adverb) – only, simply, merely. 

 sentence (noun) – verdict, punishment; prison 

term, life sentence, jail term. 

 convicted (adjective) – declared guilty. 

 offence (noun) – crime, illegal/unlawful act, 

wrongdoing. 

 the executive (noun) – the executive is a branch of 

government that enforces the law as written by 

the legislature and interpreted by the judiciary. 

 try (verb) – hear, investigate (a case) and make a 

formal judgement on it; pass judgement on, 

adjudge, adjudicate. 

 anti-terrorism (noun) – counter-terrorism; actions 

taken to combat or prevent terrorism. 

 remit (verb) – cancel, suspend, revoke, repeal (a 

punishment). 

 Code of Criminal Procedure (CrPC) (noun) – The 

Code of Criminal Procedure (in India). The main 

legislation on procedure for administration of 

substantive criminal law in India. It was enacted in 

1973 and came into force on 1 April 1974. CrPC 

tells about the criminal trial procedure. 

 concurrence (noun) – agreement, acceptance, 

approval. 

 tenable (adjective) – justifiable, acceptable, 

defendable, reasonable, supportable. 

 make clear (phrase) – explain, clarify, elucidate. 

 bind (verb) – constrain, restrict, restrain with legal 

authority. 

 sovereign (adjective) – supreme, absolute, 

paramount, ultimate. 

 confer (verb) – present to, give out to, grand to. 

 drop (verb) – abandon, discontinue, cancel, give 

up, discard. 

 defunct (adjective) – no longer existing, 

inoperative, non-functioning. 

 Terrorist and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) 

Act (noun) – commonly known as TADA, it was an 

Indian anti-terrorism law which was in force 

between 1985 and 1995 (modified in 1987) under 

the background of the Punjab insurgency and was 

applied to whole of India. 

 sentence (verb) – punish, convict. 

 convict (noun) – criminal, offender, lawbreaker. 

 conspiracy (noun) – (unlawful) plan/plot, intrigue, 

collaboration/deception, collusion. 

 jurisdiction (noun) – authority, control, power. 

 debatable (adjective) – controversial, contentious, 

questionable/arguable. 

 speculate (verb) – guess/think, surmise, postulate. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 

 assassinate (verb) – murder, kill, execute. 

 ramification (noun) – consequence, aftermath, 

outcome, effect/result. 

 zero tolerance (noun) – a complete refusal to 

accept certain behaviour. 

 speculation (noun) – prediction, guesswork, 

opinion/thought.  

 toss (verb) – throw, propel, send; flip. 

 the equation (noun) – the situation, the problem, 

the case. 

 late in the day (phrase) – too late to take action. 

 incarceration (noun) – imprisonment, 

confinement, custody. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite 

of the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 

 gravity (noun) – seriousness, 

importance/significance, severity.  

 humanitarian (adjective) – compassionate, 

humane, socially concerned. 

 dimension (noun) – aspect, feature, side, element. 

 vital (adjective) – key, essential, important. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 


