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In normal circumstances, when a mistake is understood and suffered, one tends to learn from it and not repeat 

it. Unfortunately, this does not hold true in the case of the policy makers who are bent upon permitting projects and 

large-scale infrastructure in the already fragile and vulnerable Ganga-Himalayan basin. Recurrent disasters in the last 

decade in the State of Uttarakhand have been studied and analysed. And in every disaster, the increasing anthropogenic 

pressure in this area has been found to be a direct or an indirect contributor. The most recent example is the Rishi-Ganga 

valley disaster, in February this year which claimed over 200 lives as the river turned into a flood carrying a heavy load of 

silt and debris and demolishing hydropower projects along its course. While science and logic tell us to press on with 

conservation and protection in these sensitive areas, our government has decided to go in the dangerous and opposite 

direction. 

 

The background 

The affidavit filed recently by the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) in an ongoing 

matter in the Supreme Court of India has recommended the construction of seven partially constructed hydroelectric 

projects in the Uttarakhand Himalaya. This essentially goes against the core mandate of the Ministry — which is to 

conserve the country’s natural environment — and one of the prominent electoral promises of the Government, the 

rejuvenation of one of the country’s major rivers, the Ganga. After the Kedarnath tragedy of 2013, in suo motu 

cognisance by the Supreme Court, an expert body (EB-I) was constituted to investigate whether the “mushrooming of 

hydro-power projects” in the State of Uttarakhand was linked to the disaster. In its findings, EB-I said there was a “direct 

and indirect impact” of these dams in aggravating the disaster. Paving the way for the projects, the Ministry formed 

committee after committee until it got approval for these projects with some design changes. 

This affidavit, dated August 17, reveals that the government is inclined towards construction of 26 other 

projects, as in the recommendation of the expert body (EB-II; B.P. Das committee). The conclusions of the first expert 

body (EB-I), chaired by Ravi Chopra, that had flagged the incalculable environmental risks of such structures have been 

conveniently sidelined and overwritten by EB-II whose mandate has been to pave the way for all projects through some 

design change modifications. Politicians in cahoots with private developers are bent upon going ahead with such projects 

for short-term monetary gains despite the dire warnings of climate change threats and environmental challenges. It must 

be noted that the latest report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has special significance in the context 

of fragile mountainous ecological regimes. 

 

Dangerous reversal 

The aforementioned affidavit submitted by the MoEFCC conceals the Ministry’s own observations and 

admissions given in its earlier affidavit dated May 5, 2014 which admitted that hydroelectric projects did aggravate the 

2013 flood. Interestingly, the recent affidavit also conceals the minutes of the meeting and decision taken by the Prime 

Minister’s Office (PMO) on February 2, 2019 in this regard. The minutes of this meeting make the policy decision of there 

being “no new hydropower projects” on the Ganga along with the cancellation of those that have not reached at 50% of 

its construction. This in itself is a bizarre demarcation because on one hand there is an acceptance of the devastative 

impact of the dams (and the decision not to have more) while on the other, there is a push to still pursue them on an 

unfounded logic of money having been spent on them. Should we continue with a mistake made or make amends? 

The sustainability of the dams in the long term is highly questionable as hydropower solely relies on the excess 

availability of water. Climate change models are clear about the cascading impacts of global warming trends on the 

glaciers of the Himalaya — the main source of water in the region that sustains the drainage network within the 

mountain chain. Temperatures across the region are projected to rise by about 1°C to 2°C on average by 2050. 

Retreating glaciers and the alternating phases of floods and drought will impact the seasonal flows of rivers. 

The most crucial aspect is the existence of sediment hotspot paraglacial zones, which at the time of a cloud 

burst, contribute huge amounts of debris and silt in the river, thereby increasing the river volume and the devastation 

downstream. The flash floods in these Himalayan valleys do not carry water alone; they also carry a massive quantity of 

debris. This was pointed out by EB-II alongside its recommendation not build any projects beyond 2,000 metres or north 

of the MCT, or the Main Central Thrust (it is a major geological fault). The existing fully commissioned dams in the region 

are already indicative of the fact that these high-capital intensive ventures have negatively impacted local communities 

and their livelihoods. It is high time the MoEFCC formulated a written position on climate change adaptation with 

respect to the hydropower sector, after a thorough public discourse. 

 

‘Risk-laden artifacts’ 
Amelie Huber, a political ecologist who has conducted extensive research on the hydropower development in 

northeast India, says that the dams in the mountainous regions that are exposed to earthquakes, floods, extreme 
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rainfall, avalanches and landslides, are “risk-laden artifacts” . The dominantly clichéd discourses on hydropower as a 

renewable source of green energy promoted by the dam lobby, deliberately ignore the contentious externalities such as 

social displacement, ecological impacts, environmental and technological risks. 

 

Factor of climate change 

These discourses assume great significance in the Himalayan terrains as these projects exacerbate ecological 

vulnerability, in a region that is already in a precarious state. The intense anthropogenic activities associated with the 

proliferation of the hydroelectric projects in these precarious regions accelerate the intensity of flash floods, avalanches, 

and landslides. The additional element of climate change makes these scenarios much worse. About 15% of the great 

earthquakes (of magnitudes greater than 8) of the 20th century took place in the Himalaya and many of its segments are 

likely to see a period of intense earthquake activity in the future, as studies show. The 2015 Nepal earthquake is a case in 

point. Several dams were damaged in that event destroying a third of Nepal’s hydropower. 

The recent events such as the Rishi Ganga tragedy and the disasters of 2012 (flashfloods), 2013 are examples of 

how hydroelectric projects which come in the way of high-velocity flows aggravate a disaster and should be treated as a 

warning against such projects in the disaster-prone Uttarakhand river valleys. The proliferation of dams is not restricted 

to Uttarakhand. By 2007, Sikkim had entered a contract with private public sector players for development of 5,000 MW 

and Arunachal Pradesh signed memoranda of understanding in 2010 for 40,000 MW. As Ms. Huber points out, “these 

agreements thrived on speculative investments and political brokering.... Private companies... often partner with public 

companies — have minimal accountability or experience in the courier and logistics, real estate, steel fabrication, and 

tourism sectors”. 
She cites the example of the 510 MW Teesta V hydropower plant in central Sikkim, commissioned in 2008. The 

local communities have been complaining about the sinking of mountain slopes, drying up of springs, development of 

fissures and increased incidents of landslides. The construction and maintenance of an extensive network of 

underground tunnels carrying water to the powerhouses contribute to the failure of mountain slopes. 

Several people in the Tapovan Vishnugad hydroelectric project were washed away earlier this year, while 

scores were buried in the debris of the 2013 floods aggravated by the Phata-Byung and Singoli-Bhatwari hydroelectric 

projects of the Kedarnath valley. Many lives and livelihoods were lost in the Ukhimath flash floods of 2012 where the 

Kali-Ganga and Madmaheshwar dams are located. The dangers of an impending earthquake or flash flood loom large 

over the highly vulnerable Chamoli region where Vihsnugad-Pippalkoti is based. We are already aware of the massive 

impact of the Tehri hydroelectric project, if an unfortunate catastrophe strikes this gigantic structure. 

 

The river must flow free 

These are the projects that have been approved by the Government with no science backing them but with 

several scientific truths demanding their cancellation. A preposterous amount of money is being wasted in the 

construction of these dams that will always function much below their efficiency, cause the loss of water and forests, 

and render the area fragile. By the time they are constructed, the cost of electricity generated will also be phenomenally 

high and would have no buyers. Considering the environmental and cultural significance of these areas, it is imperative 

that the Government refrains from the economically challenged rapacious construction of hydroelectric projects and 

declares the upper reaches of all the headstreams of the Ganga as eco-sensitive zones. It must allow the river to flow 

unfettered and free. 

 

 hold true (phrase) – remain true, remain valid, to be 

applicable, to be valid. 

 bent on (adjective) – determined on, insistent on, 

fixed on, hell-bent on, firm about. 

 infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 

organisational structure for something (to function 

properly).   

 fragile (adjective) – delicate, easily destroyed, weak, 

risky. 

 basin (noun) – the portion of land (geographical area) 

drained by a river and its tributaries (branch rivers). 

The states which are drained by a river and its 

tributaries are basin states. (drain simply means 

“flow” of water/any other liquid). 

 anthropogenic (adjective) – referring to 

environmental change (like pollution) caused or 

influenced by people, either directly or indirectly. 

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

 debris (noun) – broken pieces, rubble, wreckage (of 

rock). 

 course (noun) – way, path, route. 

 press on (verb) – continue, carry on (one’s action). 

 conservation (noun) – preservation, protection, 

careful management (of the natural resources). 

 affidavit (noun) – sworn statement, self-attestation, 

self-declaration. 

 go against (phrasal verb) – oppose, resist. 
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 mandate (noun) – instruction, direction, order, 

requirement. 

 rejuvenation (noun) – restoration, revitalization, 

resurgence, revival. 

 suo motu (phrase) – Latin term means “on its own 

motion”. It is used where a government agency acts 

on its own knowledge. 

 cognisance (noun) – awareness, notice, knowledge, 

perception. 

 (take) cognisance of (phrase) – notice, attend to, take 

into account, give attention to. 

 mushroom (verb) – increase, burgeon, grow, develop 

rapidly. 

 findings (noun) – conclusion, result; decision. 

 aggravate (verb) – increase, intensify, worsen, make 

worse, exacerbate, compound. 

 pave the way for (phrase) – clear the way for, make 

preparations for, put things in order for. 

 flag (verb) – indicate, identify, point out. 

 incalculable (adjective) – inestimable, indeterminable, 

immeasurable. 

 sideline (verb) – remove (from the centre of 

attention). 

 overwrite (verb) – replace old information/data with 

new information/data. 

 in cahoots (phrase) – colluding, conspiring, 

collaborating secretly. 

 go ahead (phrasal verb) – proceed. 

 dire (adjective) – terrible, dreadful, appalling, 

shocking, grave, serious, woeful. 

 ecological (adjective) – environment-friendly, eco-

friendly, natural. 

 regime (noun) – system. 

 reversal (noun) – turnaround, turnabout, changing, 

alteration. 

 aforementioned (adjective) – mentioned previously. 

 admission (noun) – acknowledgement, acceptance, 

recognition, declaration, revelation, disclosure. 

 admit (verb) – acknowledge, accept, recognize, reveal. 

 bizarre (adjective) – strange, unusual, 

unconventional/eccentric, ridiculous. 

 demarcation (noun) – distinction, differentiation; 

delimitation, definition. 

 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to introduce the 

first of two contrasting different, points, facts, or ways 

of looking at something.  It is always followed later by 

“on the other hand” or ‘on the other’. 
 devastative (adjective) – destructive, damaging, 

ruinous, disastrous, catastrophic. 

 push (noun) – a vigorous effort to do something. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, take part in, take 

up (an activity). 

 unfounded (adjective) – groundless, baseless, 

unjustified. 

 make amends (phrase) – atone, make reparation, 

make up for (a wrongdoing). 

 sustainability (noun) – stability, reliability, longevity, 

constancy. 

 in the long term (phrase) – over a long period of time; 

in the future. 

 cascading (adjective) – (of a large number of 

something) pouring, surging, flowing (in a 

series/sequence). 

 sustain (verb) – continue, keep up, maintain, preserve, 

conserve. 

 retreat (verb) – recoil, withdraw, move back, ebb, 

recede. 

 drought (noun) – dry spell, dry period, lack of rain, 

shortage of water. 

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

earth/mud. 

 hotspot (noun) – a place of significant activity. 

 paraglacial (noun) – referring to the changes in 

sediment yield that take place as a result of the 

presence, and then retreat, of glaciers in a landscape. 

 cloud burst (noun) – a sudden and very heavy rainfall. 

 flash flood (noun) – inundation, swamping, deluge. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, indicate, 

draw attention to. 

 Main Central Thrust (noun) – it is a major geological 

fault where the Indian Plate has pushed under the 

Eurasian Plate along the Himalaya. 

 geological (adjective) – relating to the scientific 

discipline dedicated to understanding the physical 

features and processes of Earth. 

 fault (noun) – (in geology) a fracture/break in the 

continuity of a rock formation caused by a shifting or 

dislodging of the earth’s crust, in which adjacent 

surfaces are displaced relative to one another and 

parallel to the plane of fracture/break. 

 commission (verb) – bring into a working condition. 

 indicative (adjective) – expressive, suggestive, 

symbolic. 

 high-capital intensive (adjective) – referring to the 

industries/companies that require large upfront 

capital investments in machinery, plant & equipment 

in order to produce goods or services in high volumes 

and maintain higher levels of profit margins and 

return on investments. 

 venture (noun) – project, scheme, undertaking, 

operation, activity. 

 livelihood (noun) – means of making a living with the 

basic necessities (food, water, shelter and clothing); 

means of support, subsistence, source of income. 

 it is high time (phrase) – used to say that something 

should be done immediately. 

 adaptation (noun) – alteration, modification, 

adjustment, changing. 
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 with respect to (phrase) – concerning, regarding, 

relating to, with reference to. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 

communication, expression. 

 laden (adjective) – full, filled, packed, stuffed, loaded. 

 artefact (noun) – (in general) an object that is made 

by human workmanship, especially one of historical or 

archaeological interest. Artifact is the American 

spelling. 

 ecologist (noun) – an expert in ecology (the branch of 

biology which studies the interactions among 

organisms and their environment). 

 hydropower (noun) – power derived from the energy 

of falling water or fast running water. 

 expose (verb) – put at risk of, put in jeopardy of, make 

vulnerable. 

 avalanche (noun) – sudden arrival or happening of 

something (in very large quantities) at the same time; 

snowslide, snow slip, landslide, landslip, flood, deluge, 

torrent. 

 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. 

 cliched (adjective) – ordinary, hackneyed, 

unremarkable. 

 green energy (noun) – clean energy, renewable 

energy; energy generated from natural resources 

(such as water, wind & solar energy). 

 lobby (noun) – a group of people attempting to 

influence (the government / its official group/elected 

legislators) to create the actions, policies, or decisions 

to help a particular organization. 

 deliberately (adverb) – intentionally, purposely, 

knowingly/wittingly. 

 contentious (adjective) – controversial, disputable, 

debatable.  

 externality (noun) – consequence, result, outcome, 

effect, repercussion, reverberations. 

 displacement (noun) – a forced removal/departure of 

people from their homes, mainly due to war/natural 

disaster/persecution. 

 precarious (adjective) – risky, dangerous, unsafe; 

hazardous, perilous, unreliable. 

 proliferation (noun) – rapid increase, rise, escalation. 

 case in point (phrase) – example, instance, typical 

case, sample. 

 come/get in the way of (phrase) – obstruct, interfere, 

prevent, hamper, impede, thwart. 

 disaster-prone (adjective) – vulnerable/liable to a 

disaster/tragedy. 

 memorandum of understanding (MoU) (noun) – a 

formal (written) agreement between two (bilateral) or 

more (multilateral) parties outlined in a formal 

document. 

 thrive on (phrasal verb) – flourish, grow vigorously, 

develop well, burgeon, do well, advance, make strides, 

succeed. 

 speculative (adjective) – risky, unsafe, uncertain, 

unpredictable. 

 brokering (noun) – negotiation, dealing.  

 logistics (noun) – the process of planning & executing 

a complex operation; organization, planning, 

management, arrangement. 

 sink (verb) – go down (the surface).  

 dry up (phrasal verb) – dwindle, wane, disappear, 

vanish. 

 spring (noun) – spring season. (the four seasons-

spring, summer, fall/autumn, and winter). 

 fissure (noun) – gap/crack. 

 powerhouse (noun) – power station; (hydroelectric 

plant in this context). 

 wash away (phrasal verb) – (of water) to remove 

someone/something away to another place. 

 impending (adjective) – imminent, close at hand, 

about to happen, approaching, nearing/coming. 

 loom (verb) – emerge, appear, become visible, take a 

threatening shape. 

 loom large (phrase) – be imminent/close, about to 

happen (and something which has a lot of 

importance/attention). 

 catastrophe (noun) – disaster, mishap, crisis. 

 strike (verb) – happen/occur suddenly to have adverse 

effects on; affect, afflict, hit, come upon. 

 gigantic (adjective) – huge, wide, extensive. 

 backing (noun) – support, approval, endorsement, 

sanction. 

 preposterous (adjective) – absurd, ridiculous, foolish, 

stupid, crazy, insane, laughable, nonsensical, pointless, 

illogical. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to become. 

 phenomenally (adverb) – exceptionally.  

 imperative (adjective) – vitally important, necessary, 

essential, crucial/critical. 

 refrain from (verb) – stop oneself, abstain, desist 

from, hold back. 

 rapacious (adjective) – greedy, grasping, materialistic. 

 upper reach (noun) – upper region, area, field, 

territory. 

 headstream (noun) – a source of a river. 

 unfettered (adjective) – unrestrained, unrestricted, 

unconstrained, free, unchecked, unconfined, 

uncontrolled. 
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