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        Undeterred by its 23-year failed efforts to clean the polluted Yamuna river which 
saw nearly Rs 5,000 crore literally going down the drain, the Supreme Court on 
Wednesday decided to launch a fresh bid to reinvigorate the lifeline of the national 
capital as well as other polluted rivers across the country. 
 
       This decision to take suo motu cognisance of the polluted Yamuna river was 
triggered by a petition filed by Delhi Jal Board (DJB) which complained to the SC that 
unless Haryana takes urgent measures to set right its faulty Sewage Treatment Plants 
(STPs) and Common Effluent Treatment Plants (CETPs) along the river, the quality of 
water received at Haryana-Delhi meeting points would continue to remain unfit for 
supply to residents even after treatment. DJB warned of an impending serious drinking 
water crisis for Delhi residents. 
 
        DJB, through senior advocate Meenakshi Arora, told a bench of Chief Justice S A 
Bobde and Justices A S Bopanna and V Ramasubramanian that the level of ammonia 
in Yamuna when the river enters Delhi sometimes reaches 12 ppm whereas the 
treatment plants can handle only up to a level of 0.9 ppm ammonia. “If we chlorinate 
the water, then along with ammonia, the water could become carcinogenic,” she said. 
 
        While embarking on the task, the SC forgot to note its own futile effort in 
monitoring the executives of Delhi, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, three of which 
cumulatively spent nearly Rs 5,000 crore without achieving any significant 
improvement in the water quality of the river that is dead in stretches in Delhi. Tired 
of solving the unwieldy problem, a bench of then CJI J S Khehar and Justice D Y 
Chandrachud on April 24, 2017 transferred the case to the National Green Tribunal. 
 
        Holding that pollution-free water forms a basic right under the constitutional 
framework and a welfare state is bound to ensure the same, the bench issued notices 
to Haryana, Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh and Himachal as well as ministries of 
environment, forest and climate change and housing and urban development besides 
the Central Pollution Control Board, while seeking their response by January 19. 
 
        “We direct the CPCB to submit a report identifying municipalities along the river 
Yamuna, which have not installed STPs as per the requirement or have gaps in 
ensuring that the sewage is not discharged untreated into the river. CPCB may also 
highlight any other source of prominent contamination within the limits of 
Municipalities. It shall also submit a priority-wise list of municipalities, river stretches 
adjacent to which have been found to be most polluted,” it said. 
 
        An alarmed SC decided to undertake the gigantic task of cleaning all polluted 
rivers, but decided to start with Yamuna. In a seven-page order it said, “The mandate 
of law is clear as far as setting up of Sewage Treatment Plants and stoppage of 
sewage effluents in surface water are concerned, but it is often found, as highlighted 



by this petition, that either the sewage is not treated through a plant before being 
discharged or the treatment plants are not functional or incapacitated.” 
 
       “We find that in addition to the issue raised by present petition, it will be 
appropriate to take suo motu cognisance with regard to the issue of contamination of 
rivers by sewage effluents and ensure that the mandate is implemented by 
municipalities as far as discharge of sewage into rivers is concerned. We direct 
registration of suo motu writ petition (civil) with regard to ‘remediation of polluted 
rivers’. We deem it appropriate at this stage to start with the issue of contamination of 
river Yamuna,” the bench said and appointed Arora as amicus curiae. 
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