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AB Pandya (FOR) 
 

Interlinking of rivers will help the 
country fulfill its dream of ensuring 
equitable distribution of water and, 
thereby, prosperity for all. There have 
been several such steps in this direction, 
and in 1980 a National Perspective Plan 
was formalised. This involved transfer of 
water from water-surplus basins to 
water-deficit basins/regions in which 30 
links were identified. Somehow, the term 
‘river interlinking’ stuck in the public imagination though its real name could have 
been the National Inter- Basin Water Transfer Project. 
 

So why do we need to link rivers? Though India receives about 4,000 BCM 
(billion cubic meters) of precipitation annually, utilisable resources are only 1,123 
BCM. Even these are not distributed evenly in space or time. Most of the 
precipitation occurs in about 90 days in a year and the distribution of annual average 
availability ranges from 510 BCM for Ganga, 527 BCM from Brahmaputra and 11.02 
BCM for Pennar and 12.06 BCM for Sabarmati. This shows the skew between 
potential demands and availability. It has, therefore, been recognised that the inter-
basin transfer of water is the only recourse for making an equitable distribution of 
water across the country and thereby ensuring equal opportunities of development. 
 
 

Inter-basin water transfer is not a new concept and there have been many 
such successful examples in the country. It has been practised in our country since 
1887 when the Mulla Periyar dam was built and waters of the west-flowing river 
basin were transferred to east flowing Vaigai basin transforming agricultural 
development in and around Madurai for about 68,000 hectares. Just ask anyone in 
Madurai about the role this water plays in their lives. Similarly, we have already 
made trans- basin transfers in case of the Beas Satluj link, Sardar Sahayak 
pariyojana, Sardar Sarovar project, Kurnool Cudddapah canal etc which are 
functioning well. In the US, the Colorado-Big Thompson project has been functioning 
since the 1930s and has contributed greatly to the economy of Colorado state. 

 
Critics of this concept propound myths like massive rehabilitation 

requirements, environmental damage etc but these are all based on conjecture 
rather than reality. One of the crucial features of the project is location of reservoirs 
in areas with very low population density with only the canals running in agricultural 
areas. 

 
More than connecting multiple rivers like an electricity grid, the project aims 

at serving irrigation to the lower commands and transferring the corresponding 
surplus waters from upper commands to the neighbouring basin. We do not have an 
extreme disparity in terms of flora and fauna between neighbouring basins in 
peninsular India. Hence, this talk of mixing of waters and invasion of foreign species 



etc are not founded in any reality. Existing water transfers have also not indicated 
any such effects.There is a clamour about the disruption of climate due to such 
transfers. Once again, the same is purely conjectural as the impacts required to be 
created for such a climate change versus the actual transfers envisaged are tiny. As 
an example, the total yield of Ganga and Brahmaputra combined in Bay of Bengal is 
more than 1,000 BCM whereas the diversion is likely to be no more than 40 BCM 
annually and that too will ultimately result in reaching Bay of Bengal due to land 
topography. In any case, the linkage between any of the basins and their outlets into 
the seas are not being modified.On the other hand, the proposals can provide 172 
lakh hectares of annual irrigation which, considering an average farm size of one 
hectare, can benefit 17.2 million farmer families and possibly 86 million people. In 
addition, 780 million can get assured drinking water supply. Surface water in water 
scarce areas will stop unsustainable groundwater utilisation as well. Thus, the 
benefits far outweigh costs. The question as to why such beneficial schemes are not 
yet getting implemented is due to our internal wrangling. 

 
Ken Betwa happens to be the first link which was identified for 

implementation. It will benefit the perennially water-short Bundelkhand region and 
other associated regions of Bina and upper Betwa basins. Besides irrigation and 
drinking water, it will generate 103 MW of hydropower and 27 MW solar power. Like 
any other infrastructure project, KBLP will also have some environmental and 
resettlement and rehabilitation (R&R) issues. Daudhan reservoir will cause 
submergence of about 9,000 ha land of which 5,800 ha is forest land.However, with 
a comprehensive environment management plan (EMP), compensatory afforestation 
and liberal R&R policy, these impacts will be taken care of. A comprehensive 
landscape management plan is also being prepared for the conservation of Panna 
Tiger Reserve. Even wildlife will get sustenance in hot summers with assured water 
supply from the reservoir. The reservoir remaining at relatively low level will expose 
large tracts of land allowing fodder to be grown, benefitting the lower rung of wildlife 
which, in turn, can support the whole pyramid. 

 
The project will provide year-round employment in Bundelkhand region, 

controlling forced migration to far flung areas for livelihood. The assured drinking 
water supply will also uplift health standards of the local populace. 
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Rohan D'Souza (AGAINST) 
 
         At first glance, the Interlinking Rivers Programme (ILRP) offers great appeal. 
India is generously endowed with a sprawling river system but though bounteous 
and generous, these rivers are whimsical: prone to recurring floods, bone-dry 
droughts and with vast volumes winding circuitously before wastefully emptying into 
the sea. 

 
Enter the engineer with a grand vision. Why not link India’s river network 

through dams, diversions and barrages, while impounding much of their flows within 
giant reservoirs that are connected? Then wire this mix of concrete and steel 
infrastructure with software involving a couple of equations, data sets, sensors and 
the ingenuity of some hard hat engineers and, soon enough, all the rivers can be put 



on tap. That is, capture the surplus flows of a river and transfer it to a water deficit 
or stressed region. This, in fact, is the best argument put forward for the Ken-Betwa 
link. 
 

On closer scrutiny, however, this fantastical and elegant ILRP notion falls flat. 
The  disconnect between idea and reality, in fact, plays out at three levels. 

 
First, the entire project rests on a wrong assumption. There is no such thing 

as a river with a ‘surplus flow’. Since the 1980s, studies under the broad field of 
‘river ecology’ have convincingly established that a river cannot be defined as ‘lots of 
water’ in a channel. Rather, every river is a fluvial highway that connects flora and 
fauna across and between floodplains, wetlands, deltas and estuaries. In sum, it 
delivers innumerable environmental services such as creating fish habitats, 
replenishing soil, sustaining biodiversity and sculpting land through erosion and 
deposition. 

 
Seasonal variability floods or low flows are vital to enabling the river to 

constantly evolve its rich diversity of ecological relations. The Brahmaputra or the 
Ganga, for example, should therefore be understood not as massive flows but as a 
collection of ecological relations and environmental services. If a river is thus a 
biological regime, then it cannot have a surplus flow. 

 
If the principal assumption is clearly wrong, it should also come as no surprise 

when a second order of complications follows from the first. Notably, the flawed 
reasoning that often goes with making economic calculations for the project. It is 
now fairly well known that many if not every big dam or large-scale irrigation project 
in India has a tendency to get their cost and benefit ratios mostly muddled. To a 
great extent, this is because economics as a discipline continues to have a hard time 
developing methodologies that can meaningfully capture ecological costs. This gets 
even messier when grappling with plotting future scenarios. 

 
Consequently, for all the assumed benefits of irrigation and electricity from 

large dams, the long-term impacts from water logging, salinity or the loss of 
fisheries have yet to be meaningfully added up. That is, no reliable assessment has 
thus far been carried out that can meaningfully tell us whether over 70 years of 
large-scale water infrastructure development were worth the ecological costs. 

 
But the wrong assumption and flawed reasoning that haunts the ILRP is 

actually indicative of a far more profound and fatal limitation. Recent scholarship, 
mostly by historians, has ably described how water infrastructure and management 
in post Independent India has tended to retain a strong colonial engineering 
mindset. The earliest version of the ILRP was, in fact, first championed in the 1850s 
by the famed colonial engineer and irrigator General Sir Arthur Cotton.Titled the 
Peninsular Scheme, Cotton’s plan was to build navigation canals that would link 
Karachi (now in Pakistan) to Madras (Chennai) via Kanpur, Kolkata and Cuttack with 
additional lines crawling upwards to Pune. In terms of rivers, this meant connecting 
the Indus to the Ganga with canals before dropping the latter steeply to the South to 
link up with the Mahanadi, Krishna, Godavari and finally the Cauvery. And if such a 
vast navigation network could be built, the General then confidently concluded, there 
would be no need for the railways in British India. 

 



Though Cotton’s Peninsular Scheme came to grief, the colonial quest for river 
control remains. Notably in the poorly understood claim that rivers are mere flows 
that need to be regulated and can be put to work by dams, barrages, weirs, 
embankments and canal systems. Starkly missing in the picture is how we make 
sense of the river as a complex biological pulse. 
 
 
Does this mean that rivers should never be engineered? No. 
 

The argument is for ‘smart engineering’, which is a rapidly evolving approach 
in Europe. Smart engineers build projects that are in active dialogue with social 
scientists, ecologists and specially those who specialise in design. Cement and 
contractor engineering can no longer address ecological complexity and the ILRP is 
the last surviving dinosaur in that tradition. If the coming challenges of water 
shortages and extreme flood events are to be meaningfully dealt with, then Indian 
engineering has to embrace new knowledge and be inventive enough to enable a 
productive conversation between science, ecology, history, sociology and art. A 
river, after all, is more than just water. 
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