Bangalore Mysore Infrastructure Corridor Project

The Bangalore Mysore Infrastructure Corridor Project (BMICP), proposes the construction of a 4-lane (convertible to 6) toll, walled expressway, 5 townships and associated link roads, power plant and supporting infrastructure. The project is slated to cost upwards of Rs. 2000 crore. 

The project includes the building of five new cities along the proposed expressway, presumably to de-congest Bangalore. The cities are also proposed to cross-subsidize the expressway, for the latter is not financially viable on its own and the townships are viewed as a captive source of expressway tolls, for they will mainly be accessible via the expressway. This ambitious project has been touted as being modeled on the Columbia-Maryland experiment of the 1960s in the State of Maryland, USA. The economic and demographic profiles that support the Columbia experience do not reflect the Bangalore - Mysore corridor.  Further, the Columbia Maryland experience has been a failure and the model has not been repeated elsewhere.

From inception the BMICP has been engulfed in controversies as it is accused of violating myriad social and environmental norms and techno-economic conditions. And though these violations have been pointed out time and again by organizations and concerned citizens no concrete action has been taken. 

HISTORY OF THE PROJECT

The project was envisioned in 1980s. Initially, the Government of Karnataka wanted to expand the existing SH-17 from a 2-lane road into an expressway and approached the Asian Development Bank. However, the Bank on commissioning a study found that converting SH-17 into an expressway was not viable due to corridor developments along the roadside. (Ironically, the same road is now being expanded to a four-lane expressway, and without too many problems!)
Based on this position, the Karnataka Public Works Department suggested that a road be built parallel to SH-17. Nandi Infrastructure Corridor Enterprises (NICE) Ltd, the only bidders who came forward for the project is a consortium supposedly consisting of Kalyani Group (Pune), SAB Engineering (Pennsylvania, USA) and Vanasse Hangen Brustlin (VHB) (Boston, USA).  However, VHB is on record in claiming that it had nothing to do with the project but for some studies in the initial stages of project planning.  This raises issues of legitimacy of the very consortium that the Government has entrusted this massive project to, as the other two members have no experience whatsoever in delivering such a large project.

It is interesting to note that much of what is techno-economically accepted by the government is based on NICE’s very own feasibility study, which originally included the construction of seven townships (brought down later to 5) and an expressway (initially 6-lanes, now 4 lane expandable).  Questionably, without an independent due diligence study commissioned, the State signed an MOU with the consortium in May 1995 and later, in 1997, executed the Framework Agreement with NICE, which claimed to represent the consortium. 

CURRENT POLITICAL SITUATION 

After the elections in mid-2004, a coalition of Janata Dal (S) and Congress I came into power in Karnataka. The Janata Dal, which had originally conceived the BMIC project in mid 1995, challenged the Congress after it came into power for supporting excess acquisition of lands for the project. The party supremo, former Prime Minister Deve Gowda pressurized the Government to strike off excess acquisitions and spare farmers the terrible hassle of fighting out court battles.  Two legislators, one from the breakaway faction of Janata Dal (U) and another from Communist Party of India (M), challenged the project following which, an independent enquiry was constituted headed by the former Chief Engineer of Public Works Department, Padmashri Shri. K. C. Reddy. The Reddy committee confirmed that at least 10,000 acres of land in excess of actual requirements had been acquired because of collusion amongst officials, key politicians and the company.  Though restitution of lands was demanded, the Government failed to do so. 

The legislators then filed Public Interest Litigation in the High Court, demanding a federal enquiry into corrupt practices involved by the Central Bureau of Investigation.  Surprisingly, the Government also now opposed the company stating that they had misrepresented facts and also in falsely claiming excess lands to exploit their commercial value, running into hundreds of crores of rupees.

The High Court of Karnataka held that the whole petition did not lie as the State Chief Secretary had committed perjury, initiated criminal proceedings against him and another officer and, further, dismissed the petition with very heavy costs on the petitioners.  In an unwarranted ruling, the court proceeded to urge early completion of the project without at all going into the severe environmental and social consequences of excess land acquisition.

In a major reprieve, the Supreme Court stayed the order of the High Court, on appeal from both the State and the Petitioners. The case is presently pending adjudication before the Court.

LAND ACQUISITION

Though on paper, the corridor is being projected as a progressive plan aiming to reduce the woes of Karnataka, in reality it only furthers the urban-rural divide. This is clear from the fact that the total design land acquisition for the project will be about 21,000 acres, consisting of agricultural wetlands, and forestland, and according to various reports, the project will affect almost 200,000 people, mostly agricultural laborers and farmers. 

The Governor of Karnataka, Shri T. N. Chaturvedi, after reviewing all the relevant project documents has established during April 2004 that excess land acquisition has taken place and it clearly benefits NICE, the project developers. 

The following observations have been made:

· Overall about 30% of private land is notified in excess of actual requirement. That is 20, 825 acres of private land was notified when what was actually required is only about 15,000 acres of land. This constitutes an excess of 5,702 acres of private land alone for the overall project. 

· In specific relating to the toll-based expressway, the total acquisition is 6,999 acres, when only 5120 acres are required. This constitutes an excess of 1,879 acres or 37%.

· With regard to the interchanges (totally 16, including 8 around Bangalore), 3065 acres has been acquired, against the actual requirement of 1186 acres. This constitutes an excess acquisition of 1878 acres or 158%

· It is also observed that about 4970 acres of government land has already been leased out to NICE, who in turn have used it as ‘security for securing loan from the financial institutions’.  

FINANCIAL IRREGULARITIES

For several years it was unclear who would be financing the project. In August 2002, the Reserve Bank of India initiated an enquiry based on a complaint from Environment Support Group against ICICI for its potential violation of an RBI directive on Financing of Infrastructure Projects. It instructs not only financing institutions to be wary of project viability, but also State Governments, that their guarantees (or comfort letters) are not a substitute for reliable appraisal of viability. Especially given the use of public assets to finance this project (for instance, the giveaway of government [public] land to NICE at Rs.10/acre/year), this RBI case against ICICI assumes importance. Surprisingly, RBI closed the case without giving any reasons to justify its stand.

ENVIRONMENT IMPACT ASSESSMENT (EIA):

The EIA presented for the project by M/s MECON, comes across as a document without depth of research, glosses over several key impacts expected of such large urban/ transport/ industrial/ infrastructure development projects, and deliberately fails to disclose several key data that need to be supplied for proper review. Importantly, it provides data that is not correct whilst offering ridiculous analysis aimed at distracting attention from some very real concerns of the BMIC project. The environmental impacts that can be expected from the BMIC project are given in Annexure A.  

The MoEF has given clearance to the project subject to certain conditions, despite widespread protests against major human rights violations, which marked the Environmental Public Hearings.

VIOLENT PUBLIC HEARINGS:

During March 2000, an Environmental Public Hearing held on the project was postponed as it was found that the proponent had not produced all the details required. However, the District Commissioner (DC), Shri Sanaulla of Bangalore (Urban) went on to hold the Hearing in July 2000, despite the same set of information that was earlier promised not being made available.  He proceeded to order the arrests of over 30 citizens who were peacefully demanding access to such public domain information on BMIC if the statutory "Environmental Public Hearing" held on 05 July 2000 at Yavanika, Bangalore was to be meaningful. 

First to be arrested was senior citizen and eminent Gandhian H. S. Doreswamy, for inquiring why the Government was proceeding with the Hearing when the environmental impact, social impact and techno-economic information on the project was not being provided as assured by the DC in the first round of hearings held during March 2000.  Next round of arrests included Siremane Nagaraj and Vasu along with over 30 fellow activists of the Karnataka Vimochana Ranga (KVR), a grassroots group, which has been championing the cause of consultation with project affected farming communities. The arrests of KVR activists were rather brutal.  Squads of baton wielding Special Striking Forces swarmed around the activists and dragged them. The DC signaled that Leo Saldanha, Coordinator of Environment Support Group, be "removed" from the venue as well.   Despite such abuse of the human rights, the DC proceeded with his "peaceful" Hearings.  What he chose not to do was to arrest about 15-20 drunk rabble rousers raising slogans in favour of the project, rather more vociferously than the KVR activists and who even chose to use the most obscene language against those demanding project information. The hearings that followed in Mysore and Mandya held on 30 June and 3 July 2000 were also subjected to such atrocities. Only there, most who demanded project information boycotted the hearings as they were denied the same.  Leading amongst them were M. D. Nanjundaswamy of the Karnataka Rajya Ryatha Sangha (Karnataka State Farmers Association), Maj. General Vombatkere (Retd.) of the Mysore Consumer Action Forum, and hundreds of other citizens.

VIABLE ALTERNATIVES TO BMIC

A simple comparison between the proposed BMIC Expressway and the alternative suggested (doubling and electrifying the existing rail corridor) is given below to illustrate the overwhelming superiority of the rail option (Rail) over the Expressway (Expr). The details for the Expressway quoted below are taken from the Project EIA Report and Executive Summary prepared by M/s Nandi Infrastructure Corridor Enterprises (NICE), the promoters of the BMIC Project, and the details for the Rail option are from the Report of Deo Consultants of Pune, presented in a conference at National Institute of Advanced Studies, Bangalore and prepared by eminent railway and other engineers.

1. Time for completion or period for availability 

Rail: 4 to 5 years.

Expr: 8 to 10 years.

2. Cost

Rail: Rs.500 crores (Rs.300 crores for doubling and Rs.200 crores for electrification).

Expr: Rs.2,000 crores. 

3. Loss of agricultural land by acquisition

Rail: negligible (for bridges for the second line at a few places).

Expr: 20,193 acres because, as per NICE’s Executive Summary, the Expressway construction is dependent upon the Townships.

4. Project Affected People

Rail: nil.

Expr: As per NICE’s own ES, over 1,92,890 people in 144 villages are affected. 

5. Fuel saving, foreign exchange saving and air pollution

Rail: Fuel-efficient. 

Expr: About 7 times less fuel-efficient than Rail per ton-km, and accordingly exhaust emissions much more. More import of fuel and higher foreign exchange outgo.

6. Usage and travel cost

Rail: Can be used by all economic sections of society for short hauls or Bangalore-Mysore travel. They will also travel from City Centre to City Centre. This will relieve the density of road traffic in Bangalore.

Expr: Was initially expected to be tolled @ Rs.0.50 per PCU-km, but as on 26 August 2001 (“The Hindu”) it is already raised to Rs.1.00 for cars.  The Expressway will only be available in 8 to 10 years after starting, and the toll rates can be raised unilaterally by NICE. At present rates (hypothetical because there is no Expressway as on date) a car-owner will have to pay Rs.111 for each one-way trip between the peripheries of Bangalore and Mysore. Proposed toll for buses is Rs. 2.70 per km, which means an increase of at least Rs. 8 per ticket.  Extra toll has to be paid for the Link Road from Ring Road to City centre at Bangalore. These are the tentative rates of toll in 2001 even before the 8 to 10 years long work has begun. Not practical for lower income or short-haul passengers.

7. Travel time and route capacity

Rail: Can have trains every 15-20 minutes each way according to recommendations of Railways experts. That is, at least 3,000 to 4,000 people can commute per hour each way in the “rush hours”. The present non-stop travel time is 120 minutes for Shatabdi Express. With electrified double line and upgraded signalling and traffic control, trains can travel non-stop to cover the distance in less than 90 minutes from Bangalore City Centre to Mysore City Centre.

Expr: Cannot handle a volume of passenger traffic anywhere near what Rail can, because of road space limitations and cost of travel (people from lower economic bracket will not use this as a preferred mode). Also increased travel time to City Centre. Further, this is assuming that the buses will be maintained in such mechanical condition to be capable of operating at speeds of 120 kmph.

8. Freight handling

Rail: Can move freight quickly, efficiently and cheaply. The cost per ton-km is very much less than it is for road, and volumes may permit decrease of freight rate.

Expr: Will have high costs as truck toll is even at present proposed as Rs. 1.75 per km for the 111-km distance alone. That is, assuming a 10-tonne load, the additional cost per ton for transportation will be Rs.20.

9. Safety

Rail: Safe travel. 

Expr: Safety depends upon the mechanical performance of thousands of vehicles and skill or alertness of thousands of drivers.

10. Upgrading

Rail: Already 120 kmph rail travel is a reality. Konkan Railway is proposing travel at 150 kmph, and there is no reason why this technology cannot be transferred to the Bangalore-Mysore section at virtually no extra cost while undertaking doubling and electrification.

Expr: Upgrading of the Expressway extremely expensive and difficult and also involves upgrading of thousands of vehicles. 

From the above comparison, it may be seen that doubling and electrifying the railway is vastly superior to the Expressway from the standpoints of Project Affected People, acquisition of land, early availability of the corridor, economy, revenue to Government (Railways), environment (air pollution), safety of travel, and social equity (even the poor can travel with a second class ticket).   This in addition to the close to completion widening (from 2 lane to 4 lane) of the existing Bangalore-Mysore Highway (SH-17), credibly puts to question the very need for another Expressway, and that too a toll based one that most cannot afford.
Simply put, why should thousands of farmers suffer needlessly?  Why should a road to nowhere, that no one can afford, be proposed to be built merely because of the folly of our Government and collusion of corrupt bureaucrats and politicians with proponents whose credentials are in question?  Most importantly, what is that we will achieve by fragmenting our forests, river systems and our rural communities? Big questions for which no one in the Government seems to have suitable answers.

ANNEXURE A

An estimation of the environmental impacts due to the BMIC Project

The question of water:  The BMIC Project proposes to add five cities and GOK has committed to supply 150 MLD of water from River Cauvery.  150 MLD of water is sanctioned to the projected 5 lakhs population. In addition to this, the BMIC Project will receive 85 MLD of waste-water free for non-potable use, depriving farmers who use it presently for various agricultural purposes. This is also a region with extensive irrigation network based on the River Cauvery basin.

Unregulated Growth of Urban Areas: The BMIC Project caters to the higher income bracket. It is a population that will make: very heavy demands of water, land and energy, is based on personalised mode of transport, a consumptive pattern of development that is antithetical to the sustainable cities concept gaining precedence the world over, and  proposes a highly disruptive and unhealthy social development wherein lavish lifestyles clash with the daily struggle for livelihood of the poor.

Impact of industrialisation: The BMIC Project townships include plans for heavy industrialization, which it is claims are of the non-polluting variety.  NICE literature discusses the possible industrialisation from the computer sector.  However, most software majors in Bangalore have already invested in developing campuses of their own and a large section of those employed are oriented towards living in the main city or in its suburbs.  Thus very little may be expected in terms of trans-locating the existing facilities to the new townships proposed. It may thus become expedient in time that the land acquired for such “non-polluting” industrial townships may be reallocated for polluting units at a later date with consequent problems. 

Tourism and Health Care industry:  Amongst the main tourism projects is a massive 18-hole golf course on the banks of River Cauvery.  The other tourism projects involve luxury hotels and resorts, entertainment centres, etc. Golf courses involve complete removal of topsoil replaced with artificial turf, but also are very heavy water guzzlers, heavy introduction of pesticides and fertilisers.  The downstream impacts on a major source of drinking water in the region are bound to be serious. 

The Health care centres planned are largely super-speciality hospitals aimed at attracting wealthy patients from abroad, especially to Health Resorts.  These are also serious sources of pollution and the risks have not been examined.

Power Plant locations:  GOK has allowed NICE to develop power plants with an aggregated capacity of 500 MW.  Nowhere in the EIA is there a mention of location choices of power plants.  Since power plants cannot be set close to human settlements, it is likely that these plants would be located in areas that would additionally have to be acquired.  

Waste Water Treatment Plants and Landfill sites: It is not clear if the landfill sites are within the new townships, or fresh area will be acquired. There is no clarity where the outlets for discharge of sewage and industrial effluents will be located. There thus remains the risk of contamination of surface and ground water bodies along the project alignment. 

Altered Drainage Pattern, Flooding and Waterlogging: A long walled Expressway, as described in the BMIC Project, has a way of acting as channels for water drainage.  This would affect existing drainage patterns drastically, and result in adverse impacts on agricultural areas, surface water bodies and ground water recharge. Further, depending on the topography, it would lead to certain areas, especially valley points, getting waterlogged.

Pressure on Forests and Fragmentation of Habitats:  The following forests will be adversely affected as the Expressway runs through them:  Kalkere, Turahalli, “Unnamed State Forest”, Handigundi, Chikmangudde and Kurnagere.  In addition, the townships would be developed adjacent to, in most cases, and not more than 5 kms., in some, of the following forests:  Banneghatta National Park, Ragihalli, Sulukere, Kumbalgoddu, Basavanadar, Tenginkal, Maklai, Kombinakal and Chamundi.

Badamanavarthi and Kalkere forests between Bangalore and Bannerghatta are amongst the best refuge that exists for birds, small mammals, amphibians and reptiles close to Bangalore.  These are forests that have kindled the interest in many a budding birdwatcher, and never tired the seasoned one from returning for more.  Far from even acknowledging the rich biodiversity of the area, the EIA provides a mocking “list of species” found in the region. These must be contrasted by well-documented and publicly available lists of birds that have been sighted in some of these forests.  

Threats to Wetlands:  There are tens of wetlands (irrigation tanks, in particular) along the alignment for the BMIC Project that will either be grossly affected or exposed to risks.  The heavy extraction of this water for construction is bound to deplete the water availability for agriculture in the atchkat areas.  There is also an admission by NICE that it would desilt upto 251 tanks along the alignment. Further, it is a well-known fact that this silt is extremely fertile and a highly contested source of nutrients for farmlands.  It is a shame that such nutrient rich soil is to be used for road works, especially when it is not a good material for such construction!  This is besides the attendant impacts on the tank-bed due to the use of heavy machinery in desilting leading to compaction of soil and poor.


Quarrying, Brickmaking and Landfilling: The proposed alignment for the BMIC Project passes through some dramatic rocky landscapes where the potential for quarrying granite is considered enormous.  It is admitted in the EIA that the granite for all the construction work will come from this region. The extent and amount of quarrying work that will be induced to build an Expressway and Five Towns can thus be imagined!  Again, the usual dismissal attitude of the adverse impacts on the surroundings continues to mark the discussion in the EIA.  This even as there remain serious concerns whether GOK has considered the loss of revenue in allowing NICE to exploit the granite potential unbarred.

It should also be noted that brick-making would be another major activity related to construction.  Topsoil is invariably lost for this, and going from experiences in other areas of new urbanisation in Karnataka, farmers will be induced to sell the topsoil of their lands at what seem attractive propositions in the short term.  The permanent scars that this will leave on the landscape, the permanent loss of such areas to agriculture and the secondary displacement of farming families this will cause, has not been considered at all.  Brick-making is also heavily reliant on fuel-wood, and considering the massive scale of construction activity proposed, there is little chance for the Forest Department or local villagers of protecting neighbouring forests from illegal extraction of wood.

Another serious secondary impact of this project to landforms is the idea of leveling the project area for the expressway and townships.  Even considering that this region is largely consisting of plains, there exist in several locations deep valleys that are proposed to be filled in by soil brought from elsewhere.  Thus, not only is the impact on the project land itself, but also be quite severe on neighbouring landscapes, especially the tens of hillocks scattered along the way.  Mangalore City and surroundings has witnessed the scale of such destruction in the recent past and there is no guarantee that the same would not repeat here.  Landslides and flashfloods are attendant risks of such major landform transformations that have not been considered in the EIA.

Overall Pollution from these facilities: Even a cursory appraisal of the nature of developments proposed in the townships would suggest that the volume and impact of pollution would be very high.  It would thus be necessary to project various scales and scenarios of pollution, especially of air and water, describe specific areas of impact and offer most likely solutions. Nothing of this sort is even attempted in the EIA.  What is instead provided are some ambient air, noise and water monitoring data that does little to project the likely impact scenario.  Even this analysis is largely guided by the concerns of traffic on the Expressway and hardly any attention is paid to the more serious impacts from the townships and their various facilities.
