The Human Irrigation Project, Maharashtra

About the Project

The Human River Project in Chandrapur District, Maharashtra is a major irrigation project that envisages a dam across the Human river (a tributary of Andhari River) in Wainganga/Goadavari Basin near village Sirkada in Sindewahi Tahsil. The cost of the project as of 1999 was Rs.464 crores. A total of 15 villages will be totally submerged and another 24 partially affected. The total population to be affected is over 14,000 by official estimates. The project was originally intended to divert 132Mm3 of water to MSEB’s Chandrapur Thermal Power station out of the 75% dependable yield of 438.29 mm3. However, it was later amended to a purely irrigation project since MSEB was not taking any water. The water originally allocated to MSEB is proposed to be diverted into the Right Bank Canal. 

In its original form, the project would have submerged 2906 ha. of forest. The advisory committee of MoEF suggested reducing the submergence by lowering F.R.L. to save forest. After several deliberations the height of dam was reduced by 1 meter. The reduction in dam height by 1 meter will reduce the submergence area of forestland from 2906.28 ha to 1535.85 ha.
Wildlife Impacts

The project involves the diversion of 1535.85 ha. of forest land, including the submergence of the only effective wildlife corridor connecting Chandrapur Division with Brahmapuri Division. This corridor serves to maintain genetic continuity between Kolsa Range of the Tadoba Tiger Reserve through Shivani range in Chandrapur division with Pendhri PF in Brahmapuri Forest Division. From here these forests are eventually connected to those of Navegaon National Park and Nagzira Wildlife Sanctuary. Satellite imagery clearly shows the existence of a narrow forest corridor connecting the two forest divisions, virtually at the proposed dam site. 

The Divisional Forest Officer, Chandrapur Division has forwarded a proposal to the Chief Conservator of Forests to bring part of the area to be affected under the administrative control of Tadoba-Andhari Project Tiger (TATR) in view of its biodiversity potential. According to the 2001 tiger census figures, there are 18 tigers in the forests of the North Chandrapur Territorial Division outside TATR. Wildlife census data available with forest department showed a tiger population of approximately 30 tigers (in both Chandrapur and Brahmapuri Territorial Forest Divisions) in 2001. This represents more than 10 per cent of the tiger population of the entire state of Maharashtra. 

Aside from this disruption of the wildlife corridor due to submergence, the construction of the Left and Right Bank Canals downstream of the dam site, for a distance of 50 and 84 km. respectively will also effectively prevent animal movement from the sanctuary to the forests of the Brahmapuri Division in the areas downstream of the dam.

The reservoir that will be created after impoundment of the waters will be just 4.25 km from the boundaries of the Tadoba National Park and 3.2 km. from the Andhari Wildlife Sanctuary, both of which form the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve, a vital area for tiger conservation in central India. Aside from the direct loss of forest land due to submergence, there will also be the disturbance caused due to the construction process, workers’ colonies, fishing operations on the reservoir and secondary pressure on surrounding forests. Commercial fisheries are proposed to be developed in the reservoir and this is likely to cause increased human interference in the forests adjoining the tiger reserve. Since significant forest land will be submerged, biotic pressure on the nearby tiger reserve in terms of grazing, fuelwood collection, tendu, mahua etc will increase.

Public Hearing Farce

The public hearing for the Human project was reportedly held on November 26, 1999 at the Collector’s office. However, since the EIA report was only prepared in December 2001. In other words the public hearing was conducted, a full two years before the EIA report was released? As per the EP Act, the EIA should be prepared before the public hearing is held. This raises the question of legality of the public hearing, as the EIA report is necessary to hold an informed and genuine public hearing. The procedure for Public Hearing given in schedule-IV of Environmental Impact Assessment Notification 1994 has not been followed here. The public hearing panel was not as per the composition given in the aforementioned notification. 

EIA shortcomings

There are several discrepancies and major shortcomings in the EIA, which have been pointed out by the BNHS in its application before the Central Empowered Committee, challenging the EIA report’s credibility as the basis on which environmental clearance was granted. The key shortcomings are:

1. The EIA completely ignores the project’s impact on the TATR despite its proximity.

2. Pt. 10 on page 43 says that no rare and endangered species of flora and fauna are found in the area, as such they will not be harmed. This is patently incorrect and is contradicted in the report itself, as the project site is home to tiger, leopard, gaur and chital, and possibly even more species which a detailed and in-depth study will reveal.

3. In order to strengthen their stand, the project proponents in their EIA availed of an ‘expert’ opinion from Mr. R.N. Indurkar, retired Chief Wildlife Warden of Maharashtra, who in his written opinion said that that the dam site is only a corridor and not a crucial habitat. However, a corridor is of critical importance for wildlife as it serves to link vital habitats to each other and provide for the genetic continuity of wild species, preventing inbreeding. The genetic viability of a habitat is critically linked to the existence of such corridors. TATR’s tigers, leopards, sloth bear, sambar chital etc depend on this corridor for their movement into the Brahmapuri Forest Division.
4. The EIA ignores or glosses over common problems with major irrigation projects such as waterlogging.

5. The report assumes that the loss of natural forests can be offset by compensatory afforestation. The issue of wildlife corridors is ignored completely.
Contradictory to government guidelines

As per the National Wildlife Action Plan and the letter issued by Ministry of Environment and Forest (D.O. No. 6-2/2002 WL-I, dated February 5, 2002) areas within 10 km. of PAs and wildlife corridors should be declared eco-sensitive under the Environment Protection Act. The construction of a large project such as Human would not be in keeping with this government policy.

The project also falls well within the 25 km. exclusion limit from National Parks and Sanctuaries prescribed for industrial projects.

Independent Investigation by BNHS

Concerned at the project’s potential impacts, the Bombay Natural History Society conducted an independent investigation and site survey of the areas concerned in September 2002. They came to the conclusion that the project will completely destroy corridors between the TATR and the forests of the Brahmapuri Division. 

The BNHS survey found evidence that the forests in question are a vital corridor between the TATR and forests of the Brahmapuri Division. Evidence of large carnivores (leopard and tiger) was gathered from indirect evidence (scat, markings, cattle kill data, interaction with villagers and forest department personnel etc). 

Though the investigation was primarily focused on the ecological and conservation impacts of the project, sufficient indications were found that the project was targeted at commercial cash crop cultivation in the command areas at the expense of a healthy livelihood agricultural system in the villages to be displaced. Many of the villages had little or no information about the project and their rehabilitation.

The BNHS report was submitted to the Central Ministry of Environment and the Maharashtra Forest Department and Maharashtra State Government, placing on record its objections and concerns. Following this, the Ministry requested the Wildlife Institute of India to submit a report on the wildlife impacts that could be expected due to the project. The WII report was not made available to the public or to interested parties such as the BNHS and local NGOs despite repeated requests. It was only when the CEC directed the project proponents to make the report available to the BNHS that it became public. The WII report concedes that the project will have some impacts, but, as expected, concludes that these can be ‘mitigated’ as the project is in the interests of development of the region.

The WII report however does reiterate some of the key concerns raised by the BNHS and others. To quote: 

“ … the construction of the dam and spillways are likely to induce physical disturbances due to large scale movement of workforce and heavy materials in the forest tract, may impair the use and impeded the movement of animals specially during the day time. The magnitude and duration of this impact on wildlife habitat use and animal movement would be largely dependent on the duration of the construction phase which presently indicated to extend up to ten years.”

Current Status

Despite the serious concerns raised, the Ministry’s Expert Appraisal committee for River Valley Projects granted recommended the project for environmental clearance. When environmental clearance for the project was given, the BNHS was forced to approach the Supreme Court appointed CEC. The matter is currently being heard by the CEC. 

