Kali River Valley

The 184 kms. long Kali River in the Uttara Kannada district of the Western Ghats region in Karnataka is under severe threat.  Six major hydroelectric dams have been built on the Kali and a serious attempt to build a 7th dam on the Kali River, near Dandeli, by Murudeshwar Power Corporation Limited (MPCL) is being vigorously pursued,  On its banks are also located the controversial Kaiga Nuclear Power Station (the only nuclear plant in a forest in the world), untreated effluents released directly into the river by West Coast Paper Mills (one of the largest paper mills in the country), illegal sand mining that is continuing on a rampant scale in the Supa Dam area resulting in serious disturbances to the river's ecology, a caustic soda factory by the Ballarpur Industries near its estuary that has been leaking toxic wastes including mercury for decades. All this combined is a recipe for unimaginable disaster.  Yet the Karnataka State Pollution Control Board (KSPCB), the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB), Karnataka’s Department of Ecology and Environment and the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests (MOEF) are all united in taking little or no action in containing these environmental and public health problems.  
Fraudulent EIA’s and Public Hearing mark the proposal of the 7th Dam.
The last free flowing stretch of the Kali is threatened if the seventh dam proposed by Murudeshwar Power Corporation ever comes up.  The dam will generate only 18 MW of electricity at the cost of submerging 210 ha of forests along the Kali. Over 32,000 acres of forests have already been submerged in Uttara Kannada to build the six hydroelectric dams that already generate over 1200 MW of electricity. Construction of this new dam is also a significant violation of the 19th May 1987 Government of Karnataka order (No. FFD 242 FGL 83) that no further projects involving diversion of forestland for other uses will be undertaken on Kali River or its tributaries.  The latest Supreme Court decisions have upheld the spirit of this order.
 
Legally this project has to be abandoned: the proponent along with its consultants are guilty of presenting two fraudulent Environment Impact Assessments (EIAs), one by Ernst and Young, and thereafter by Tata Energy Research Institute (TERI). Environment Support Group and Parisara Samrakshana Kendra exposed both during 2000, and as per the EIA Notification, this is definitely a case fit for rejection.  Based on this expose, the DC of Uttara Kannada district has recommended that the project not be allowed.  The District Forest Officer has also contested the claims of MPCL that there are no forests in the submergence area.  In his report rejected any dam in the region, he has reiterated that considering the Dandeli Wildlife Sanctuary, which abuts the submergence zone of the proposed dam, constitutes an interesting assemblage of moist deciduous and evergreen forests, supporting a range of wildlife, including the occasional tiger, the idea of building dams, big or small, should be shelved forever.   
 

WCPM Pollution in the river.
A critical problem for the Kali River is the pollution from the West Coast Paper Mills, which throws out large volumes of untreated effluents into the river, very close to the source.  As a result most of the dams, particularly the Bommanahalli Dam, have become reservoirs for harvesting its pulp sludge, thus compromising the very purpose of storing water for which thousands of acres of prime forests were felled.  In addition, the toxic wastes have seriously contaminated surface and ground waters, and have even rendered hundreds of acres along the river unfit for cultivation, as the pulp floats over into the wetlands and settles, preventing any crop from rising.  Farmers are forced to harvest pulp, than the crops they planted, as a result.
For the communities that depend on this river, the adverse impact of the accumulated pollutants has been tremendous. Losses in agriculture, dairy farming and fisheries are a common tale here, and cattle deaths are regularly reported. Neonatal deaths, gynecological disorders among women, gastroenteritis, kidney malfunctions, and a variety of skin diseases from direct contact during farming activities using the river water is very common. Very little is known of the impact of pollution on wildlife, though fisherfolk consistently report depletion in fish catch, and also the appearance of mutated fishes.  
Violations by the company
· Since its inception, the company was operating without a proper effluent treatment plant.  It is only because of public pressure that a proper ETP has been set up recently.  However, neither does it handle the full volume of waste, nor does it function systematically. 

· The company has illegally expanded its operations from the approved amount of 85,500 MTPA to 1,63,750 MTPA, an increase in volume by more than two times.    As a result the effluent discharge is more than the consented quantity.  This has severely disturbing the biochemical and ecological conditions of the river water.
· The Effluent does not meet the standards set by the KSPCB.
· The company utilizes enormous amounts of fresh clean river water with faulty venture meters.  Thereby, it is not covering the requisite cess for water intake, even as it discharges more than the consented quantity of effluent and that without adequate treatment. 

· Consequently the company has evaded all significant EIA and EC processes in its expansion. 

· The company utilizes large area of the Dandeli Wildlife Sanctuary to store its raw materials which has degraded the original nature of the forest. 

Kali Bachao Andolan 

· Parisara Samrakshana Kendra (PSK), along with several local community organizations and tribal villages, and with the active support of Environment Support Group, has formed the Kali Bachao Andolan (KBA). Sunderlal Bahuguna, leader of the Chipko Andolan, launched this Andolan with a Padayatra along the river course.  Panduranga Hegde of Parisara Samrakshana Kendra coordinated this Padayatra in February 2003.  As a result, for the first time in this valley, there was a concerted effort to network with all communities that have suffered from pollution and dam building in the Kali River Valley.
· On world Environment Day, June 5th 2003, ESG along with PSK organized a rally in Bangalore on Save Kali and presented a memorandum to the Chief Minister of Karnataka, urging him to stop further destruction of the river. This was supported by an international letter campaign urging Karnataka Chief Minister, Mr. S.M.Krishna and then Union Minister for Environment and Forests, Mr. T. R. Baalu, to immediately take action to stem further destruction of the river.
· Soon after, one of the Gowli Tribe members who met submitted the representation to the Chief Minister took ill on drinking water from the well and was saved from death due to kidney failure by some quick action.  At the same time hundreds of villagers suffered an epidemic of gastroenteritis, as a consequence of water contamination by WCPM.


· Even so no action was initiated by the Government.  The only relief due to active pressure was that WCPM was forced to settle the medical bills of the critically ill Jahnu, the Gowli Tribe member who suffered kidney damage.
· January 2004 water quality analysis of the Kali River by People’s Science Institute, Dehradun reveals presence of mercury in the region much beyond the permissible levels.

· July 2004 ESG met with Chairman, Central Pollution Control Board and urged the CPCB to conduct an independent review of the issue, CPCB appointed a senior official from Delhi to conduct this assessment; legal samples were collected and analysed, but the report has remained confidential. 

The Caustic Soda Plant in Karwar

The Ballarpur Industries caustic soda plant has been operating since 1975 with an installed capacity of 59,400 MT of caustic soda per annum. The plant required two major raw materials in huge quantities, salt for actual caustic soda production, and fuel oil for powering the massive gensets. The plant is a big power consumer, and still meets all its power requirements by captive power, simply because captive power is cheaper than that supplied by the State, even if environmentally unfriendly. Salt comes from Gujarat, and fuel, mostly from Mumbai or direct from Middle East. Karwar has become an all-weather minor port, mainly to meet the demands of the Caustic Soda Factory and it’s economy has boomed.
The factory dumps its toxic waste just across the road and heaps of such toxic waste lie around like it were just sand. Given the fact that the area receives very heavy rainfall from the south west monsoon for over five months during the year when almost all outdoor activities come to a halt, the toxic waste just gets washed down the hills and the area has been receiving highly reactive and toxic chemical wastes from the caustic soda factory just across the road.  This illegal dumping has been going on for over 20 years already and the factory continues to dump such toxic and corrosive waste to the sea in an almost ingenious manner. There have been very high levels of mercury recorded in the Kali River near Karwar and the seabed is practically saturated with highly corrosive chemical wastes. According to Commander John Puther, a retired Navy Hydrographer, there have been various incidents of corrosion of naval equipment and oceanographic equipment in very short time periods in the region and yet the regulatory authorities fail to see the seriousness of the situation. A worker at the caustic soda plant even committed suicide due to his unbearable illness!
A naval base which is under construction in the region hires labour from outside the state, despite Karwar region suffering from very high unemployment.  The reason often cited for this is that the local people are very lethargic and have no interest to work. Unconfirmed sources say that almost every family has or had a case or two of paralysis or other forms of degenerative nervous disorders, which ultimately would result or had resulted in death. An unbearably slow one. Such debilitating health conditions indicate possibly the impact of mercury poisoning.  However, no regulatory authority has set foot to undertake a comprehensive study to establish beyond doubt that Ballarpur is not guilty of environmental crimes.

In the EIA conducted for the Project Seabird, Asia’s largest Naval base located at Karwar, and abutting the caustic soda factory, there is no consideration of the impacts of this industry.  Considering that its own officer has already recorded high degrees of corrosion in the waters around Karwar, much beyond the acceptable levels for sea water, it is worrying that even India’s Defense Ministry has failed to protect the nation from its worst enemy:  industrial crimes against environment and public heatlh.  Profits above security; or so it seems.

Illegal sand mining

Crores of rupees worth of sand is being looted in Kali Valley in the areas of Chandewadi and Ilavadabe forests, which surround the Pandari river, a tributary of Kali.  As per a recent Supreme court order, the law of Ministry of Environment  & Forests, and the Department of Mines & Geology (DMG), mining in forest areas is illegal.  Yet, sand mining is rampant in the Chandewadi and Ilavadabe forests.

 

In an area of about 1200 acres of forestland in the Ilavadabe forests, mechanized sand mining is being done for several years.  In this forest area, a minimum of 400 trucks haul sand every day. In the Chandewadi forest area, a few km away from the Supa dam, 22 machines operate round the clock and mine sand from the Pandari River. In the past 6 years since mining commenced here, the number of machines has increased from 3 to 22.  Every day, 100 trucks of sand are hauled out of this area.  In 2001-2002, it has been estimated that about 45,000 trucks of sand have been mined.   

 

While it is illegal to mine sand in forest areas, the DMG has nevertheless issued “temporary” licenses for sand mining, probably due to political influences.  However, even here, there appears to be rampant corruption – for the same survey area, multiple people have been issued licenses. In addition, there does not appear to be any correlation between the issued licenses and areas being mined. This illegal sand mining is leading to a loss of revenue to the tune of at least Rs. 10 crores.  It is reported that each truckload of sand fetches about Rs.4500 in the market. All this illegal mining is being ignored by DMG, Karwar, the Forest Department in Sirsi, the Revenue Department, as well as the Karnataka Power Corporation Limited.

 

Newspapers report that while there are over 400 people working here, none of them are local people – they all speak Marathi.  In addition, if anyone raises their voice against the illegal mining, there is a threat to their life. There appears to be a mining mafia in the area with political influence.  It has been reported that upto 2500 acres of forestland has been affected by the ongoing illegal sand mining.  Mining around dam areas is dangerous and poses threats of earthquake. According to newspaper reports, the width and depth of the Pandari River in certain areas has increased 3-4 times.  In addition, the forest area through which Pandari River flows is also being destroyed.

The Kaiga Nuclear power plant

The Kaiga Nuclear power plant was the first in the world to be set up in the heart of a Tropical Rain Forest despite severe protest from local people and criticized by environmentalists and academicians

Even the Supreme Court's finding that the location of Kaiga should be reconsidered was ignored on the grounds that too much money had already been spent on the project. Upstream of the Kali River, a number of major dams impound billions of tonnes of water. Kaiga and the upstream dams, are in an earthquake-prone area according to experts. Local activists alerted authorities that cracks in one of these dams, which would cause a nuclear disaster if ever breached. This was not accredited. 

A design fault in Unit 1 caused the containment dome to collapse shortly after construction was completed. Had this happened while the reactor was operating there would probably have been a meltdown. No evacuation plans exist in the event of an emergency. The nearest village is situated 3 km from the plant and is only accessible by ferry. The collapse of the containment dome of Unit-I of the Kaiga plant in 1994 was unmatched in the world’s Nuclear power history and the investigations were kept away from public scrutiny because of official secrecy and national security.
The People’s movement opposed this reactor for almost twelve years and many of the villages in the region  did not know anything about the dangers of living near a nuclear power plant. Almost a decade later today, the village on whose land the nuclear power plant had been built, lacks electricity or access to clean drinking water.  Land for the project was claimed with no compensation for the people already living in the area. No government health survey has been carried out to monitor the health of nearby people.

Bedthi-Varda Link, a module of the Interlinking of Rivers
River Bedthi is one of the rivers in Uttara Kannada with a length of 161 kms. Bedthi is formed by the confluence of two streams: Shyamala, which has its origin in Someshwara temple, South of Dharwad; and Bedthi stream originating in Hubli Taluk. After a fairly straight South-West course of about 32 kms, it unites with the South of Kalinadi. The united stream passes about 8 kms South-East to the border of Uttara Kannada.  The River Varda is a tributary of Tungabhadra river which later joins the east flowing Krishna. The proposed link between Bedthi and Varda envisages transfer of water from the west flowing Bedthi River to the Tungabhadra River. 

NWDA has proposed the diversion of the west flowing rivers to benefit the deficit/drought prone areas of Karnataka through the Bedthi-Varda and Netravati-Hemavati links. As per the pre-feasibility reports, the irrigation benefits to Karnataka from Bedthi-Varda and Netravati-Hemavati links are 60,000 Ha and 34,000 Ha respectively.  

The inter-linking of these rivers in Uttara Kannada will involve construction of canals cutting through hill ranges and valleys. In addition it would require construction of dams and power units to lift water. The possible ecological impacts would be: 

· Fragmentation of the natural ecosystems into small, unviable sizes, leading to serious loss of biodiversity.

· Displacement of people (particularly Adivasis) leading to social disruption.

· The project will lead to transfer of species highly adapted to one river basin, into another where they will come into conflict with other locally adapted species.  

· Disruption of wildlife corridor.

· Submergence of large areas of forest and other natural ecosystems.

· Damage to agricultural land as a result of waterlogging and subsequent salination.

· Possible damage to downstream farmers of the Bedthi River due to water downstream.
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