Mockery of Environment Public Hearing of Polavaram Project in Andhra Pradesh
The Background 

Polavaram is a major project on the Godavari River named after the closest town in West Godavari district of Andhra Pradesh. It is estimated to cost some Rs 9,265 Crores ($2,131 million) but recently the Chief Minister put this as high as 20,000 Crores ($4,590 million). The Polavaram project, which is now proposed to be implemented with certain modifications, was conceived more than 50 years back. Its design is outdated and does not fully take into consideration the damage likely to be caused to the ecology, environment, wild life and human habitations and many changes that have taken place in the society over the years. 

The Project 

The central part of the Polavaram project is the barrage constructed straight across the Godavari River some 15 km north of Rajmundhry in East Godavari district. The barrage will be constructed at a level of 150 feet (47 meters) and raise the water along the river stretch upstream in Godavari and several of its tributaries. The submersion will stretch along the Sabari River, a tributary to Godavari, up to the borders of Orissa and Chhattisgarh. 

 
Canal System 

                 
The Right Main Canal will supply of 80 tmcft of water to Budameru in Vijayawada, which opens into Krishna river upstream of Prakasam barrage.[i] In this way the canal will connect the Godavari and Krishna rivers. The 174 km long canal will draw 80 tmcft (226 million m3) of water from the dam site and drop it in to the Krishna. Since the canal is a major one there has also been a proposal to make it navigable for freight boats.

 
The Left Main Canal is designed to provide water to 12 lakh acres in north coastal districts besides meeting the drinking water needs of urban and rural areas. It will connect with Yeleru Left Main canal to bring water for industrial (Vizag steel plant) and drinking water purposes. It will also supply north coastal districts of Visakhapatnam, Vizianagaram and Srikakulam with irrigation water   

Displacement of Tribals 

               

The project brings misery to more than 1.5 lakh people, by submerging and displacing 276 villages- predominantly tribal villages in an area of about one lakh acres including forest land. The proposed displacement of such huge population uprooting them from their traditional and natural habitats is likely to cause degeneration in their lives. They will be forced to become migrant labourers and urban slum dwellers to which they will not be able to adjust in their lifetime. The situation thus created is alienating the tribal people from the main stream and leading to many social and political conflicts.

                                                       
Conflicting Interests  
The people of the project area are divided into two violent groups, one for implementation of the project as it provides irrigation facilities and power supply for their development and the other affected people opposing the project, as they legitimately feel that they are being forced into inhuman conditions, depriving them of mother earth, their traditions & culture and peaceful way of life.

Environmental Clearance Process 

            
The EIA Notification S.O 60(E) dated 27-1-1994 issued by MoEF Government of India, incorporating various amendments issued as on date, stipulates that River Valley Projects including major Irrigation projects shall not be undertaken without obtaining Environmental Clearance of the Central Government in accordance with the procedure laid down. The idea behind the EIA concept is simple: “To consider environmental and human factors in the decision-making process for socio-economic development efforts”.

        

The major elements of the EIA process are to pay greater attention to the environment by carrying out a comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and to involve the people likely to be adversely affected by conducting Environmental Public Hearing (EPH), which is the only legal space available for the public to raise their concerns and opinions. In EPH there is no scope for arguments and debates and everyone’s opinion/concern/objection will have to be heard and recorded and included in the proceedings of EPH.

       

 As the Polavaram project was launched by the State Government even before obtaining environmental and other statutory clearances from the Government of India, Hon’ble AP High Court ordered Stay on the project. But the State Government interpreting that the stay pertains only to the Barrage component of the project, continues to go ahead with the works connected with left and right canals. 

                                                              

EIA Report 

            

The EIA process was introduced with the purpose of identifying and evaluating the potential impacts (beneficial and adverse) be it environmental, social, cultural, and aesthetic, of the project on the environment The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Report, Environment Management Plan, Risk Assessment Report and Disaster Management Plan, The number of villages and population to be displaced and Rehabilitation Master Plan, Compensatory Afforestation Plan, Details of Environmental Public Hearing etc are required to be submitted along with the Application Form for Environmental Clearance. 

 

                                              

The Polavaram Project EIA Report prepared in 1985 expected 150,697 people to be displaced from 226 villages. Since then the population has grown considerably and the tribal population has been known to grow more than the average. With an 8% growth rate per decade the population would now be as much as 175,000. But the data contained in executive summery of EIA report made available regarding number of villages and population to be displaced does not tally with 2001 censes figures and is far from ground realities. Therefore further investigations are needed to fully clarify the total extent of displaced people. As the present EIA Report does not appear to be comprehensive and contains inadequate or misleading data, the authenticity of the report is questionable and needs to be put to a thorough scrutiny. 

                          

Examination of Alternatives
 

The objective of EIA is to evaluate the beneficial and adverse effects of the project on the environment including socio-economic, cultural and aesthetic concerns. EIA also helps in examining alternatives to siting of projects, minimizing, mitigating or compensating for adverse impacts on the society, ecology and environment. But unfortunately, the same old project which was conceived 50 years back with outdated designs, concepts etc is being implemented with minor modifications, ignoring the aspirations and needs of the present-day society, technological innovations etc and even with out examining the possible alternatives to mitigate the adverse impacts. This is considered to be a serious lapse and needs to be examined before the project is even considered for environmental clearance.

 

Environmental Public Hearing (EPH) 
 

In the case of the Polavaram project, the people likely to be affected by the submersion, mostly tribal people, have not been informed any details of the project since the executive summery of the so called EIA report has not been made available to them in their local language. They are also not aware of the Rehabilitation packages being offered, and in short the State administration has totally failed, intentional or non-intentional, to make the affected people in remote villages understand the implications of the Polavaram Project since no EIA has been made available to them in their local languages The people are by and large kept in dark about the project. 

 

Mockery of EPHs held on 10 th October

 

But the State Administration had gone through the ritual of conducting EPHs simultaneously in Khammam, West Godavari, East Godavari, Visakhapatnam and Kistna districts on 10 th October 2005. From the reports appearing in the daily press on 11 th October, it is gathered that the public hearings had become farcical, as the proceedings were dominated by the followers of political leaders, hired goondas etc mobilized  in large numbers by the political leaders  from the areas not affected by the project, under the cover of police force , while the concerned officials have either become spectators or colluded with them.

                                                               
As a result lakhs of people of about 276 villages being submerged by the project and being rendered homeless and landless refugees, have been deprived of the only opportunity available to raise and voice their concerns, objections and opinions. They are doomed for their fate forever. The political leaders who have no place in EPHs seem to have dominated the entire proceedings of the EPHs, depriving the opportunity to the actual victims. The way the Polavaram Project EPHs were stage managed by the State Administration on 10 th October , is no different  from the EPHs  managed on a mass scale for the Bulk Dug Industries in and around Hyderabad a few months back. This proves the fact that the State Administration is no different from the Corporate Sector in managing and manipulating things against the larger interests of the public in general. Well done CEO of AP State.
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