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POLLUTED GANGES

BENGAL GASPING FOR BREATH

TRAVELS DOWN THE RIVER

›

We have seen the Buriganga die
a silent death because of abuse
by people living on its banks. The
river Hooghly is showing the same
symptoms — pollution, dumping
of waste, sewage water draining
into the river, sand mining among
others. If it was the Buriganga
yesterday then it could be the
Hooghly tomorrow.

Khondaker Azharul Haq, former managing
director of the Dhaka Water Supply and
Sewerage Authority

THE EDGE
Experts attribute dumping of solid waste,
chemical fertilizer leftover, drainage of untreated and
sewage water into the river & sand mining for pollution
Joydeep Thakur
letters@hindustantimes.com
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iban Sarkar, who lives in
Gabarchar — a remote village
in Shantipur, Nadia district,
barely 100 km north of Kolkata
— used to feed a family of five
by fishing in the Hooghly and
selling the excess catch in the
local market.
A happy man, he even led
the fishermen community of
his village. But that was nearly 15 years
ago. Now in his early 70’s, Sarkar finds
it hard to catch even one kilo of fish
from the same river after a full day’s toil.
The family now finds it hard to make
both ends meet and his three sons have
migrated to cities in search of a good living instead of relying on the river which
once used to support them.
“The fish population has declined
drastically over the years. Earlier, we
used to get 10 - 15 kilos of fish on a good
day. But the catch has now dropped
abysmally. The village folks who still
go for fishing rue the fact that they can
hardly manage to get 2 – 3 kilos even on
a good day,” said Sarkar.
Experts say that the Hooghly River
– the lifeline of West Bengal - is dying a
gradual death. Years of abuse – in the
form of dumping of solid municipal
waste, drainage of sewage water directly into the river without any treatment,
mining of sand from the river bed,
siltation, choking of tributaries, brick
kilns digging out soil from the banks,
lifting of underground water, pesticide
and chemical fertilizer runoff from
farmlands along the banks of the river
and hydroelectric projects and dams on
the upper reaches of the Ganges - are
taking a heavy toll on the river.
“Even though, the industrial drainage has been somewhat controlled
because of strict monitoring over the
years, dumping of solid municipal
waste and the drainage of untreated
sewage water from the cities and towns
is polluting the river water heavily. In
West Bengal, there are around 54 outlets
that drain around 1780 million litres of
sewage water into the river every day,”
said Kalyan Rudra an eminent river
expert and presently the chairman of
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Sand mining from the river bed and
digging for brick kilns on the banks have
become rampant.
SUVOJIT BASU

the state pollution control board.
The result is disastrous. Water samples collected from the Hooghly from
the banks of the Kolkata Metropolitan
Area revealed that they contain some of
the highest concentrations of coliform
bacteria, including fecal coliform, which
usually comes from human wastes. A
100 ml of river water from KMA area
contains more than 1.64 lakhs of fecal
coliform bacteria much higher than the
limits. “While for drinking purposes
the fecal coliform count should be zero,
water is considered fit for bathing if
the fecal coliform count is around 500.
Even though we don’t drink river water
without treating it, the river water in
and around Kolkata has become unfit
for bathing,” said Arunabha Majumder,
former director of All India Institute of
Hygiene and Public Health.
Sources said that the sewage treatment plants, built in the mid 80s, are
not enough to treat the waste water that
drains into the Hooghly. One estimate
suggests that Kolkatans are polluting
the Hooghly double the amount they are
allowed to do. But this is just one part
of the story. As one moves up along the
Hooghly, boats standing in the middle
of the river with pipelines connecting
it to the banks could be seen almost
everywhere. “These boats belong to the
sand mafias. They dig out sand from the
river bed which supports the real estate
industry. But this is causing tremendous
harm to the river and the settlements
on the banks. Several houses on the
banks of Chandernagore Municipal
Corporation, including the Patal Bari,
which was frequented by Rabindranath

Tagore and the building the Indian Red
Cross Society, has subsided. Some have
even developed cracks,” said Biswajit
Mukherjee, former chief environment
law officer of the state pollution control
board from Chandernagore.
Locals alleged that the municipality
and the district administration have
failed to stop the sand mafias and instead
asked the residents to vacate some of the
buildings, which have developed cracks
on its pillars and clinging on to the banks
in precarious conditions. The problems of
pollution and sand mining along Hooghly
now has a new problem. Along with
the quality of water, the quantity of the
water is also going down. This year, it has
reached record levels. “Abysmally low-level of water in the Farakka Feeder Canal
had forced the National Thermal Power
Corporation to shut down five units of
its power plant at Farakka. This is the
first time in recent years when NTPC had
to switch off all the Stage I and II units
together for water scarcity,” said Rudra.
Vanishing and choking tributaries,
siltation of the river, dams and barrages
in the upper reaches of the Ganges and
the falling water table because of lifting
of underground water has resulted in this
condition. Water experts from Bangladesh
such as Khondaker Azharul Haq, former
managing director of the Dhaka Water
Supply and Sewerage Authority, who
recently took a trip up along the Hooghly,
were alarmed to see the Hooghly dying
a gradual death. “I was really shocked to
see the state of the Hooghly. It seems that
the Hooghly is going the same way as the
Buriganga in Dhaka. You must save the
river,” he added.
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LIFE(LINE) ON

The Hooghly
river is dying
gradualy due to
dumping of solid
municipal waste
and drainage of
sewage water
directly into the
river without any
treatment.
■
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138 drains

discharging
waste water into
the Ganges out of
which 54 are in
West Bengal
followed by 45
in UP. These 54
drains discharge
around 1779
million litres of
waste water
(municipal and
industrial) per
day in the river.

1,64,833

the count of fecal
coliform bacteria
per 100ml of
water collected
from the banks of
Hooghly. This is
the highest
among other
cities and towns
along the Ganges.
The total coliform
count is also
highest river
water samples
collected from
Kolkata –
2,47,176 per
100ml of water.

1313mn

litres is the total
amount of
municipal waste
water generated
in West Bengal
everyday which
is contributes
around 48.3%
of the total
pollution of the
Ganges. Out of
this only 549
million litres
is treated at
present.

`13467cr

required to treat
total municipal
waste water in
WB by installing
new sewage
treatment plants.
Another `100
crore needed to
repair and
renovate old and
existing ones.

A TALE OF TWO
RIVERS: HOOGHLY
AND BURIGANGA

›

Sand mining from the River
Hooghly’s bed is rampant in
Hooghly district. Anyone travelling
along the Hooghly can see boats
ﬁtted with pipelines mining sand
from the bed. We had alerted the
authorities including the police
of both Hooghly and North 24
Parganas (on the other side of the
river). But nothing could be done.
Ram Chakraborty, mayor of Chandernagore
Municipal Corporation

Khondaker Azharul Haq
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he Mughals made Dhaka their capital in the year
2016. The city was founded on the north bank of
the River Buriganga which was economically very
important to Dhaka. As the rivers were the main
routes of business and commerce, the Buriganga
connected other parts of Bangladesh, a largely riverine
country. The river was also the city’s main source of
drinking water supply. The first modern surface water
based drinking water supply was built in the year 1874
through a grant from Nobab Khawaja Abdul Ghani.
The event was so unique that the inauguration was
graced by the presence of the Viceroy of India and the
governor of Bengal.
The River Buriganga supported life and livelihood for
the large majority of population living in and around the
Dhaka city. But due to constant and continuous abuse by the
population over the last few centuries, the river is literally
‘dead; especially during the dry months of February to May.
It is evident that the Buriganga River did not commit
suicide. It was killed by the same people it had supported for
centuries. A post-mortem is also not needed to determine the
cause of its death! It was choked (through illegal encroachment, sand mining etc.), poisoned (industrial, commercial,
clinical, solid wastes, brick kiln etc.), turning off supply of
oxygen (dumping organic waste from food industries and
untreated domestic sewage) etc. Due to unavailability of
oxygen, aquatic plants and animals have become extinct.
The founding fathers of the city never thought, in their
wildest dreams that the population of the city will ‘kill’
this magnificent river that was so vital for the domestic,
economic and commercial life line of the city.
On top of that, wide spread illegal sand mining and
serious stability problems hastened the demise of the river.
To save the river, a number of initiatives were taken by
the environmentalists, civil societies, and the government.
But all these initiatives proved futile. A group of environmentalists went to the extent of forming a river patrolling
team to save the Buriganga and other rivers from extreme
pollution. However, none produced the desired outcome.
Once the supplier of all the water that the city needed
for survival, the Buriganga has nearly disappeared from
the map. Instead, we made it into a large carrier of solid
wastes sewerage and waste water. The river, where people once used to take bath, wash clothes and walk on its
banks in the morning and evening, now runs away from
it because of its ‘stinking filth’. The quality of water
has so deteriorated that a single drop touching the body
can give a lifetime of incurable skin diseases. The river,
once a heaven for children’s recreational water sports,
has become a daytime nightmare. The quality of raw
water has deteriorated to a level where the city’s water
utility is facing a near-impossible task of treating the
water to a potable standard.
Other rivers around and near the city are also in different
stages of ruin. If Shitalakhya is in ‘Coma’, Turag is on “life
support” and Balu is in the ‘ICU’. A “serial killer” is on the
prowl, killing one river after another. But this serial killer
is not a fugitive. It is visible; it acts openly and doesn’t fear
the law enforcement agencies. It acts in broad day light with
blatant belligerence. It does not take a genius to understand
that the “serial killer” is nothing but the population living
on the banks of the river, cities that have been built around
the rivers and the basins that these rivers have created as
‘safe havens’ for human beings to live and prosper. The
“serial killer” has now acquired a new dimension and has
become a ‘trans-boundary’ threat to rivers of West Bengal.
I had the opportunity to participate in a round table
organised by the ‘thirdpole.net’, to observe the status
of water quantity and quality on the lower ‘Ganga’ on
board ‘MV Paramhansa’ from June 16-18, 2016. As a part
of the programme, the participants travelled up-river
from Kolkata to the end of the tidal zone (Nadia district).
On the way, we stopped at different points including a
visit to the sewerage treatment plant at Chandernagore to
observe sources of pollution, level of pollution etc. From the
presentation at the round table and the subsequent ‘field’
observations, it was quite evident that the ‘lower Ganga’
is showing all the symptoms the Buriganga had shown
on its way to the death ‘row’. The Buriganga could not be
saved; but there is still a good chance to save the ‘Hooghly’.

›

The KMC has taken some
steps to bring down pollution
levels in the Hooghly after
festive seasons when idols are
immersed in the river. After
the immersion process, we
undertake a cleaning operation
and ﬁsh out bamboo structures
of the idols within 48 hours.

Debasis Kumar, Member-Mayor-in-Council of
Kolkata Municipal Corporation

›

If we track the Hooghly River

since 1777 and try to map the
path it had taken at different points
of time, we would see that it is
oscillating. It needs at least 10 km
of either side for this swing. We
must give the river its playground
when planning any kind of
infrastructure or development.

Kalyan Rudra, river expert (presently chairman
of the state pollution control board)

MAJOR SEWAGE CANALS
POLLUTING THE HOOGHLY
Circular Canal 320 million litres per day
Tolly Nullah 380 million litres per day
Dhankheti Khal 65 million litres per day
Khardah Municipal Drain 63 million
litres per day

Akhra Food Ghar (in Hooghly) 85 million

litres per day

Khal near Nimtala Burning Ghat

20 million litres per day

Khal near Mistry Ghat (in Barrackpore)

22 milllion litres per day

Khal near Hastings Ghat 42 million

litres per day

Nejarganj Khal 326 million litres per day

