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Policy move on UP groundwater

Civil Society News

New Delhi

Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state, is blessed with rivers. But what’s the use? Each and every river and canal is filled with poisonous muck which seeps into groundwater. The Janhit Foundation in Meerut has carried out several studies which show that Uttar Pradesh’s groundwater is loaded with dangerous carcinogenic chemicals. Towns and villages are becoming in famous for particular chemicals. 

Ballia is now recognised by its arsenic. Sonbhadra, Mau and Unnao are known for fluoride. Kanpur has its chromium, thanks to the tanneries. And Aligarh is now a famous spot for heavy metals. This dirty water is killing people. Janhit’s studies on groundwater contamination and its impact on the human lives show the damaging effect dangerous chemicals have on the physical, neurological and mental health of people.

Janhit, which has been campaigning for a clean-up, convened a national seminar on groundwater pollution in Allahabad on February 9. The NGO is keen to put up a policy to the UP government which would curb groundwater contamination. Janhit was encouraged by the UP government’s response to its proposal. Anil Rana, Janhit’s director, had met the Cabinet Secretary and Principal Secretaries who appeared keen to support the initiative. There were brainstorming sessions with technical experts from the Central Ground Water Board (CGWB), Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), India Water Partnership, Industrial Toxicological Research Centre (Lucknow) and other NGOS, universities and policy analysts. Anil Rana spoke to Civil Society. 

You have raised the issue of groundwater contamination with the Uttar Pradesh government. What is its response? 

The issue of groundwater contamination is becoming serious and alarming at a rapid pace. Since people are dying and suffering from serious ailments like cancer, neurological disorders, gastrointestinal disorders and skin ailments and there is a threat to the ecology of the biggest state of the country. Hence, Janhit Foundation contacted the government of UP. During meetingswith the Cabinet Secretary and a few Principal Secretaries of the UP government, I found that they are totally convinced about the deteriorating situation.The UP government has extended its full cooperation. 

What were the conclusions of the seminar you convened in Allahabad? 

The Allahabad seminar was a two-day affair on ‘Groundwater Contamination in UP: Issues and Challenges’. Experts, scientists, civilsociety organisations and lawyers numbering 200 attended this seminar. The main conclusion was that there was a unanimous consensus on a people friendly groundwater policy for UP. It was stressed that we need to go to various parts of UP, have a dialogue with the community and other stakeholders and that then only the process of making a policy draft should begin. 

What is the extent/status of groundwater contamination in UP?

Groundwater contamination has hit people. Take Balia where people are dying and suffering because of the presence of arsenic in the groundwater. A recent study conducted by a Jamia Milia scholar has confirmed the presence of a few heavy metals in the groundwater of Aligarh. Fluoride is rampant in Mau, Sonebhadra and Unnao districts. Janhit Foundation through its research studies confirmed the presence of POPs in the groundwater of western UP. The State Pollution Control Board does little to stop industries releasing untreated waste water.

Will you be preparing a state policy on groundwater pollution with the UP government? 

Yes, Janhit Foundation will be preparing a people friendly groundwater policy draft for UP. We will consult legal experts and environmentalists who have been a part of the team which has prepared groundwater legislation for other states. We will also consult the community. This draft will be submitted to the government of UP which has promised to go through it and take it as a base to formulate policy. 

Whom do you consider to be the mainculprits for the state of groundwater pollution in UP?

See, there is no one particular culprit for this worsening situation. The State Pollution Control Board is not carrying forward its responsibilities thus, giving space to the polluters. The industries just focus on minting money, leaving aside the sensitive issue of groundwater contamination. Farmers also contaminate groundwater by using chemicals and pesticides.

