The Aravalli water bodies: Stepchildren of development 

During the Supreme Court (SC) hearing on 18th of March, the court appointed Central Empowered Committee brought in notice of the apex court the condition of Badkhal lake. When counsel A D N Rao showed the satellite images of the lake to the justice Bench, then they were worried and commented that the lake bed is now suitable only for playing cricket. The SC has not given its final verdict on the future of mining of the lakes but the bench is no doubt worried about the status of degraded environment in the Aravalli hills and the neighbouring water bodies as a result of illegal and unplanned mining.

Bhupinder Singh Hooda, the Chief Minister of Haryana, announced on Friday, February 27, 2009, that reviving the lakes of Badkhal, Surajkund and Damdama before the Commonwealth games would be a top priority for the government. He added that his government was committed to stop illegal mining that would be harmful to the water bodies. Strangely, just three days later, the Haryana government was getting ready to auction mining leases for the Sirohi and Khori Jamalpur mines. The Haryana department of mines and geology, on February 17, 2009, issued an auction notice for these two mines for 2 more years to be held on March 3, 2009.  This is a slap in the face of the Supreme Court (SC), which had posted a hearing on mining and construction in the Aravallis for March 18, 2009 and asked for status quo to be maintained till the date of the hearing.

The issue of the impact of mining on the water resources of the Aravalli has been the subject of litigation for almost 25 years when environmental lawyer, M C Mehta first filed a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) against mining and stone crushing in the Aravallis citing the drying up of these water bodies in the area. In October 1996, the SC directed that “no construction of any type shall be permitted then onwards within 5 km radius of the Badkhal lake and Surajkund” lakes in Haryana. SC ordered the Haryana government to construct a 200 metre wide green belt along Surajkund and Badkhal. Further the SC stated that no mining lease should be renewed in the 2-5 km radius unless a no-objection certificate (NOC) is obtained from Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) and Haryana Pollution Control Board. 

However, mining is such as flourishing and lucrative economic activity that mining continues unabated with the blessings of the government. Chief Minister Hooda, even while reiterating his commitment to protect the fragile hills, adds a rider that the drying up of the lakes is not solely due to mining, thus providing the space for the government to continue with mining. Issues of ecology, water and forest resources take a backseat. The mining lobby argues that groundwater depletion is not because of mining but because of the large number of tube wells sunk by the Delhi government. 

The Surajkund and the Badkhal lakes, which were once tourist hot spots with a range of water sports facilities, are completely dry today. The Surajkund waterbody is an ancient man-made water body constructed by Tomar king Anang Pal in 1020 AD to impound rainwater from the Aravalli hills. The Badkhal Lake was formed by joining the base of two hillocks and constructing a bundh. It served to control flood water and soil erosion in the area also. These two lakes were largely fed by rainwater and needed the catchments to be maintained in order to retain good water levels throughout the year. According to a study by the Geological Survey of India, mining activities, over the years, have denuded the catchments areas, which led to soil erosion and increased runoff without recharging the groundwater. Mining also generated huge amounts of debris which block the flow of rainwater into the lakes. Rainwater also fills up exposed pits and the water is lost to evaporation. The Dumduma lake and Dhauj jheel are also extensively degraded. 

BOX: Impact of mining on the lakes: Evidence 

The impact of mining on the lakes and groundwater has been repeatedly brought out in unambiguous terms by several committees. 

· 2002: Ridge Management Board of the Delhi government in an intervening petition in the M C Mehta case once again asked for a ban on mining which was causing decline in groundwater levels. The Supreme Court gave a ban order on all mining activities along a 5 km stretch from the Delhi border, specifically banning pumping of groundwater.

· 2004: The Central Groundwater Board submitted a report to the Supreme Court stating that the drainage pattern of the area has been modified due to haphazard mining and dumping of waste material. 

· 2006: M C Mehta approached the Court once again stating the court orders are not being complied with. The Court-appointed fact-finding Committee showed the devastating impacts of mining on the ecology and water bodies. 

· 2008: The Chandigarh office of the Central Ground Water Board submitted a hydrological report before the Forest Bench of the Supreme Court saying that mining pits reached below the aquifer and there was massive evaporation of groundwater to the tune of 886, 891 cubic meter of groundwater each year. The report also added that there was pumping out of huge amounts of groundwater by the mining companies. 

Government efforts to spruce up the lakes 

Both the Delhi as well as the Haryana government are keen to revive the lakes as part of the face-lift exercises for the 2010 Commonwealth Games. There is also talk about holding the water sports competition in the Badkhal lake. The Haryana Urban Development Authority (HUDA) has been given the responsibility of getting the lake ready for the Games. The HUDA has come up with a brilliant plan of filling up the lake with wastewater from the power plant of the National Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC) at NIT, Faridabad.  Flyash will be an important constituent of the effluent and the planners envisage that the flyash will settle to the bottom of the lake. According to Prof. P S Datta, Project Director, Nuclear Research Laboratory, Indian Agricultural Research Institute, Delhi, and a leading expert of groundwater quality, says that water contaminated with flyash will contain high levels of nitrate and heavy metals. Therefore, a system to remove the flyash from the wastewater has to be incorporated, which will be a costly affair. Water with high nitrate levels will aid in the breeding of dengue-causing mosquitoes. 

The government’s policy is distributing the duties to the department is really surprising. The irrigation department is given the responsibility to fill up the dying Haryana lakes, when the state of the lakes is blow to the tourism. The department of tourism should be given the responsibility of marinating and bringing back lives to the lakes. The ministry in such condition would do the job efficiently. Dr. B.R. Mani, Joint Director General of Archeological Survey of India, blames the State Government for destruction of the catchment area of Surajkund. He said, “The lake is under their department but not the catchment area. The State Government should take the proper care so that the inlet of water into the lake is not disturbed.”
Box:
Mining is killing the lakes
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Kiran Choudhry, the minister of Haryana for Tourism, Forests and Environment spoke on the dying Surajkund and Badkhal lakes.
On mining: I completely believe that mining in the Aravallis are killing these water bodies. The mining has left mining pits and as a result the rainwater fills up the pits and not the lakes. I have been always vocal about illegal mining and I am looking forward for the coming SC judgement on this issue. Then as Environment and Forest Minister I will also take all possible measures to stop illegal mining in the area.
On Surajkund: This is under the Archeological Survey of India. I have given the file to the Union Minister Ms. Ambika Soni. The central minister plans to rejuvenate the kund by drilling activities. 

On Badkhal and other dying lakes: The Tourism ministry is only taking care of the commercial complexes near the lakes and not on the state of the lakes. The tourism will certainly be hampered by the condition of the lakes. The state of the lakes is such that it is very difficult to bring back water in the lakes. The irrigation department is responsible for refilling the lake. 
