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KEY TAKEAWAYS 
 

• As South Asian societies we are pretty rich in our interactions with nature. 

• Ganga is a living entity when we talk about the body of the river it means 

the entire basin and the entire catchment area. 

• Nature has provided enough ways and means for any river to recover. 

• Many other aspects like continuity of the river, flows in the river, 

obstructions for migration of the aquatic species movement and 

distribution of sediments need to be looked into and effectively tackled. 

Unfortunately many of these aspects are talked about but not touched upon. 

• Without the connectors and the wetlands the river cannot be deemed 

healthy 

• Communication is a very important aspect. The message has to go across 

to the masses through their elected representatives as to what needs to be 

done. 

• In the Ganga basin the headwater wetlands ooze water to form the base 

flow of the river. 

• The flood absorption happens in the Terai region which creates 

magnificent grassland thud creating a natural habitat for many animal 

species tiger being one 

• Downstream the wetlands dorm the alluvium which makes the region 

agriculturally fertile and also supporting fisheries etc 
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BACKGROUND 

 

The attempts to rejuvenate the river Ganga and restore it to its former glory have 

been going on for many decades. Amongst the more recent ones and on-going 

ones have been the Ganga Action Plan Phases I, II and III. The Phase III better 

known as Namami Gange is the most ambitious so far. With the project, now, 

having been extended till June 2022, offers a dual integrated approach with 

pollution abatement, rejuvenation and conservation of the ecosystem being as the 

areas of major concerns. The purpose of the programme is to deal with the 

existing issues in a holistic manner. Namami Gange works on a wide range of 

issues such as Industrial Effluent Monitoring, River Surface Cleaning, river front 

development, Afforestation and Bio Diversity Conservation. 

 

One of the most important aims of the River Rejuvenation Projects has been 

finding means to progressively increase the water flow in the main river body, so 

as to facilitate the dilution of pollutants. This would also mean a subsequent 

reduction in toxicity in the ground water and the surrounding soil. Revival of 

water quality and enrichment of the soil would provide for better life sustaining 

activities including encouraging tourism. This would also facilitate the revival of 

river ecology and help in turning it into an inland waterway. While ensuring a 

healthy habitat, the now endangered aquatic life can be protected. Some of the 

positive outcomes of the Namami Gange Programme have been: 

1. Infrastructure development like setting up Sewage Treatment Plants, 

development of river banks etc. 

2.  Decentralization of authority a bottom-up approach where the State 

governments and the Panchayat Raj Institutions (PRIs) are accorded a 

prominent role in the planning execution and monitoring of the projects 

both technically and financially 

3.  Mobilization of resources including encouragement of the Hybrid 

Annuity-PPP model for successful completion of the project 

4. Knowledge dissemination and awareness building through establishment 

of the Ganga Knowledge Centre (GKC) 

 

The positive outcomes have however been riddled with some hiccups and 

challenges. The two-part webinar series will seek to raise public awareness on the 

opportunities and challenges in this mission of national importance. It would seek 

to understand the challenges faced during the implementation and smooth 
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running of the programme as well as highlight narratives to encourage activities 

like sustainable agriculture, pisciculture, floriculture tourism, and the 

contribution of the inhabitants on the river banks in order to keep the river and 

the surrounding ecosystem vibrant. 
 

AGENDA 
 

3:00-3:05pm: Introduction and Opening Remarks 

3:05-3:10pm: Welcome address by Mr Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director 

Asian Confluence 

3:10-3:25pm: Speaker 1: Professor Vinod Tare: Founding Head Centre for Ganga 

River Basin Management and Studies, Professor Department of Civil 

Engineering IIT Kanpur 

3:25-3:40pm:  Speaker 2: Dr Ritesh Kumar: Director at Wetlands International, 

South Asia 

3:40-3:55 pm: Question and Answer/Discussion 

3:55-4:00pm: Closing remarks by Mr Sabyasachi Dutta 
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CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 
 

Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director, Asian Confluence 

• The session began with asking the question will the Ganga be Pristine 

Again?  

• For the layman the river and the wetland may not appear to be connected 

but it is really intricate. A few aspects of the river have been viewed.  

• What is the status of wetlands in all these issues.Though the wetlands are 

protected under the Ramsar Convention, rampant urbanization has resulted 

in a perilous existence for the wetlands. 

• While the usual discussions are rather technical and transactional this 

looked in the concept of bringing together of modern technology with 

ancient wisdom. 

• At the Asian Confluence a term for the Third Space has been introduced as 

a concept which is essentially a space for communication and ideation 

beyond the confines of a government driven approach or the business 

driven approach. 

Dr Vinod Tare, Professor of Environmental Engineering and Management, 

IIT Kanpur 

• Namami Gange has many rings, industrial effluent monitoring, river 

surface cleaning afforestation, bio-diversity conservation, and public 

awareness programs. 

• On the question that, ‘Will the Ganga be pristine again?’ The answer is no. 

The need is to modify the question to ‘Will the Ganga be healthy or 

alternatively Will it be living again?’ An alternate question can be posed: 

Is Ganga living? 

• If one asks whether the river is living then by and large it is still a living 

body. No doubt there are some parts of the river which are suffering. Yet 

Ganga is not healthy the way it’s expected to be. There are some portions 

of the river where there is no life. Essentially there are some portions that 

require substantial improvement.  

• Will the river be healthy again? One can look at this with an optimistic 

viewpoint or perspective. On the question of what can be done to make the 

Ganga healthy? If left to Ganga or any river body for that matter it can 

recover on its own. 
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• River suffers because of the interference by humans to satisfy their greed 

which makes a river unhealthy. We need to modify our own acts. When 

one says that Ganga is being cleaned it is an overstatement. 

• Defecation is a major issue. It is not only by humans or animals but also 

through industrial wastes and associated businesses. 

• It is essential to treat the pollutants in a manner that they are less toxic 

through the best means. It is then that the cleaning up act would proceed 

• Namami Gange focuses on the cleaning up acts of human beings not of the 

river per se. The cleaning effort cannot be a one-time venture but a 

continuous one. 

• While one talks about cleaning up act, pollution is just one aspect. Namami 

Gange has created enough awareness amongst the population thereby 

making them cognizant about the problems related to Ganga which has 

certainly been a good achievement. 

• There are numerous sources which is polluting the river and cannot be  

sorted out only through the Namami Gange program or sole efforts 

government. 

• Human beings are part of the river system and they can’t simply be washed 

away. Synchronising the lives of human beings with that of the living 

things of the river is a essential step which needs to be incorporated in the 

cleaning program. 

• To incorporate this, the concept of Arth Ganga as introduced by PM Modi 

is yet to be well understood. Basic understanding is that Arth Ganga means 

River Conservation Synchronized Development. 

• The need to develop effective implementation strategy lies in the question 

whether Arth Ganga can be used as a high speed vehicle to attain the 

designated goals. 

• River conservation and development instead of being considered two 

individuals entities should be considered as two sides of the same coin. 

• To achieve goals a more philosophical approach needs to be adopted. Use 

of new concept solutions and modern technologies should go hand in hand 

with traditional knowledge and wisdom 

• The Ganga River Basin Management Plan developed by the consortium of 

7 IIT’s was based on a concept that faith is an important component to steer 

this through. 
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• One can talk about water quality amongst various other parameters and 

confuse people using modern technological terms but it’s necessary to 

explain the important qualities of river water that should be respected. 

• Different rivers have different ecological settings and each needs to be 

treated in a different way. Ancient literature states that a total number of 

14 acts are prohibited while approaching the river Ganga, defecation being 

one of them.  

• It becomes necessary to consider learning from ancient scriptures and club 

them with modern day scientific technologies to make program like 

Namami Gange forward. 

• A manual titled River Restoration and Conservation, a concise manual and 

guide has been developed for the purpose of reference. 

• Ganga is a higher order river. Its origin is not restricted to Gangotri alone 

but also the various tributaries and streams that join on its journey 

• It is necessary to respect the lower rivers just as much as the Ganga itself. 

These smaller rivers or tributaries are all connected through wetlands and 

other water bodies. 

• It is necessary that over the monsoon period the rivers receive a huge influx 

of water over a short period. It is thus necessary to slow down the runoff 

through wetland system management 

• Communication is a very important aspect. The message has to go across 

to the masses through their elected representatives as to what needs to be 

done. 

• Need to use the faith of the population as a big communication tool. 

• Example of the Ganga descending on earth is a way to explain that the 

wetlands, forests etc act as barriers to slow down the initial impact which 

if not reduces would result in destruction of anything and everything that 

comes in the way. 

• It may be government’s mission to promote more usage of water than 

necessary for our day to day consumption. But then this results in more 

wastage and increased exploitation of natural resources 

• “Atma Nirbhar Bharat” is a program which is based on the “be vocal for 

local” concept 

• Every discipline is important and due respect should be given to each. It is 

important dissemination and effective implementation as one person 

cannot become an interdisciplinary entity 
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• It is thus necessary to come together in understanding and supporting each 

other rather than opposing for better and favourable outcomes. 

• Interests of various stakeholders need to be aligned for all round benefits 

to be realized. Nature respects and likes the natural boundaries that it has 

created. But humans go by administrative boundaries. These two need to 

be synchronized. 

• Greater planning and knowledge creation should be done while respecting 

the natural boundaries and take actions based on available administrative 

boundaries. 

• Administrative boundaries are for working convenience and should not be 

allowed to create hard barriers across borders. Knowledge sharing and data 

sharing is a must that should be done freely. Execution should be bottom 

up process while knowledge sharing should be a top down process. 

• Development and river conservation should be considered as two sides of 

the same coin. The outcomes of river water conservation and its ensuing 

benefits need to be considered. 

• Whether the focus is on inland water navigation , or energy, urban human 

settlement or agriculture-all of them are equally important. 

• Enough long term perspectives and precautionary principles applied should 

be in place. Work should begin on smaller rivers and water bodies, then 

the work on larger water bodies would follow automatically. 

Dr Ritesh Kumar, Director Wetlands International South Asia 

• Rivers and wetlands are not disjointed entities, instead they are expressions 

of water. While the rivers connect and flow it is the wetlands where the 

water flow slows down. 

• A quick assessment of the health of the wetlands shows that in the last three 

decades 30% of the wetlands have been lost due to floods. 

• The Ministry of Jal Shakti has given enough importance to the wetlands in 

the past few years. The maximum concentration of wetlands of 

international repute have been found in the Ganga Basin.In UP there are 

about seven identified ones while four are in the process of being notified. 

• Wetlands are generic, logical terms used often intermixed with the term 

water bodies and that is where the disjoint happens. But there are many 

miles to be covered as far as protection and restoration processes are 

concerned. 
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• The most pressing issue is to devise means to harness runoffs through 

different kinds of structures.  

• Whenever rainfall strikes the surface, it creates a wetland and runoff which 

will subsequently culminates in a wetland which forms the base flow of a 

river 

• The importance of ecosystems is missed out in this whole picture. The 

partitioning of water into clean water is where the different functions of the 

ecosystem lie. 

• The looking into and the understanding of the water cycle is very limited. 

The ecosystems are important components of the same. 

• Taking the example of the Hirakund dam on the river Mahanadi the 

sediment deposition is so high that the delta has started shrinking. 

• The ability of wetlands to regulate floods and droughts diminishes meaning 

that if wetlands are removed from the landscape that becomes more 

vulnerable to fluctuations of water. 

• Different wetlands perform different functions depending on their location. 

Any form of activities carried out on the river will have consequences on 

the surrounding wetland and vice versa. 

• With the increase in volume of water salinity goes down while the reverse 

happens when water levels fall for example the Chilka Lake in Odisha 

• When this happens it is a cue by the ecosystem that allows fish to migrate 

to low salinity habitat. There is a distinct lack of communication and 

subsequent understanding amongst professionals who have their own take 

on the context. 

• There should be relevant congruence in understanding different scales. 

Down further the basin acquires a different character. Ecosystem 

interactions need to be understood. 

• Different sciences communicate in different ways and each of them need 

to be understood intricately. Ecosystems should be recognized as a part of 

the solution and that the subsequent outcomes should be sustainable. 

• Jal Jeevan Mission has a component referred to as source system 

availability.This is an opportunity for the community to understand the 

conservation of our natural water ecosystem as sources. 

• Urban solutions of getting water from as far as possible and quickly as 

possible is a mind-set that needs to be set back. The water scarcity narrative 

is always shown as what is available per capita 



                                                               ASCON NADI REPORT 

www.asianconfluence.org 
11 

• In future the goals of food security and the goals of maintaining water 

levels for the ecosystems is going to be a big challenge. Trans-disciplinary 

approaches would provide some light at the end of the tunnel. 

• There are governance models for wetlands too. Within Asia and South Asia 

there’s a lot of potential to learn from community based management of 

ecosystems can be done. 

• On the economics of the projects, one needs to bundle the economies of 

nature with the more tangible economies of development. Till the two 

components are blended a comprehensive view of the projects cannot be 

taken. 

• In societies the values are expressed differently sometimes in terms of 

money. Culture, traditions and taboos and any cost benefit equation cannot 

capture that. 
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