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17 The Political Ecology of Water Supply in
Chennai, South India

E. Weber

INTRODUCTION

By 2005, most of the people living on Earth will be living in cities.
Even today the water supply in many urban agglomerations is a
problem that is hard to solve. Not only conflicts among different
users of the water available are arising, but also conflicts among
urban and rural areas, and between different regions, which are
competing for the same water.

‘Many Wars of this century has been fought for oil, but those of
the coming century will be fought for water’. This pessimistic assess-
ment of the vice-president of the World Bank, Dr. Ismail Serageldin
(Frontline, 7 May 1999), shows the socially and politically explosive
effects of water distribution and the conflicts attached to it.

In the past great efforts have been made to increase water supply.
Dams have been constructed to expand irrigation areas, to tame
rivers, to reduce flood damage, and to gain energy. Such projects
however seem to be more and more difficult to realize (Perry et al.,
1997). The most favourable sites have already been used, the
ecological consequences have often proved negative (Goldsmith/
Hildyard, 1986; Singh, 1997) and in many countries social and
political tensions have been the result of such mega projects
(Baviskar, 1999; Dixon et al., 1989; Methfessel, 1988; Thukral (ed.),
l992). Economically many of the realized constructions could not
yield the expected (and often promised) results (Gulati, et al. 1994;
Paranjpye, 1990).

Today, in many countries, big dams are no longer accepted
ecologically, economically, politically and socially. Thus it is nec-
essary to search for alternatives. Instead of increasing supply more
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emphasis is given to deflate consumption per unit and by this
enhance the efficiency of many systems (‘demand-orientated
approach’) (Frey, 1993; Frederick, 1993). Taking the example of irri-
gation it seems that an improvement in technology and management
can often help to reduce water consumption.

In urban areas, however, the matter is more delicate. Here
consumption levels are often below the recommended norms; i.e.
to normalise consumption increased water supply is needed, even
if one considers that leakages due to ailing distribution systems
can help to increase the efficiency of water supply.

Connected to the question of whether water should have a
price that reflects its scarcity, often the question raised is whether
the poor should also be made to pay for their water needs and if
water supply systems should be subsidised by governments. A
number of empirical studies, however, show that in general the
poor are paying for their water needs and, what is even more
striking, they frequently pay considerably more than the rich do
(UNDP-World Bank, 1999: 2; DFID, 1997). Therefore, it would be
more suitable to ask, what is the mechanism for poor people
often spending a bigger part of their expenses on water. How can
systems be formulated that are cost-efficient on the one side,
ensure basic human needs and protect fundamental human rights
at the same time.

As water in many parts of the world becomes scarce it is
already today the source of various conflicts. It is very likely that
these conflicts will intensify in future (Allan, 1999; Lowi, 1996;
Samson/Charrier, 1997; Starr, 1991). Industry, agriculture, and
citizens are competing for the resource that is so desperately
needed for further development. National or local tensions over
the distribution of water can quickly escalate into discord between
groups dependent on a shared resource (Raskin et al., 1996).

Madras, or Chennai as it is called today, gives a good example
of what is going on in many Third World cities. The public
authorities are seldom able to bear the high capital and main-
tenance costs of effective water supply systems and they are
seldom able to supply safe water to informal settlements which
are housing a bigger portion of the population. The water needs
of such big agglomerations often make it necessary that other
administrative levels are involved than the municipalities. Water
has to be brought from big distances, from rivers or lakes where
decision making powers are with other local bodies, or as it will
be seen in the case study, even with other states and the central
government.
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WATER IN INDIA – SOME TRENDS

The most significant environmental problem in South Asia is
inadequate water supply. Although many large rivers of the world are
flowing in South India and the region also receives high precipitation,
conflicts over the distribution of water resources play an important role
between countries of the region as well as within countries. In India
about 85 per cent of the urban population had access to clean drinking
water in 1993 as compared to 69 per cent in 1985, but for rural popu-
lation the figures fell from 82 per cent to 78.4 per cent. In 1985, there
were 750 ‘no-source villages’, i.e. no safe water sources within 1.6 km
to the settlement. Despite the spread of water projects, a Planning
Commission study reveals that the number of no-source villages has
heavily increased to 65,000, primarily because of contamination,
sources drying up and system breakdowns (India Today, 22 June 1998).

These figures, however, say little about the quantities of water
that people both in urban and rural areas are really using and they
hide the fact that getting water in many cases means much more
than just opening a tap and receiving clean potable water from it.
Quite often, long walks for women, heavily loaded with water
buckets, long waiting hours in the middle of the night for water
lorries to come, would describe the situation better than just a
couple of statistics about availability and access.

India receives 4000 cubic kilometres of water every year through
precipitation. Depending on the region most of the annual rainfall is
highly concentrated in the rainy season. Rain also falls very unevenly
(from less than 100 millimetres a year in western Rajasthan to more
than 9000 millimetres in Meghalaya). Therefore, the availability of
water varies enormously in different river basins and it varies over
time. Drought is a frequent phenomenon in many places of India. On
average, the availability of renewable freshwater resources per capita
in India has fallen from 6000 cubic metres in 1947 to about 2300 cubic
metres in 1997. By the year 2025, it is expected that the per capita
availability of water will be at around 1389 cubic meters (Reidhead et
al. 1996: 12). About 60 per cent of the country’s utilizable water
resources of about 1100 cubic kilometres are taken from surface
sources like rivers, tanks and lakes and the remaining 40 per cent are
taken from the groundwater (TERI 1999). Especially the western and
southern regions of India like West Rajasthan, and many places in
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu are facing severe water problems.

Of the utilised water, the agricultural sector consumes 85 per
cent. Demand for water from agriculture is expected to double
between 1990 and 2025. In addition, the requirements for industrial
use are expected to increase even more than that. Provided that
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rapid economic growth in India continues, this demand is projected
to rise 3 fold by 2025 (Reidhead et al., 1996).

Not everywhere in India is water scare but the problems are growing
and spreading to regions that were known as water safe only some
decades ago. Take for example groundwater: there are clear indications
that its overuse is spreading. At present, about 30 per cent of the annual
sustainable potential is utilised. However, in Punjab 52 per cent of the
groundwater blocks are overexploited, 42 per cent in Haryana, 19 per
cent in Rajasthan, and 14 per cent in Tamil Nadu. (TERI, 1999).

Table 17.1. Change in number of tube wells in India (1947–1997)

Year Dug Wells Tube Wells
(millions) Shallow Deep

(thousands) (thousands)

1947 3.5 1 1.7
1950 3.9 3 2.4
1968 6.1 360 14.6 
1973 6.9 1.000 22.0 
1978 7.7 1.960 32.6 
1984 8.7 3.360 46.2 
1993 10.2 5.040 69.4 
1997 10.9 6.000 83.2 

Source: TERI 1999: 12 

The falling water tables in rural areas are closely connected to the
‘Green Revolution’, which favoured the construction of privately
owned tube wells (Table 17.1). Well irrigation gives the farmers a
greater flexibility and a better control over irrigation water. While
canal and tank irrigation, which was practised in India for many
centuries, depend to a great extent on rainfall patterns, ground-
water-fed wells allow the farmers to irrigate whenever it is
necessary. As a result traditional irrigation systems which quite often
were more adapted to local environmental conditions are neglected
and their importance for the net irrigated area is decreasing.

Groundwater is also overexploited in and around many major
cities. In Ahmedabad, for instance, the water table is estimated to
have fallen between 200 and 250 centimetres annually during the
1980s. In many villages south to Chennai, seawater intrusion has
become a major problem.

Urban growth patterns in India are similar to those in other
developing countries. City dwellers will soon comprise one third of
the population, as opposed to only 10 per cent at Independence.
Officially, close to 85 per cent of urban Indians have water supplies;
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this does not mean that the water supplied is normally continuous
or of acceptable quality. Of the 3,600 cities in the country, only 200
have any sewerage system at all. Almost one third of urban residents
do not even have toilets or latrines (Indian Business News Archives
March 6, 1999). The Ministry of Environment confesses that the
sewers are connected to no more than 30 per cent of homes and
that only 30 to 40 municipal wastewater treatment plants exist in the
entire country (BCWWA, 1998). Mainly through sewage and the
discharge of industrial waste, many river basins in India (or parts of
it) are heavily polluted. As a result, safe water for drinking and other
purposes is decreasing. Since India achieved her independence in
1947 sewage from cities increased from an estimated 5 billion litres
a day to around 30 billion litres a day in 1997. Facilities to treat
sewage are few, only 10 per cent of the sewage is treated, and often
the treatment is not very effective.

It is estimated that $65 billion in investment in the sector will be
required in the next ten years, ten times more than the government
expects to spend (Indian Business News Archives 6 March 1999).

THE WATER CRISIS IN CHENNAI OF 1993

Chennai is situated in Tamil Nadu, the most southern state of India.
The state contains about 9 per cent of India’s population, but only
4 per cent of the land area and less than 2 per cent of the nation’s
water resources. The availability of water is highly variable in time
and space, particularly on account of a substantial dependence on
the north-east monsoon, which is highly erratic.

Tamil Nadu with a rate of urbanisation of 35 per cent is the third
most urbanised state in India after Maharashtra and Gujarat.
Industrial growth in urban centres has occurred at a rather high rate
compared to India’s average.

Chennai, the largest city of South India has a population of about 4
million. Its urban agglomeration has almost 6 million persons. Although
the annual average rainfall of about 1200 millimetres is fairly high, it is
very unequally distributed over the year and therefore in summer
periods water scarcity occurs frequently. During normal years, the per
capita supply is about 78 litres a day. But in scarcity periods, supply is
often restricted to alternate days. Households at the tail end of the
distribution system often do not receive any pipe water at all. These
households and the people living in slums, which are not connected to
the distribution system, are provided water through tankers run by the
Chennai Metropolitan Water and Sewerage Board (Metrowater).
According to a study undertaken in 1993 by the Centre for Environment
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Planning and Technology, Ahmedabad, the average gross availability
of water in Chennai is 69 litres per person per day, while it was 8 litres
of water per person per day in slum areas (Frontline, 6 June 2001). The
present water storage facilities close to the town are able to provide
about 290–350 million litres of water daily (mld). Another 100 million
litres a day might be taken from the groundwater aquifers, so – at least
in good years – daily water supply can be around 450 million litres
(NEERI, 1994). However, the present water requirement of Chennai city
and the Metropolitan Area is estimated at 1750 mld (Tata Consulting
Engineers, 1994). In years of scarcity the picture is even worse. In the
year 2001 for example the corresponding figures were: Metrowater was
able to supply only 250 mld as the water reservoirs were nearly empty
early in the year. Nearly half of this (100 mld) came from the wells
operated by Metrowater. The water was distributed by more than 350
lorries that made more than 2,000 trips every day. In addition to this,
Southern Railways ran ‘special trains’ that daily brought 100,000 litres
of water to the town (Frontline, 13 June 2001).

The situation in summer 2001 was very familiar to the citizens of
Chennai. Almost every year by the end of July or early August water is
becoming scarce for the more than 5 million people living in Greater
Chennai. The first signs of the drought become visible when in most of
the parts of the town water is available only for a few hours daily. This
period gets shorter from week to week and the water dropping from
the taps a trickle of darkwater. Sooner or later the last drop will come.
Depending how far the house is away from the next pumping station
this will happen a bit earlier or a bit later, but it will happen for sure.

Metrowater is no longer able to continuously provide water to
the houses. In early October there is water only once in a week for
a few hours. Worst affected, however, are those whose houses are
not connected to the water supply network of Metrowater at all.

The slum dwellers always have problems to receiving enough
clean water, not only during the drought; throughout the year, they
have to organise their water needs and usually the women are
responsible for making sure that there is enough water for drinking,
washing, cooking and so forth.

During the dry season, they spend hours satisfying the water
needs of their households. Already in the middle of the night they
queue up in long lines to wait for the water lorries of Metrowater
and, if they are lucky they manage to receive a bucket of ten litres
to carry home. The water lorries do not always show up. The
smuggling of water has become a serious problem in Chennai. The
water lorries, which should deliver water free of cost to the slums
areas, can be traced to the settlements of middle-income groups
where water is sold for something like 400–450 Rs per 12,000 litres.
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CHRONOLOGY OF A WATER CRISIS

In 1993, the situation was particularly difficult: rainfall during the
north-east monsoon from October 1992 to January 1993 was much
below average. By the beginning of the year the water reservoirs at
the outskirts of the city held about 26 billion cubic meters of water.
At the same time one year before, they were holding 131 billion
cubic meters, just enough to bridge the long time before the onset
of the monsoon in October. In 1993 it was evident that the water
storage would be finished by the end of March and the government
of Tamil Nadu had to prepare for seven long months without proper
water supply in its capital. Almost in an act of despair it tried to trace
all possible and impossible sources of water. Academics were
discussing if the desalination of sea water could help to remedy the
situation, but it soon became clear that it was far too late to start
constructing desalination plants for such a huge population.

From January 1993, tap water was supplied only every alternate
day. At the same time Metrowater increased the number of lorries
bringing water from the outskirts of Chennai from 150 to 400.
However, simple mathematics made it clear that even this was far
from adequate. In order to supply 250 million litres of water to
Chennai each of the water lorries being able to carry 12.000 litres,
would have to bring more than 50 loads of water to Chennai every
day. So the government tightened its water supply policy. First of all,
the supply was reduced even more: from 1st of April water was only
supplied every third day for a number of hours. This would reduce
the daily water consumption to 136 million litres. Many houses
received the water only in the middle of the night, so the people
had to re-organise their lives entirely. They had to get up at 2 a.m.,
wait for the water dropping from the tap, and fill as many buckets
as possible in the short period they could get water.

In addition to the water lorries, the government started to bring
water by rail. On April 14th the first train with 30 coaches carrying
900,000 litres of water reached Chennai. The water was brought from
Neyveli, 300 km south of Chennai (see Map 17.1). In the coming
months every day 3.2 million litres of water reached Chennai by this
way – a tremendous task in organization and logistics, but not enough
to even ease the situation slightly. Another 7 million litres of water from
the Palar River south of Chennai was pumped to the town. A stay order
against the usage of the Palar water for Madras by the administration of
the small town of Alandur, which depends heavily depend on the water
of the Palar river, was defeated by the High Court of Chennai. It was
argued that due to the severe situation in Chennai the people of
Alandur had to be willing to restrict their water needs drastically.
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In spite of all these efforts the situation worsened almost daily.
Two of the three water reservoirs had fallen dry in the meanwhile
and, in the newspapers, the letters to the editor increased,
complaining about the unbearable situation. There were citizens
who didn’t receive a single drop of water from their taps for more
than three months. Already, by the end of March 1993, there were
the first outbreaks of resistance. Angry people blocked roads in
order to divert water lorries to their area. At the beginning of May,
police personnel were stationed at all pumping stations. Newspaper
reports about water lorries ‘being robbed’ became more frequent.
Now policemen guarded many of these lorries, especially those
which were expected to deliver water to sensitive areas.

By the middle of May some hope arrived. About 60 kms south of
Chennai the construction of a new borewell was completed. Now
another 5 million litres of water could be brought to Chennai by
lorries, water supply from the Palar River could be increased to 23
million litres a day.

In Chennai itself the drought was visible almost everywhere. In
the restaurants buckets with water were placed at the washbasins.
At Marina Beach, Chennai’s longest beach on the Bay of Bengal,
people dug deep holes into the sand to reach the groundwater. The
brownish, brackish fluid was sold for 10 Paisa a glass.

A look at pure figures speaks volumes: In May 1993 Metrowater
distributed 70 litres of water per head of the population – every third
day. So every day, on average, each person’s entitlement was 23
litres. That is not much, if one considers that the government of India
suggests that every person should receive at least 200 litres of water
daily. It is also not much, if one considers that the supply of water
was shared very unequally among the people of Chennai. The
distribution network of Metrowater by far does not reach every
household. Those who were not connected to receive tap water had
to be supplied by the water tankers of Metrowater and private
companies. Every day there were about 1,500 loads of water brought
to the city, 350 of them directed to the houses of ministers, high level
officials of the bureaucracy, people with good connections and a
high demand in water. The same can be said for international hotels
and organizations. The dense, dark green lawn in front of many
embassies didn’t give the impression that the city was suffering from
a severe water crisis. All these people or institutions had enough
money to pay for the water. For a number of years, hundreds of
private companies were supplying water in their lorries that were
brought from the coastal villages south of Chennai. The trading in
water became a very lucrative business. Already in 1989 250 water
lorries brought about 15 million litres water daily from Pallavakkam,
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20 km south of Chennai to the city. Depending on the location within
Chennai, one load of 12.000 litres of water cost between 200 and 400
Rs. A lot of money, if one considers that most of the households have
an income of less than 1000 Rs a month.

This trade had a severe impact on the people living in the coastal
villages. In 1985 the groundwater level in Pallavakkam was at about
3 m. Within only a few years it sank by more than 15 m. Most of the
handpumps of the local population were not deep enough to reach
the groundwater and so they fell dry. The richer households started
to install diesel or electric pumps, which worsened the situation for
all the others. The majority however started to buy the water that
was pumped only a few meters away from their houses. Seawater
intrusion is another problem in the area. In August 1989, the local
administration of Palavakkam banned groundwater exploitation
within the village’s territory. From one day to the other all the power
pumps were removed and installed in the southern neighbouring
villages. Today, water is pumped at Muttukaddu 30 kms south of
Palavakkam, but there are already signs that also here the
groundwater exploitation cannot be continued for much longer. A
warning issued by the Central Groundwater Board (CGWB) states
that in the middle of the 1990s, 80 per cent of the groundwater
resources in coastal areas were exploited and that seawater intrusion
had already happened in a number of villages.

This was the situation in 1993, but almost 10 years ;ater the
situation has not changed at all. In 2001 Chennai again is suffering
from enormous water problems. The symptoms and the reactions of
the authorities are similar to those in 1993 and many other years.
However, year by year the situation seems to be a bit harder. 1983
was the first year when Metrowater was not able to provide a daily
supply of tap water, but had to switch to supply water only on
alternate days. The same happened again from February 1987 until
September 1990 (The Hindu, 9 January 1993). However, in 1993 –
for the first time – water could be supplied only every third day and
again, in 2001, strict rationing of water prevailed as the water storage
position was the lowest recorded in the last 25 years. The reservoirs
which can store 11,057 million cubic feet of water, were just holding
1,450 million cubic feet by the end of the rainy season (India Today,
16 December 2000). The groundwater aquifers didn’t have enough
time to recharge. The groundwater extraction thus is reaching its
limit. According to the Central Groundwater Board, 80 per cent of
Chennai’s groundwater has been depleted (Frontline, 13 June 2001).
The costs of the drought for private households are also increasing
from year to year. In 2001, a tanker-load of 12,000 litres of water was
sold at 750 Rs, more than double the cost in 1993. In September

396 A History of Water

2801 History of Water Vol1  2/11/05  12:27 pm  Page 396



2001, as the people of Chennai were desperately waiting for the rain
the city required 250 million litres of water every day. But the actual
supply was only 120 mld for private consumption and 20 mld for
the industries. The shortage of 110 mld could not be met through
supply from Neyveli and other places. According to Metrowater
officials, 500 lorries were bringing water from Neyveli to the city. In
the last week of August 2001 alone, there were 340 road rokos
[blockades] in north Chennai demanding adequate water supply
(Yahoo India News, 7 September 2001).

The water distributed by Metrowater though pipes is much
cheaper than private water. Those who consume less than 10,000
litres a month have to pay 2.50 Rs/1,000 litres. Even bigger con-
sumers, i.e. those with a consumption of more than 25,000 litres
monthly receive the water rather cheaply: they are charged at 25
Rs/1000 litres, about a quarter the cost of private water. It is
surprising, but the most expensive water source the author came
across in 1993 was the water sold to the slum dwellers, and, it was
water of inferior quality. For example, on Marina Beach, holes were
dug in the sand and the brackish water extracted was sold at a price
of 0.5 Rs a litre or 500 Rs for every 1,000 litres. Water delivered by
Metrowater to the slums free of cost had its own price. Many lorry
drivers charged about 80 Rs a load just to turn up and fill the water
in the steel tanks provided by Metrowater. The distribution of the
water was done by local committees, which charged 1 Rs for every
10 litres, still considerably more than a middle income household
receiving tap water is asked to pay.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF WATER SUPPLY

The causes for water scarcity in Chennai are only partly of a natural
background. Rainfall in Chennai is concentrated during the north-east
monsoon from October to January. During this period the capital of
Tamil Nadu usually receives nearly 80 per cent of its annual rain
(Drought Network News, October 1998). The variability is rather high
and the storage capacity limited. The annual average rainfall in the
catchment areas of the lakes that store Chennai’s water is about 1,300
mm. Years with very high rainfall do not help very much as most of
the water flows into the Bay of Bengal, whereas in deficit years not
enough water can be stored to bridge the long dry months following
the rainy season. In order to have sufficient water for the entire
population it is therefore not enough that the north-east monsoon
brings plentiful rain. It requires an additional infrastructure, to help to
store the water and distribute it to the people.
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The first water supply system in Chennai was introduced in 1782.
At that time the administration bought ten borewells that were located
inside the walls of Fort St. George, the British administrative centre of
South India. Ninety years later, in 1872, the construction of a
distribution system was started, on which the present system still
relies. Of course new pipes were added later, new areas connected to
the system and improvements done here and there, but this was by
no means enough to keep pace with the growth of Chennai. The most
important elements of this system are the Kortalayar River with the
Cholavaram and Red Hills Reservoir, the Poondi Reservoir (completed
in the 1940s) and the Chembarambakkam Reservoir (see Map 17.1).
From the Red Hills Reservoir the water is brought to Chennai in a
canal and distributed within the Metropolitan Area though iron pipes.
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The four reservoirs are the major sources of Chennai’s water
supply. They have a combined capacity of about 310 million m3 of
water (see Table 17.2). When the Poondi-Reservoir was completed in
the middle of the 1940s Chennai had a population of about 975,000
people. Sixty years later, almost 6 million people live in the
Metropolitan Area. The present water storage and distribution system
is old and unreliable. Studies carried out by Metrowater between 1989
and 1995 revealed that 44 per cent of the house service connections
were leaking and 65 per cent of the communication pipes were in
such a bad condition that they urgently have to be replaced.

Table 17.2. Chennai City Water Supply: Resources

Surface Water (capacity in million cubic feet)

Poondi Lake 3231
Cholavaram Lake 881
Red Hills Lake 3300
Chembarabakkam Lake 3645
Total 11057

Groundwater (in million litres per day [mld])

Poondi 18
Tamaraipakkam 44
Flood Plains 3
Kannigaipair 5
Pachety 17
Minjur 13
Total 100

Southern Coastal Aquifer (private extraction, in million litres per day [mld])

Total 100

Source: Metrowater: http://www.chennaimetrowater.com/sourcedet.htm 

The growth of Chennai makes it impossible to find solutions
nearby. Irrigation tanks and lakes close to the town, which could
have been changed into reservoirs a few decades ago, have been
lost forever as they were absorbed by Chennai’s expanding suburbs.

What to Do?
There have been plenty of ideas how to solve the problem. In the
past, many large-scale solutions were started, but even today future
prospects are not very promising. In the 1970s, the construction of a
pipeline was started, which should connect Chennai with the
Veeranam Irrigation Tank, about 200 kms south of Chennai. The
Veeranam Lake is one of the biggest irrigation tanks in South India. It
is a shallow lake formed by an earthen embankment, and dates back
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to the eleventh century. The cultivable area of Veeranam Lake is
18,152 ha and, in 1991, its capacity was estimated at 27.72 million
cubic metres (mcum). In 1923, the reported capacity was at 40.80
mcum, which indicates that the lake has silted up considerably over
this time (NEERI, 1994). Altogether 128 villages with a population of
about 165,000 (in 1994) are benefiting from the irrigation system of
the Veeranam Lake. The Coleroon River, one of the estuaries of the
Cauvery River, feeds it. The Coleroon River mainly receives water
from the Mettur Reservoir, close to the border between Tamil Nadu
and Karnataka. During the irrigation season (June–February) water is
released from the reservoir to the Cauvery River, then diverted to the
Coleroon River and finally reaches the Veeranam Lake through the
Vadar channel. The Veeranam Lake was expected to provide every
day some 180 million litres of water to the capital in huge concrete
pipes (NEERI, 1994). Construction for the Veeranam Water Supply
Scheme began in November 1972. The estimated costs for the project
should have been about 213 million Rupees, the largest contract in
post-independent India until then. Corruption and the bad quality of
the concrete pipes delayed construction again and again. Then in
1976 Prime Minister Indira Gandhi dismissed the DMK government
and Tamil Nadu was governed for 19 months from New Delhi. When
the opposition party (AIADMK) came to power in 1977, the Veeranam
Project was cancelled. At that time already more than 200 million
Rupees had been spent.

In 1993, when water scarcity in Chennai was particularly severe,
the government of Tamil Nadu considered reviving the project.
Chief Minister J. Jayalalitha (AIADMK) promised to complete this
project as soon as possible, but when she was voted out of power
in 1996 the new DMK government dropped the project saying that
the scheme was not viable. Relying on the water of the Cauvery, the
water supply of Chennai would be dependent on the good will of
the government of Karnataka.

THE CAUVERY WATER DISPUTE

In July 1993, J. Jayalalitha, the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, started a
hunger strike in Chennai, which drew much attention in the national
media. Lying on a wooden platform on Marina Beach, surrounded by
ventilators and mobile air-conditioners she refused to eat any food.
Thousands of people came to have a glimpse at their Chief Minister,
while functionaries of her party, the AIADMK, were distributing
thousands of rice parcels daily to the waiting crowd. The concern that
made her fast was the water supply for the thousands of peasants of
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the Thanjavur District, several hundreds of kilometres south of
Chennai. The Cauvery River, South India’s biggest and most important
river, is fundamental to agriculture in this region of Tamil Nadu. More
than 1,000 years before, the Chola Kings established a sophisticated
irrigation system that helped the region to become the rice bowl of
South India. Under the British, the system was expanded and new
irrigation areas added. The Cauvery River has its source in Karnataka,
and not in Tamil Nadu. The Cauvery starts in the West Ghats, a
mountain range that runs parallel to the West Coast of India. Before it
meets the Bay of Bengal in a huge delta east of Thanjavur, many
tributaries join the Cauvery, most of them in Karnataka. The Cauvery
helps to irrigate about one million ha of agricultural land in the
Cauvery delta. Every year about 14 billion cubic metres of water are
necessary for that. A century back there was hardly any problem
concerning the water of the Cauvery. Since then, however, irrigation
expanded in Karnataka and the fast growing city of Bangalore with a
population of more than 3 million people also depends on the river’s
water for its water supply (see Map 17.2). At the beginning of the 20th
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century the government of the Madras Presidency (today Tamil Nadu)
and the rulers of the princely State of Mysore (today Karnataka)
started to modernize agriculture and supported especially the
establishment of an irrigation infrastructure.

In 1901, Mysore had 44,550 ha of irrigated land in the Cauvery
basin, and Madras slightly more than 544,000 ha. While the irrigated
area of the Madras Presidency (since 1957 Tamil Nadu) in this region
didn’t even double within these hundred years (1,044,900 ha by the
end of the century), the ones in Mysore state (since 1957 Karnataka)
increased almost 20 fold (866,000 ha). These dynamics are exactly
the core of the conflict: while Tamil Nadu refers to a tradition in
irrigation that is already several hundreds years old in this region, at
the onset of the 20th century Mysore is just beginning to explore the
potential irrigation is offering. The threat to Tamil Nadu, the lower
riparian state, was, that sooner or later not enough water would be
there to be supplied to the fields of her farmers (Guhan, 1993).

In the first decades of the 20th century Madras was planning to
construct the Mettur dam (completed in 1934). Mysore State had
plans to build the Krishnarajasagar dam (completed in 1931).
Negotiations on the sharing of the Cauvery Water were started as
early as 1906 and, in 1924, both states reached an agreement.

In Mysore, the irrigated area was restricted to another 44,550 ha
and the Madras government undertook not to expand the new area
of irrigation under the Cauvery Mettur Project to more than 122,000
ha (Guhan, 1993). It was also agreed that after 50 years there should
be a review of this award. Despite the agreement of 1924, both
governments were very active in the field of promotion of irrigation.
Especially in Mysore the area under irrigation was much increased.
In 1971, shortly before the 1924 agreement expired, about 180,000
ha were under irrigation (Guhan, 1993) and more was planned. As
a consequence, not enough water reached Tamil Nadu, especially in
years with little rainfall.

After the elapse of the 50-year-old agreement, the Cauvery River
started to become a major source of conflict between the two states.
In April 1991, the Supreme Court of India reassigned the Cauvery
Water Disputes Tribunal (CWDT) to settle the dispute. The Tribunal
heard arguments from both states, and reached the decision that
Karnataka must release annually 205 tmcf (thousand million cubic
ft) of water from the Cauvery reservoirs to Tamil Nadu (Indian
Express, 27 July 1999).

Karnataka declined to accept the ruling of the Tribunal. The
government of Karnataka argued that the Tribunal issued a decision
that was not implementable. Due to failed monsoons, many parts of
Karnataka were left without adequate water supplies. If the
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government were to release more than 100 tmcf of water to Tamil
Nadu, then it would be disadvantaging its own people. The State
Assembly in Karnataka decided in violation of the Indian Constitution
that all waters within the territory of the State are State property.

When, in December 1991, an Interim Order was published by the
government of India which directed the government of Karnataka to
release water from the Cauvery River to Tamil Nadu the worst
conflict in the history of the Cauvery dispute erupted.

In reaction to the Interim Order the Karnataka government called
for a general strike on December 13. A day prior to this there was a
massive demonstration in Bangalore, which developed into large-
scale violence. Houses of Tamilians living in Bangalore were
destroyed and thousands of them fled the town. Later also the
border regions of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka were affected.

‘Farmhouses owned by Tamilians were attacked, looted and set
on fire and Tamil cultivators and agricultural labourers were driven
away . . . In the days which followed, Kannadiga homes were
attacked and landowners belonging to Karnataka in the Gudalur
area of Nilgiris district were driven out’ (Guhan, 1993: 42). At the
peak of the violence, more than 100,000 fled from Karnataka to
Tamil Nadu. The independent Indian People’s Human Rights
Commission estimated the loss to property at a minimum of 170
million Rs (Guhan, 1993). Significant for this dark episode of the
conflict is not so much the outbreak of violence, but the stand
various political parties in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka had on the
issues. Instead of pacifying people, statements deepening ethnic
tensions could be heard from many sides.

The water dispute continues today. Karnataka still rejects the
Tribunal. The state is now suggesting that an independent
monitoring committee should be established outside the control of
both the States and the Tribunal. Tamil Nadu is now shifting its case
from the Supreme Court and Tribunal to the Parliament.

The most recent conflict over the Cauvery River started in 1996
and continues still today. Beginning in 1995, the monsoons failed to
fill the Cauvery tributaries possessed by Tamil Nadu. On 1 January
1996, Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Roa asked Karnataka to release
immediately six thousand million cubic feet of water to Tamil Nadu
to save the standing crops. (The Hindu, 2 January 1996). Small and
medium sized farmers are suffering most due to a lack of water. As
a result of this desperation, threats have turned into acts of violence.

It is very unlikely that under such a situation secure water supply
for Chennai can be achieved by using the water of the Cauvery
River. Already at the beginning of the 1990s it was estimated that 95
per cent of the Cauvery water was already utilised by agriculture.
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Another idea that came up quite frequently was to make use of
the water of the Pulicat Lake, the second longest stretch of back-
waters on the east coast of India (next to Chilika Lake in Orissa).
Being one of India’s biggest brackish water lakes, just some thirty
kilometres north of Chennai, it extents for a distance of 59 km with
a total water spread area of 178 sq. km. About 1/3 of the total area
of Pulicat lake lies in the Chengleput district of Tamil Nadu. The
remaining 2/3 are part of the Nellore district of Andhra Pradesh. It
was said that it should be possible to convert the lake into a sweet
water lake just by closing the gap between the lake and the Bay of
Bengal. The ecological consequences of such a severe change to the
lake’s ecosystem however are totally unknown. Much resistance
came also from local fishermen who depend very much on the good
prawn catches in the lake.

THE TELUGU GANGA PROJECT

The biggest hope of the people of Chennai lies in the Telugu Ganga
Project, which should bring water from the Krishna River to the
capital. The Krishna River has its source south of Poona and crosses
the entire Indian subcontinent over a distance of about 1,400 km on
its way to the Bay of Bengal, passing Maharashtra, Karnataka and
Andhra Pradesh. The Krishna River has a total basin area of 256,000
sq km, 26.8 per cent of it is in Maharashtra, 43.8 per cent in
Karnataka and 29.4 per cent in Andhra Pradesh. Sharing the
Krishna’s water was always a big problem among the three riparian
states. In 1951 the usage of the water was as follows: 290.1 tmcf was
used by Andhra Pradesh, 430 tmcf by Maharashtra and 78.3 tmcf by
Karnataka. As the dependable annual flow in the river basin was an
estimated 1,715 tmcf the balance for new projects was put at 1,000
tmcf. Bombay State [later: Maharashtra] received an entitlement of
240 tmcf, Hyderabad State [later: Andhra Pradesh] 280 tmcf, Mysore
State [later: Karnataka] 10 tmcf and Madras State [which later became
part of Andhra Pradesh] 470 tmcf (see Map 17.3).

In 1953, states were reorganised on a linguistic basis and Madras
State was divided into Andhra and Madras. Three years later the
state of Andhra Pradesh was created by the merger of parts of
Hyderabad and Andhra. Statewise allocation of Krishna waters thus
became rather complicated, as there was no experience or
scientifically available data on water flows within the newly created
political and administrative boundaries. The three riparian states
were accusing each other of higher withdrawals from the river than
their legitimate shares. It took almost 15 years before the Bachawat
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Tribunal (Krishna River Tribunal) made an allocation of 800 tmcf
annually to Andhra Pradesh, which already had begun to expand its
irrigated areas. The award of the Tribunal was binding on the states
until 2000 and was to be reviewed thereafter. As the three states
were struggling about the water of the Krishna River for irrigation
purposes, it seemed to be very unlikely that a secure supply to
Chennai could be achieved.

In 1977, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi initiated an agreement
between the three riparian states that Chennai should be given 15
TMCF water annually (or 150 million litres daily) from the Krishna
River. In the beginning all three states agreed to contribute 5 tmcf
each and it was planned to build a 330 km long open canal to carry
the water to Chennai. Later however Maharashtra and Karnataka
withdrew from the project and funds were stopped by the Indian
government. In 1983, the government of Tamil Nadu and Andhra
Pradhesh revived the project. The Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh,
N.T. Rama Rao, declared that his government would be willing to
take 2/3 of the construction costs. His condition was that part of the
water could be used to irrigate the drought-prone southern districts
of Andhra Pradesh (all in all about 233,000 ha irrigated fields in the
districts of Rayaseema, Cuddapah, Chittor and Nellore). The scheme
was to consist of 408 km long canals from Srisailam dam passing
through the said four districts to the Andhra Pradesh – Tamil Nadu
border. In Tamil Nadu the canal joins the Poondi reservoir, from
where the water is fed into the distribution system of the Chennai
Metropolitan Area.

Since Chennai does not have the storage capacity for the inflow
of water expected to come from the Krishna River it was planned to
store 5 tmcf at the Kandaleru Reservoir in Andhra Pradesh initially,
before two new reservoirs would be completed at Ramancheri and
Thirukandalam.

The intention of the Andhra Pradesh government to use part of the
water from the Telugu Ganga canal for irrigation purposes was
strongly opposed by Maharashtra and Karnataka for the same reasons
were why these two states had withdrawn from the project in the late
1970s. Karnataka held the view that the expansion of irrigation areas
in Andhra Pradesh would conflict with its own plan to establish more
irrigation facilities in Karnataka. What might appear as being access
water of the Krishna at the moment might be no longer available for
Andhra Pradesh after irrigation works in Karnataka were completed.
Maharashtra expressed the same fear: about 75 per cent of its Krishna
basin area is drought prone and the state had plans to use the water
that was allocated to it by the Krishna Tribunal. Both States wanted to
make sure that at the time when the award of the Krishna Tribunal
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was due to be reviewed no irrevocable facts have been created by the
Andhra government. The government of Andhra Pradesh however
argued that it was using only surplus water that had been granted to
it by the Tribunal.

It was planned that in 1990 the first water should reach Chennai,
but at that time construction had not yet even started. Year after year
the works were put off to an uncertain time in the future. Then, in
February 1996, on the birthday of the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu,
Mrs. Jayalalitha, the next date was set for Madras getting water from
the Krishna River. This day also passed without a single drop of
water reaching the town. Only a few months earlier the Chief
Minister of Andhra Pradesh, N.T. Rama Rao, had been replaced by
his son-in-law, Chandrababhu Naidu. He was not willing to release
water to the canals, which were almost completed at that time.
Naidu tried to re-negotiate the conditions under which Tamil Nadu
could receive water from Andhra Pradesh. He asked for the supply
of electricity at favourable prices.

In late 1996 – only one week before the elections for the mayor
of Chennai – the first water from the Krishna River seemed to have
reached Chennai. ‘A dream will come true tomorrow’ were the
headlines in the national newspapers, hoping that now there would
be an end to water scarcity in Chennai. There were always doubts,
if it was really Krishna water that was welcomed in the capital by
the Chief Ministers of Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh, or if the two
were taking the citizens of Chennai for a ride, having the elections
in mind. At that time vital parts of the Telugu Ganga canal were not
yet completed and thus it seems to be a mystery how the water
could have reached Chennai. Part of the answer came when the
Kandaleru farmers staged a protest claiming that water to Chennai
was being drawn from their lifeline, the North Pennar River,
preventing them from irrigating their fields properly. When J.
Jayalalitha was elected again Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu in May
2001, she brought the issue forward in the State Assembly:

There was an uproar in the Tamil Nadu Assembly over Chief Minister
J. Jayalalitha’s charge that her predecessor M. Karunanidhi, with the
collusion of Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister N. Chandrababu Naidu,
enacted a farce about release of Krishna water in Chennai in 1996 in
order to shore up the fortunes of his son M.K. Stakin who was standing
for the office of Chennai Mayor. [ . . . ] She said to this day Chennai had
not received a drop of Krishna water and what was being supplied by
the Andhra Pradesh government was only rain water from Pennar.
(Deccan Herald, 2 June 2001)

Even after the entire project was completed it became obvious that
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the water storage in the Kandaleru Reservoir was far from sufficient
to supply Chennai in days of water scarcity. When water is scarce in
Chennai, Andhra Pradesh is usually also suffering from drought.

In June 2000, when Chennai was again suffering from water
shortage, the Andhra Pradesh government agreed to help Tamil
Nadu to tide over the crisis by increasing discharge into the Telugu
Ganga from the Kandaleru reservoir ‘for some more days’. The
reality, however, was that the Telugu Ganga was ‘almost dead’, to
put it in the words of its Chief Engineer, Mr. R. Satyanarayana Rao
(The Hindu, 16 June 2000).

In the following year the situation was even worse: rainfall in the
catchment areas of Chennai’s water reservoirs was the lowest in the
last 25 years and thus so too was the storage in the reservoirs.

Already in January the Tamil Nadu government had urged the
government of Andhra Pradesh to release as much water as possible.
Elections for the State Assembly of Tamil Nadu were to be held in May
and the Tamil Nadu government felt very uncomfortable when thinking
that just then the citizens of Chennai would be starved of water. In a
meeting Andhra Chief Minister told a team from Tamil Nadu that parts
of the Rayalaseema region were experiencing severe drought
conditions. Despite this, Andhra Pradesh would continue the flow in
the Telugu Ganga ‘as much as possible’ depending on the storages in
the Kandaleru and the Somasila (The Hindu, 2 January 2001).

With the victory of the AIADMK under the leadership of J.
Jayalalitha in the elections to the State Assembly of Tamil Nadu in
May 2001, the situation changed entirely. Not that suddenly more
water was available to the citizens of Chennai, but now a political
party came into power that was very much in opposition to the
Telugu Desam Party in Andhra Pradesh. Andhra Chief Minister
Naidu tried as far as possible to support his Tamil Nadu colleague,
and tried to release as much water as possible before the date of the
elections, which were held on May 10th. When J. Jayalalitha took
over power, water flows to Chennai became less, and when she
accused Naidu of having helped Karunanidhi’s son in 1996 to
become Mayor of Chennai by fooling the people, the reaction of the
Andhra government came immediately.

Offended [by Jayalalitha’s statement] Andhra Pradesh has stopped
whatever little Krihna water it has been supplying all these years as
per the agreement and turned a deaf ear to state PWS Minister Dalavai
Sundaram’s request in this regard. Jayalalitha herself, having
announced in the Assembly that she would talk to Naidu, is yet to
even write to him. (Hindustan Times, 22 June 2001)

It came as quite a surprise when only one week later Andhra
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Pradesh released 190 cusecs of water to Tamil Nadu to mitigate the
acute water shortage in Chennai.

However, a solution to the water problem in Chennai is far away.
It is very unlikely that the Telugu Ganga Project can solve Chennai’s
water scarcity.

DIFFERENT ACTORS – DIFFERENT INTERESTS

There is no doubt that nature plays an important role in the water
supply for every place. To deny this would be plain stupidity. The
example of Chennai, however, shows that urban water supply is a
rather complicated field, and rainfall seems to be the least
complicated part in it. A large number of actors at different levels
and in different places want to have a word to say on how water is
used and what are the conditions under which water can be used.
There are a number of politicians representing various parties in
various states and constituencies, being partners or opponents of
each other, having to accommodate the bigger interests of their
parties and balance these with the interests of the local people who
voted for them during elections. In some of the struggles Tamil
Nadu and the interests of the people of Chennai have been involved
only indirectly, e.g. the sharing of the Krishna River water between
Maharashtra, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh.

Various aspects can be identified which in the past have contributed
to a situation which leaves Chennai without secure water supply:

1. Most important is the political conflict in Tamil Nadu itself. Two
Drawidian Parties, the DMK (Dravida Munnetra Kazagham) and
the AIDMK (All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazagham),
compete for the political power in the state. Both parties arose
from a Drawidian Movement in the 19th and early 20th century,
which propagated a distinct Drawidian culture in opposition to
the Aryian culture of north India, which was portrayed as being
imperialist and culturally inferior. Of the two parties the DMK is
the veteran party. It was established shortly after India’s indepen-
dence, and in its first years the party demanded an independent
Dravidstan for all of south India. Later on, the demand was
changed to an independent Tamil state. Finally this party
compromised on a Tamil Nadu state within the Indian Union,
fighting for more autonomy for the Indian states. In 1972 the
DMK split and a new party, the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra
Kazagham (AIADMK) was founded by M.G. Ramachandran.

What, at first sight, looks like a confrontation between various
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politicians (e.g. Karunanidhi vs. Jayalalitha) is indeed a deep-
rooted dilemma that both the Drawidian Parties are facing.
Lacking a clear cut ideology they have to rely on populist
policies, that have many ‘distributive features’ without touching
the existing class and power structure of the Tamil society. These
populist policies try to create the impression among various
groups in society that the government has taken up the challenge
to alter society to their benefit.

Instead of structural changes in society there are quite often
short-term measures (especially shortly before elections), which
receive a high media attention. These measures aim at precisely
those issues in which there is felt a deficit, like food security,
clothing, health services, housing, and also water supply.

These populist measures only support their purposes when
the people can clearly see the party behind them. So, quite often
various schemes are highly personalized, often named after a
politician of the contributing party.

It was also not a coincidence that in 1996 the first water for
Chennai from the Krishna River was scheduled to arrive on J.
Jayalaitha’s birthday, the Chief Minister at that time. It was also
no coincidence that is was said that the first water ‘really’ arrived
only shortly before the elections for the Mayor of Chennai. K.
Stalin, the son of M. Karunanidhi stood for these elections and
was actually elected. Only later did it become obvious that it was
not water from the Krishna river that reached the capital in those
days, but the elections were won by then.

These features in the political culture of Tamil Nadu are
responsible for so many projects being stopped whenever there is a
change in government. The Veeranam Water Supply Project came to
an end when Karunanidhi was dismissed by the central government
in the 1970s. It was revived by J. Jayalaitha in 1993, but when M.
Karunanidhi again came to power in 1996 it was stopped for a
second time. It seemed that Jayalalitha was willing to revive it
another time, when she took over office in May 2001, but soon after
that she was dismissed by a ruling of the Supreme Court of India.

The same with the Telugu Ganga Project: favoured by
Karunanidhi whenever he was holding power in Tamil Nadu, and
dropped by various AIADMK governments when a shift in power
came. This will probably continue for a while, while the people of
Chennai wait for solutions for their urgent problems.

2. To draft a water distribution policy for Chennai, one has also to
take into consideration that many rivers that could be used for
supplying water to the Tamil Nadu capital have their sources
either outside Tamil Nadu, or do not even flow within Tamil
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Nadu at all. The first is true for the Cauvery River, which has a
bigger share of its watershed in Karnataka. The Cauvery Water
Dispute, which is not at all a dispute about water for Chennai
Metropolitan Area, still indeed has a lot of implications for
Chennai. In a society where agriculture is still the most important
livelihood for a majority of people, water is a highly sensitive
political issue. It involves much more than ensuring food security
for people. Sure, for many, India is still a symbol of hunger and
starvation. However, one has to take into consideration that
especially in the last 30 years the food situation of the country
changed entirely. Statistically India has become a surplus state
where food is concerned. By the middle of the year 2001 more
than 65 million tonnes of wheat and rice were stored in the
buffer stocks of the Food Corporation of India (Frontline, 21
August 2001). Nobody exactly knows what to do with these
grains. Thus the expansion of irrigated areas, which is one of the
major cause of conflicts when it comes to the allocation of water
among different states can not be seen purely from the
perspective of food security and food self-sufficiency. One has to
consider that the highly productive areas, which are responsible
for these surpluses, are concentrated in the most favourable
regions of India – those with ensured irrigation, those with good
soils, those with a bigger number of farmers using modern
techniques and technologies. The situation in all other regions is
much more depressing. Drought-prone areas are seen as a
hindrance to progress. Drought-prone areas in India are symbols
of abject poverty, a shame for the nation, a threat for politicians.
This is the psychological background of the Cauvery Water as
well as the Krishna Water Dispute.

The Krishna River does not touch the Tamil Nadu territory at all
and only the construction of long canals makes it possible to bring
water to Chennai. More complicated than these infrastructural
difficulties however are also the political implications. In a
country like India, where water tends to be scarce almost
everywhere, states face difficulties allowing other states to make
use of ‘their’ water, which, at least in some years or periods is not
even enough to satisfy internal demand.

Water is a symbol of affluence, of wealth and power; a tool to
green the desert, to modernise agriculture – and it does so by
producing food that nobody is willing or able to buy. But
imagine: how could a politician in Andhra Pradesh explain to
those who elected him into power the fact that water on the way
to Chennai is passing their dry fields in a canal without allowing
them to use it? That is just impossible.
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Water can become a symbol of identity. This is probably the
root of what makes it so difficult for agreements to be achieved
between different states. As Indian society is highly hetero-
geneous, divided on ethnic, religious, class and caste lines, it is
quite difficult to find political issues that can mobilise big crowds:
big enough to preserve power, or big enough to achieve it. In
recent years, or to be precise since the collapse of the Congress
System, which began in 1967, when the Congress Party lost power
in eight Indian States, regionalisation and fragmentation of politics
has become a dominant feature of the political system. The
Congress Party, which emerged from the conflict against the
British and for India’s independence, represented a huge number
of diverse powers and interests. Various social and religious
groups, various political and economic ideologies; all were part of
this movement with one common goal: to gain independence.
They were all welded together by a national consensus, a
consensus that saw the state as the safeguard for development,
social justice and progress. It took a number of years before this
stable construction collapsed. It collapsed as the internal conflicts
and conflicting interests became visible after independence was
achieved. Now the people realized that they are not (only) Indians
fighting against the British to achieve their independence, but they
realized that they are Tamilians and Telugu, Hindus and Muslims,
Dalits (untouchables) and Brahmins, poor and rich, men and
women. The division of Indian society is much more complex and
complicated than in most other nations, and among other things it
has very much a regional component. This regional component
makes it very difficult for the various states to share resources with
other states. This is even more true when the parties involved have
a history that used and uses an ethnic identity or an ethnic divide
to mobilise voters. Both in Tamil Nadu and in Andhra Pradesh this
is the case. To find workable alternatives in the field of water
allocation between the States (and many other issues) would
weaken the parties’ ability to mobilise the masses. Politicians have
indeed made water a symbol of regional, of ethnic identity.

The deterioration of political culture and the growing populism
in Indian politics are closely related. The disturbed evolution of a
party system is a major reason why many political parties lack a
clear-cut ideology and electorate. For many voters the political
parties have become interchangeable. Especially at election times,
parties try to reach various societal segments at the same time, they
have to. This can not be achieved through clear issues and
expressed interests, but themes have to be found that address
major sections of the electorate equally. Food, housing and water
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supply are such issues. To win elections, it has become crucial to
play the best game, to use the best kind of mass psychology.
Election campaigns are more and more becoming improvisations
of power and gift giving. Money spent on the campaigns has to be
earned while holding office.

Development has become a big business by this way. Mega
projects, and urban water supply systems and all the dams and
canals that have to be built are such mega projects, help politicians
and close business partners (especially in the construction field) to
earn lots of unaccounted money. As a consequence project costs
seldom, or to be true, never stick to the first estimates and, that
seems to be even more crucial: whenever there is a change in
power, whenever a party loses an election and a new one assumes
office, new alliances have to be established. Projects that are
underway are cancelled, new projects are drafted and
implemented, until there is the next change in power.

It would be worth adding up all the funds spent in the last three
decades on Water Supply Projects for Chennai. They probably
amount to several billions of Rupees. To send daily 500 lorries to
Neyveli, which is 300 km from Chennai, in order to bring 12,000
litres of water each to the town is not cheap, but lucrative for those
who bring the water. The criticisms that were recently brought
forward by a team of British consultants are thus quite
understandable: ‘We believe that there is no technical reason why
Chennai should not have a full 24-hour supply in all but years of
the severest drought. [ . . . ] For too long have the citizens of
Chennai been brainwahed into believing that there is no alterna-
tive to a single major project, a single riverine source. That such a
project, from either the Cauvery or the Krishna, should have
simply deteriorated into a political squabble, which, after a quarter
of a century and an expenditure of several thousand crores [1 crore
= 10 million], has ended in a trickle, is another issue’ (The Hindu,
17 August 2001). The British consultants suggest a better use of
surface water close to Chennai, recycling of wastewater, desalina-
tion of seawater and recharging of aquifers during the rainy
season. A commentator in the same edition of The Hindu points
out: ‘We just do not have Rs. 1000-1500 crores to spend on yet
another water supply project’.
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