Dear


As you are aware, a recent tragedy at the Tehri Dam, in Uttaranchal, has once again raised serious doubts about the safety of this project. On 3 August, 2004 there was a collapse of a part of a tunnel at the Tehri Dam site and nearly 20 labourers working in the tunnel were killed, while many others were injured. Though the report of the committee set up to enquire into this tragedy is not yet available, press reports have quoted the project authorities and the project contractors as saying that it was not the failure of any engineering structure but a collapse of the rocks that caused the tragedy. It is being argued that the engineered structures are sound and the problem is because the mountains in the area are fragile and unstable.


In fact, one of the most important reasons why the safety of this dam was being questioned was precisely because the concerned experts also believe that the mountains in the region are too fragile and unstable to withstand the impact of a major earthquake. Therefore, even if the dam structure withstands the shocks, the collapse of the surrounding mountains would result in the water rushing out and inundating large areas and lakhs of people downstream. What has happened earlier this month only strengthens these apprehensions.


You would also be aware that a lake has formed in Tibet, due to landslides blocking a tributary of the Sutluj river, and once this dam breaks there is the threat of large scale floods and destruction downstream. Fortunately, there are no major dams near the site of this lake and therefore the threat of dam burst is minimal. However, if a similar lake was to form upstream of the Tehri project, as has happened in the past, the resultant impact would again result in devastation affecting lakhs of people. As you are aware, the Bhagirathi and the Bhilangana, the two rivers being dammed by Tehri, also have very fragile hillsides surrounding them and, in the past, before the dam came up, there have been numerous landslides that have, at least on two occasions, blocked the flow of the river for a considerable period of time. 


Added to all this is the fact that, despite it being a condition of the environmental clearance accorded to the Tehri Project, the project authorities and the concerned state governments have not yet drawn up and operationalised a disaster management plan. Their plea that a flood control plan drawn up by the state should be adequate is not tenable as what would happen if the Tehri Dam failed is not just a flood but a tidal wave which, according to the Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of India, would be 260 metres high when it hits Rishikesh in 63 minutes, and 232 metres high when it hits Hardwar in 80 minutes. Within the first 4 hours of the dam bursting it would inundate towns and villages with a total population of over a million people with water varying in height from 260 metres (Rishikesh) to 17.72 metres (Bijnor). Even with an effective disaster management plan, it would be impossible to evacuate all these people in the time available. Without such a plan, the loss of life would be unimaginable.


In light of the above, we strongly urge the Government of India to suspend all further work on the Tehri project and to have the safety parameters of the dam examined by a panel of independent experts, who should also be asked to conduct all required tests including the 3-D nonlinear analysis that had been recommended by the earlier expert committee but not yet carried out. We would also urge the Government of India to ensure that the required disaster management plan is developed and operationalised before any further work is allowed on the dam, in case the said expert committee finds the dam to be viable from the safety perspective.
