
Patalganga: River Fighting for Life 
Ashish Chadha 

Patalganga a short river which meanders through many villages 
near Bombay providing drinking and irrigation water and a 
livelihood to fisherfolk is rapidly being polluted by the rampant 
growth of industries. 

INDISCRIMINATE dumping of efflu- 
ents into the Patalganga river and con- 
tamination of air with toxic fumes from 
major industries in Raigad district has 
resulted in large-scale air and water pollu- 
tion severely affecting the teeming popula- 
tion of this ara, economically as well as 
physically. 

Industries in the area particularly 
Hindustan Insecticides (HI L), Hindustan 
Organic Chemical (HOC), the Maha- 
rashtra Agro-Industries Development 
Corporation and the private sector com- 
pany Lona flush o4t about 35,000 litres 
of effluents into the Patalganga river. 
Despite claims of treating effluents, there 
have been a number of instance of shoals 
of floating dead fish in the iiver, and crops 
have been destroyed. A case in point is the 
sweeping away of drums containing 
chemicals (along with residual chemicals) 
into the river during the flood in 1989 
causing large-scale fish-kills. In fact, a 
source from the water works department 
of Chavane dam disclosed that so toxic 
was the water that even the dreaded dysen- 
try causing bacteria could not survive in 
it. Due to such enormous amount of fish- 
kill many fishing villages have virtually 
been wiped okit. 

The water of the river close to Apte 
village reeks of chemicals.that freely float 
over the surface. Pipelines carrying sul- 
phuric acid to the industries at Rasayani 
sometimes rupture oozing a frothy while 
acidic fluid. These factories not only 
dump the liquid waste into the river but 
have been dumping solid wastes on land 
kept fallow by the farmers. They have 
hired contractors who'lease land from un- 
suspecting farmers to dump wastes. Some 
of the fallow fields have streaks of bright 
blue on the glund-a sign of the copper 
sulphate contnt of the waste. During the 
rains, the colour enters the river. Farmers 
complain tha fields can no longer be 
used, but dumping continues. Private sec- 
tor company especially Lona, freely 
dumped chemical wastes on the country- 
side, marring the scenic beauty. However, 
fearing surprise checks from the collector, 
the mounds of chemical wastes are 
covered with mud and gravel. 

Other source of pollution of Patalganga 
river water is due to the release of sullage 
and sewage from the Khopoli township 
and the washing of trucks used for car- 
rying chemicals in the river. Random 
samples of waters taken from villages on 
the bank of the river and sent to the 
government laboratory in Pune have 
revealed appalling information. Labora- 
tory officials contend that all but one 
sample was fit for drinking. The figures 
in the report and a comparison with the 
permissive limits laid down by MPCB 
show that toxicity of water is very high. 
Watet samples from villages near HIL, 
HOC and ibrade Nalla near Rasayani 
emit a foul smell and are hazy in colour 
and turbid. Free and saline ammonia 
which should be nil in water was 3,600, 
360 and 710 parts per million (PPM) in 
the samples. Biochemical Oxygen De- 
mand (BOD) that should not exceed 20 
was high as 50 and 325 PPM in HOC and 
lurade Nalla sample respectively. Besides, 
the PH value of the samples indicated 
acidity in water. The pesticide test too was 
positive. 

Patalganga river, originating from the 
Sahyadri mountains ranges near Khan- 
dala, gains strength from the tail waters 
of Tata Hydro Electric project. It runs 
through Apte, Kharpade and Rawa, en- 
ding its short journey of around 65 km 
near Dharamtar in the Arabian Sea. Until 
the arrival of industries on its banks it 
provided the local people with fish and 
was used for irrigation. The drinking 
water scheme at Chawane waterworks bet- 
ween Apte and Ladivili village meets the 
needs of nearly 60,000 people living in 42 
villages. The river therefore assumes a 
vital significance and is virtually the 
lifeline of a population of more than a 
lakh people including those at Khopoli. 

The demands on this little river increas- 
ed with the fast mushrooming of indust- 
ries. By 1987 these industries numbered 
150 units manufacturing a wide range of 
products such as alcohol, steel, pipes, 
detergents, paper and chemicals and not 
only dischargd poisonous effluents but 
also perpetuated a massive deforestation 
all around. These industries lacked ade- 

quate measures for the treatment of 
disposal of hazardous effluents. Many 
new units are now coming up under the 
MIDC conveniently ignoring the Ganguly 
Committee report on Bhatsai river pollu- 
tion which recommended that no chemi- 
cal factories be allowed within three miles 
of the river, only small industries be allow- 
ed within five miles and major ones 
beyond eight miles from the river. 

River water pollution is a serious health 
hazard too. Residents of Apte and Sarva 
complain of a constant throat and lung 
irritation. During morning hours visibility 
in the villages is almost nil and there are 
breathing difficulties owing to a heavy 
smog. Epidemics and hitherto unknown 
diseases are breaking out in the villages. 
Once an epidemic breaks out everyone 
denies responsibility or accuses each other, 
for the helpless public have no scientific 
monitoring system to identify the culprits. 
Some of the local doctors of the area are 
of the firm conviction that the river 
Patalganga has become the main source 
of many ailments of local people. 

For the last few years local people have 
been voicing their protests but in vain. The 
Maharashtra Pollution Control 'Board 
(MPCB) has long ceased to be a pollution 
monitoring and controlling body and the 
government has no time to pay attention 
to such 'trivial issues'. MPCB officials say 
that Patalganga is an A-2 grade zone 
which stipulates that water should be fit 
for public supply after conventional treat- 
ment involving sedimentation, filtration 
and disinfection. But this ignores the 
chances of leakages and spillage of un- 
treated chemical effluents. According to 
a spokesperson of one of the industries, 
conventional treatment is Ifar from ade- 
quate in combating untreated effluents. In 
other words, every leakage would result in 
contamination of the river which supplies 
drinking water to the villages. Many in- 
dustries are quick to point out that the ef- 
fluents are not strictly pumped into the 
river as the pipeline carrying wastes have 
to extend into the saline creek of the river. 

Following the enactment of various 
legislations, an effluent treatment plant is 
a pre-condition for approval from the 
government for setting up new industries. 
Renewal of approval for existing industries 
has also been linked to the industry ac- 
quiring treatment facilities within a fixed 
period. But MPCB officials admit that 
there is little they can do if the industries 
flout this requirement. "We do take legal 
action but only after several warnings have 
been issued.' 

Most of the major industries are equip- 
ped with treatment facilities. Effluents 
from each plant are detoxified, neutralised 
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and treated further before being'disposed. 
However, such measures often collapse 
during heavy rains when the drains get 
flooded. For instance, Reliance Industries 
situated on the banks of Patalganga has 
storm water drains opening into the river. 
The Relia'nce complex producing polyester 
staple fibre and polyester is' reported to 
have a full-fledged treatment plant with 
treatment for biological' oxygen demand 
(BOD) and chemical oxygen demand 
(COD). But local people living close to the 
area allege that there have been occasions 
when effluents have been discharged 
through drains meant for storm water. 

HOC, a government-owned company, 
manufacturing a range of chemicals need- 
ed for dyes, drugs and pesticides among 
others, boasts of wide-ranging effluent 
treatment facilities. Nevertheless, HOC 
along with Hindustan Insecticides and 
Lona Industries is facing a court case 
lodged by the Bombay Environmental Ac- 
tion Group on charges of pollution. HOC 
officials however lament, "Our openness 
as a public limited company has gone 
against us. Moreover, as the oldest com- 
pany in the area, the entire inlustrial com- 
plex is identified with the HOC. Besides, 
there were no charges of pollution till 
private industries started springing up: 
The absence of complaints of pollution 
before may be attributed to the general 
lack of awareness prevalent at that time. 
HOC officials allege that the MPCB in- 
stead of carrying out specific investiga- 
tions to identify the culprit. satisfies itself 
with sending out warning notes to all. 
Even those industries which have treat- 
ment plants may simply shut them off 
with none the wiser, till a complaint is 
made. The state government's environ- 
ment department's officials acknowledge 
the truth of this. 

Taking a leading part in a movement 
comprising of local villagers are also ac- 
tivists from the Yusuf Meherally Centre, 
which runs an integrated rural develop- 
ment project at Tara village on J3ombay- 
Goa highway near Karnala Bird Sanc- 
tuary. Also active on the agitational front 
to save the Palalganga waters were promi- 
nent leaders of Peasants and Workers 
Party. The agitation has been spearheaded 
by an apex body called Patalganga Pradu- 
shan Nirmulan Kiriti Samiti comprising 
of the sarpanchs of the villages on the 
banks of the river and activists from the 
Yusuf Meherally Centre. The agitation 
began way back in the early 1980s when 
the doctors at the centre suddenly had an 
influx of people suffering from water- 
borne diseases and epidemics. On further 
investigation it was found that the pollu- 
tion of Patalganga river may have been the 

reason for these health hazards. Social ac- 
tivists took up the issue and organised 
villagers to fight for their survival. By 
1984 there had already been number of 
dharnas and morchas to protest against 
deteriorating environmental situation. 

In 1988 the situation was aggravated 
due to massive fish-kills and deterioration 
in crop production due to lack of irriga- 
tion. This led to full-fledged agitations of 
rasta-roko, sit-ins, demonstration and 
picketing if the industries did not respond 
to their demand that the effluents from 
the industries be treated and then dis- 
charged into the sea. They also demanded 
the government to stop diversion of 
Patalganga to Nhava Sheva and other 
urban-settlements. The other demands in- 
cluded developing an alternative source of 
water supply, releasing more water into the 
river, setting up an independent laboratory 
to test water pollution and stopping new 
chemical industries in the area. 

In the first week of January 1989, the 
agitation was postponed following an 
assurance given by the state government 
that it would persuade industries in the 
Khopoli belt to collectively raise a sum of 
Rs 70 lakh for the construction of an ef- 
fluent treatment and dilution plant on the 
river banks, before it is discharged into the 
river. But this project was suspended and 
instead the Patalganga Rasayani Indus- 
tries Association (PRIA)-a collective of 
industries on the banks of Patalganga- 

constructed a 9 km pipeline in the follow- 
ing few months. This pipeline runs from 
upstream of the river where water is com- 
paratively cleaner to the villages and the 
fields. 

This was a unique instance when a 
group of industrial units took up initiative 
due to pressure from local people and 
voluntary agencies with the help of city- 
based environmental groups has taken 
such steps for the common s6od. But, un- 
fortunately the project ran into trouble at 
the commencement of the construction of 
the pipeline. The lackadaisical way in 
which PRIA undertook the project is visi- 
ble. Today the pipeline has developed a 
number of leakages at the joints. The con- 
struction of the pipeline was taken so 
lightly that at a number of places it goes 
above ground level instead of three feet 
below ground level as stipulated in the 
plan. Where the pipeline runs above the 
ground leakages are more due to which 
neighbouring fields often get flooded with 
several inches of water. According to a 
spokesperson of PRIA this reporter was 
told that the association was not directly 
responsible for the leakages but were will- 
ing to pay for necessary repairs. Now 
again the Kruti Samiti is planning to 
launch an agitation to pressurise PRIA to 
pay for the necessary repairs and the. 
damages caused. The Kruti Samiti has 
also decided to change their strategy. In- 
stead of protesting against the individual 
industry they now plan to fight the MIDC. 

Russia's Ailing Economy 
Reviving Barter System 
R G Gidadhubli 

While the system of barter trade transactions is not a new 
phenomenon in Russia, there is a move today to promote and 
strengthen the system through the creation of barter trade centres. 

IT is a well known fact that the Russian 
economy has been suffering from acute 
problems of huge budgetary deficit, 
hyper-inflation, widespread shortages, 
growing unemployment, adverse balance 
of payment, steep decline in production 
and so on. While there are no signs as yet 
of the abatement of crisis, Russians are 
trying to find ways and means to keep the 
economic wheel moving. The barter 
system is one oY the means by which 
economic activities are managed in Russia 
today. According to V Nesterovich, the 
deputy director of the Institute for 
Research of Goods Transport and Con- 
jecture of Wholesale Trade, barter trade 

transactions have an important role in the 
period of economic transition of Russia 
to a market economy. Writing in the 
Moscow weekly economic paper Ekono- 
mika and Life (formerly the famous 
Russian weekly Ekonomicheskaya Gazela 
published since November 1918, No 14, 
April 1993), Nesterovich has argued in 
favour of promoting barter transactions 
through the creation of barter trade cen- 
tres (BTC) in Russia. But there is .no 
unanimity among economists and policy- 
makers in Russia on these proposals. 
Moreover, even its relevance in the long 
run is questionable. 

The barter system of transactions is not 
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