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Mrs Almitra H Patel  MS MIT, USA, 50, Kothnur, Bagalur Rd  Bangalore 560077

Tel 080-8465365     Tel-Fax 080-8465195     almitrapatel@rediffmail.com

Member, Supreme Court Committee for Solid Waste Mgt for Class 1 Cities

Consultant, Solid Waste Mgt, Ganga ICDP Kanpur    &    Convener, INTACH Waste Network 

10.12.2002

Mr Sanjay Lohiya, IAS, Commissioner,

Guwahati Municipal Corporation

Off 0361-2540525, res 2260818

Dear  Mr Lohiya

MINIMISING DRAIN SILTATION

I refer to our conversation on 1st December, when you mentioned that siltation of open roadside drains, even after the first heavy shower, is a major and expensive problem for you, and that access to drains for clearance is often very difficult.

For all wastes, the solution is Prevention and Minimisation.  In the case of your particular problem, and without having visited the sites at all, I venture to offer the following suggestions for what they are worth, for your consideration :

1,  Siltation by run-off from deforested slopes can be minimized by constructing a garland ditch near the foot of the hill if within your State, to catch the silt.  This should have a stepped bottom, NOT a continuous slope, otherwise the water will reach erosion velocity and the cure will be worse than the disease.  It should also have a fringe of tall grasses to slow down any overflows.

2,  Silt must not be coming into town everywhere, in the form of sheet erosion, but initially along some well-defined gullies or channels or wide shallow depressions that have developed over the years.  Silt is carried only by rapidly-flowing water.  If the water can be slowed down before it enters town or any of your major drains, it will drop the silt earlier.  Slowing the water-flow can be done in two ways: either by making it take numerous turns (like a car on a ghat road) or by falling in steps instead of along a continuous downward slope.

3,  One way to achieve this is to plant barriers of grass like khus-khus (which has 2-meter deep roots and thickens its growth in the same spot, rather than becoming an escape-plant that spreads).  These row-barriers of khus-khus grass (or whatever local equivalent exists at Kaziranga and elsewhere) can be at regular intervals right across the direction of flow, extending 80-90% of the flow-width alternately from the left bank and the right bank of the channel.  The water, forced to flow in a sinuous way or between the grasses, will drop most of its silt before proceeding.  Since this naturally means a significant raising of the channel bed over time, one must locate these grassy barriers carefully, at the earliest possible point of flow, perhaps even beyond municipal limits.  I have not just read about, but have personal experience on my farm ravine, of the tremendous silt-catching and water-slowing power of khus-khus grass. 

4, To slow down the water by making it change direction vertically, there needs to be a low baffle constructed across the line of flow, so that there is at least a 6” drop at each level (top of one baffle to the next), preferably higher.  These “silt traps” will make all the silt settle out just upstream of the baffle wall.  But it is very important to DESILT THEM FREQUENTLY, otherwise there will be no space for new silt to settle out instead of being carried further.  So these silt traps need to be located at accessible points where cleaning is possible, unlike your over-built inner drains where access is so difficult.  Again, though these points may lie in less-developed locations outside Municipal limits, perhaps in the Development Area around Guwahati, it is in GMC’s interest to ensure that they do indeed function as silt “traps” by being regularly and punctually cleaned of silt after every particularly heavy shower.  This clean silt can be used as garbage cover at your dump.  If not cleaned out, the old silt builds up as a slope upstream of the barrier and all new silt just flows over it unchecked.

5,  Where desilting access for inner drains is severely restricted because of excessive building along its sides, probably all unauthorized, it may be necessary to punch access spaces through at intervals from the front wall to the back of these structures.  These spaces can be just man-width or hand-cart width, i.e. half or quarter-room wide.  It is easiest to begin this exercise in areas that suffer the most flooding from lack of desilting access.  GMC will need to make a deal with the residents, ensuring and committing to priority desilting of those stretches where citizens cooperate in giving access spaces.  

6,  Surat’s S R Rao achieved voluntary compliance from citizens for demolition of their entire building frontages for road widening, wherever they had encroached (with steps or verandas or room extensions) into the Road Line.  He did this by being seen to be utterly fair, with equal treatment for both rich and poor, for those with and without money, muscle or political connections, and by individual dialogue with each and every affected house in the target lane, occasionally relaxing the time-frame for voluntary demolition on a case-by-case basis in the event of sickness, exams, absence from town etc.

7,  A totally different problem of clogging of drains occurs owing to irresponsible dumping of garbage (hotel food waste etc) into adjoining back or front drains.  This is done more by commercial establishments than by individual households.  One solution is by GMC notice if possible to require each and every commercial establishment (hotel, shop, office, bank, hostel, stable etc) to take individual responsibility for keeping their respective drains clear of all wastes, just for the stretch along their frontage (or rear).  Drain-clear inspections should be regular, say every Monday. If their drains are found blocked or littered, they should be asked to pay “additional cleaning charges” to GMC, which also has the power to padlock, for a punitive day or two, their establishments by suspending their trade licence until compliance is assured and they clean up their mess.  Again, this was used very effectively in Surat.  

It does not matter who litters their frontage-drain.  If by customers, they are still responsible.  If by opposite neighbours or others they can identify and prove, the GMC should support them promptly by penalizing the actual offender.  For this, the collective eyes, ears and woman-power of Abhijatri in half the Wards of your city can be a tremendous asset.  Before issuing such a circular, there should be a dialogue with Abhijatri-type groups and with shopkeepers and establishments, that this rule will be even-handedly applicable to all in the interests of everyone.  Perhaps even a call for feedback and suggestions through the press or letters to the editor.  It is important to win acceptance for the move rather than have to back-track in the face of opposition from those taken by surprise.

8,  Finally, I would suggest re-reading the drainage recommendations in your Master Plan document and using it as a bible and road-map for policy decisions.  It will have been drafted after deep thought by subject experts.  Unfortunately, it seems to have been not followed at all and most beels and the beel-to-beel linkages have been allowed to be encroached.  An alternate drainage route leading the water downstream of the city has also been allowed to become defunct.  Here again, it may be possible to require gaps in the compound walls or even through parking lots etc to restore whatever water-paths are still possible.  

In any case, please do study, follow, implement and defend whatever portions of the recommended Master-Plan drainage-pattern still remain unencroached today, either within GMC or in the Development Area or villages around it.  The most successful way to thwart “bad” encroachments is to do “good” encroachments, e.g. by a corporate-sponsored ribbon-park along a water-course (which can be maintained by nominal entry fees if fenced) which the public will enjoy and strenuously object to if encroachments begin.

9,  One possible source of revenue for GMC that I forgot to mention when we met, are the Hatgaon Cantonment and Maligaon Railway Colony within the GMC area.  If the GMC is spending any taxpayer money for garbage collection or lifting from the Cantt or Railway areas, or similar areas administered by any non-GMC agency, it should be possible to recover this per-ton waste-management cost from them, because the MSW Rules define Municipality in 2 (xiv) as “any other local body constituted under the relevant statutes and where the management and handling of municipal solid waste is entrusted to such agency”.  If they choose not to contribute in cash, they may do so in kind by providing the manpower for planting, bunding etc.  

Wishing you success in your efforts for a cleaner Guwahati, and always with pleasure at your service,

Yours sincerely,

Mrs Almitra H Patel

CC:  Mr Phani Sharma, Administrator, GMC.

