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Linking the Indian rivers 
The Indian government has recently un-
veiled an ambitious plan to link the major 
rivers. The purpose is to (i) provide water 
for irrigation in drought-prone areas,  
(ii) reduce the extent of annual flooding 
of the Ganga and the Brahmaputra, and 
(iii) generate additional hydroelectric 
power1. The project involves a massive 
expenditure of about Rs 560,000 crores 
(at 2002 prices) for the construction of  
a large number reservoirs, dams and 
canals. Many families will be displaced 
from their homes when the project is 
implemented, and will have to be reha-
bilitated. The project was rejected by the 
then government about a decade ago, but 
it has now been revived by the present 
government. The government’s estimate 
of the time required for implementation 
is about 30 years. However, the Supreme 
Court has directed that it should be com-
pleted in 10 years1. 
 A few articles have recently appeared 
in newspapers and journals stating that 
the project is impractical. For example, 
an article by Alam2 cites the following 
figures, based on a lecture by M. S. Reddy, 
former Secretary, Union Ministry of Water 
Resources. According to the plan, water 
will be transferred at a rate of 1500 m3/s 
during the flood season from the Ganga 
to the Cauvery through a network of canals. 
However, Reddy states that the normal 
flow rate of water in the Ganga during 
the floods is in the range of 30,000–
60,000 m3/s, which is much larger than 
the proposed transfer rate. Radhakrishna3, 
a geologist, states that as flow-rate data 
are not available for the major rivers and 
their tributaries, the project will be based 
on estimated flow rates which may differ 
significantly from the actual values. He 
expresses serious reservations about this 
project. He suggests an alternative approach 

based on rainwater harvesting and con-
servation of water resources for irriga-
tion purposes. 
 While floods are usually regarded as a 
nuisance, there are many subtle factors 
worth considering. Commenting on the 
Manantali dam in the Senegal valley of 
Africa, Naudascher4 notes that (i) the 
natural irrigation provided by the floods is 
replaced by artificial irrigation, (ii) ferti-
lization of soil with river mud is repla- 
ced by expensive artificial fertilizers, 
(iii) salination of the soil, which is pre-
vented by the floods, must now be addres-
sed by constructing drains, and (iv) the 
interchange of flooded and dry periods, 
which prevents pathogens from flourish-
ing, is replaced by areas which are kept 
moist for long periods. 
 It is estimated5 that about 150,000 
people will lose a part of their land due 
to the canal network associated with the 
Sardar Sarovar project, but will not be 
eligible for rehabilitation. It is likely that 
a much larger number of people will be 
affected by the present project. 
 On the other hand, an article6 by the 
Director-General, National Water Deve-
lopment Agency states that ‘inter-basin 
transfer is an outstanding example of effec-
tive and efficient management of water 
resources on the basis of need and equity’. 
Admitting that the displacement and re-
habilitation of the project-affected people 
pose a challenge, he notes that it would  
be countered with ‘liberal and enlightened 
packages’. 
 Given this background, it is not certain 
that the project is desirable. Diverging 
views appear in the media, and the figures 
cited may be erroneous in some cases. 
As detailed project reports for the links 
are likely to be ready only by 2006 (ref. 
7), neither the cost of the project nor its 

feasibility can be gauged properly at pre-
sent. However, the Chairman of the task 
force on interlinking of rivers has stated 
that work on some of the links may 
commence by the end of 2003 (ref. 8). 
Thus the implementation of the project 
may begin even before all the reports are 
ready, and before they are subject to scru-
tiny and discussion by the scientific com-
munity at large. 
 In such a situation, what should we 
(i.e. the Indian scientists and engineers) 
do? The project will not affect most of us 
directly, and few, if any, of us will be 
displaced. However, everyone living in the 
regions where the project is implemented 
will be affected by the long-term conse-
quences. Should we, as Swami Viveka-
nanda put it, ‘arise and awake’, or let the 
government do whatever it feels is rea-
sonable? 
 Perhaps, academies of science and engi-
neering in the country can form a com-
mittee to examine the feasibility of this 
project. 
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Publication standards
One facet of falling standards in research 
is concerned with publications. Although 
publications are primarily meant for the 
dissemination of knowledge, they also 
serve as touchstones for the quality of 
research. This is because a publication in 
a standard journal is achieved after rigo-
rous peer-reviewing. Thus, it is a widely 
held axiom that poor science does not get 
published. However, there are many jour-
nals in our country that are run by indi-

viduals in which any paper can get 
published. These journals are run like the 
cottage industry; the editors distribute 
manuscripts submitted to them among 
the prospective authors who are mutually 
benefited, as no manuscript is turned down 
for lack of quality. This mutual back-
patting exercise is welcomed by all con-
cerned. Though such journals achieve 
little with respect to science, the authors 
end up with an impressive list of publica-

tions which helps them to gain academic 
recognition of sorts. One way to curb this 
pernicious practice and to stop the decline 
in research standards is not to consider 
such publications for research funding, 
appointments and promotions. 
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