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LETTERS

The Illegality of Ken–Betwa 
Link Project: Letter to the 
Prime Minister of India

Please allow us to bring to your kind 
attention the incomplete and wrong 

facts that have been placed before 
the cabinet committee headed by you, 
which cleared the Ken–Betwa link pro-
ject on 8 December 2021. Some glaring 
facts, it seems, have also been hidden 
from you.

We, the undersigned, submit this in 
response to your encouragement to 
fact-based criticism. In this submission, 
we quote only from the fi ndings of 
the Supreme Court-appointed Central 
Empowered Committee (CEC) so that 
bias, if any, on our part in the matter 
could be avoided. According to the 
CEC, the

approval of standing committee (SC), NBWL 
for diversion of 6,017 ha [hectare] of wildlife 
habitat for implementation of the Ken–Betwa 
Link Project Phase I has not been proved to 
be necessary for improvement and better 
management of the wildlife therein as pro-
vided in Section 35(6) of the Wild Life (Pro-
tection) Act, 1972.

The fi nding, as above, by the CEC 
highlights that the wildlife clearance by 
the standing committee, the National 
Board for Wildlife (NBWL), was in the 
teeth of the Wild Life (Protection) Act 
(WPA), 1972 and hence illegal. What is 
true of Section 35(6) of the WPA dealing 
with national parks is also true of Sec-
tion 29 of the WPA dealing with a sanc-
tuary. Since the Ken Gharial Sanctuary 
on the Ken river, downstream of the 
proposed dam site, will suffer a fate 
similar to the Panna Tiger Reserve (PTR), 
it too required a detailed assessment. 
Nothing of this kind has been done and 
hence the said wildlife clearance is also 
illegal as it violates Section 29 of the 
WPA.  On this, the CEC states: “impact of 
the project on the downstream Gharial 
Sanctuary and the vulture nesting sites 
have not been examined by the stand-
ing committee, NBWL and no mitigative 
measures in this regard are forthcoming 
in the recommendation of the standing 
committee, NBWL.”

So, the very fact that the wildlife 
clearance accorded to the project by the 

standing committee, NBWL is not per-
missible by law should have been con-
sidered as a suffi cient and determining 
factor against the project as proposed, 
and the project should have thus been 
rejected by the cabinet committee.  How 
can a project, which runs foul by the 
law of the land, be allowed to go ahead? 
Also, the case in question is still sub judice 
at the Supreme Court. Obviously, these 
facts have been hidden from the cabinet 
committee headed by you. 

Kindly recall your message given to the 
nation on 29 July 2021 (International 
Tiger Day), which “reiterated Indian gov-
ernment’s commitment to ensuring safe 
habitats for the species and nurturing 
their habitat and ecosystems.” Obviously, 
the cabinet committee has not been 
briefed on how the proposed dam on the 
Ken river, in the heart of the PTR, shall 
sound a death knell for the tigers’ future 
in Panna by compromising their habitat for 
all times.  In this respect, the CEC report 
has the following to say:
(i) the large block of 6,017 ha of forest-
land involved in the diversion to non-
forest use is part of the national park 
and core critical tiger habitat of the PTR 
and will result in the total loss of wild-
life habitat of 10,500 ha on account of 
submergence and fragmentation; 
(ii) the forestland involved in submer-
gence is a unique ecosystem of morpho-
logical signifi cance with unique and rich 
biodiversity in the region and which 
cannot be recreated; 
(iii) the very objective of the declara-
tion of this unique ecosystem with 
special morphological signifi cance and 
unique biodiversity as a national park 
to ensure operation of the laws of nature, 
including natural evolution unhindered 
by human intervention will be defeated 
and will result in a complete break-
down of the evolutionary process of 
millions of years; 
(iv) the mitigative measures are grossly 
insuffi cient to mitigate the loss of habitat, 
the unique ecosystem of national park, and 
the threat of the PTR losing the status of 
“source area” without any reliable 
“source area” in the proposed landscape—
the viability of tiger population in the 
entire land scale will be at risk; 
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(v) the assumption of the NWDA, standing 
committee, NBWL, and the Ministry of 
Environment, Forest and Climate Change 
that the project will have a positive impact 
on the tiger population is found to be 
fl awed as the large fl ood plains vacated 
by the villagers, after relocation, will 
remain under water even during summer 
as being located below the 240-m dead 
storage level;
(vi) the standing committee, NBWL, 
while giving wildlife clearance to this 
project, has not taken into account the 
decision of this Court in IA No 100 in 
WP(C) No 337 of 1995 with IA No 3452 
wherein it is held that our approach 
should be ecocentric and not anthropo-
centric, and we must apply the “species 
best interest standard” as all species have 
equal rights to exist on earth; and
(vii) the standing committee, NBWL has 
ignored the following critical fi ndings of 
its own expert committee: (a) no devel-
opmental project should destroy the 
ecology of remnant fragile ecosystems 
and an important tiger habitat in the 
country. ln an ideal situation, it would 
be best to avoid these projects in such 
wilderness areas with protected area 
status and specifi cally when it runs the 
risk of providing justifi cation or un-
healthy precedence for more such devel-
opmental projects within the protected 
areas that will not be in the interest of 
wildlife and the overall wellbeing of the 
society in the long term; (b) the present 
proposal may not be the best possible 
option for addressing the livelihood and 
development of the region using water 
resources from the Ken river.

Obviously, the above facts that gravely 
threaten the tigers’ future have not been 
brought to your notice. We are sure that, 
if informed, you would never have ap-
proved the project.

Experts like Brij Gopal, Dinesh Kumar 
Marothia, and others have made a strong 
case to suggest that much cheaper, faster, 
and sustainable alternatives to the pro-
ject are available for the people in the 
Bundelkhand region in whose name the 
Ken–Betwa link project is being pushed. 
With thousands of Chandela and Bundela 
period tanks spread all over Bundelkhand, 
but unfortunately in disuse today, there is 
a strong case to focus on their rejuvenation 

for the region’s water security rather than 
promote costly, long gestation, and result-
uncertain megaprojects like the present 
one. According to a 2016 publication by 
Brij Gopal and Marothia: 

Restoring large tanks and village ponds must 
be accorded high priority. For centuries, vil-
lage communities managed them as common 
pool resources. In recent decades, however, 
they have degraded due to weak property 
rights relations, institutional arrangements, 
and a breakdown of local authority systems, 
whether they be community-based organisa-
tions, local resource users’ groups, or village 
panchayats. Property rights/tenure security 
can effectively infl uence incentive structures 
for sustainable use of the commons, and 
appropriate property rights and an institu-
tional hierarchy have to be established to 
restore and manage common waterbodies 
under the MOWR’s RRR (repair, renovation, 
restoration) scheme and Pradhan Mantri 
Krishi Sinchayee Yojana.

Several successful farm pond schemes 
are already in operation in the Bun-
delkhand region. These can be upscaled 
over the entire region with suitable gov-
ernment support and schemes.

Also, the region receives more than 
1,100 mm of rainfall annually, and there 
are many examples in the country where 
village communities with less than half 
of this rainfall have been able to create 
water security by harvesting local water 
though watershed development and 
demand management. The above fact 
has been endorsed by the CEC report: 
“the alternative to the main objectives of 
the project proposal of irrigation and 

alleviation of poverty have not been 
examined by the project proponents.” 

It is also a fact that Ken river, which 
turns into pools during the summer 
months, has never carried the kind of 
water that its hydrological assessments 
claim to possess. Otherwise, why 
would the existing Bariyarpur barrage 
along with its 59.34 km canal and 
960.6 km-long distribution system de-
signed to irrigate a command area of 
2,29,360 ha, be able to irrigate only 
66,000 ha with a maximum of 86,000 
ha in 1994–96?  

With the above real facts about the 
project, as endorsed by the CEC of the 
Supreme Court, we request you to kindly 
direct a recall of the cabinet committee 
approval granted to the Ken–Betwa link 
project and reject the same in favour of 
an alternative, which would be much 
more time- and cost-saving as well as 
would save the integrity of the PTR and 
safeguard the tigers’ future. 

We are sure that your vision and com-
mitment for ensuring safe habitats for 
the tigers and nurturing their habitat 
and ecosystems shall convert the pro-
posed lose-lose proposal of the Ken–
Betwa link into a win-win proposal 
both for the tigers and the local people 
in the Bundelkhand region. 

We shall be happy to clarify any queries 
in this regard. 

Manoj Mishra, K J Joy, Chicu Lokagariwar, 
Himanshu Kulkarni, Veena Srinivasan, and 
others
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been submitted, published, or accepted for publication 
elsewhere. Contributors must specify the same in the 
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• An abstract of 150–200 words
• Six to eight keywords 
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author stating current designation and affiliation, 
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provided email address in the author note.
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excessive self-referencing. Figures, graphs and tables 
must be used sparingly to avoid repetition of content. 
All supplementary files such as figures, tables, maps, 
etc, must be provided in MS Office (Word/ Excel) or 
other editable formats, wherever possible.
The EPW editorial team reserves the right to slot an 
article in a specific section, as deemed fit.
Receipt of articles is immediately acknowledged by email. If 
contributors have not received an acknowledgement and 
reference number within a week of submission, they 
are requested to check their spam folders for the mail 
and write to us at edit@epw.in. 
Every effort is taken to complete early processing of 
the articles we receive. Given the high volume of articles 
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decision on whether an article is accepted for publication. 
Articles accepted for publication can take up to 12 
months from the date of acceptance to appear in print.

Letters (Word limit: 500–800) 
Readers are encouraged to comment on current affairs 
and/or respond to published articles in EPW. Letters must 
contain the author’s full name and postal address. 

Commentary (Word limit: 2,000–3,000)
Short, analytical articles on topical and contemporary 
social, economic and political developments will be 
considered for this section. 

Book Reviews (Word limit: 1,500–2,000)
EPW commissions book reviews. However, on occasion, 
unsolicited reviews may be considered for publication.

Insight (Word limit: 4,000–5,000)
Innovative and focused analyses of social, economic, and 
political phenomena would be considered for this section. 

Perspectives (Word limit: 4,000–5,000)
Articles presenting unique viewpoints and standpoints 
on existing scholarship and contemporary phenomena 
are welcome for this section. 

Special Articles (Word limit: Up to 7,000) 
Original, unpublished research papers in any of the 
humanities and social sciences are welcome.  

Notes (Word limit: 4,000–5,000)
Short, original articles covering preliminary research in 
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considered for this section.  

Discussion (Word limit: 1,500–2,000)
In order to foster debate and discussion, responses to 
articles published in EPW are encouraged.

Postscript (Word limit: 800–1,200)
Short non-fiction/fiction accounts or reflections, including 
poems, on different aspects of culture (travel, literature, 
dance, music and film) will be considered under this section. 

Engage
Contributions to this section may be in the form of 
articles (2,500–3,000 words), photo essays, podcasts 
and videos on topical social, cultural, economic and 
political developments. For more details, visit: https://
www.epw.in/notes-contributors-epw-engage.

Copyright
EPW posts all published articles on its website as well as 
on select databases. Published articles may be 
considered for translation into Indian languages under 
our ongoing project.

The copyright of all articles published in EPW belongs 
to the author or to the organisation where the author 
is employed, as determined by the author’s terms of 
employment. 

Permission for Reproduction
1.  EPW has no objection to authors republishing or 

revising their articles for other publications. 
However, the republished article must mention 
prominently that a version of the article first 
appeared in Economic & Political Weekly. It must also 
include the publication details along with the URL 
of the original EPW article.

2.  No published article or part thereof should be 
reproduced in any form without prior permission of 
the author(s). A soft/hard copy of the author(s)’s 
approval should be sent to EPW.

Please refer to the detailed Notes for Contributors 
(https://www.epw.in/notes-contributors.html) and 
Frequently Asked Questions (https://www.epw.in/
frequently-asked-questions) section on the EPW website.
Send us your submissions on edit@epw.in.
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