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Hilsa, the tropical fish is one of the relished delicacies, popularly consumed in many parts of India. The Hilsa, will soon fade away from the memories of peoples. Its taste will soon be forgotten.  For people living in the Ghaghra basin, the fish has already been wiped out from their memory.  
The culprit? Farrakka barrages. Farraka barrage, constructed in 1972-73, built across the Ganges, blocked the migratory routes upriver, leading to not mere reduction, but a drastic collapse of commercial Hilsa fishery in upstream. The impact? Fishermen dependent on the Hilsa for their livelihood suffered economic losses, and like the Hilsa, they too have vanished without a trace. 

In a paper ‘Thirsty Rivers, Bygone Fishes, Hungry Societies’, Nachiket Kelkar, an independent scientist reports commercial extinction of Hilsa upstream of the Farakka barrage (99.9% decline was reported). Fishermen in the Sunderbans reported that they sometimes have to go out into sea to look for Hilsa. 
The Farakka barrage and several others dam projects have led to near-complete economic collapse of fisheries from upstream areas.

The rivers degrade, depleting the fish population, in effect, posing a threat to people who are directly dependent on rivers for survival. Sadly, there isn’t a number attached to this- the extent of livelihood losses due to degradation of rivers remains unknown. Experts, however, believe that dam construction tops the reason for the current situation. 

A report Damaged Rivers, Collapsing Fisheries by South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers and People (SANDRP) estimates that more than 10.86 million Indians depend on rivers, wetlands, floodplains, estuaries, ponds and tanks for subsistence and market-based fisheries. Parineeta Dandekar from SANDRP says, “We extrapolated these numbers to be at 10.8 million. However, even this is a low estimate.”

Fishermen and Livelihood 
SANDRP report reveals that Brahmaputra supports more than 2 million fisher folk, smaller rivers like Wainaganga in Maharashtra support more than 4 lakh fishermen. 

Estimates from the report suggest that the current riverine fishery is below subsistence level with an average yield of 0.3 tonne per km, which is about 15% of their actual potential.

Though the revenue generated from the fish catch could vary every season, during monsoon, a fisherman could earn about 600 t0 1000 rupees in few hours per day by catching around 4 to 5 kilo of fishes. This, as a source of dependable earning is reduced in post-monsoon period.
Vidyadhar Atkore, a fish expert from ATREE,shares his experience, “A fisherman from the Malaprabha river told me various reasons of fish decline in the river. Earlier farmers used to grow semi arid crops (ragi, cotton) but now they have completely shifted to a new cropping pattern by growing sugarcane – a water intensive crop. This is grown along the riverbanks. 

The rich farmers, with no second thoughts, drain agricultural sewage into the river. 

This problem specifically has led to sewage pollution, which has stalled fish growth, or perhaps delayed their breeding potential. Says Atkore, “Some of the big fishes have vanished from the usual fishing stretches. Fishes such as Tambar, Deccan mahseer (Khadas), Beelav (Ompok sp), is a rarity today.” Khadas, for instance, seems to have completely disappeared from its range. 

Dams, Rivers and Fishermen

India is the second biggest inland fish producer in the world. However, despite the great potential to grow, there has been a strong collapse in capturing fisheries. 

Dams, reservoirs and barrages have seriously altered even baseline flow regimes in rivers, i.e. the volume of water needed to maintain basic functions of flow. This shortage is so acute that the available water is often not enough to sustain basic livelihood needs of fishermen and agriculturists. 

There are 5,100+ large dams of India that hamper water cycle of rivers. This in turn blocks migration, destroys spawning grounds, affecting the fisheries and fisheries-based livelihoods, which are also a source of cheap nutrition for the poor. 

The fishermen, the most poorest and neglected people in the society need livelihood security, which does not exist today. Displacement and rehabilitation have been of no help. 
This is a matter of serious concern. 

Farakka barrage’s impact on fishermen

Maharashtra faced severe drought in 2012. There was a typical problem in this situation. People dependent on rivers for their economic needs turned into construction labourers. Blame it on the Farakka barrage. This resulted in a high influx of illegally immigrants from Bangladesh who entered India as labourers. The reason? The Farakka barrage barely let any water out to Bangladesh. How would these labourers survive? 

The barrage aggravated floods in the Ganga-Kosi landscape of Bihar so badly in the last 40 years that it has led to the near-complete disturbance in the lives of extremely poor agricultural and fishing communities in this region. Left with no option, these people now largely live as refugees in flood-relief displacement camps, in abject poverty. 

Says Kelkar, “The dam-canal systems are meant for irrigation and hydropower mainly, but the amount of wastage is huge, and political lobbies determine where dams and canals will reach, almost always leaving out the marginal farmers, fishers and people, and precipitating droughts and famines. This sounds rather dramatic, but is true.”
He adds, “We have the highest concentrations of radioactive pollutants and carcinogens in rivers. What these means for the lives of millions of people is obvious.”


How resources change hands

What happens when new dams are constructed? How do fishermen lose their livelihood as a result? Says Dandekar, “When a new project begins, the people even lose their basic right to water as the irrigation department takes over. The contractors have a lease agreement. The fishermen get kicked away with no compensation. No one knows what happens to them.”

Experts believe that river alteration by dams and reservoirs completely change access to local resource, and the management practices where private contractors subjugate or even marginalise traditional fishing communities due to the changed dynamics of ownership and access. Says Kelkar, “Dams can achieve far more social degradation than just livelihood loss or per diem economic loss. Poor displacement alternatives, which almost never have benefited people, have rebounding consequences in the degradation of catchment lands by destructive, desperate agro-practices. Dams completely skew the political landscape, creating massive disparity and economic inequality.” 

River-dependent people

People are dependent on rivers for fishing and agriculture, chiefly. These livelihoods are strongly determined by societal factors with caste and economic status being the most important ones. Due to poor freshwater availability in Sunderbans, Godavari basin, Krishna basin and throughout the west-flowing rivers of the Western Ghats, many farmers are unable to cultivate anything.

People like boatmen, who ferry people from one bank to another, sell pilgrimage wares, cultivate reed-grass, lotus, water lily etc., construction laborers who build bridges embankments or other artifices, and bonded laborers in fishing or agriculture also depend on rivers for livelihood. Says Kelkar, “Some of the new occupations include working as laborers with sand-mining mafia, or doing small-scale plantation along riparian areas.”


Sand mining has also impacted the livelihoods of people dependent on rivers. Sand mining for house constructions has further deepened the river bed. Fishing in such places pose great difficulties for traditional fishermen who cast nets. Says Atkore, “The fishermen had to travel, say 20-25 km upstream, to Khanapur for good fishing sites.  Sadly, many fishermen can’t afford to pay daily travel expenses. Where some have given up fishing, some have shifted to fishing from the reservoir and some have started selling groceries in the market for self sustenance. 

Solutions?

Fishermen in the Adan River of Central India have devised small-scale co-operative schemes that help them fish in an ecologically sustainable and socially viable manner. There are other examples of traditional fisheries still in place, which have been sensibly utilising wetlands in Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Maharashtra. There are some fishing co-operatives that are actually working and keeping destructive fishing practices (such as use of mosquito-nets or dynamite for fishing) at bay. However, these are barely from rivers. They are more from wetlands and lakes. 


The success stories are yet to be witnessed on this front. 

What could be the solutions? Says Kelkar, “We believe that chemicals do better than manures, so we force the farmers to believe the same. Only when people start falling sick of eating poisonous fish does somebody talk of it. A review mentions that all the rivers in India have fishes which have accumulated more than tolerable levels of pesticides.”

Says Atkore, “If farmers stop channeling their agricultural sewage direct into the river then perhaps this will contribute to the health of the river stretches. It is time that fishermen get incentives like farmers to develop small aquaculture facility where they could grow native or commercial fishes. That will change the plight of these fishermen. 

Where government has numerous schemes for farmers like subsidies to buy insecticide, pesticide or fertilizers, there are no such privileges for the fishermen. They continue to be the poorest and neglected people in the society.
The Dam Impact
A pertinent question on damming, which has been the primary reason to loss of livelihood among people, is this- how have dams mushroomed up, without a detailed authentic environmental impact assessment (EIA) or biodiversity assessment? Says Dandekar, “Some dams need environment clearance and some do not. According to protocols, the agency involved in the project does the impact assessment if the project comes under the EIA purview. Till date, not even a single project has been rejected.”

Experts stress that when the Ministry of environment and forests (MoEF) sanctions such projects, it is imperative to have a monitoring system to ensure that the parameters on the basis of which sanction was given were adhered to. 

Places like Ramsar sites are protected areas bound by convention. Sadly, no rivers are a part of this protection. Only wetlands are included here. 

The problems here are grave and something for the policy makers and stake holders are to seriously ponder over. The rivers are not just a home for host of species, but an integral source of income and life to millions of people in the country. Says Dandekar, “The process needs to be transparent, and there needs to be strong accountability as well from the authorities.” Only such measures will ensure that fishermen will get a fair deal.
