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Chennai floods a grim reminder 
of what fate awaits Mumbai
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110 Chennai floods a grim reminder of what fate awaits Mumbai

Versova residents took to the streets 
to protest against debris-dumping in 
mangroves in Versova last month. Fifteen 
years ago, Versova faced a similar problem 
when truckloads of debris used to be 
regularly dumped there. A decade-long 
court battle from 2002 resulted in the 
mangroves being declared as reserved 
forests but the destruction continues, albeit 
on a smaller scale.

“Lokhandwala was not affected when 
Mumbai was flooded in 2005. This was 
because of our fight against the destruction 
of mangroves. The mangroves absorbed the 
water like sponges. At that time, I had made 
a conservative estimate and submitted it to 
the State government, that the mangroves 
had saved Lokhandwala from a cumulative 
loss of at least Rs. 500 crore. Imagine if 
homes and shops had been flooded, and 
cars washed away, which happened in 
other areas. But we don’t learn lessons,’’ 
said Rishi Agarwal, environmentalist and a 
local resident.

The floods in Chennai are a grim reminder 
of what fate awaits Mumbai, which 
experienced floods in 2005. Chennai’s 
floods, said D Stalin, director of the NGO 
Vanashakti, is a direct fallout of the 
destruction of its wetlands and water 
bodies. “Over the years, 5,000 hectares of 
salt pan land have been reduced to 500 
hectares, and 170 water bodies have been 
destroyed,’’ he said.

The government is yet to officially map 100 
floodplains in Mumbai. Activists point out 
that the Versova-Lokhandwala mangroves 
in the western suburbs and the salt pan 
land from Wadala to Thane, where the 
water drains into the sea are the city’s 
floodplains, and these are constantly under 
threat. Rampant concretization means that 
the rain water no longer percolates into 
the ground. All rain water runs off, which 
makes it all the more important to protect 
the wetlands.

“The State government has announced 
plans to create a master plan for the 
development of the salt pan lands to create 
affordable housing. Our wetlands are today 
in the disaster zone. One normal monsoon 
and these fault lines will be exposed. There 
was 200 mm rainfall in 24 hours and the city 
got flooded on June 19. These are ominous 
signs,’’ said Stalin.

Janak Daftary, convenor, Mithi Sansad, 
who is fighting a plea in the National Green 
Tribunal against retaining walls that have 
been constructed along the Mithi river, 
warns that these only enhance the risk of 
flooding. The final judgement is expected 
soon.

Daftary said several court orders to protect 
riverine mangroves and mudflats have 
largely been ignored. “There is very little 
action on the ground. The discharge of 
untreated effluents into the Mithi river 
continues unchecked,’’ he said, adding that 
they plan to take up the Dahisar river issue 
once the Mithi issue is resolved.
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