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Tabahi Ki Gawahi (Witness to the Calamity).
Dr. Vijay: Centre For Gandhian Thought, 

Bhagalpur University, Bihar. 

The abstract 

The breach in Koshi embankment at Kusaha on August 18, 2008 caused havoc in eight districts of North Bihar. A perusal of the circumstances leading to the  breach made it obvious to everyone  that reasons for that breach were not the over flow of water in a flooded river, but the administrative negligence and corruption of the government officers leading to the breach in the protective levees, even while the water flow in the river was one of the lowest in the season. Therefore it would be a misnomer to call it floods, and it was named as deluge by the people and social activists.  Watching the calamity helplessly, a social activist like me, who have been active in the Bihar State for more than three decades, felt the need to expose the acts of human omissions and commissions, behind this tragedy. 
On the one hand the government’s dereliction of duty brought such suffering for millions of people, on the other the govt. machinery failed to provide proper relief to the affected population.  We felt that that human tragedy could not be fully comprehended without getting first hand experience of the area. Therefore we decided to make a journey to the actual place where the breach had occurred and organised a boat journey for the same. That boat journey was named as Tabahi Ki Gawahi (Witness to the Calamity). The downstream journey in the new stream of the river, began on Oct. 11, 2008 from Birpur ( in the north) and ended at Kursela ( in the south) on Oct. 21, 2008. During this downstream journey in the new river stream, we passed  through the deluge affected areas. We met hundreds of people. We made our observations and tried to understand the political and social contexts of the government policies through which that human calamity had occurred. 
Nineteen members had participated in this boat-journey. Among them, five were the former engineers of the water resources department of Government of Bihar, who had had experience of working in the Koshi Project,  since its very inception in the 1960s.  These engineers were able to establish beyond doubt  that the real cause of the breach of Koshi embankment was not the pressure of excessive flow of water, but  something else. These embankments had earlier withstood the pressure of the river  carrying 9 lacs cusecs of water. But on the day of  Koshi breach at Kusaha, the actual flow of water was only of 1.5 lacs cusecs,  much below the actual capacity of the river. The decay in  the structure of dam or embankments are slow processes. It  could not have happened all of a sudden.  It should have been  prevented through proper maintenance  and a proper monitoring system. Any decay in the structure should have been detected in time and could have been  corrected/ repaired in time. But in case of Koshi breach at Kusaha, the local people had informed  us during the journey that erosion in embankment had begun almost a  month back. Yet, no one had taken preventive action to make corrections. The situation was very well known to the Koshi engineers in Birpur and the higher officials sitting in Patna. 
We were witness to the scenes of loss of lives and damages of properties with our own eyes. Crops in fields were totally washed away and it was estimated that around 70 percent of live stocks had died. The conditions of the dalit bastees were worse than the others in terms of damage as well as in relief works because their habitations are  generally located in low lying  areas of the villages. 
Rescue and relief works were urgently required. But even after two months of the deluge; the government administration could arrange only a few boats for carrying relief materials provided by the voluntary organisations to the needy.  The administration maintained silence on many urgent, unaddressed issues. Thefts and robbery were rampant everywhere. Educational activities in schools had remained suspended for longer times and transportation system had remained disrupted for months. Similar was the case with canal systems of the river. 

Having faced such calamity, the people of Koshi area are now disillusioned with flood control policies which have been adopted for last five decades. Having witnessed the tragedy, we are also of the view that effort should be made to find environmentally sound, nature oriented and geological viable solution of the flood problem. We have been able to formulate some demand in this regard. The full report of the Tabahi ki Gawahi Yatra is annexed (Annexure-1). 

After finalizing the report of Tabahi ki Gawahi Yatra, it was presented before a public meeting and there it was decided to submit a memorandum to the Hon’ble President of India by the end of December, 2008. However, due to some reasons, it could not be submitted in time (Annexure-2).
In February, 2009 some students of Department of Gandhian Thought of Bhagalpur University had participated in a study camp in Basantpur Block of Supaul district in Bihar, one of the most affected block due to this deluge. They had studied the damages caused by Koshi deluge. A public meeting was held at Balua Bazar after the camp was over. About 10,000 people had participated in that meeting. A  resolution was passed. This  has been titled as Balua Resolution (Annexure-3).
Now we intend to launch a mass action in support of Balua Resolution. In this regard, in Oct, 2009 a memorandum ‘Koshi Wasi’ was submitted to the Chief Minister of Bihar at Saharsa (Annexure-4).
For this purpose we are actively trying to bring all the activists and mass movement groups of different social backgrounds of Koshi region at one forum. For that purpose we have proposed to organise a seven day conference/camp in December, 2009 to discuss and decide the future course of action. A background paper has been prepared for that purpose (Annexure-5).
Other important documentation: 

A process of dialogue is going on. Various activist groups along with some technocrats are sharing their views and experiences. Some organizations have made some important contributions towards this end. For example Manav Adhikar Sanrakshan Pratishthan lead by former Chief Minister of Bihar Dr. Jagannath Mishra.  We are the part of such efforts and have collected the relevant documents brought out by them. These documents are available at our office for any reference.  The technical group of the former Kosi engineers have brought out a comprehensive document to detail the processes of corruption in the department which ultimately led to the breach in the embankment at Kusaha. This document is also available in our office for reference. 
I have been associated with South Asian Dialogues on Ecological Democracy (SADED) for longer time. SADED had provided us full support in organising that Boat Journey (Tabahi Ki Gawahi Yatra) as well as SADED is taking active part in follow-up activities. As we are in process of formulating and implementing future course of action, SADED is still giving full co-operation to us. 
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