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SUMMARY  
India's river interlinking project aims to address the nation's uneven water distribution by transferring 

water from surplus to deficit regions via a vast network of canals and reservoirs. Originally conceived during 

the British colonial era, the concept has evolved over time and gained significant political traction. While 

proponents highlight benefits like enhanced water security, improved agricultural productivity, and flood 

control, critics raise concerns about environmental degradation, displacement of communities, and interstate 

water disputes. The project's future may lie in adopting smaller-scale, region-specific solutions to balance water 

needs with social and environmental sustainability. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

River linkage, also known as interlinking of rivers, is a large-scale water management concept that 

involves connecting major rivers through a network of canals and reservoirs. This approach aims to transfer water 

from areas with surplus to those facing deficits. In India, the idea gained prominence as a potential solution to 

address regional water imbalances, mitigate floods and droughts, and enhance water security nationwide. The 

concept involves both intrastate and interstate river connections, with the ultimate goal of creating a balanced and 

efficient national water grid. While proponents argue for its potential benefits, the project has also faced criticism 

due to environmental, social, and economic concerns. The primary purpose of India's river linkage project is to 

address the country's uneven distribution of water resources by transferring water from surplus river basins to 

deficit ones. This ambitious plan aims to tackle water scarcity issues that affect various regions of India. India 

experiences significant spatial and temporal variations in rainfall, resulting in some areas having excess water 

while others face severe shortages. The river linkage project seeks to balance this disparity by creating a network 

of canals and reservoirs to redirect water from areas with abundance to those in need. 

 
The historical context and evolution of the idea: 

The roots of river interlinking in India can be traced back to the 19th century, during British colonial 

rule. Sir Arthur Cotton, a British general and irrigation engineer, first proposed the idea of connecting rivers in the 
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1850s. He envisioned a network of navigation canals that would also serve irrigation purposes, particularly in the 

Godavari and Krishna river basins. Post-independence, the concept gained renewed attention. In 1972, Dr. K.L. 

Rao, the former Union Minister for Irrigation, proposed the Ganga-Cauvery link canal. This ambitious plan aimed 

to transfer surplus water from the Ganga basin to the water-deficient Cauvery basin in South India. Around the 

same time, Captain Dastur, an engineer and pilot, suggested another grandiose scheme called the Garland Canal. 

This plan involved building two canals: one along the Himalayas in the north and another along the Deccan 

Plateau in the south, with a series of reservoirs to store monsoon water. While these early proposals were 

considered too ambitious and economically unfeasible, they laid the groundwork for future discussions on river 

interlinking. The idea gained significant momentum in the 1980s when the Ministry of Water Resources 

formulated the National Perspectives Plan (NPP) for water resources development. This plan identified 30 links 

(16 under the Peninsular component and 14 under the Himalayan component) for connecting various rivers across 

the country. 

In 1982, the National Water Development Agency (NWDA) was established to carry out detailed 

studies, surveys, and investigations of the proposed river links. This marked a more systematic approach to 

exploring the feasibility of river interlinking. The concept received a major boost in 2002 when the Supreme Court 

of India, responding to a public interest litigation, directed the government to implement the river interlinking 

project within a set timeframe. This ruling brought the idea to the forefront of national discourse and policy 

planning. In 2003, the Task Force on Interlinking of Rivers was constituted to provide guidance on implementing 

the project. The task force submitted its report in 2004, outlining the benefits, challenges, and potential approaches 

to river interlinking. Over the years, the project has seen varying levels of political support and opposition. 

Different governments have approached it with varying degrees of enthusiasm, influenced by factors such as 

regional water disputes, environmental concerns, and funding challenges. In recent years, there has been a shift 

towards implementing smaller, more feasible link projects rather than pursuing the entire grand plan at once. For 

instance, the Ken-Betwa link project, which aims to transfer water from the Ken river to the Betwa river in 

Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh, has seen significant progress in planning and approvals. The evolution of the 

river interlinking idea in India reflects the country's ongoing struggle to manage its water resources effectively. It 

has transformed from a colonial-era concept of navigation canals to a comprehensive water management strategy 

addressing issues of water scarcity, flood control, and agricultural productivity. 

 

Some key proposed projects and their potential impacts: 

1. Ken-Betwa Link Project: 

This is one of the most advanced proposals, aiming to transfer water from the Ken river to the Betwa river in 

Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Irrigation for 600,000 hectares, drinking water for 1.4 million people, 103 MW of hydropower 

generation. 

Negative: Submergence of about 9,000 hectares of forest land, including part of the Panna Tiger Reserve, 

potentially affecting wildlife and biodiversity. 

2. Damanganga-Pinjal Link: 

This project aims to divert excess water from Damanganga basin to Pinjal dam for the benefit of Mumbai city. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Additional water supply to Mumbai, potential for hydropower generation. 

Negative: Displacement of tribal communities, loss of forest cover. 

3. Par-Tapi-Narmada Link: 

This link proposes to transfer water from the surplus regions of Western Ghats to the deficit regions of Saurashtra 

and Kutch. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Irrigation benefits to Gujarat, flood control in Par and Tapi rivers. 

Negative: Large-scale displacement of tribal populations, submergence of forest areas. 

4. Mahanadi-Godavari Link: 

This project aims to divert surplus water from the Mahanadi river to the Godavari river. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Irrigation benefits to Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, and Chhattisgarh, potential for hydropower generation. 

Negative: Environmental concerns due to large-scale water diversion, potential impact on coastal ecosystems. 
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5. Brahmaputra-Ganga Link: 

This ambitious project proposes to transfer water from the Brahmaputra to the Ganga basin. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Flood control in Assam and Bihar, increased water availability in the Ganga basin. 

Negative: Geopolitical tensions with Bangladesh and China, potential ecological impacts on the Brahmaputra 

river system. 

6.Peninsular River Development: 

This component includes several links connecting rivers in southern India, such as Godavari-Krishna, Krishna-

Pennar, and Pennar-Cauvery. 

Potential impacts: 

Positive: Improved water availability in drought-prone areas of Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Tamil Nadu, and 

Karnataka. 

Negative: Interstate water disputes, alteration of natural river flows affecting ecosystems. 

 
Benefits with water security, agriculture, and flood control : 

1. Water Security 

Enhanced Water Availability 
One of the most significant benefits of river interlinking is the potential enhancement of water security. 

By linking rivers, regions that experience chronic water shortages can receive a more consistent and reliable 

supply. For instance, in countries like India, where seasonal variations in rainfall can lead to severe water deficits, 

interlinking projects can help in stabilizing water availability. By transferring surplus water from regions with 

abundant rainfall to arid or semi-arid areas, these projects can mitigate the impacts of droughts and ensure that 

water resources are more evenly distributed. 

Buffer against Climate Change 
Climate change is expected to exacerbate the variability in water availability, with some regions 

experiencing increased flooding and others facing more severe droughts. River interlinking can act as a buffer 

against these impacts by providing a mechanism to store and redistribute water. For example, during periods of 

heavy rainfall, excess water can be redirected to regions prone to drought, thus mitigating the risk of water scarcity 

in the future. This kind of infrastructure can enhance a region's resilience to the changing climate and ensure long-

term water security. 

Improved Groundwater Recharge 
Interlinking rivers can also contribute to the recharge of groundwater aquifers. When surplus river water 

is directed into regions where groundwater levels are depleting, it can help in replenishing these aquifers. This is 

particularly important in areas where over-extraction of groundwater has led to significant declines in water tables. 

By improving groundwater recharge, river interlinking projects can help in sustaining agricultural practices and 

meeting the water needs of local communities. 

 

2. Agricultural Productivity 

Increased Irrigation Coverage 
Agriculture is highly dependent on water, and many regions suffer from inadequate irrigation 

infrastructure. River interlinking can significantly enhance irrigation coverage by providing a more reliable and 

steady supply of water. This enables farmers in previously water-scarce areas to grow crops throughout the year, 
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rather than being limited to rain-fed agriculture. Improved irrigation can lead to higher crop yields, increased 

cropping intensity, and the possibility of cultivating high-value crops that require consistent water supply. 

Reduction in Water Stress 
By redistributing water more evenly, river interlinking projects can reduce the stress on existing water 

sources. In many agricultural regions, farmers are competing for a limited supply of water, which can lead to 

conflicts and inefficiencies. Interlinking rivers can alleviate this pressure by providing additional water resources, 

thus enabling farmers to manage their water use more effectively. This can lead to better water use efficiency and 

reduced competition for water among agricultural and non-agricultural uses. 

Enhanced Agricultural Resilience 
The increased water availability provided by river interlinking can also enhance agricultural resilience to 

climatic variability. Farmers in interlinked regions are less likely to face crop failures due to drought or irregular 

rainfall patterns, as they have access to a more reliable water source. This can stabilize agricultural production and 

improve food security, which is crucial for sustaining rural livelihoods and national food supplies. 

 

3. Flood Control 

Mitigation of Flood Risks 
River interlinking can play a crucial role in flood control by enabling the diversion of excess water from flood-

prone areas to regions with lower risk. During periods of heavy rainfall, excess water can be redirected through 

interlinked channels to reservoirs or other water bodies designed to manage floodwaters. This can help in reducing 

the intensity of floods and mitigating their impacts on communities, infrastructure, and agricultural lands. 

 

Floodplain Management 
Effective management of floodplains is essential for reducing flood risks. River interlinking projects can 

include the creation of floodplains and wetlands that act as natural buffers, absorbing excess water and reducing 

the downstream flood risks. By integrating floodplain management into interlinking projects, it is possible to 

enhance the capacity of these areas to handle large volumes of water, thereby reducing the likelihood and severity 

of floods. 

Improved Flood Forecasting and Response 
With better data and control over river flows provided by interlinking projects, flood forecasting and 

response can be significantly improved. Interlinked river systems allow for more precise monitoring of water 

levels and flows, enabling authorities to predict and manage flood events more effectively. This improved 

forecasting capability can lead to timely warnings and better preparedness, reducing the overall impact of floods 

on affected areas. 

 

Displacement 

Population Displacement 
The creation of reservoirs and other infrastructure for river interlinking often involves flooding large 

areas of land, which can displace thousands of people. These communities, often residing in rural or semi-urban 

areas, may lose their homes, livelihoods, and agricultural lands. Displacement can lead to significant socio-

economic disruptions, affecting people's access to basic services, traditional livelihoods, and community networks. 

Economic Impact 
The loss of agricultural land and local resources due to flooding can have severe economic 

consequences for displaced populations. Many affected individuals depend on agriculture for their livelihood, and 

the sudden loss of arable land can lead to decreased income and economic instability. Additionally, the 

construction and implementation phases of river interlinking projects can disrupt local economies, particularly if 

the displaced communities were engaged in local trades or small businesses. 

 

Rehabilitation 

Resettlement and Compensation 
Effective rehabilitation requires resettlement of displaced communities and fair compensation for lost 

assets. Resettlement efforts must address not only the physical relocation of people but also their social and 

economic needs. This includes providing new housing, access to clean water, sanitation facilities, and educational 

and healthcare services. Compensation packages often include financial compensation, land-for-land exchanges, or 

a combination of both, designed to restore or improve the livelihoods of affected individuals. 
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Community Integration 
Successful rehabilitation also involves integrating displaced communities into new environments while 

preserving their social fabric. This means ensuring that new resettlement areas are not only physically suitable but 

also culturally compatible. Community participation in the planning and implementation of resettlement programs 

is crucial for addressing the needs and preferences of affected populations, thereby facilitating smoother transitions 

and minimizing conflicts. 

 

Interstate Disputes: 

Interstate disputes over river interlinking projects often arise due to conflicts in water rights, 

environmental concerns, and regional interests. These issues can complicate the planning and implementation of 

such projects, affecting cooperation among states and leading to protracted negotiations 

 

1. Water Rights and Allocation 

Conflicts Over Water Sharing 
One of the most contentious issues in interstate disputes is the allocation of water resources. River 

interlinking projects can alter the natural flow of rivers, impacting the availability of water downstream and 

potentially reducing the water supply for states that are located further along the river. This often leads to 

disagreements over how to equitably share the redistributed water. States with higher water needs or those 

experiencing shortages may argue that they are not receiving their fair share, while states with surplus water may 

resist relinquishing control or altering their existing usage patterns. 

Impact on Existing Agreements 
Existing water-sharing agreements or treaties can also come into play. Interlinking projects that change 

river flows may disrupt pre-established arrangements, leading to disputes over compliance and the need to 

renegotiate terms. States may need to address how new water distribution patterns affect their rights under these 

agreements, which can lead to lengthy and complex legal negotiations. 

2. Environmental and Ecological Concerns 

Ecological Disruptions 
River interlinking can lead to significant ecological disruptions, such as changes in river ecosystems, 

loss of biodiversity, and alterations in aquatic habitats. States may have differing views on the environmental 

impact of such projects. Some may prioritize economic benefits and water security, while others emphasize the 

preservation of natural habitats and ecological balance. This can lead to disputes over the environmental 

assessment and mitigation measures required for the project. 

 

Environmental Regulations 
Disputes can also arise over compliance with environmental regulations and standards. States with strict 

environmental policies may demand higher levels of environmental protection and mitigation, which can lead to 

disagreements with other states or project planners who prioritize development and infrastructure over 

environmental concerns. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The future outlook for India's river interlinking project remains uncertain, with ongoing debates about 

its feasibility and desirability. While the government continues to pursue some key links, the project's full 

implementation faces significant hurdles. Alternatives gaining attention include watershed development and 

rainwater harvesting, improving irrigation efficiency through modern techniques, promoting water-efficient crops 

and farming practices, reviving traditional water bodies like tanks and step wells, encouraging wastewater 

recycling and reuse, implementing stricter groundwater regulation, and focusing on smaller, localized water 

transfer projects. The future may see a hybrid approach, combining elements of river interlinking with these 

alternatives. There's growing recognition that a one-size-fits-all solution may not be suitable for India's diverse 

water challenges. Ultimately, the path forward will likely involve a combination of strategies, tailored to specific 

regional needs and balancing development goals with environmental and social consideration. 
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