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increased nearly threefold in the past 20 years. 
Bengaluru’s current demand for water from the 
Cauvery is 30 tmc. This comes to over 10 per cent of 
the total water allocated to Karnataka, much more 
than the city should get if the allocation is done on 
the basis of its area as a percentage of the total 
Cauvery basin in the state. “Though most of 
Bengaluru is outside the Cauvery basin, the city 
commands much more than its share of the river,” 
says V Balasubramaniam, former additional secre-
tary in the Karnataka government.  “What’s worse 
is that around 45 per cent of the water is lost in leak-
ages. You can see the  indiscriminate use of the re-
source.” Moreover, the water has to be 
pumped up to an elevation of 540 m 
from the Cauvery, which is 100 km 
away. “It would be much more effi-
cient to restore the lakes in the city 
and recycle water for usage,” says 
Balasubramaniam. 

Vanishing forest cover 
An equally important change is in the 
land use pattern along the Cauvery. Along with an 
increase in cropping area and irrigation command 
area bet-ween 1980 and 2000, there has been a re-
duction in the forest area, especially close to the 
source of the river in Kodagu district and in the 
downstream Mysuru district. According to the 
“State of Forest” reports published by the Ministry 
of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, dense 
forests in both these districts have declined by about 
10 per cent between 2001 and 2013. An estimate by 
the Coffee Agro-forestry Network (cafnet), an in-
ternational project funded by the European Union 
to study the loss of diversity, shows that between 
1977 and 1997, forest cover decreased by 28 per cent 
in Kodagu. The report links the drop in forest cov-
er to changes in the coffee-growing system that has 
shifted from stream-fed shady plantations to irri-
gated plantations. The tribunal award and mecha-
nisms of farming across the basin are not in conso-
nance, says T V Ramachandran, a professor of 
ecology at the Centre for Ecological Sciences, 
Indian Institute of Science (iisc), Bengaluru. 
“Neither the judiciary, nor the farmers seem to un-
derstand the hydrology or ecology of the riverine 
system. Forest reduction close to the source of the 
river in Karnataka is a major factor that could po-
tentially reduce the yield of the river in the years to 
come,” he says. The tribunal award does not take 
into consideration the ecological and hydrological 
aspects that keep the river flowing, he  adds.

Another factor that has contributed to the scar-
city of water in the river is irregular rainfall. 

Most reservoirs in the Cauvery basin
are running low on water due to
deficit rainfall in Karnataka and
Tamil Nadu this year 

Scramble 
for water

140-year-old conflict | Water-sharing agreements, committees and tribunals have failed to resolve the Cauvery dispute 

1872 | First inter-state 
water-sharing agreement 
between Mysore and the 
Madras Presidency 

1924 | Second water-
sharing agreement for the 
next 50 years  

1960s | Karnataka 
proposes to build new 
reservoirs. The Centre 
rejects the plan. The state 
still builds four reservoirs

between the parties 
continue 

1990 | Supreme Court  
directs the Centre to 
constitute Cauvery Water 
Dispute Tribunal (CWDT)

1991 | CWDT announces 
an interim award. Orders 
Karnataka to release 
water. In a move to nullify 
the interim awards, the 
Karnataka government 

1998 | Centre constitutes 
Cauvery River Authority to 
ensure implementation of 
the interim award of CWDT

2002 | Cauvery River 
Authority chaired by 
Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee directs 
Karnataka to release 
9,000 cusecs of water to 
Tamil Nadu. Tamil Nadu 
unhappy with the order, 
says will move the 

Supreme Court

2005 | Karnataka 
refuses to implement the 
distress-sharing formula

2007 | CWDT gives final 
award, calling the 
agreements of 1872 and 
1924 executed between 
Madras and Mysore as 
valid. Karnataka protests

2015 | Jayalalithaa 
writes to Prime Minister 

1970s | Cauvery Fact 
Finding Committee set up 
in anticipation of the 
ending of the agreement 
in 1974. Its final report 
came in 1976 which was 
accepted by all the states. 
But when Karnataka 
began construction of the 
Harangi dam, Tamil Nadu 
went to court

1980s | Litigations, 
conflicts and negotiation 

passes an ordinance "to 
protect" irrigation in the 
"irrigable areas" of the 
Cauvery. Supreme Court 
strikes down the 
ordinance; upholds the 
CWDT award. Karnataka 
refuses to oblige

1993 | Tamil Nadu Chief 
Minister Jayalalithaa goes 
on fast, demanding the 
state's share as stipulated 
by the interim order

Narendra Modi, 
requesting him to advise 
Karnataka to release 
water. Karnataka refuses 
to release water since it 
is a ªdistress yearº

Sept 2, 2016 | The 
Supreme Court asks 
Karnataka to consider 
releasing water to Tamil 
Nadu to help the state 
continue to ªexist as an 
entityº. Violence erupts  
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 Krishnarajasagar reservoir
Established: 1931
Total capacity: 1.16 bcm*

Storage#: 22%

 Mettur reservoir
Established in: 1934
Total capacity: 2.65 bcm*

Storage#: 53%

 Lower Bhavani reservoir
Established in: 1955
Total capacity: 0.79 bcm*

Storage#: 19% 

C
a

u
v

e

r

y

 R i
v e r

Erode

Karur

Map not to scale

Instead of focusing on 
the quantum of water for 
allocation, which is decided 
by bureaucrats and 
politicians, the mechanism 
of sharing must be centred 
on efficient usage 

GRAPHIC:  RAKU / CSE

 Harangi reservoir
Established: 1982
Total capacity: 0.22 bcm*

Storage#: 50% 

 Hemavathy reservoir
Established: 1979
Total capacity: 0.93 bcm*

Storage#: 18% 

 Kabini reservoir
Established: 1974
Total capacity: 0.44 bcm* 
Storage#: 49% 

Length

800km

Affected states

4
People dependent

50million

Principal tributaries

21
Drainage area

81,155sq km

* Billion cubic metres
# As a percentage of 

total capacity on 
September 22
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