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T
he fishes are gasping, not out of the water this time. Rather
in the water itself! The womb of the mythological Virgin
River (popularly known as Kosi Maiya) is proving to a
graveyard for children this time. It is not at all a flood,

rather it is a catastrophe or the curse of the Kosi river. Thousands of
acres of residential land under the Saharsa and Purnia divisions-
which had been humming with human activity till few days ago-
have now turned into a flood-devastated terrain. The roaring sound
and sight of five to ten feet deep turbulent water can be heard and
seen at uncountable number of places in Madhepura, Supaul,
Saharsa, Araria, Katihar and Purnia districts. Also visible on the
roads are groups of flood victims ~ no one knows where they are
going and what will happen to them the next moment.



The flood water starts from the entry point of Madhepura town, but from
Bhirkhi chowk (from where one moves right towards Chousa, Alamnagar and
Uda Kishunganj - Bihariganj areas) the scene looks really frightening. Scores
of people with bags full of eatables and other household goods and with their
little children on their heads are almost creeping in chest-deep water. Many
aging people or infants are already buried in their watery graveyard in a num-
ber of villages here. Their names can be Rahta, Bhawanipur, Laxmipur,
Chharrapatti, Rampur Garhia, Bathni, Bishanpur, Fulkaha, Sukhasan, Korlahi
or Haribola - only the names of the villages and the villagers change, but the
scene and situation are the same. Moreover, these villages are now only iden-
tified by random symbols, as one cannot draw geographical boundaries in the
'sea'.

In Supaul district, the situation seems to be worse as the floodwater has
entered the residential areas near the Hanumannagar Barrage - which was sup-
posed to be the high land. The people of Bhantabari have taken shelter in a
school building near the Kataiya hydro-power station.

Dilip Jha is a businessman who has lost almost everything in this flood.
"Mere jeewan ki sabhi jama-poonji khatam ho gayee hai. Agar Kusaha ke
paas thekedaar aur engineer sachait rahte to in 25 lakh logon ko parlay ka
saamna nahin karna parta (I have lost everything now. Had the engineers and
contractors been vigilant, these 25 lakh people would not have faced this
catastrophe)." He says that after spending three horrible nights on the roof of
his house, he finally managed a small private boat - which charged Rs 5,000
for a mere distance of 1.5 km. However, for Dilip that money is of no impor-
tance, as it was the only way to save the lives of his wife and children.

If the flood victims are to be believed, the contractor involved in saving the
embankment was a close relative of a powerful Bihar minister. "You are a jour-
nalist. Just investigate who was that contractor who played with the lives of so
many people, just to mint money," fumed Shankar of Birpur. "You will get the
truth in this operation that under whose regime Bihar was most corrupt."

The inundation apart, the floodwater could also show its effects later.
Shashi Bhushan Singh, a social activist, anticipates that after the flood the
abundant Kosi terrain would turn arid. "The silt and sand will make this area
prone to famine. And, who will take care of us at that time," he asked, alleg-

D
id the Kosi really change its o6|jrse this
time? Ask the Nepali citizens near Kushaha
- where the river breached the embank-
ment - and they would say 'yes', as the

Kosi barrage near Hanumannagar (Nepal) was not
opened this year for the natural (read man-made) out-
flow of the swelling river. Even the water resources
department (WRD) officials admit that excessive silta-
tion has made the Hanumannagar barrage ineffective.

The issue of displacement Is also being highlighted
this tirne by all the political leaders - be it from the rul-
ing party or from the opposition. While Bihar chief
minister Nitish Kumar declares this flood a catastro-
phe, his arch rival Lalu Prasad alleges that the river
breached the embankment when the WRD officials
were busy in sharing the spoils in the name of earth-
work there.

Displacement is not a new phenomenon in the flood-
devastated terrain of Kosi. Perhaps, the revenue officials
of Bihar do not know about Bhawanipur and Bela vil-
lages of Madhubani district - which were shifted in the
neighbouring Supaul district nearly 15 years ago.

Similarly, Babhani, Ganaura and Khusiali villages of
Supaul district could be traced only in Madhubani dis-
trict.

The one question which renders the higher engi-
neering officials virtually deaf and dumb is how this .
trend of the Kosi changing its course can be checked.
"Only by not creating hurdles in the natural path of the
river," remarked one engineer, now involved in cau-
tion work near the Kataiya hydro-power station.
STEP 1 : The Kosi enters the Barahkshetra region
(terai area), nearly eight kms before it was embanked
at Hanumannagar Barrage.
STEP 2: Ten kms of both the banks am being main-
tained as precaution, five km each by India and
China. The Indian government spends Rs one crore
on an average every year for the safety of five spur
'bunds', while the total expenditure of China in saving
its spur bunds amounts in few thousand rupees.
SEP 3: The heavy and continuous siltation has virtu-
ally filled up the river bed between the eastern and
western embankments which virtually compels the
river to change its course.
STEP 4: Since the Kosi emerges with the Ganges
near Kursela in Katihar district, the non-stop outlet is
needed to save the endangered division from the
flood fury due to waterlogging. But as the gates of the
Farakka barrage in West Bengal never open in the
peak rainy season, this area is destined to face the
wrath of 'Kosi Maiya'.
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