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The Foundation and its Campaign to Clean Ganga :


The Sankat Mochan Foundation and its Swatcha Ganga Abhiyan (Clean Ganges Campaign) were launched in the year 1982 at a time when all the cities, small and big, situated on the banks of the Ganga river were discharging their untreated sewage and industrial effluents into the river.  There was no action plan at national/state/local level to clean any river of India.  There was no appreciation of the extent of damage done to Ganga and people by the sewage and industrial effluents.  The pollution of Ganga was attributed to the faith of millions who believe that the Ganga is mother, nectar and Goddess having infinite power to wash the sins of the people and is unpollutable.  The traditional and the religious people would be hurt if any one said that Ganga was polluted.  The teeming millions of this country and to a varied degree all in India share this sentiment for Ganga.  The politicians and the scientists also were speaking the language of the common people when any discussion was held on the need to clean Ganga.  It was a kind of sin/bad manner to refer Ganga as polluted.  In any critical meeting about Ganga the aforesaid important and influential members of the society would praise Ganga and describe her powers to cleanse everything that comes into her contact.   They would not confront the problems of Ganga.  The efforts of the Sankat Mochan Foundation and its Clean the Ganges Campaign could be appreciated against this backdrop.


A handful of courageous citizens from Varanasi and outside and teachers of Banaras Hindu University joined hands to serve Ganga.  The Sankat Mochan Foundation (SMF) was created in 1982 and the Swatcha Ganga Abhiyan (Clean the Ganges Campaign) was launched in the same year.  It was manifestation of the desire of those who were committed to clean Ganga and of those for whom the work was a matter of faith and science.  Right from the day one, the SMF worked internationally with a few friends from the USA, Sweden and Australia, who dedicated a part of their time and resources for this important work.  It is the firm belief of the members of SMF that commitment, tradition and love for Ganga on one hand and Science and Technology on the other form two banks of the river.  Both the banks need to be strong and stable if the river has to maintain her flow and power to take care of all of us.  Commitment and love for the river are the driving force of the Swatcha Ganga Campaign.  It is an indegenous campaign not thrust from outside.  The team running the campaign is full of enthusiasm and optimism.  The team realizes the stupendous task it has taken upon it.  It is standing against the forces of greed for power and money.  The mindset and prejudices of the highups in power are blocking the implementation of appropriate scientific solutions designed to stop the flow of all pollutants entering into Ganga from her banks in the holy city of Varanasi.  The SMF in collaboration with Varanasi Nagar Nigam (VNN), the local government of Varanasi, is working hard to create an appropriate infrastructure in Varanasi to ensure zero flow of pollutants into Ganga and to treat the total wastewater of this holy city with the help of pond technology (AIWPS) using natural forces appropriate for a tropical country like India where availability of electrical power is erratic and where electrical energy needs to be used wisely.  

The Swatcha Ganga Campaign – Change in Emphasis :

The Sankat Mochan Foundation decided to think globally and act locally while launching its Swatcha Ganga Abhiyan (Clean Ganges Campaign).  We assumed the role of catalyst and started working in Varanasi to realize the goal of clean Ganga.  The SMF and its volunteers started reaching to the different sections of the society, namely, school children, women, people at street crossings, boatmen, washermen, Pandas (the priests who help people in performing religious rituals on the ghats) and Doms (the custodians of the burning ghats, the funeral ground known as smashan).  We discussed with them the problems of Ganga and possible actions as a part our duty to free Ganga from the City’s sewage, industrial pollution and garbage.  Community based workshops, public meetings, debates, painting and dance and drama competitions were organized intensively for about two years.  We even gave a memorandum to Mrs. Indira Gandhi as Prime Minister of India.  The aforesaid community based activities continue even today.  They inspire all of us in some way or the other.  They are like back bone of the Swatcha Ganga Abhiyan.

About two years after the Swatcha Ganga Abhiyan was launched, Shri Rajiv Gandhi became the Prime Minister of India and in his very first address to the nation he announced his government’s resolve to serve Ganga and urged upon all Indians to take care of this national heritage.  Government of India created Central Ganga Authority and Ganga Project Directorate, and launched its famous Ganga Action Plan.  While launching the Ganga Action Plan from Varanasi Shri Rajiv Gandhi reached out to the heart of Indians and said that Ganga Action Plan was people’s programme and allocated generous amount of funds for GAP.  Like any other government plan, GAP also became a bureaucratic plan and was run under the total control of the government officials.  People were alleviated.  Government’s announcement started appearing in the media claiming that 50% of the pollution of Ganga was gone with the spending of 50% of the allocated budget for GAP.  But the real picture was different.  All the sewers were discharging into the river.  Garbage was being dumped.  All these facts and situations proved to be a turning point for the Campaign.  Responding to this unfortunate situation SMF with the seed money given by the State Bank of India and the generous support given by SIDA, created Swatcha Ganga Research Laboratory at Tulsi Ghat, Varanasi at the very place where 400 years ago the famous epic Ram Charit Manas was written by Saint Poet Goswami Tulsi Das ji.  Swatcha Ganga Campaign assumed the role of watch dog.  The Ganga river water quality was monitored regularly every day in the 7 km long religious bathing area of Varanasi.  The quality of the effluent coming out of the sewage treatment plant made in GAP was also monitored.  These monitoring exercises are continuing.  When we started publishing the results of the monitoring exercise and exposing the government, Govt. decided quickly to launch the second phase of GAP.

In 1992-1993 the Indian Constitution was amended to make municipalities as local government and the Varanasi Nagar Nigam (VNN), the municipality of Varanasi like others, was fully authorized to choose and implement plans to take care of sewage, conservancy service, land use and environment.  With this change, power to clean Ganga came to local level but the municipal councilors / Mayor did not know what to do to clean Ganga.  They invited SMF to make an alternative plan to clean Ganga at Varanasi.  SMF changed its role at this point and acted as an expert organization.  With cooperation of experts from India and abroad, SMF made a project feasibility report (PFR) and submitted it to VNN.  The local government unanimously passed this PFR and is now struggling with the State and Central Government for acceptance of this PFR suggesting a technology based on natural system and having practically no dependence on electricity.  The matter is before the court.  This is another big event in the history of Swatcha Ganga Campaign.  SMF has been able to build the capacity of VNN and the Civil Society who are now bent upon implementing the best PFR for Ganga at Varanasi and which will ensure zero flow of pollutants into Ganga and which is economical and requires minimum electricity.  Unfortunately the matter is lingering in the court for the last seven years.

SMF has now assumed the role of activist and is trying to help the municipality and Ganga.  The SMF is devolving its energy to work with the civil society, elected members of parliament, assembly and the VNN.  SMF is doing all it can do to present the matter to the media so that the government process becomes transparent, Indian constitution is respected, and municipality is entrusted with its constitutional responsibility to clean Ganga.  In the mean time the SMF’s work in the villages, in the community, and with the school children continues.  The grass-root level work of cleaning ghats for checking the non-point sources of pollution by collecting plastics, garlands, dead bodies and garbage along city’s river front have made positive impact on the people.  However, SMF has been able to carryout these activities only intermittently due to limited resources.

The Need to Broaden the Outreach of the Campaign :

  The SMF’s work in Varanasi is not enough for the entire length of Ganga.  There is no organization like SMF working in other cities situated on the banks of Ganga.  The pollution is gradually spreading along the length of the river.  The SMF at the moment feels the necessity to spread its work outside Varanasi so that people are involved in taking proactive preventive action to protect the river quality in the whole length of Ganga.  There is need to train volunteers who can guard the banks and monitor the banks of the river so that the river is not further polluted.  There is need to work with other municipalities in big and small cities where they are not able to interact with the government and government is left with the job of cleaning Ganga according to its own judgement.  SMF should help the process of choice of appropriate site-specific technical solutions to solve the problem of pollution of Ganga in other cities.  There are cities where simple solutions will clean the river.  In many cities preventive methods would solve the problems.  Now is the time when SMF must run training courses for technical, administrative and elected persons of the local bodies so that they can discharge their responsibility well to clean the river or to keep the river clean.  Less expensive preventive solutions could be suggested to take care of the river where the pollution is just starting.  Prevention is the better cure.  People at local level should take responsibility to clean Ganga.  Technical assistance could be made available wherever it is needed.  It is a big exercise in the realm of networking, training, and environmental education targeted for various strata of the society.  This kind of environmental education in the society is a must for stable solution to the problem of Ganga pollution.  SMF has been humbled by the magnitude of the task.  It has prioritized the work and is doing the best it can do within its limited resources.  This is a big commitment.  To meet the above objectives the SMF has to grow as an institution with necessary infrastructure, equipment, expertise and resources to work for the whole length of Ganga.

We hope that someday the market forces driving the world community today will look into this human problem and lend there support to realize the dream of clean Ganga.  The dream is to protect the life giving fresh water body of Ganga which takes care of 450 million people.  It is a dream to protect a culture and tradition which has sprouted on the banks of Ganga in the last several thousand years and it is a sincere effort to save the life of those who cannot be separated from Ganga and who cannot live without Ganga.
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