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I
n 2019, Chennai came close to doing 
a Cape Town —  declaring Day Zero,  
where taps run dry and people 
queue up for water. All its reser-
voirs had gone dry, and the city 

went without a drop of  rain for 196 days 
straight.

The city of  more than eight million 
people still pulled through the dry sea-
son by tapping resources which no other 
metropolis of  comparable size anywhere 
in the world could think of. As only a 
fraction of  its daily water needs came 
from the four reservoirs, Metrowater 
had to largely depend on a 1,000-year old 
Chola-era Veeranam lake located more 
than 200km from the city, the two mega 
water desalination plants that worked 
to near-optimum capacity 24x7, water 
stagnating in abandoned granite 
quarries, farm wells and river beds. 
During the last few weeks of  a forget-
table summer, Chennai saw water 
coming by train wagons from Vellore.

On a normal day, Metrowater sup-
plies 800 million litres per day (MLD) to 
households numbering about eight lakh 
in the core city neighbourhoods. The 
four reservoirs – Red Hills, Chembaram-
bakkam, Poondi and Cholavaram – have 
a holding capacity of  11,257mcft, which 
is enough for 11 months of  piped water 
supply to these areas. 

Water managers usually supplement 
the reservoir water with a more drawn 
from other sources like Krishna water, 
Veeranam lake and desalination plants. 
As all these four reservoirs went dry by 
March 2019 itself, till October, Metrowa-
ter had to treat the optional, supplemen-
tary sources as its main source of  water 
and draw 180MLD from the two desalina-

tion plants, besides using borewells on 
reservoir lakebeds and tap water from 
a b a n d o n e d  q u a r r i e s  i n  C h i k -
karayapuram and Erumaiyur. The Veer-
anam reservoir supplied 180MLD to the 
city.

Metrowater maintained alternative 
day piped water supply, though in re-
duced quantity. As localities sitting on 
good groundwater table also turned to 
Metrowater’s ‘dial-a-tanker’ facility, the 

agency contracted more tankers, fixed 
GPS to stop pilferage and relaxed tanker 
hours on city roads. The fleet of  1,200 
water tankers was expanded to 1,500, and 
each of  them made up to 12 trips a day.

The crisis had positive spin-offs, too. 
Under pressure from civil society, media 
and the judiciary, the government 
worked on ‘eco-restoration’ of  more than 
210 lakes, of  which preliminary desilting 
work on at least 130 lakes is over. Volun-
teers played a big role. The government 
allocated 160 crore for 172 water bodies. 
The remaining work will 
be done from corporates’ 
CSR funds. Smart City 
funds too have been 
tapped. Finally, when mon-
soon arrived, these lakes 
were able to dam more wa-
ter.

Awareness on har-
vesting runoff  rainwater was felt by 
households which started setting up 
rainwater harvesting (RWH) struc-
tures. Greater Chennai Corporation 

and Metrowater announced door-to-door 
inspection of  RWH structures and past-
ed green stickers on buildings that had 
the system in place. 

Residents and NGOs built recharge 
wells in their neighbourhoods. Such wa-
ter harvesting measures showed instant 
results, as post-October ground water 
table in these areas surged by 6ft to 9ft.

The 2019 monsoon is still 14% short 
of  normal for the city, as is evident from 
its half-filled reservoirs. As monsoon is 
as good as over for the year, unless 
chance-showers drench the city, its water 
managers will have to be judicious as 
they are at present. The dry patch, hope-
fully, has taught the city another lesson 
in resilience and conservation.

Priya.Menon@timesgroup.com

O
n a December weekend, six 
panels were arranged to form 
a canvas on pedestrian plaza 
in T Nagar. Artists were given 

an hour to paint their interpretation 
of  the heritage of  Chennai. As they 
busied themselves with brushes and 
spray cans, the old and the young gath-
ered around. Street children who sell 
colouring books got an opportunity to 
wield the brush and the once busy com-

mercial space trans-
formed into an unhurried 
street with people sipping 
coffee and sharing memo-
ries.

That’s the very pur-
pose of  creating a space 
like this, said Aswathy 
Dilip, senior programme 

manager, Institute for Transportation 
and Development Policy, which worked 
on creating the Plaza with the Chen-
nai corporation. “Public spaces 
have been at the heart of  In-
dian culture. Streets were 
where people spent time to-
gether. Cars and two-wheelers 
changed the nature of  the street,” 
said Aswathy. “We wanted to create safe 
equitable spaces for people to walk, 
which would also serve as platforms 
where they could play, sit and experi-
ence performances without paying for 
it.”

That’s been the theme the city has 
been waking up to in the past dec-
ade. With parks, beaches, 
and now the plaza host-
ing events and 
performanc-
es, all the 

city is now a stage. Beaches have been 
the perfect backdrop for art installa-
tions. Carnatic music found its parks 
well over a decade. In Nageswara Rao 
park, mikeless kutcheris have been 
organised on the first Sunday of  every 
month since February 2006. In 2015, T 
M Krishna took kutcheris from the 
sabhas into a fishing village, launching 
the Urur Olcott Margazhi Vizha.

And the city has quickly cottoned 
on to the idea. The aim of  the live art 
project by Madras Inherited was to ex-
plain the history of  T Nagar and use 
the Plaza as a space to engage with the 
public. “It generated a lot of  curiosity 
and we could talk to people about the 
more than 100-year-old history of  T 
Nagar,” said Shalini Raviku-
mar, head of  operations, Ma-

dras Inherited.
J Daniel, a 21-year-old beat boxer 

who has performed at Anna Nagar 
Tower Park and Nageswara Rao park, 
said it helps introduce people to new 
art forms. “Not everyone is familiar 
with beat boxing. At parks, the re-
sponse was mixed with some people 
appreciating, while others didn’t un-
derstand it, but it definitely grabs the 
attention of  people,” he said.

But the coming year may not be so 
kind to city parks that host a plethora 
of  activity ranging from yoga to roller 
skating, to name a few. As the second 
phase of  metro rail begins, Panagal 
park is among the few that will face the 
axe. Though authorities have assured 
that the park will be restored, residents 
are sceptical. On the bright side, metro 
rail has begun work on the 1,54,950sqm 
Central Square near Central railway 

station. The space, created after 
removing encroachments, will 
be turned into a recreation zone 
with dedicated pathways.
The corporation is in the process 

of  setting up 67 new parks and 23 of  
them will be ready in April 2020. Ve-
lachery, Anna Nagar, Adyar, Mylapore, 
Tondiarpet, and Nungambakkam have 
all been identified for redesign and a 
revamp. “All neighbourhoods will have 
a street, which can serve as social and 

public space with utilities,” said As-
wathy.

(With inputs by 
V Ayyappan, 
Srikanth D)

RED EARTH AND POURING CROWDS
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WHERE DOES YOUR 
DRINKING WATER 
COME FROM

5,558mcft
Combined water 
storage in four 

reservoirs at present

650mld Daily piped water 
supply to core city areas

270mld Being drawn daily from three 
reservoirs (except Cholavaram)

180mld
Drawn from 
Veeranam 

lake

20mld
Drawn from 

other
sources

8 lakh The number of households in 
core areas getting piped water

180mld
Drawn from two 

desalination
plants

700-800 Number of water 
tankers in operation

ON THE ROAD: A performer in 
Pondy Bazar when the pedestrian 
plaza was  inaugurated, and a 
street show in progress

Chennai: The Broadway
bus terminus, which sees
at least 50,000 passengers
arriving or leaving by the
700 to 800 services every
day, is under siege from
hawkers. People selling ve-
getables and fruits have
virtually taken over the
terminus, crowding out
commuters from the wai-
ting areas and shrinking
the space for the Metropo-
litan Transport Corpora-
tion (MTC) to park its bu-
ses. 

The hawkers also leave
behind mounds of garbage
everywhere, which is
hardly ever cleared by Gre-
ater Chennai Corporation
workers. The rear of the
premises, especially, reeks
of urine and commuters
blame the hawkers and the
homeless, at least 200 of
whom spend the night at
the terminus. Not that the
toilets can be used. Everyo-
ne uses the compound
walls.

The MTC blames the
corporation, saying it does
little to evict the hawkers,
who have encroached the
bus bays and even the ent-
ry and exit points, or clear
the packing material and
rotten fruit and vegetables
left behind. 

Passengers are lucky if
they can find an empty seat
among the few that can still
be used. Elderly passeng-
ers waiting for buses are
often forced to squat on the
floor. 

A V S Marimuthu, co-
convenor of North Chen-
nai People Rights Federa-
tion, said at least 200 peo-
ple take refuge at Broad-
way bus terminus at night,
and they are largely re-
sponsible for the appalling
conditions. 

“They sleep and attend

to nature call inside the fa-
cility," he said. Entry of
unauthorised persons sho-
uld be restricted by closing
the gates once services end
for the day, he added.

At the rear of the termi-
nus, the entire platform
has been taken over by pa-
vement dwellers and ven-
dors. Prabhakaran, a resi-
dent of Chengalpet, said
the poor condition of the
facility was akin to Cheng-
alpet bus terminus. 

MTC crew say they suf-
fer as much as the passeng-
ers. They point out that dri-
ving the buses into and out
of the terminus, is fraught

with danger as people are
milliing all around as the
waiting areas are overrun
by hawkers.

MTC sources charged
that the hawkers are ru-
ling the roost with the sup-
port of political parties.
"There is kneejerk respon-
se from authorities when
we complain," said a MTC
official. 

But the hawkers are
back the next day, he added.

When contacted, Grea-
ter Chennai Corporation
officials said raids are con-
ducted on a frequent basis
to keep hawkers and ven-
dors at bay.

At Broadway bus terminus,
hawkers crowd out passengers 

Yogesh.Kabirdoss
@timesgroup.com
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SORDID SAGA: Hawkers at Broadway bus terminus selling flowers,
and (above), a mound of garbage left behind by them

Chennai: In a Christmas eve
crackdown on bike racers, the
Chennai police have seized
more than 80 two-wheelers
and registered about 100 cases
against 150 youths for rash dri-
ving and endangering others. 

Based on a specific tip, poli-
ce laid traps on Kamarajar Sa-
lai, Anna Salai, Sardar Patel
Road and Dr Radhakrishanan
Salai to catch the racers. They
set up barricades at various
points and closed some stret-
ches to funnel bikers towards
spots where law-enforcers wa-
ited in strength. 

A police officer who was
part of the crackdown said bi-
kers use Whites road and
Westcott road to access Anna

Salai so they set a trap near the
clock tower at Royapettah.
When police barricaded all the
main junctions along the Ma-

rina, the racers had to cross
the clock tower to reach Pattu-
las road. Since it was a turn,
they did not know that police
were waiting ahead of them.
Once they reached the spot, po-
lice blocked the road from be-
hind as well, trapping them on
Westcott road alongside the
Royapettah government ho-
spital. Similar traps were set
at Mylapore and near the Kan-
nagi statue, said police. 

While 120 people were boo-
ked under IPC section 336 (Act
endangering life or personal
safety of others) and sector 114
(Abettor present when offence
is committed), the other 30 pe-

ople were booked under vario-
us sections of the Motor Vehi-
cle Act for overspeeding and
rash and negligent driving.
Police said that all the men we-
re released on station bail and
this time, instead of calling
their parents, they were asked
to collect the two-wheelers
from court.

A police officer said seve-
ral churchgoers early on Wed-
nesday had complained that
bikers raced close past them,
laughing as they scrambled
out of the way. Such attempts
to scare people would be dealt
with an iron fist, the officer sa-
id.

Cops crack down on racers, seize 80 bikes, book 150 youth

SWEET OFFERING
C Suresh Kumar

MORE THE MERRIER: Hanuman Jayanthi was celebrated in a grand
way at a temple in Ashok Nagar on Wednesday by Anjaneya Bhaktha
Sabha, with the deity bedecked with a garland of 5,008 ‘laddus’

Chennai: IIT Madras on Tu-
esday night closed one of its
four entrances to the campus
— Krishna Gate. The institu-
te cited security reasons for
its decision.

Opposing the move, stu-
dents said the gate was provi-
ding access to shops, restau-
rants and other facilities on
Gandhi Road at Velachery
just outside the campus for
hostel students.

Students alleged that the
gate had been closed in the
middle of the night without
any intimation to students or
their elected representatives.
Some students protested and
stopped construction of a
brick wall on Tuesday night. 

“Krishna Gate connects
IIT Madras students to shops
on Gandhi Road. If the gate is
closed, the hostel students
may have to travel up to 2km
to access another gate in the
IIT Madras campus,” a post-
graduate student said.

“Not only hostel students,
but also staff members of IIT
Madras, employees and wor-
kers of various establish-
ments within the campus,

students and parents of Vana
Vani and KV schools who
commute through this gate
on a daily basis would get af-
fected,” another student sa-
id.

On Wednesday, the insti-
tute erected barricades to
prevent students from using
the gate.

“The area outside Krish-
na Gate has been of immense
utility to the student commu-
nity. A considerable number
of students also stay outside
the gate. This decision to clo-

se the gate would severely im-
pact the student communi-
ty,” a statement from Chinta-
Bar, a student thinktank of
IIT Madras said,.

“The reasons cited on the
notice stuck on the gate, the
timing, its sudden nature rai-
ses serious doubts with re-
gards to the actual intended
purpose of the closure. The
administration in the recent
past has taken various steps
to curb and curtail free as-
sembly of students. This mo-
ve too appears to be in line
with that motive of the admi-
nistration,” it further said.

ChintaBar demanded the
IIT Madras administration
to withdraw its decision to
close the gate and open it im-
mediately. It also urged the
administration to not take up
any further measures to curb
the free movement of stu-
dents on the campus.

Bhaskar Ramamurthi, di-
rector of IIT Madras, said,
“We closed the gate on Tues-
day because of security rea-
sons. Students have some dif-
ficulties. The gate is right
next to the girl’s hostel and
there are all kinds of ele-
ments outside that gate.” 

Citing security reasons, IIT-M
shuts gate, students oppose

The area outside Krishna Gate
has been of immense utility to
the student community of IIT-M

Police laid traps for errant racers on Kamarajar Salai, Anna Salai, and
Dr R K Salai
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