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Executive Summary

The Ganga, Brahmaputra and Meghna (GBM) basin can be said to be
the cradle of civilization in South Asia, and is the habitac of nearly half a
billion people. The drainage area of the basin, comprising five countries,
viz Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal and the Tibet Autonomous Region
of China, is nearly 174.54 million hectares (ha), out of which the area
within Nepal amounts to about 14 million ha or 8.02 per cent of the

total GBM basin.

The degradation of forests in the basin has intensified due to the
increasing use of timber and firewood by a growing population and the
expansion of activities like urbanization and industrial development.

One of the major causes of degradation of water is direct discharge of
pollutants into water bodies, such as rivers, ponds, lakes and
groundwater. Two major pollutants are domestic and industrial effluents.
Water pollution is a major health hazard in both rural and urban areas.
The biggest health concern is the potential outbreak of large-scale warer-
borne epidemics like typhoid, gastroenteritis, hepatitis and dysentery.
None of the water supplies in this basin is potable by the World Health
Organization (WHO) standards. Faecal contamination of the river is
very high. The existing water treatment process is not adequate for the
supply of safe water. Microbiological examinations reveal alarming extent
of pollutants in the distribution system. The average value of rtotal
coliform increases almost 20 times by the time the water supply reached
the distribution systems from the treatment plants. Water contamination
is worst during monsoon when temperature and percolation are high.
The groundwater quality is also below the WHO standards.
Indiscriminate use of chemical pesticides is contaminating the
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environment and posing public health hazards. Legislative control on the
use of pesticides is inadequate and implementation of regulations is
ineffective due to institutional weaknesses.

In order to improve the supply and quality of water and to prevent its
pollution, effective regulatory mechanisms are needed. These would
include collection of baseline data on water quality, research and
standardization of water quality; introduction and administration of
required legislation; creation of public awareness; environmental impact
assessment studies and their implementation, etc.

The deficiencies in agricultural development are related to the
inadequacy of ferdlizer policies, irrigation opportunities, lack of credit,
extension and research. Proper water management is needed to minimize
the adverse effects of infrastructural development, such as roads, canals,
buildings and industries, on water quality.

Standards on the desirable quality of water have not yet been established
in Nepal. The WHO guidelines for permissible limits for various
chemical substances in drinking water would serve as a benchmark for
Nepal to establish its own standards of desirable water quality.

A new approach to devising a national strategy for the management of
water quality and various uses of water is needed. In this regard, the
Integrated Sub-Watershed Management Planning (ISWMP), which
envisages integrated planning and management of soil, water and forest
resources, may be an appropriate mechanism. Such a holistic approach,
which requires peoples' participation right from the start of the planning
process, needs to be encouraged for the overall prosperity of the people
towards sustainable development.

The application of ISWMP is multi-sectoral and its benefits are
multidimensional. The overall benefits of ISWMP activities to the region
can be summarized as improvement in water quality, reduction in flood
risks, reduction in sedimentation of reservoirs, better regulation of water
yield and support to regional environmental conservation.
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In short, the quality of water in Nepal has deteriorated over the last two
decades as the population growth rate and poorly planned urbanization
and industrialization have increased. A few piecemeal approaches to
mitigating the problems have surfaced, but an integrated, comprehensive
and sustainable programme to control water quality has yet to be
implemented. In order to mitigate the environmental impact of water
pollution, institutional = strengthening, along with creation of an
autonomous centre or institute under the Ministry of Population and
Environment, is necessary. A governing board consisting of members
from the related line agencies should be formed to guide this centre or
institute.
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