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General Studies-3; Topic: Disaster and disaster management 
 

Safety of Dams 
 
Introduction 

• The recent floods in the Mahanadi basin in Odisha have brought to the fore, the faulty management of 
dams, which were built to mitigate floods and not be the cause of them. 

• Even in the past, mismanagement of dams has led to disastrous floods. 

• Understanding their role in floods would pave the way for enhancing our readiness. 
 
Present Status 

• Dams are one of the vital elements for the growth of the country’s economy.  

• In India dams have played an important role in fostering rapid and sustained agricultural and rural 
growth.  

• Substantial investment has been done in building dams and related infrastructure. 

• India is ranked third in the world in terms of building large dams.  

• About 1,100 large dams have already reached 50 years of age and some are older than 120 years.  

• The number of such dams will increase. 

• 80% of the nation’s large dams face the prospect of becoming obsolete as they will be 50 years to over 
150 years old. 

• We have noticed the mismanagement of dams has led to disastrous floods.  
 
Consequences of ageing of dams 

• As dams age, soil replaces the water in the reservoirs. Therefore, the storage capacity reduces. 

• Studies show that the design of many of our reservoirs is flawed. 

• Study shows that India’s iconic Bhakra dam is 139.86% higher than originally assumed. 

• Similarly, the actual siltation rate observed for the Hirakud, Maithan and Ghod dams are way higher 

• Almost every scholarly study on reservoir sedimentation shows that Indian reservoirs are designed 
with a poor understanding of sedimentation science. 

• Therefore, the storage space in Indian reservoirs is receding at a rate faster than anticipated. 
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• Reservoirs are poised to become extinct in less than a few decades with untold consequences already 
under way. 

• The lack of communication between dam operators is common among states that share dams across 
the country and has always been a longstanding issue when it comes to flood mitigation. 

 
Way Forward 

• Since the dam safety is dependent on many external factors, the environmentalists, and 
the environmental angle in this, needs to be taken. 

• There is a need to strengthen the state irrigation department and the Central Water Commission. 

• It should be ensured that the inspection of dams is done by the respective state governments. 

• State governments should follow the dam safety manual with precision.  

• Especially, where human settlements are scattered all around, the building of dams has to be regulated 
as per the guidelines. 

• Creation of buffer zone has to be done to protect land near dams from encroachment. 

• Most of the dams in the past were built on traditional construction and hydraulic design and were not 
risk- informed.  

• Civil engineering and climate science need to be coupled for resilient water infrastructure. 

• Dam safety and proper village, town and city planning have to be integrated. 

• Hence, ensuring “dam safety” should be a continuous exercise.  
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