


The River Mhadei

The Science and Politics of Diversion

Edited by

Peter Ronald deSouza

Solano Da Silva

Lakshmi Subramanian

.

2025



The River Mhadei: The Science and Politics of Diversion

© 2025 Edited by Peter Ronald deSouza, Solano Da Silva, Lakshmi Subramanian

First edition published in 2025 by

Goa,1556, Saligão 403511 Goa, India.
http://goa1556.in
goa1556books@gmail.com +91-9822122436.

This edition was printed and bound in India by SAP Print Solutions Pvt Ltd, Mumbai

400013 sapprinters@gmail.com, www.sapprints.com

Cover design by Gasper D’Souza

ISBN (Print) 978-93-95795-68-5

ISBN (Ebook) 978-93-95795-67-8

Price in Goa: Rs 900

See Goa,1556’s catalogue at http://goa1556.in



To

the people

of the Mhadei



Contents

Figures and Tables 7

Foreword 11
Keri Facer

Acknowledgments 16

Introduction 18
Peter Ronald deSouza, Solano Da Silva, Lakshmi Subramanian

Conserving the Mahadayi: Biodiversity, Water, and Cultural Resources 31
Rajendra P. Kerkar

The Many Pasts and Contested Present of the Mhadei 50
Lakshmi Subramanian

Abundant Mother Goddess or Scarce, Contested Resource? The Life
and Times of the River Mhadei 71

Parineeta Dandekar

Saving the Mhadei: The Anatomy of a Movement 93
Meera Mohanty

The Political Economy of the Mhadei Dispute: Intersecting the
Domains of Politics, Institutions, and Interests 119

Rahul Tripathi

The Unquiet Flow of the Mahadayi: A Logbook of Issues as Seen from
the Eastern Face 134

Rishikesh Bahadur Desai

4



CONTENTS 5

The Working of the Inter-State Mahadayi Water Disputes Tribunal 156
Vaishali Kashyap

Sifting through the Water Laws: Securing the Mandovi River for
Future Generations 175

Vasudha Sawaiker

Understanding Mhadei River Water Sharing 200
A. G. Chachadi

Threats to the Lesser-Known Biodiversity of the Mhadei Bio-Region:
A Spotlight 223

Nirmal Kulkarni

Freshwater Fish Diversity in the Mhadei River in Goa 245
Vidyadhar Atkore and Nandini Velho

From the River to the Sea: The Mhadei River Continuum and the
Impact of Interventions 262

Helga do Rosario Gomes

Valuing the River Mhadei: An Economic Exploration 279
Dhirendra Deshpande

Understanding the Urban Estuarine Ecology of the Mhadei: The Role
of Khazans in Panjim, Goa 299

Leon Morenas and Manisha Rodrigues

The Privatization of Community Property and Gambling with the
Future of Goa 323

Aurobindo Gomes Pereira

Mhadei: ”May the Great Mother Live Long in Letters and Spirit” 341
Narayan B. Desai

Participatory River Drawings and Political Capabilities through
Library Practice 364

Sujata Noronha

Managing the Commons in a Climate Emergency: An Experiment in
Good Governance 389

Maya de Souza



6 CONTENTS

Epilogue: The Currents of the River Mhadei 417
Peter Ronald deSouza

Contributors 440



4. Saving the Mhadei: The Anatomy of

a Movement

Meera Mohanty

Abstract : This chapter traces the evolution of Goa’s long-standing
struggle to protect the Mhadei River from upstream diversion
projects initiated by Karnataka. Drawing on interviews with
activists, politicians, journalists, lawyers, artists, and conserva-
tionists, it reconstructs the legal, political, and cultural contours
of the movement. It focuses in particular on the role of the Mhadei
Bachao Abhiyan, a citizens’ collective that combined legal ac-
tion with environmental education and advocacy. The chapter
examines how the movement gained momentum in the 1990s,
the key figures who shaped its direction, and its strategic choices,
such as avoiding mass mobilization in favor of legal recourse. It
also interrogates why, despite episodic public outcry, the Save the
Mhadei campaign has struggled to develop into a broad-based,
sustained people’s movement. It situates the movement within
the broader political context of Goa and Karnataka, highlighting
the limitations of environmental activism when decoupled from
electoral politics, class coalitions, and economic stakeholdership.

Introduction

O
N 16 January 2023, more than 5000 people gathered on a private
ground near the Amona bridge at Virdi, Sanquelim. The organiz-
ers of this event, “Save Goa, Save Mhadei,” had chosen “Opin-

ion Day”1 and BJP-affiliated Chief Minister Pramod Sawant’s electoral con-
stituency Sanquelim, for greater political impact. Less than 24 hours before
the event, however, the Sanquelim Municipal Council revoked the permis-
sion it had granted.

Thousands nevertheless turned up, responding to the rallying call of “Chalo
Sankhali.” Members of opposition parties—the Indian National Congress,

1 Opinion Day commemorates the referendum conducted on 16 January 1967 where Goa voted
against being merged with Maharashtra, thereby asserting its own, unique cultural identity.
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AAP and Trinamool Congress—were in attendance, as was Vijay Sardesai,
leader of the Goa Forward party, which had provided buses to ferry Goans
from the south to this northern constituency. Environmentalist Rajendra
Kerkar, Jnanpith awardee Damodar Mauzo (accompanied by the govern-
ment policemen assigned to him ever since an alleged threat to his life
from a right-wing organization) and former Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS) leader Subhash Velingkar, were present. Poet Siddhanath Buyao who
had composed an anthem for the occasion and diocesan priest Father
Bolmax Pereira who had encouraged his parish to attend, were also there
to lend their support. Members of Comunidade Awareness Fellowship, Goa
Coconut Farmers Association, and Goa Heritage Action Group were present
as well among the thousands of attendees. Never before had so many people
come together in the three decades that Goa has been fighting to save the
river Mhadei. Members of the BJP were absent—and so too, conspicuously,
were the people of Sattari.

A year later on 18 Jan 2024, in an opinion piece written for the Gomantak
Times, author and journalist Alexandre Moniz Barbosa (2024) noted the
“deafening silence” on Mhadei:

...Have the demands of the people at that meeting been met? Has
Goa achieved any victory, however small it may be, in the past
12 months? Pertinently, as that meeting had ended, in this col-
umn the questions asked were: what next? How will this people’s
movement for the Mhadei river waters be taken forward? There
have been no replies, but then, none were expected as they were
rhetorical.

To Barbosa, the answers were evident: there was no leadership, no
direction—in fact, there was no movement.

The fight to save the Mhadei—or Mandovi—from the specific threat of diver-
sions of its upstream tributaries in Karnataka has been ongoing for a quar-
ter of a century. Goa’s fight has been legal, but it has also taken the form
of morchas, human chains, speeches, songs, street plays and nataks. It has
been articulated through thousands of news reports and still left room for
the question: was the Mhadei movement ever really a people’s movement?

This chapter seeks to document the efforts to save the Mhadei through ex-
tensive interviews of environmentalists, activists, politicians, lawyers, artists,
and journalists, and also through an examination of some published mate-
rial, largely in English. It hopes to analyse the successes and failures of these
collective efforts.
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The Mhadei dispute

The 111 km long Mhadei—or Mahadayi as it is known in Karnataka—
originates at Degaon near Khanapur inside Karnataka’s Bhimgad Wildlife
Sanctuary. Joined by its tributaries, it flows into Goa near Valpoi in the
north-eastern taluka of Sattari, before meandering down to the plains and
eventually reaching the Arabian Sea in Goa’s capital, Panjim. By then,
combined with the runoff of other rivers, it is recognized as the Mandovi
(Shetye et al. 2007). The Mhadei or Mandovi river basin sustains Goa’s
agriculture, its biodiversity. It provides for its drinking water needs and is
critical to its mining and shipping industries. It is, therefore, often referred
to as Goa’s “lifeline,” particularly in the context of the five-decade-old
inter-state dispute over its waters.

Karnataka had first proposed damming and using the Mahadayi and its
rivers back in the 1970s when Goa was still a union territory along with
the former Portuguese territories of Daman and Diu. Goa’s objections are
believed to have led the Centre to persuade Karnataka to shelve the project
(Do Rosario 2023). In the 1980s, when trying to address the water shortage
faced by farmers, which the Renuka Sagar reservoir on the Malaprabha was
expected to meet, Karnataka looked to link the Mhadei with the Malaprabha.
In late 1988, it decided to divert water into the Malaprabha from the Katla
and Palna—both tributaries of Mhadei—and from the Khandepar river,
which they join. The Khandepar forms the four-tiered Dudhsagar waterfalls
in Goa. The ruling Progressive Democratic Front, then in power in Goa with
Dr Luis Proto Barbosa as Chief Minister, is said to have used its political
clout with V.P. Singh’s National Front Government at the Centre to block the
project. In 1989, in the brief eight-month period during which S.R. Bommai
of the Janata Party was Chief Minister of Karnataka, he is reported to have
reached an understanding with Goa CM, Congressman Pratap Singh Rane
over the use of the Mhadei’s waters, offering Goa a share of the electricity its
projects would generate. Before work could commence on this multi-dam,
hydroelectric project, Bommai’s government was dismissed.

In 1993, with the Congress back in power in Karnataka and at the Centre, the
plans for water diversion were revived. The general elections that followed
in 1996 produced a hung parliament. The thirteen-day government, led
by BJP’s Atal Bihari Vajpayee, was followed by a coalition of non-Congress,
non-BJP parties. Deve Gowda resigned as Karnataka CM to lead this so-
called United Front coalition as Prime Minister. A renewed effort to provide
the promised water, purportedly for drinking purposes, to Dharwad and
Belagavi districts began, still tied to the idea of diverting water from rivers
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and streams—notably the Kalasa and Bhandura nallas, which flow westward
into Goa—out of their natural river basin, the Mahadayi, into another, the
Malaprabha’s.2

Declining Karnataka’s request for permission, the Central Water Commis-
sion pointed out that the Mhadei was “an inter-state river,” appending the
Central Electricity Authority note that in the 1980s, the agency had rejected
applications for approval of Katla and Palna schemes under the 345 MW Ma-
hadayi Hydro Electric Project on the same grounds, namely that it involved
inter-state aspects with Goa (Mahadayi Water Disputes Tribunal 2018, vol. I).
Then Goa CM Manohar Parrikar of the Bharatiya Janata Party communicated
a position similar to what the CWC had taken to his Karnataka counterpart in
March 2000 and then again in December 2000, reiterating Goa’s strong objec-
tions (MWDT 2018, vol. I, 196, 199). Nonetheless, back in power the follow-
ing year, the Karnataka Congress under S. M. Krishna, formally applied to the
Union Ministry of Water Resources to begin work on the Kalasa-Bhandura
projects. On 30 April 2002, the Ministry granted Karnataka an in-principle
approval. Parrikar rushed an all-party delegation to meet Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee. Included in this united front was Congress State President,
Nirmala Sawant, who had already assumed leadership of Mhadei Bachao Ab-
hiyan (MBA)—an organization that had taken upon itself to educate Goans
on the repercussions of Karnataka’s unilateral decisions over the river and
its fragile ecosystem. At Goa’s request, the approval was kept in abeyance
(MWDT 2018, vol. II, 37). Yet, and despite its neighbour’s objections, Kar-
nataka proceeded to implement the inter-connecting canal on the ground.

Following a Goa cabinet decision in July 2002, Parrikar formally requested
the Centre to establish an inter-state water tribunal under Section 3 of the
amended Inter-State Water Disputes Act, 1956. Many saw this move as the
first big concession on Goa’s part. The Goa government, however, continued
to maintain that it was inevitable and the only available recourse in disputes
involving inter-state rivers. It took another eight years for the Mahadayi Wa-
ter Dispute Tribunal to be constituted; it was notified on 16 November 2010.

2 Under the Mahadayi Multipurpose Irrigation Project, Karnataka planned to divert 7.56 TMC
to Malaprabha reservoir in the Krishna river basin. The waters of the Kalasa alone would not
suffice and would need to be supplemented by damming the Haltara, with additional water
lifted from the Surla catchment and carried into the proposed Kalasa reservoir through a 5.5
km-long interconnecting canal. Parallelly, 5.527 TMC would go to the Kali basin to augment
the flows of the river being tapped for hydropower (under the Kali Hydroelectric Project) and
the remaining would go to the proposed Mahadayi Hydro Electric Project (MHEP) at Kotni.
This would entail construction of 86.5 m high storage dam across the Mahadayi downstream
of the confluence with the Kotni nalla, a 62 m high dam across Bail Nadi, a 44 m high pickup
dam across the Mahadayi downstream of the Irti nalla confluence, a 25 m high tailrace dam
across the Mahadayi river near the state border, a power house, and other ancillary works.
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In these interim years, the Union Minister for Water Resources convened
several inter-state meetings at the level of Chief Ministers but failed to find
any resolution. Another eight years would pass before the Tribunal delivered
its first award. On 14 August 2018, it determined the total yield of the Ma-
hadayi River as 188.06 TMC at 75 percent dependability over the total basin
area of 2,032 sq. km. Karnataka was awarded 3.9 TMC (subject to certain
conditions) from the Kalasa and Bhandura. Maharashtra was allotted 1.33
TMC for in-basin use. Goa, against its demand of 94.02 TMC of water for
consumptive use, was allotted 24 TMC. All three states—Karnataka, Goa and
Maharashtra—unhappy with the award for their own reasons, filed clarifica-
tion applications before the Tribunal, (as did the Centre), while all three also
moved separate Special Leave Petitions (SLPs) before the Supreme Court.

In 2006, just days before resigning as Chief Minister of Karnataka, H.D. Ku-
maraswamy, accompanied by BJP’s B.S. Yediyurappa, laid a foundation stone
for the project works at Khanapur. Goa had already petitioned the Supreme
Court seeking the formation of a Tribunal and a stay on construction ac-
tivities. Simultaneously, Nirmala Sawant as President of the MBA also ap-
proached the country’s highest court, arguing that the proposed dams and
canals were being constructed in forest areas in violation of the Forest Con-
servation Act and the Wildlife Protection Act (TN Godavarman vs. Union of
India, IA No. 1804 of 2007/09 in WP (C) No. 202 of 1995).

Over the next sixteen years, while both the Tribunal and the SC adjudicated
the matter, Karnataka repeatedly attempted to push forward its plans, in-
cluding a formal application to the Tribunal to proceed on the grounds that
these were drinking water” projects. And despite its undertakings to the SC
(in Sawant’s matter) and the injunctions passed by the Tribunal during the
course of its hearings, Karnataka resumed work on the Kalasa nalla in 2018,
prompting Goa to file a contempt petition with the Supreme Court (State of
Goa vs. State of Karnataka, Contempt Petition no. 2113/2018).

On 18 December 2019, Goa awoke to a news report about dwindling
Barazan falls on the Surla River. Following field investigations, the Goa
government filed an interlocutory application seeking joint inspection of
Karnataka’s “acts of contempt” at the diversion site (Supreme Court of
India, I.A. no. 9810/2020). When the Times of India reported that Karnataka
had managed to reverse the natural flow of the Kalasa nalla at Kankumbi
on 4 September 2020, yet another contempt petition followed, charging
willful and deliberate violation and/or disobedience of the MWDT’s award
dated 14 August 2018 as well as the Supreme Court’s order dated 2 March
2020 (Contempt Petition no. 0724/2020). Inspection on 6 September 2020



98 The River Mhadei: The Science and Politics of Diversion

confirmed that by deepening one of the channels and raising the riverbed at
another, Karnataka had altered the gradient of the river, causing it to flow in
the direction opposite to its natural course towards the Surla, as evidenced
by reduced levels of water in the Surla despite heavy monsoonal rainfall.
In early August 2022, news broke of Karnataka initiating construction work
on the bandharasor dams without securing the necessary Environmental
Clearance. Then on 30 December 2022—just six months ahead of the
Karnataka Assembly elections—the Central Water Commission (CWC)
approved Detailed Project Reports (DPRs) for the Kalasa and Bhandura
projects. The resulting public outcry in Goa climaxed in the 16 January 2023
event (Malkarnekar 2023).

The Mhadei Bachao Abhiyan

When news of Karnataka’s diversion plans reached Goa in the 1990s, a
network of environmentally conscious individuals and organizations had
already come together to save the Western Ghats in what is considered a
landmark movement in India’s environmental history. Playing an active
role in this historic campaign spanning the six states through which the
Western Ghats run,3 was the Peaceful Society, a Gandhian organization
headquartered in Madkai, aiming for “self-rule of grassroot communities
and to re-establish their rights and access to natural resources (Peaceful
Society 2025).”4 Dr. Nandkumar Kamat, a mycologist and prolific writer, and
Rajendra Kerkar, a teacher at the higher secondary school in Bicholim were
actively involved with the Society’s activities. Kerkar, who lived in Keri—a
village in the foothills of the ranges—was intimately familiar with the areas
under threat from these upstream projects, having hiked, trekked and cycled
through these parts in his free time. Documenting and appreciating the
ecological and cultural richness of his surroundings became a personal
mission, one he would later turn into a movement through the Vivekanand
Environment Awareness Brigade.

Kamat had undertaken to implement an Indo-Canadian programme of
the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), aimed at educating teachers.
Assigned coordinator for North Goa, Kerkar had begun organizing aware-
ness workshops and nature trails for teachers. Kerkar says that during
one of those meetings in 1996, Dr. Kamat told him, “Karnataka is going
ahead with damming the Mhadei, you are from those areas, you should
start creating awareness on the issue.” Thus began, for Kerkar, a prolific

3 I.e., Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra, and Gujarat
4 According to their website, their “principal strategy was to awaken the social spirit by mak-

ing the people aware of their rights and duties, leading to the removal of ‘poverty, inequality,
exploitation, injustice, illiteracy, and blind-faith, ecological and economical imbalance.”
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and relentless body of reporting over three decades during which he has
become a whistleblower, sentinel, record-keeper, activist and witness to the
unfolding of the Mhadei issue. Together, Kerkar and Kamath also formed the
Goa River Conservation Network (GORICON) in July 1997 to collect critical
data for the WWF on Goa’s rivers.

Meanwhile, Goa State Congress President Nirmala Sawant had been stirred
into action by a letter from across the border from the legislator of Khana-
pur, Karnataka, Vasantrao Y. Chavan. Situated in the Western Ghats where
Goa, Maharashtra and Karnataka meet, Khanapur is where Mhadei and
its tributaries originate. Marathi-speaking Khanapur had demanded to be
merged with Maharashtra ever since the States Reorganisation Act of 1956
had placed it in Karnataka. The proposal to divert water out of the Mhadei
basin was being made while territorial disputes remained unresolved and
with no consideration of Khanapur’s in-basin claims. Chavan had reportedly
mailed a similar letter to then Congress Chief Minister, Pratap Singh Rane.
Unlike Sawant who called a press conference to publicly share her alarm,
Rane apparently remained silent.

Sawant joined forces with Dr. Kamat, Kerkar and others to raise awareness
on the matter. With the support of volunteers from Swami Vivekananda Sm-
ruti Sangh—the education trust founded by Kerkar—they organized village
meetings in Sattari taluka where the Mhadei first enters Goa and conducted
lectures in schools and colleges. Two decades later Sawant recalled, “Despite
our efforts, very few people understood the issue then. People of Sattari re-
alised that this was a drinking water issue and hence they were worried but
others were not worried, as they felt that Mhadei was part of Maharashtra
and brushed aside the issue” (Herald Team 2019). She also organized a cross-
border, educational trip for journalists, inviting Julio D’Silva of the Herald,
Rajendra Desai, Sandesh Prabhudesai, Ashley Do Rosario and Prakash Ka-
mat amongst others. More than one of the above journalists, remembered
the trip for the leeches that had climbed stealthily onto their legs.

In the following month, in October 1997, the campaign was christened as the
“Mhadei Bachao Abhiyan” (Kerkar 2019). Sawant was nominated President,
with Kerkar taking up the role of General Secretary. In June of 1998, Swami
Vivekananda Smruti Sangh, in association with the Peaceful Society orga-
nized a workshop in Old Goa. All aspects of the river Mhadei—hydrological,
geological, botanical and ecological, cultural and presumably political too—
were covered. Among the speakers was author Prakash S. Parienkar, who
presented his research on puran sheti/xeti, a unique and declining form of
silt-based cultivation practiced along the Mhadei’s banks. Through a formal
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resolution at this meeting, it was decided to consolidate efforts and register
the MBA. In Kerkar’s words, “After this workshop, the mission to save Maha-
dayi got the real philosophical base.” Earlier that year in March 1998, Kerkar,
Parienkar and Gopinath Gawas had participated in a three-day national con-
ference at Tatanagar, Jharkhand (then Bihar) on the subject, “A question on
river and water.”

In September 1998, through GORICON, a memorandum opposing the diver-
sion plans was submitted to the Goa government’s expert panel for a master
plan for the Mandovi river basin, chaired by V.R. Deuskar. Resolutions sup-
porting the fight, passed by the village panchayats of Honda, Pissurle, Morle,
Gulel, Savorde, Nagargao, Mauxi, Keri, Thane-Dongurli, Khotode, Parye, and
Bhironde were submitted to Ministers of Irrigation and Panchyat (sic) Raj,
Dayanand Narvekar and Surendra Sirsat respectively. This had been possi-
ble only because of the support of then Congress MLA of Valpoi, Venkatesh
‘Bandu’ Desai. The workshop held on 6 June 1998, marked the culmina-
tion of nearly two years of sustained efforts to awaken Goans to the loom-
ing threat facing their river. It drew together a diverse group of individuals,
all united by a common cause. “The mission is not against any state or per-
son but against the unconstitutional attempts to dam and choke our mother
river, Mahadayi. Since 1996, we have launched the mission to save Maha-
dayi, inspired by Dr. Nandkumar Kamat,” stated a special issue dedicated
to the river’s cultural and ecological heritage, published by the MBA in col-
laboration with the Vivekananda Environment Awareness Brigade (Mhadei
Bachao Abhiyan 2001).

The special issue enumerated the efforts: Sawant raising the issue in the Goa
Legislative Assembly after her successful election as Cumbarjua MLA on a
Congress ticket in the 1999 elections; the Vivekananda Environment Aware-
ness Brigade’s grassroots campaigns, using street plays, and songs; and a se-
ries of articles on the Mandovi by the Marathi daily Tarun Bharat, whose ed-
itor Kiran B. Thakur was also a senior leader of the Maharashtra Ekikaran
Samiti (MES) in Belgaum.5 The support from the Bombay Natural History
Society (BNHS), one of India’s oldest and most respected nature conserva-
tion organizations (which at the time was campaigning for Bhimgad to be
declared a wildlife sanctuary), and solidarity from organizations across state
borders, including the Samaj Parivartan Samuday in Dharwad and Pune-
based Kalpavriksha (Maharashtra) were also noted.

Particularly active at the time, was the Belgaum-based Paryavarani. Led by

5 The MES is a Belgaum based socio-political committee fighting for a merger of Marathi-
speaking areas in general, and Belgaum district in particular with Maharashtra.
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former Lt. General S.C. Sardeshpande, the organization had taken on the real
estate and timber mafia to fight deforestation in the Sahyadri region. The
proposed Kalasa-Bhandura dams would require the felling of about 60,000
trees in 700 hectares of forest area. Paryavarani’s members, intimately famil-
iar with the terrain, often served as guides for Goans curious to visit ground
zero. The name of Srihari Kugaji, now serving in the Indian army, comes up
more than once in this regard. Signing off on the special issue inaugurated
by then CM Manohar Parrikar, Kerkar wrote “Now, the MBA is making a more
focused approach to create systematic awareness among the public and pol-
icy makers. This effort, hopefully, would result in involving more and more
common people in our goal of saving the lifeline of Goa—Mandovi” (Mhadei
Bachao Abhiyan 2001).

Founded as an organization of around ten members, the MBA in its early
years would meet once every month or two, usually at the Quarterdeck
restaurant across from the Mandovi hotel in Panjim. Over time, however,
the group lost some of its members. Former journalist Sadanand Tendulkar,
and constitutional expert and Maharashtra Gomantak Party (MGP) ex-MP
Amrut Kansar, passed away. Venkatesh “Bandu” Desai, the former Valpoi
MLA, says he wasn’t invited after the initial few meetings.

Parienkar, currently Associate Professor at Goa University’s Shenoi Goem-
bab School of Languages and Literature and once Joint Secretary of the
MBA, has authored a voluminous eco-anthropological book in Konkani
on the Mhadei titled Mhadei Kallzantlyan Kagdar (Parienkar 2011) and
now focuses on his own efforts on annual overnight treks and cleaning
drives along the Mhadei and its tributaries. Dr. Nandkumar Kamat, once
Vice-President of the MBA, broke ties publicly in 2019. Prajal Sakhardande,
Professor of History at Dhempe College of Arts and Science, is one of the
three founding members of Save Mhadei, Save Goa. He, along with advocate
Avinash Bhonsle, continues to be actively associated with the MBA.

Conversations with current and former members suggest that much of the
decision-making has long rested with a very small core team. Sawant and
Kerkar have been untiring in their efforts to ensure that the MBA retains the
moral high ground in Goa’s campaign to save the Mhadei, a fight that has
now spanned more than a quarter of a century. To what extent the MBA
has managed to involve “more and more common people” into the fold, as
Kerkar had once hoped, remains an open question.

Nirmala Sawant

Following the tribunal’s order, the MBA opened a second front in February
2007 by challenging Karnataka’s ongoing construction works in the Supreme



102 The River Mhadei: The Science and Politics of Diversion

Court, citing the absence of mandatory environment and forest clearances
(TN Godavarman vs. Union of India, IA no. 1804 of 2007/2009 in WP 202
of 1995). The move, however, came only after the Goa government itself had
approached the court in November 2006. “We wanted to go to court immedi-
ately after Karnataka laid the foundation stones for the project, but we held
back,” Sawant explains. “Because if something went wrong, people would
turn on us—‘Why did these people go there and create problems?’ Politi-
cians are very good at convincing people that we lost everything because of
so-and-so.” Sawant’s intervention application in the landmark TN Godavar-
man case was on grounds that the project, which was in a forested area, did
not have its requisite approval.

The matter was admitted in August 2007, which Sawant counts as the first
legal victory. (In the meanwhile, with the establishment of the Mahadayi
Water Disputes Tribunal, Goa under Chief Minister Digambar Kamat had
withdrawn its petition from the Supreme Court. Sawant has sustained this
legal battle through her own personal funds, which is supported by her hus-
band, a dockyard owner, and argued by her friend and SC advocate Bhavani
Shankar Gadnis. The initial years from 2007 to 2010 were a hectic search for
documentary evidence. And then “nothing.” The matter being sub judice,
Sawant decided she must not be seen doing anything that could be perceived
as politicizing the issue. “Because if I speak something and it’s taken in a
different way, then it might go against the case, so there was no press con-
ference,” she says. Professor Sakhardande remembers urging her to hit the
streets, rally the masses, to be the “Medha Patkar of Mhadei.” Sawant, how-
ever, saw no need for this sort or level of activism. “The case was filed there
was no need for an ‘andolan’. if we had not filed the case, the river would
have been diverted long back,” she says. It turned into a long wait. “Rajen-
dra told me, ‘Tai, people don’t say anything to you, but they are making fun
of me. Where is your case?”’ On 17 August 2017 the Supreme Court, assured
by the Karnataka’s counsel Fali Nariman that ‘no construction is going on in
the area in question,” i.e., the Kalsa-Banduri project, disposed of the petition
along with others.

In the early years of the campaign, Sawant also made personal appeals to se-
nior party colleagues across state lines—R.R. Patil in Maharashtra and S.M.
Krishna in Karnataka—even when her own party colleagues in Goa offered
only lukewarm support. Her peers commend her for being consistent in
her stand. Unlike many Goan politicians, Sawant—often referred to as “Tai”
(elder sister)—has never switched parties. In 2002, however, she quit the
Congress after being denied a ticket to contest the assembly elections. Since
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then, she has continued to hold a mirror to Goa government’s inactions
through platforms such as Goa Legislators Forum and the media.

Rajendra Kerkar

Rajendra Kerkar has been the repository of all things Mhadei. Articles,
Right to Information (RTI) requests, letters to politicians, DPRs, maps,
photographs—they cram the shelves of two overflowing cupboards in his
house. Much of it he recalls readily from memory for every journalist
(national and international), researcher, or politician seeking to educate
themselves on the subject. He himself has been prolific, writing by his own
estimate, hundreds of articles in English, Konkani, and Marathi, in his own
estimate, on the biodiversity, wildlife and culture of the Western Ghats.

Some of these efforts would prove crucial to Goa’s fight to save the Mhadei.
In 2006 when H.D. Kumarswamy and B.S. Yediyurappa were laying the foun-
dation stone for Karnataka’s controversial diversion projects, Kerkar was al-
ready there, having ridden pillion with one of his students to document the
development for Marathi daily in Goa Tarun Bharat. The fact that authori-
ties hurriedly razed a crop ready for harvest merely to clear the ground for
the politicians to lay the foundation stones, amuses him to this day.

In 2018, invited to attend a meeting of the Environment Protection Council,
Kerkar pointed out to the Goa Governor Bharat Vir Wanchoo and CM Par-
rikar that the river might as well have been dammed and diverted and that
the flow of water was in fact reversed. Parrikar, according to Kerkar, immedi-
ately directed the Water Resources Department’s Chief Engineer to visit the
site with Kerkar and submit a report within a week. This would form the ba-
sis of Goa’s disobedience petition in the SC dated 14 August 2018. Articles
dated 18 December 2019 and 4 September 2020, which prompted the con-
tempt petitions, were also authored by Kerkar. In 2013, when the Tribunal
made its visits to the site of the proposed dams and canals and every im-
portant point of the Mhadei, from its origins to Mormugao port, Kerkar was
often present on site. At Kankumbi in Karnataka, he pointed out that water
was already flowing towards the Malaprabha. This, says Kerkar, led to the Tri-
bunal’s interim order (17 April 2014) instructing Karnataka to “plug the two
vents of the interconnecting canal partially constructed by it with masonry,
to fill up the excavations made along the ridge line separating Mahadayi and
Malaprabha basins and refrain from diverting or actually utilising the waters
of the Mahadayi basin till the Tribunal had not finally adjudicated the dis-
pute.” The masonry held for a year or two before water began flowing the
other way again, says Kerkar who fears that “they must’ve done something....
Recently when the PRAWAH Committee visited, they noticed it.” (The Maha-
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dayi PRAWAH or Progressive River Authority for Welfare and Harmony was
constituted by the Central Government to ensure compliance with the im-
plementation of the decision of the Mahadayi Water Disputes Tribunal.)

Kerkar, who has a calm demeanour, also served as expert witness for the
Goa government before the Tribunal. “I am not a pushover, but I am a soft
man,” he says. “I will not come out and shout slogans and pick a stone
and throw it at a passing KSRTC bus.” He is likely referring to the 2015 in-
cident when a Goa-owned Kadamba Transport Corporation Ltd. bus was
torched in Hubli by protesters agitating against Goa’s opposition to the di-
version of the Mhadei (Daijiworld Special Correspondent 2015). Since then,
every time there are protests in Karnataka, Goa temporarily suspends its bus
service to the state (Press Trust of India 2018). Goa’s protests have typically
taken the form of artistic and intellectual expressions. In contrast, Karnataka
erupts more dramatically, burning tyres and effigies (Goa’s former Advocate
General says not just late Chief Minister Manohar Parrikar’s but his own ef-
figy too been burnt); vandalizing government; offices and enforcing bandhs
that shut down schools and offices in the North Karnataka towns of Hubli-
Dharward and Gadag and even impact day-to-day life as far Bengaluru (Press
Trust of India 2017). These demonstrations are led by pro-farmer lobbies and
sugar cane unions and even have the active support of the seers of the influ-
ential Lingayat community (The Hindu Special Correspondent 2024).

Kerkar’s role as teacher and educator must also be acknowledged. His
Vivekanand Environment Awareness Brigade has encouraged several young
Goans to pursue careers as wildlife researchers. Herpetologist Nirmal Ulhas
Kulkarni and ecologist Parag Rangnekar, well respected conservationists
today, are two such examples. Keen on being better acquainted with Goa’s
biodiversity, Rangnekar met ‘Bhai’ (Kerkar) in 1999, when the Mhadei issue
had just begun. He too, as a volunteer of the VEAB, would accompany
Kerkar to Sattari’s villages. “One of the things he would always speak about
is the threat to this region’s biodiversity,” Rangnekar recalls. “I would ask
him when you say ‘biodiversity,’ what do you mean? How many butterflies?
How many birds? And he would respond, ‘I don’t know. I am a teacher
of history; you are the ones who should tell me.”’ Thus began a year-long
documentation effort. A handful of amateur birders, initially without binoc-
ulars, trekked through every nook and corner of the Mhadei, often sleeping
in the forests and “doing what young guys do.” The outcome was a report,
listing 176 birds of the Mhadei basin, sent to the Bombay Natural History
Society (BNHS) at a time when it was compiling India’s important bird and
biodiversity sites. The BNHS’s updated list identifies Karnataka govern-
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ment’s diversion scheme as “the most important (threat) and conservation
issue for the Mhadei wildlife sanctuary” (Rahmani, Islam, and Kasambe
2016). The Mhadei’s relevance as an important bird site was included in
Goa’s arguments before the Tribunal.

This marked the beginning of an exercise to document the “under-
documented” natural history and biodiversity of Goa—a journey that
Rangnekar, Kulkarni and others are still on. In 2000, the two also exhibited
their photographs of butterflies and reptiles at the Kala Academy. For the
inauguration, they requested VEAB members to bring water from different
points of the Mhadei, pouring it into a single kalash (metal pot), symboli-
cally recreating the river for urban Goa. “We realized that this was one of the
disconnects—and in my opinion, it still exists today,” says Rangnekar.

Tiger, Tiger Burning Dead!

In 2009, rumours of a tiger being shot in Keri reached Kerkar. Videos and
photographs of the dead tiger, which had been burned soon after, were cir-
culating among villagers but evaded Kerkar. With some persistence, he even-
tually gathered enough evidence and broke the story, first in the Times of
India and then, the next day, in a local Marathi daily (Kerkar 2009). It was
the English article that caught the attention of the Prime Minister’s Office,
which ordered an investigation. The country had been told that Goa had
no tigers and here was proof to the contrary, albeit a dead one. The fallout
was immediate. The Forest Department cracked down on Kerkar’s fellow vil-
lagers, arresting nearly 20 people. As a consequence, Kerkar was summoned
to the temple and accosted by villagers and socially boycotted for a long time
thereafter. Meanwhile, the editor of the local paper was also under pressure
to explain to the former CM Pratap Singh Rane how such an article, substan-
tiating the existence of tigers in Goa, had gone to print. Ironically, the Forest
Department would also accuse Kerkar of shielding the guilty. It is a phase
Kerakar recalls with some anguish, “Now I can talk about it, but for five years
no one would volunteer, and all our work came to a standstill,” he says.

The Ranes have exercised feudal-like control over Sattari for generations.
Pratap Singh Rane served as Congress MLA for four decades, out of which he
was CM for a total of sixteen years, albeit not consecutively. His son followed
him into politics in 2007 and has since retained the Valpoi constituency, even
after switching from the Congress to the BJP in 2017. Both father and son
have been staunchly opposed to the declaration of Mhadei as a wildlife sanc-
tuary though it was declared as such along with Netravali Wildlife Sanctuary
on 4 June 1999 when Goa was under President’s Rule. While the father has
called for a denotification of the sanctuary, the son has moved court against
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the notifications of 1999 (TNN 2011). Kerkar has never harboured any po-
litical ambitions, but the tiger incident was enough to bring him into direct
conflict with Rane and his son. The grassroots support that he and the MBA
could once count on—including the backing former Valpoi MLA Venkatesh
Desai had helped secure—was no longer available. Vishwajit Rane famously
declared Goa’s big cats as “nonresident tigers” and has vowed never to al-
low a tiger reserve (de Souza 2022). Locals in Sattari, who often lose cattle
to tigers, fear that acknowledging their presence could lead to Mhadei being
declared a tiger reserve and bring in restrictions on construction, forest use,
and other activities. This is a very tangible fear, says Pangurang Gaonkar, ed-
itor of Goan Varta. “Villagers living in the Mhadei area already have all kinds
of restriction on horticultural activities they had been carrying out even be-
fore the area was declared a sanctuary. If it is declared a tiger reserve, they
will be at the mercy of forest officials,” he says. Despite his long association
with the Mhadei’s activists, Gaonkar whose family comes from the area is of
the opinion the diversion allowed by tribunal is unlikely to affect Goa in this
way.

In the face of Karnataka’s persistent push for the water diversion projects,
there has been a renewed demand for the tiger reserve, which environmen-
talists see as intrinsic to saving the Mhadei as well. The Goa government
itself had, during Tribunal proceedings, placed on record the threats of the
proposed dam and diversion projects to the tigers, which roam freely be-
tween Goa and Karnataka (Mahadayi Water Disputes Tribunal 2018, vol. II,
244–46, 304–305). And yet, the state is reluctant to declare the Mhadei a tiger
reserve.

Language and Art in the Service of the Mhadei

In the year 2000, the Konkani Bhasha Mandal (KBM) adopted Mhadei as the
theme for its seventh annual Yuva Mahotsav, a gathering of students and
youth from across Goa. The organization had long represented the faction
that fought for Konkani, to be recognised as Goa’s official language and op-
posed the proposed merger with Maharashtra—a move rejected by the ma-
jority of Goans in the historic Opinion Poll of 16 January 1967.6 Prashant

6 Konkani had been systematically repressed and delegitimized under Portuguese rule, forcing
generations of Goans to either study in Portuguese-medium schools or depend on Marathi
books, particular in the border areas. Marathi—also the language of the priestly community of
Bhats—became the language through which many of Goa’s Hindus accessed religious scrip-
tures and teachings. A Konkani language movement initiated in the 20th century by Vaman
Varde Senai Valavalikar, popularly known as Shenoy Goembab, found new meaning in post-
colonial Goa. Refusing to recognize Konkani as a legitimate language in its own right, Goa’s
first elected government under the Maharashtra Gomantak Party (MGP) advocated for Goa’s
merger with Maharashtra. Strong pushback from the Konkani faction led to the dispute being
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Naik, then president of KBS, recalls the Mandal’s decision to celebrate the
Mhadei—as it does the Konkani language—as an integral part of Goa’s cul-
tural heritage and identity or asmita (pride associated with cultural identity).
In the leadup to the event, held that year in Valpoi, a torch or asmitae jyot was
carried across the villages of North Goa.

Gopinath Gawas—also a member of the Mhadei Bachao Abhiyan at the
time—remembers scripting a street play for the festival. At the festival,
Chief Minister Digamber Kamat, rather dramatically, vowed to make the
“highest sacrifice” to defend Goa’s interests in the inter-state dispute. If
the Mhadei was the subject of plays one year, it was the topic for debates
the next. Journalist Sandesh Prabhudesai recalls the youth holding a mock
press conference, pretending to be both Goa and Karnataka officials, and
later creating a newspaper page, complete with articles, photos, captions,
and cartoons. As far as he is concerned, KBM had succeeded in taking the
Mhadei issue to Goan society more broadly. And in his opinion, there was
no more effective way to do it, than through the youth. A KBM special pub-
lication “Goan Asmita—Mhadei” explained how the river, a lifeline for Goa,
could become, as Konkani had been, a unifying emblem of Goan identity. It
also clarified that the Yuva Mahotsav welcomed all Goan youth, irrespective
of religion or language, to participate in this festival of art and culture. Not
everyone saw it that way. Some people with pro-Marathi sentiments had
objected to the torch rally. A newspaper article or two also insinuated that
the Mandal was usurping the Mhadei issue, briefly fanning the embers of
the Marathi-Konkani divide—a fault line that underlines Goan society.

Human Chain

Artist Miriam Koshy was among those who travelled to Sanquelim for the
16 January 2023 meeting. Koshy, who works at the intersection of ecology,
art, spirituality, community engagement, and activism, had through her art
successfully persuaded the state to reconsider a reclamation project planned
for a stretch of mangrove wetlands. “Effective action on human-caused cli-
mate change requires more than scientific facts. We are moved to act by sto-
ries, poetry, art, music, and by retelling our personal experiences of a rapidly
changing climate,” says Koshy. From this philosophy and her work emerged
two initiatives—the Earthivist Collective and the Khazan Society of Goa.

The Earthivist Collective brought together “citizens, artists, musicians, film-
makers, and journalists collaborating at the intersection of citizen science,

decided by India’s first-ever referendum or “Opinion Poll.” Fatorda MLA, Vijay Sardesai who
played a significant role in making the January 2023 event —“in Sawant’s backyard”—a suc-
cess has criticized CM Pramod Sawant for discontinuing official celebration of Opinion Day,
suggesting the CM’s loyalties lie in Sawantwadi in Maharashtra (The Goan Network 2024).
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preservation, awareness, and art,” aiming not just to raise awareness but
to forge an emotional connection with ecosystems under threat and to in-
spire positive action. The Khazan Society, led by architect Elsa Fernandes,
who has worked extensively on the subject, is committed to preserving Goa’s
khazans—traditional agricultural lands in coastal wetlands and estuarine re-
gions, intrinsically dependent on the Mhadei’s waters.

For Koshy, it was vital to remind Goans that the river was more than a
resource to be fought over; it was an emblem of nature that united them
and inspired their art and shaped their stories. With Heta Pandit and
other colleagues of the Goa Heritage Action Group (which included Pra-
jal Sakhardande), and Save Mhadei, Save Goa, Koshy designed an event
allowing Goans to show solidarity on the issue through various activities.
Her own artistic contribution—seven guardian spirits or Rakhandar of the
river—were supported by “a whole army of [Goan citizens] to honour and
protect our Mai.” This vision evolved into the Mhadei Amchi Mai festival,
featuring nature walks along the banks of the Mandovi, poetry readings,
painting, jazz, and dance performances. On a sweltering Saturday after-
noon on 20 March 2023, thousands gathered to eventually form a human
chain at the mouth of the river. The event was widely covered by national
media, thanks in part to a conscious outreach strategy—executed by PR
professionals—to publicize Goa’s collective stand. For months after the
event, the organizers kept up the momentum, sharing artworks and films on
the subject on their Instagram handle. Social media, a tool never previously
used by the MBA, was adeptly deployed by campaigns such as the Mhadei
Amchi Mai and the Amchi Mollem protests against the three-linear project,
a triple project involving the extension of rail, road, and electric connections
cutting through the Mollem forest (Bakshi 2020).

The healthy turnout at Miramar for the Human Chain, had benefitted in
part from the support of the Catholic Archdiocese of Goa and Daman which
shared details of the event and urged people to attend (DCSCM Goa 2023).
The event was not, however, as socioeconomically broad-based as the or-
ganizers had hoped. They had been counting on Save Mhadei, Save Goa for
help with this issue. Calls had been made to specific demographics like farm-
ers and fisherfolk for example and while individuals did attend, it probably
was in their capacity as individuals and not reflective of organized represen-
tation of those socioeconomic groups.

Save Mhadei, Save Goa

On October 23, 2019, Union Minister of Environment, Forest and Cli-
mate Change Prakash Javadekar tweeted a letter that in effect granted an
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in-principle nod to Karnataka’s projects. It was not a coincidence that
by-elections in Karnataka crucial to the BJP were scheduled for the first
week of December that same year (Shekhar 2019).7

That same month Hrudayanath Shirodkar and Mahesh Mhambrey launched
the Progressive Front of Goa (PFG)—a “non-political NGO with progressive
mindset.” Both had previously been part of Goa Suraksha Manch (GSM)
and regarded its founder, former RSS chief Subhash Velingkar, as a men-
tor. The GSM, however, failed in its intended aim to cut into the BJP’s vote
share during the 2017 Assembly Elections and had since faded into polit-
ical irrelevance.8 The months following Javadekar’s tweet were marked by
a burst of activism. Congress youth workers courted arrest while demand-
ing a withdrawal of his letter. The PFG, alongside other opposition parties
joined a rasta roko(a “block the road” protest) led by Vijai Sardesai at Por-
vorim, bringing traffic on all three Mandovi bridges to a standstill for two to
three hours. Shirodkar claims this was the first time the general public was
forced to take notice of the Mhadei issue due to the sheer inconvenience
caused. He himself was arrested and briefly jailed in Bicholim during an-
other protest against Javadekar, who in his additional capacity as Minister of
Communication and IT was attending the International Film Festival of In-
dia (IFFI). Yet, this flurry of protests in late 2019 typifies the sporadic, reactive
nature of Goa’s Mhadei movement. A cursory look at the media coverage on-
line suggests that public concern and anger in Goa are reactive and sparked
by actions from Karnataka or decisions from the Centre. Rarely do these con-
cerns sustain themselves in Goa’s public discourse or activism in the periods
between these flashpoints.

The Progressive Front had planned a series of talks on all things ailing Goa
and started by inviting Kerkar to speak on the Mhadei issue. This birthed
“Save Mhadei, Save Goa,” where Mhambrey and Shirodkar joined hands with
Professor Sakhardande to form an organization dedicated to the Mhadei.
Despite successfully convening the 16 January 2023 Virdi event at Sanque-
lim, Save Mhadei, Save Goa has not been able to mobilize the public on the
issue over the last two years. In private, members say they are split over the
question of the proposed tiger reserve. While one faction believes it is cru-
cial to saving the Mhadei, the other fears it will alienate any grudging support
they have elicited for the Mhadei from the people of Sattari.

7 The by-elections were originally scheduled for 21 October 21 2019 but were rescheduled on 27
September 2019 by the Election Commission to 5 December 2019, with results announced on
9 December 2019.

8 In December of 2021 Mhambrey and Shirodkar would end up joining the Indian National
Congress.
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Ganv Zala Zantto

In the leadup to the Sanquelim event, actor-director Rajdeep Naik asked
his 35,000 followers on Facebook to join the event. Naik runs Kala
Chetana, Volvoi—arguably Goa’s most successful natak (theatre) company—
producing and performing plays often written by his wife and fellow actor,
Suchita Narvekar. In January of 2023, Kala Chetana was performing a play
on the government’s new education policy, something Narvekar as a young
mother had studied. Pleased with the production, the state’s Department
of Education agreed to fund a few “promotional” shows. However, Naik’s
straightforward appeal to the public advocating for the cause of Mhadei
prompted the state government to immediately cancel these shows. “They
took this decision on a Saturday, when government officials rarely work,”
says Narvekar.

Partly in response and partly inspired by the Virdi event, Narvekar immersed
herself in the subject with Rajendra Kerkar’s help and wrote the comedy,
“Ganv Zala Zanto.” The title translates to “the village is growing old” or alter-
natively, “villages are getting educated” and tells the story of a family torn be-
tween a deep sentimental attachment to their ancestral village and the lure
of urban life, while facing the looming threat of drought. The Konkani play
has been a roaring success, even travelling London and being performed
to packed venues hosting audiences of the Goan diaspora. It is funny and
poignant and has the audience laughing out loud and wiping away tears, but
most importantly, it has them engaging with the issue of the Mhadei that
the play “brings to their doorstep.” Narvekar, who also plays the protago-
nist’s wife, says it was a very real challenge to write a comedy on a subject so
serious without trivializing the issue. The success of the show—performed
more than 200 times including at a school—suggests the script has avoided
this pitfall. “Our play says ab to utho (‘at least wake up now’). If you see
the comments on my Facebook page, people are not just commenting on
the play but writing their own reflections on Mhadei.” says Naik. According
to Sandesh Prabhudesai, the play’s appeal has crossed traditional cultural
lines. “In Goa, Hindus watch nataks and Catholic, tiatrs. For the first time,
Catholics are also turning up to see a natak.” This trend began with a priest
attending one such show and after Naik called out the government’s retalia-
tion on Facebook.

In May of 2015, months before the United National Climate Change Confer-
ence in Paris, Pope Francis released Laudato si’, a letter emphasizing the un-
sustainability of current consumerism and mankind’s responsibility to take
care of the earth, the common home, which it has been entrusted. As part
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of this Laudato si’ movement, the conference of Catholic Bishops in India
formed ecological commissions at its dioceses. In Goa, in its third year now,
this commission is chaired by Bolmax Pereira, a Catholic priest and botany
professor whose PhD thesis has been on the wetlands of Goa. Goa’s peoples’
movements have often had the church’s overt backing, through the Coun-
cil for Social Justice and Peace which now focuses more on issues such as
human rights and poverty. From 2014 onwards, however, conscious of how
its involvement is used to polarize Goa’s citizens, the church has chosen to
support issues from the background, says Father Pereira. As an influential
community leader, activist and scientist, at the helm of a dedicated ecolog-
ical commission, Father Pereira says he fills the gaps and is able to connect
people from different walks of life and religions in movements against the
three-linear project or the damming and diversion of the Mhadei.

Conclusion

In its early years, in the late 1990s, the Mhadei movement was nestled in
Sattari in North Goa where the river first enters the state from Karnataka.
In stark contrast, by 2023, it is people and leaders from South Goa who are
voicing their protests and turning up for the cause. Sattari—firmly under the
control of Vishwajit Rane—does not speak up, despite potentially having the
most to lose.

This geographic shift in the movement reflects a deeper issue: the provin-
cialization of environmental struggles within Goa. Jnanpith awardee
Damodar Mauzo has participated in nearly every major progressive move-
ment in Goa—the Opinion Poll of 1967, the 1973 environmental movement
against Zuari Agro Chemicals, the statehood agitation of the 1980s, the
1986-87 Official Language agitation, the 1991 Konkan Railway realignment
protest, and most recently during the pandemic, against the three-linear
project through Mollem National Park and Bhagwan Mahavir Sanctuary.
“As an activist, I find that people do not come out to support popular
movements. It is not that people are not concerned, but sometimes we are
just provincial-minded. We think this is an issue of the people of Sattari,
why should I be bothered? Or if something occurs in Sanguem or Canacona,
people from the northeast will say, it is their problem, not ours.”

Most of Goa’s socio-political movements have been driven from Salcete but
the Mhadei might be one of the few exceptions, says Father Bolmax Pereira.
“Not taking away anything from the great work that MBA has carried out, the
connect between the movement and the influencers of society was missing.
One of the influencers was the church.” Father Pereira acknowledges the
Commission’s role in making recent events more participatory. The com-
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ing together of such varied interests, from former RSS leader Velingkar to the
church, on a common platform at Virdi, happened by making the Mhadei the
sole agenda and setting aside ideological differences. Father Pereira claims
that the Catholic Church in Goa has not supported political parties above
an issue, “Even today people say the fall of the Congress in 2012 was be-
cause the Church took a stand against the controversial regional plan.” Un-
der the Ecological Commission a movement drawing youth back to farming
through farmers club begun in Chicalim is spreading through the state (Her-
ald Team 2024). It has received great response in the North Goa talukas of
Aldona, Mapusa, and Siolim, says Pereira. “Right now, Chicalim Youth Farm-
ers Club is harvesting watermelon. Instead of going on street and making
noise, the ecology commission would also like to contribute with something
positive like drawing youth back to farming, and movements such as fighting
for Mhadei.”

When it began at the turn of the century, the Mhadei movement found
natural allies in organizations across the border in Karnataka. Lt. Col. (Retd)
Ravender Kumar Saini, who has been steering the NGO Pariyavarani in
Belgaum after late General Sardeshpande, is also the petitioner in a matter
heard by the Karnataka High Court. Responding to his plea, the court has
barred the state from working on the Kalasa-Banduri project in forest areas
without prior environmental clearance. Saini recalls the early years of the
movement in Goa being more discourse-driven/ intellectualized, failing to
create a mahol—a Hindi word used for socio-political commentary for an
emotionally heightened or mobilizing environment. “People in Goa were
more of academics, conducting seminars, giving lectures, and writing arti-
cles. They could have benefitted from having more foot soldiers who could
go to the forests (like Kugaji), or sit and engage extensively with panchayat
after panchayat.” Saini who will turn 70 next month, says that Pariyavarani,
instrumental in getting the Bhimgad Wildlife Sanctuary notified, may have
lost some of its vigour too. “We made a big mistake, and we are trying
to rectify it now. We did not train a second generation.” Saini’s lament
for Pariyavarani, may hold true for the MBA too. On 9 April 2025, as this
article gets written, Khanapur’s citizens met to object to states’ moves to lay
pipelines to the proposed Bhandura project. The lone attendees from Goa
were Kerkar and wildlifer Ramesh Dharmekar.

Back in the late nineties, journalist Rupesh Sawant sent an email to “the up-
per layer of society” and “non-resident Goans in touch with the mother land
through the internet,” encouraging them to turn it into a chain mail and
spread the word. From Sawant’s essay it seems they even considered set-
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ting up an independent website although this idea was shelved for being too
costly and impossible to update every week. 25 years since, the MBA has no
social media strategy. This shortcoming is all the more evident given how
effectively other recent campaigns in Goa have used social media. it would
be reasonable to ask today, If a tree fall in a forest and no one posts about it
on Facebook or Twitter, does it make a sound?

The structural weakness of the movement also lies in its framing. In Kar-
nataka the water scarcity of Hubli-Dharwad is a lived reality that translates
into a more immediate water crisis, which inhabitants of the region have
been told can only be addressed by diverting water from the Mhadei. On
the other hand, Goans are being urged to imagine a future scenario of water
scarcity that given the heavy monsoon rains does not feel like an immediate
threat to the average Goan.

Compounding this is the fact that the Mhadei Bachao Abhiyan (MBA) itself,
which came to be the face of the campaign, consciously steered away from
the path of public mobilization. Sawant says public demonstration was not
necessary once the matter was in court. And in any case, much of the MBA’s
energy was spent in explaining the situation to people, many of whom be-
lieved the Mhadei to be distinct from Mandovi. However, more than one
official engaged in Goa’s fight laments the state’s lack of demonstrative pas-
sion. A government official who spoke on condition of anonymity recalls
being surprised at the number of people Karnataka could bring to stand in
front of the Tribunal with placards in hand. When the Tribunal visited the
project sites, authorities were hoping Kerkar could gather a small crowd, but
barely anyone turned up. It is telling that government officials banked on
an individual activist, rather than local politicians or parties for this show of
support.

The campaign in Goa—whether in Kerkar’s writings, Koshy’s human chain,
or KBM’s Yuva Mahotsav—has predominantly been framed in ecological and
cultural terms. It draws on symbolism that portrays the river as Amchi Mai
(“our mother”) and as a lifeline but fails to engage with the material realities
of contemporary Goans. The economic implications of the diversion—its
impact on agriculture, river transport, fisheries, and tourism—have rarely
been foregrounded. Key stakeholders like farmers, fishermen, or Dudhsagar
tour operators are conspicuous by their absence in the movement, despite
being obvious stakeholders. Once a formidable force in Goan politics, Goa’s
miners, whose entire logistical advantage comes from plying iron ore barges
on the Mandovi, have also been silent.9

9 Many of them have business interests in Karnataka
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An exception to this rule has been Prakash Parienkar’s work on puran sheti
(xeti). A 2002 edition of Goa Foundation’s Fish Curry and Rice, a source
book of Goan ecology and lifestyle, dedicated two pages to this ancient silt-
based agricultural practised by 500 individuals in 27 Goan villages, produc-
ing 3,64,200 kg of paddy. By 2024 however, Parienkar found himself trying
to “revive” this practice (Business Goa 2024). Ironically what brought this
practice to the verge of extinction is a “successful” Goa Water Resources De-
partment (WRD) water conservation and irrigation scheme launched in 2016
under which the state constructed check dams and bandharas that ended up
flooding these areas (Navhind Times 2014). There have been several articles
lamenting the decline of Goa’s agriculture. The same edition of Fish Curry
and Rice devotes three pages to the subject, highlighting conversion of agri-
cultural land for real estate use. (The upstream projects covered separately
find no mention here). Seven pages are dedicated to Goa’s khazans, saline
flood plains of Goa’s tidal estuaries on which paddy used to be cultivated
through an intricate system of bunds and sluice gates. Khazans, which total
some 18,000 hectares, and according to some experts have been ruined by
farmers themselves, prioritized fishing over farming. “Even those opposing
the Borim bridge are doing more fishing than agriculture on their khazan
land. Goa built three dams, Tillari, Anjune and Salaulim, how many farmers
are using their waters,” quips one of them who asked to remain anonymous.

There is almost a romanticization of Goa’s traditional livelihoods but in re-
ality Goans have steadily moved away from such livelihoods and agriculture
at large (Narayan 2021; Herald Team 2021). In Rane’s constituency, almost
every household today has at least one or two members employed in a gov-
ernment job, widely believed to be facilitated by the Ranes. The kulagars
or areca nut plantations in the upper regions of Goa are not the sole source
of subsistence for their owners. In neighbouring areas, large sections of the
population depend on mining. Farmlands affected by mining rejects have
long ago been surrendered to ancillary activities, as has the river itself—an
issue that Ramesh Gawas has been trying to highlight since decades. Gawas,
a part of the MBA in its initial years and a prominent environmentalist from
Goa’s mining belt, no longer associates himself with the organization, fault-
ing them for sharing a platform with very same political forces that should
be held accountable for the problem.10

Goa Forward (GF)’s Vijai Sardesai disagrees, claiming no movement in Goa
has succeeded without politicians. And he holds that against the Mhadei

10 Bicholim-based Gawas prefers being described as responsible citizen, and not as environmen-
talist or activist
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movement. “One prominent agitation, which I failed because politicians
were asked to stay out was the MOPA (airport) agitation. You have to get
elected representative of the people to stand up for these issues. Many envi-
ronmental activists spoke very strongly about the Mhadei issue on one hand,
but also collaborated with the government saying, that at this stage the gov-
ernment is acting.” Sardesai who was an ally of the BJP, and whose GF col-
league was Parrikar’s WRD Minister insists he and his party have taken a con-
sistent stand. “When the BJP is in opposition, they protest the Mhadei con-
structions, when they are in power and, in power in Karnataka they remain
mum. I have no bosses.”

Unfortunately, the Mhadei, unlike the Opinion Poll or statehood, has never
been a political movement, says Ramakant Khalap. The former Union Law
Minister has been advocating for reforms to Goa’s tenancy act and revenue
codes, to be able implement in letter and spirit what these meant to do—
retain, preserve and conserve and use agriculture land for cultivation. Kha-
lap who has even drafted a proposed bill, says he never got a response from
any of the political parties, neither in the government nor opposition par-
ties, who are relegated to a minority anyway. “If you are not interested in
your own agricultural land, why would you be interested in the fresh wa-
ter that nourishes these lands?” (In 2003, the government introduced the
Goa Restriction on Transfer of Agricultural Land Bill 2023, but Khalap says it
leaves out agricultural land under horticulture, irrigation and paddy cultiva-
tion and is of limited consequence.)

The Mhadei invariably makes headlines around elections—but only those
in Karnataka, even if they are only by-elections. It is not really an electoral
issue in Goa and politicians in power can thus afford to display a cavalier at-
titude on the issue. Parrikar famously assured the BJP ahead of one such by-
election that Goa would not object to Karnataka’s so-called “drinking water”
projects even as Goa’s entire contention in court has been that this diversion
is not for drinking water purposes. More recently, under Sawant, the state
government told the Supreme Court it has no objection to the notification of
the Tribunal’s award—a decision that, after provoking outrage in Goa, it tried
to blame on its Advocate-on-Record (Shetye 2021).

Goan politics is today dominated by the two national parties, the Bharatiya
Janata Party and the Indian National Congress. The BJP’s priorities can be
gauged from the fact that politicians from Karnataka, such as BJP’s B.L. San-
tosh, are put in charge of party matters in the state of Goa. During the elec-
tion campaign, when Home Minister Amit Shah told voters in Belgaum, the
“BJP government had managed to find a solution to the long-pending dis-
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pute between Goa and Karnataka” Goa’s BJP CM Sawant was by his side ac-
cording to his critics. Back home, the CM maintained “a guarded silence on
the issue—treading a fine line between defending Goa’s cause and stopping
short of condemning the union home minister Amit Shah’s claim” (de Souza
2023).

At a constituency level, the Mhadei seems to matter not to the Ranes of Sat-
tari. The Mhadei does not reach South Goa, where the Congress still retains
a vote share. It is not an electoral issue for Sardesai in his own seat in Fa-
torda, nor in the other two South Goa seats his party contested in the last
elections. Goan politicians’ propensity to switch parties, and shift loyalties
also makes it difficult for them to sustain a position. With the exception of
Nirmala Sawant, there are no committed political champions of the Mhadei
in Goa. The Mhadei is used more often to embarrass the government in
power. (Sardesai for example has used the services of former state AGs At-
maran Nadkarni and Dattaprasad Lawande who fought for Goa in the Tri-
bunal to argue his petition in the Mhadei matter in court.) On the backfoot,
after the Virdi event, Sawant announced a House Committee to look at the
Mhadei issue. This committee had met only once the month after and never
sat again.

The Mhadei “movement” is characterized by reactive, event-driven protests
interspersed with periods of inaction. The RSS had carried out a village-
to-village march, with floats depicting the river as a goddess, but this cam-
paign is nearly lost to public memory. A participant requesting anonymity
explained, “When the BJP came to power, and the stand changed, we had
to toe the government line. Political parties are more influential than social
organizations, they can influence any outcome, including, if they want, the
courts.”

Goans are slow to agitate, says Mauzo, and he has a theory he likes to en-
tertain privately as to why this may be so. “We lived under the Portuguese
for 450 years, and endured so many bans and censorships, on our use of our
own language, even wedding cards were censored during one period. I think
five percent of this is in our blood, which is why Liberation was delayed, our
statehood was delayed, and that is why any movement takes a long time.”

A sustained, organized movement needs continuous community engagement—
such as the Earthivist’s Human Chain or Naik’s blockbuster play—proactive
advocacy, dedicated grassroots organizations and political and even eco-
nomic champions, which the Opinion Poll had. Several journalists, who
have covered the movement say the Mhadei may have been an emotive
subject once but it has never been a people’s movement.
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Kumar Kalanand Mani, one of the founders of Peaceful Society, says Goans
have forgotten they are not just consumers, but also conservators of water as
natural resource:

Goa used to be a state of surplus water, with a controlled consumption pat-
tern. Over the last 30 years we have on the one hand lost our traditional ways
of managing water, ceded to the government what used to be the responsi-
bility of the state—wells tanks, springs, ponds, even rivers were largely man-
aged by the comunidades—and our consumption of water is unchecked. The
citizen has traditionally been both consumer and conservator. Its entitle-
ment over water should also be equitable and not compromised by the needs
of dominant sectors like mining or tourism. Unless this equity is addressed
property, they may not be aware that they are also stakeholders.

Koshy counters any cynicism of Goa’s stewardship of its rivers, including this
author’s, drawing a parallel to the Mhadei. “The river has its own momen-
tum, growing and swelling in relation to the landscape it traverses.” The
movements with their own legacy have impacted and molded the move-
ment, like tributaries big and small, adding to the flow, and shaping the
formidable course of the river.’
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Lakshmi Subramanian is retired Professor of History, Centre for Studies in
Social Sciences, Calcutta, and BITS Pilani, Goa. She has had a long and dis-
tinguished research and teaching career and is credited with making major
contributions to the fields of Indian business history and music history. She
has many publications to her credit, the latest ones being Singing Gandhi’s
India: Music and Sonic Nationalism (2020) and India Before the Ambanis: A
History of Indian Business, Market and Economy (2024). She has been the re-
cipient of several international fellowships including the prestigious Mellon
fellowship and Adam Smith fellowship.
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Rajendra P. Kerkar is involved in environment education, protection, and
conservation in Goa for the last three decades. He has been instrumental
in initiating the movement for notifying the Mhadei and Netravali Wildlife
Sanctuaries. He serves as the General Secretary of the Mhadei Bachao Ab-
hiyan, as a member of the National Board of Wildlife, Goa State Biodiversity
Board and other organizations involved in protecting the history, heritage,
ecology, and wildlife of the Western Ghats.

Parineeta Dandekar is an environmental advocate and Associate Coordi-
nator for the South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers, and People (SANDRP),
where she works to ensure that India’s last free-flowing rivers remain pro-
tected. Her research uncovers the failures of large-scale water projects while
amplifying the voices of communities, cultures, and ecosystems that depend
on these rivers. She is pushing for policies that prioritize both people and the
planet, ensuring a future where rivers continue to sustain life.

Meera Mohanty is Editor at The Economic Times. A financial journalist with
twenty years of experience, she covers politics, business, and closely covers
the business of mining.

Rahul Tripathi is Professor in Political Science at the D.D. Kosambi School
of Social Sciences and Behavioural Studies, Goa University. He specialized in
South Asian Studies at the School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi. He teaches and researches in the area of international
relations, global political economy, and South Asia and has published in In-
ternational Studies, South Asian Survey and Economic and Political Weekly.
He is also the co-convenor of the Multidisciplinary Cluster on Mhadei, a
knowledge cluster at Goa University that brings together diverse perspec-
tives on the river. His popular writings on Goa and Mhadei have appeared in
national and local newspapers including The Indian Express, Times of India,
Navhind Times and O Heraldo.

Rishikesh Bahadur Desai is an award-winning Senior Assistant Editor at The
Hindu, covering northwestern Karnataka. With experience at The Times of
India, Vijay Times, and The Asian Age, he reports on governance, decen-
tralization, agriculture, and social welfare. His 2024 Karnataka State Media
Academy award highlights the impact of his journalism. Some of his best
regarded stories include a series on the Siddi African tribe getting ST certifi-
cation, an inquiry into the alleged sale of a poor widow, and restoration of the
Surang Bavi Karez, an ancient heritage structure in Bidar. He has extensively
covered Hyderabad-Karnataka’s backwardness, farmer distress, and infras-
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tructure projects like Bidar’s multi-arch dams. His reporting on the kidnap-
ping of actor Rajkumar gained wide attention. As India coordinator for BBC
Radio, he worked on projects about the tobacco industry, Kaveri dispute, and
the IT revolution. Fluent in English, Kannada, and Hindi, he holds degrees
in English Literature, Political Science, and Law. He also edits and translates,
organizing initiatives like a Wikipedia editathon in Bidar.

Vaishali Kashyap is a doctoral research scholar at the Department of Hu-
manities and Social Sciences, BITS Pilani K.K. Birla Goa Campus. Her ongo-
ing research explores factors behind livelihood change in a traditional fishing
community in Assam. She holds a post-graduate degree in Water Policy and
Governance from TISS, Mumbai. In the past, she has been a part of orga-
nizations like Tata Trusts and INREM Foundation, engaging with the devel-
opment space with a particular focus on public health, nutrition, and water
quality.

Vasudha Sawaiker trained in law at V.M. Salgaoncar College of Law, Goa Uni-
versity and has a post-graduate degree in social work from the Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (TISS), Mumbai. At TISS, she was awarded the prize and
shield for being the best student in Dalit and Tribal Social Work. As a lawyer,
she represented clients in cases on social justice and inclusion in public em-
ployment. Her legal research encompasses diverse areas such as organ dona-
tion, forest rights, and construction workers. She was awarded the UGC-JRF
Fellowship in Social Work in 2016 and is presently a research scholar at the
School of Sanskrit, Philosophy and Indic Studies, Goa University.

A. G. Chachadi, former Professor, Goa University, Goa completed his
M.Tech. and PhD from IIT Roorkee. Before joining Goa University as teach-
ing faculty, he served as a scientist at the National Institute of Hydrology,
Government of India for seven years. His research interests and works are
related to the fields of hydrogeology and water resources management,
environmental science and exploration geophysics. He has published
several research publications in national and international journals and has
worked as a consulting hydrogeologist for several mining companies.

Nirmal U. Kulkarni is a herpetologist and nature photographer with over
two decades of experience in conservation science and field herpetology in
tropical forests of Western Ghats and North East India. He has served as an
Expert Member of the Goa State Biodiversity Board and Goa State Wildlife
Advisory Board for two terms, besides being part of various state and na-
tional committees on wildlife and research. Nirmal is currently Chairman
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of the Mhadei Research Centre, Goa, India and is leading research projects
on the Leith’s soft shell turtle in Karnataka, a snake bite awareness project
in Goa, and a monitor lizard project investigating illegal trade in India. As
an ecologist, Nirmal is involved in long term monitoring of the Chorla Ghats
forests and the adjoining Mhadei bio-region. His research interests include
field herpetology in tropical forests, tackling the organized illegal wildlife
trade and conservation education.

Vidyadhar Atkore is a freshwater ecologist by training, interested in quanti-
fying the anthropogenic and environmental factors on freshwater biodiver-
sity across different scales. Currently he is a faculty member at the Salim
Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History (SACON), South India Cen-
tre, Wildlife Institute of India, Coimbatore. He teaches wetland ecology and
management, ichthyology, landscape ecology, GIS, human ecology and eco-
hydrology.

Nandini Velho is a wildlife biologist working on the human-dimensions of
forest management. She has completed her PhD from James Cook University
and was an Earth Institute Fellow at Columbia University. She has worked
as a Policy Fellow with the Minister of Environment and Forests, and with
multiple forest departments and communities across India. She is interested
in the intersection of art, science and action.

Helga do Rosario Gomes is a Research Scientist at Lamont-Doherty Earth
Observatory, Columbia Climate School. She graduated with a PhD in Bio-
logical Oceanography from University of Bombay and has held research po-
sitions in Japan and Maine. Dr. Gomes is interested in large-scale climatic
questions such as the impacts of the new and unusual planktonic blooms in
the Arabian Sea, the effect of Arctic warming and ice melt on the American
lobster, the impact of urbanization on wetland systems, and ocean acidifi-
cation and deoxygenation of waters from harmful algal blooms. With her
colleagues she has been developing ocean monitoring and decision sup-
port systems tailored to meet needs for sustainable management of coastal
resources in tropical countries experiencing climate change. She mentors
postdoctoral, graduate, and undergraduate students, but her passion lies
in providing guidance and support to high school students, some of whom
have won national and international awards. She is a trustee and Science
Advisor for Goa Chitra, an anthropological museum in Benaulim, Goa that
preserves and showcases the culture and lifestyle of the people of the west
coast of India.
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Dhirendra M. Deshpande has nearly four decades of experience in Indian
higher education, starting as a Lecturer in a degree college in Goa, working
in various capacities in reputed institutions such as Symbiosis, Pune, KLE
Society, Bengaluru, as Faculty, Principal, Director and finally retiring as the
Vice Chancellor of ISBM University in Chhattisgarh. As a columnist for a
leading daily newspaper in Goa, he has rich experience in writing on a range
of economic and policy issues such as budgets, monetary policy, reforms and
liberalization. As a faculty in Symbiosis, he was associated with guiding and
evaluating various finance-related projects that included building economic
models for producing hydroelectricity, long-range demand and sales fore-
casting.

Leon Morenas is the Principal of the Goa College of Architecture. He was
Associate Professor of Architecture at the School of Planning and Architec-
ture, Delhi. He was also a Fellow at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study,
Shimla where he worked on a project entitled “Mohallas and Smart Cities:
Post-Colonial Development in Delhi.” He was a World Social Sciences Fel-
low in Sustainable Urbanization (2014) and Programme Coordinator of the
Masters in Social Design at Ambedkar University, Delhi (2013). He is an ar-
chitect with a Master’s in Urban Design from the School of Planning and
Architecture, Delhi and a PhD in Architectural Sciences—with a specializa-
tion in Informatics—from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Troy, New York.
Professor Morenas’s research uses the disciplinary lens of Science and Tech-
nology Studies (STS) to understand the relationship of technology with con-
temporary design, architecture and urban planning. His most recent writ-
ings have focused on urban governance through technology with a focus on
smart cities and their command centres. He is also working on a set of es-
says that attempt to answer the question: “Is there an Indian way of thinking
about technology?” using the foils of history, metaphysics and literature.

Manisha Rodrigues is an architect based in Goa. She holds a Bachelor’s de-
gree from the Goa College of Architecture and a Master’s in Architecture with
a specialization in architectural conservation from CEPT University, Ahmed-
abad. With over a decade of experience in practice and more than three
years as an assistant professor at her alma mater, the Goa College of Archi-
tecture, her work often explores the intersections of water, heritage, and the
built environment. She was part of projects like the Serampore Initiative led
by the National Museum of Denmark, which documented Indo-Danish her-
itage along the Hooghly River. Her academic and professional work reflects a
deep connection to water and cultural landscapes—from the Sabarmati and
Hooghly to the Sal and Mandovi rivers in Goa. As a fellow of the Goa Wa-
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ter Stories fellowship by the Living Waters Museum, she explored “What is a
river?” through the lens of the built environment of the Mhadei–Mandovi–
Mahadayi River. She currently leads her practice in Margao and continues to
engage with architectural education as visiting faculty at the Goa College of
Architecture.

Aurobindo Gomes Pereira is an Advocate, with an L.L.M. in Constitutional
and Administrative Law, and a resident of the city of Panjim, Goa. He can be
contacted at thegoanphilosophicalsociety@gmail.com.

Narayan Desai is a teacher and translator, columnist in local languages—
Marathi and Konkani. His interest areas are language and culture. He can be
reached at narayanbdesai@yahoo.com

Sujata Noronha is an educator specializing in early literacy and enjoys work-
ing with children and books. She is deeply interested in the power of the
printed word and the pathways to access and growth emerging from it. In
Goa, she works out of her organization called Bookworm, that provides re-
sources and facilitates libraries and reading within the community of Panjim
and in schools around the state. She consults with the Tata Trusts within the
education portfolio.

Maya de Souza has an inter-disciplinary background with over twenty years’
experience in public policy and the law. She graduated from Oxford Uni-
versity in Philosophy, Politics and Economics before studying and practising
law. After an L.L.M. (London), graduating with distinction, she joined the
Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in the UK Govern-
ment Legal Services and later moved to policymaking. She headed various
teams on better institutional structures for flood risk and integrated water
management where she led a project on holistic approaches to water man-
agement in the climate risk context. She has also headed the Business En-
vironment Council Hong Kong’s Policy and Research Team, leading projects
on climate resilience; and served on the BITC–UK Circular Economy team
as Co-Director, Environment. Maya has been an elected Green Party coun-
cillor in London, playing an active role in town and country planning and
scrutiny of the environment among other policy areas. Currently, Maya lives
and works in Goa, and is a co-director of Act for Goa, co-founder of Materia
Verde (a new biomaterials industry accelerator powered by Quicksand). She
was previously with Bangalore-based think tank, CSTEP. She also works with
various consultancies on future-proofing and strategic insight.




