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INTRODUCTION 
 Rivers are referred to as the foundation of humanity from which societies and varied 

civilizations have sprung up and flourished.   They have been used as sources of fresh water, 

satisfying the ever increasing thirst of societies, both ancient and contemporary. Although 

river water makes up only about 0.2 percent of all the fresh water on Earth, it plays a very 

important role. They carry water, organisms and important gases and nutrients to many areas. 

They also help drain rainwater and provide habitats for many species of plants and animals.  

They are also the travel routes for people and provide power for hydro electric plants. All the 

major civilisations in the ancient world such as Mesopotamia, Mohenjo-daro and Harappa 

flourished on the banks of rivers. Today majority of the rivers are in a sorry state. Rivers dry 

up during the summer because of the rampant deforestation, unmindful way of sand minig, 

dumping of waste in the river beds etc. Earlier, the number of trees and plants on the banks of 

the rivers and in the forest areas, used to store the water during, the non-rainy reasons.  The 

moisture released to the forest regions and other parts of the land, by large through 

evaporation, helped in retaining moisture in the atmosphere. This is one of the major reasons 

for receiving good rain in the regions having tree covers. Destruction of forests and trees 

around the river banks not only made the river to dry up during non-rainy seasons, but also 

made the ponds and wells in the vicinity of rivers to also up much earlier as compared to 

some years back. It has been reported that unauthorised settlers have encroached on river 

banks and pose serious threats to the health of rivers. Disposal of domestic and urban waste 

in rivers is another reason for the pollution and dying up of rivers eventually. The ever 

increasing human intervention in the natural resources for making profits sounds the death 

knell of many riers across the country. 
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Wah Umkhrah- Encroachment and Consequences 

 
 

Figure 1 The course of the Wah Umkhrah stream, as it meanders across Shillong 
 

       The Indian state of Meghalaya 

has many rivers making them an 

intrinsic component of the state. 

The majority of these rivers are 

rain fed, thus making them 

seasonal. These rivers   are not 

navigable and  “Wah Umkhrah”  

(River Umkhrah) as is  called by 

everyone is  one of them .It  

travels through the town of Shillong 

City  with a length measuring 6.4 Kilometers stretching from Lapalang in the Upper 

Course to Mawlai Bridge in the Middle Course before it joins Sonapani at the end.  A   

few decades ago the spot was an open expanse of land, a beautiful spot where 

residents of Shillong would enjoy watching the crystal clear waters of Wah Umkhrah. 

People in the locality and adjoining areas used to organize picnics and functions there. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wah Umkhrah area during the pre-
independence time 
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In the In absence of any conservation 

measures, the river has been 

encroached and turned into a garbage 

dump. The river Wah Umkhrah in 

Shillong is marred by large scale 

encroachment along its banks.  Many 

illegal constructions such as houses, 

workshops, car garages have come up 

on the Umkhrah banks causing the river to be on the verge of extinction. The river has 

been turned into a junkyard with tons of polythene, cardboard, steel and other 

scavenged items dumped on it.. Pungent smell has engulfed many localities along the 

Umkhrah as sewage of the illegal hutment directly flows into the river affecting its 

flora and fauna.   The present rate of pollution from inflowing drains of its catchment 

and dumping of garbage, including non-bio-degradable items has been rendered its 

waters unfit for human consumption. 

 
Consequences 

• Encroachments along the Wah Umkhrah 

remain to be a major concern to residents 

of Shillong town. Environmentalists have 

expressed concern over Wah Umkhrah’s 

detirating condition. Efforts to clean the 

Wah Umkhrah occasionallyare not 

enough. Government needs to work out a 

comprehensive action plan to restore the 

Wah Umhrah. 

• The colonies that are found along the Wah Umkhrah are extremely unhygienic; filth 

ridded and are ones nightmare to live. These colonies may be so called “slums’’ 

owing to the poor sanitation and 

unhygienic condition. 

• With the coming of the rains early there 

will be an increase in magnitude and 

frequency of severe floods, increased 
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frequency of erosive banks, increase in annual volume of surface runoff. 

• In addition, treated or untreated sewage is poured into the Wah Umkhrah leading to 

water pollution. Sewage produces foul 

odour and makes the water brownish, 

black and oily. 

• Many organic wastes are similarly 

added from slaughter houses, bathing of 

animals, washing of clothes etc. Such 

waters get contaminated with infectious 

agents leading to cholera, typhoid, 

dysentery, jaundice and skin diseases. 

 

• Organic wastes give rise to scum and sludge that makes the water unfit for drinking, 

recreation and industrial use. Further, it induces the growth of some algal blooms that 

add to the depletion of oxygen and fouling of water. Anaerobiosis gives rise to many 

secondary pollutants like H2S, NH3, organic sulphides, methane etc. 

• The pollutants present on the surface of land and fertilizers added to the soils for 

increased crop yield are washed down into the river  during the rains 

• Oil slicks or spills are released from the car 

workshops which are built on the banks of 

this river. Oil spreading on the surface of 

water prevents its oxygenation. It also 

inhibits plankton growth and 

photosynthetic activity of other aquatic 

plants. Animal life is destroyed due to 

reduced availability of oxygen, food and 

toxic effects of  oil 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, it has been strongly expressed that people living along the (river) Wah 

Umkhrah must be made aware of the gravity of the situation. They must be educated on the 

conservation of the Umkhrah River and ensure that a sincere effort is made in this direction. 

The need to save water and our sources is the need of the hour and must be taken up seriously 

else it may lead to disasters and irreparable damage to the natural balance of the ecosystem. 
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