National Green Tribunal Orders Mandatory Radiation Impact Studies before Approving Thermal Power Plants
 
A Bench of the National Green Tribunal headed by Justice C. V Ramulu and Dr Devendra Kumar Agrawal  on 20-09-2011 directed the Ministry of Environment and Forest to initiative long term study on the impact of Radiation due to thermal power plant. It directed that Radiation studies should be mandatory part of the Terms of Reference for EIA studies. 
 
The judgment was pronounced in the Appeal titled Krishi Vigyan Agrogya Sanstha  and ors Vs Ministry of Environment and Forest and ors [Appeal No. 7 of 2011]  The Appeal challenged the   Environment Clearance granted, by Ministry of Environment and Forest vide its letter no. J- 13012/87/2007-IA.II(T) dated 04.01.2010  Mahagenco for the proposed 3X660 MW expansion of coal based thermal power unit at Koradi Thermal Power Project in Nagpur district of Maharashtra.
 
(a) The first respondent, Ministry of Environment and Forests is directed to look into the matter as to long term impacts caused by nuclear radiation from the thermal power projects, by instituting a scientific long term study involving Bhabha Atomic Research Agency or any such other recognized scientific institution dealing with nuclear radiation with reference to the coal ash generated by thermal power project (Respondent No. 3) particularly the cumulative effect of a number of thermal power project located in the area on human habitation and environment and ecology. The study shall also take into consideration the health profile of the residents within the area in which the pollutants are expected to spread from the thermal power project.
 
b.         The Ministry of Environment and Forests shall direct the proponent to synchronize the commissioning of the project with that of the Sewage Wastewater Treatment plant, treated water from which is proposed to be used for the operation of the project. Until, there is such synchronization, no Consent to Operate shall be issued by the Maharashtra State Pollution Control Board and the Board shall monitor the mitigating measures suggested in the Environmental Clearance.
c.         The Ministry of Environment and Forests shall include in the Terms of Reference of all the future projects asking the proponent to furnish details of possible nuclear radioactivity levels of the coal proposed to be used for the thermal power plant.
d.         The Ministry of Environment and Forests shall get the national standards prescribed, if not already available, from the Department of Atomic Energy, Govt. of India within a period of one year from the date of receipt of this order, as to permissible levels of nuclear radiation in residential, industrial and ecologically sensitive areas of the country.
e.         If any of these directions are not carried out, the appellant is at liberty to take appropriate steps as required under the law. 
 
 
Some of the relevant para of the Judgment reads as follows: 
 
….. the Environmental Impact Assessment as well as Expert Appraisal Committee have completely ignored the objections raised by Mr. Paliwal and others regarding nuclear radiation that would be caused by the proposed project. But we are of the opinion that in a project of this nature, as stated by
Mr. Paliwal, in the Public Hearing, the effect of nuclear radiation was neither studied nor examined and it was simply brushed aside in the arguments before this Tribunal stating that there was no necessity of examining the project from nuclear radiation point of view as no such plant would cause nuclear radiation which harms the human habitation or the environmental ecology in the surrounding area. In this regard, affidavit by Respondent no. 1 has been filed stating that the nuclear radiation level would be within the permissible limits.  Appellant and Project Proponent have not filed any affidavits, however, several research publications and reports were placed before us and two nuclear scientists were made to appear before this Tribunal (one on each side) to say that the nuclear radiation emanated from the thermal power project is more than the nuclear radiation which takes place from Nuclear Power Plant -- and the other one to say that no such nuclear radiation danger is seen in a plant of thermal power project.
The learned counsel for the appellant also drew our attention to few research publications, both national and international, to show that there is bound to cause increased level of nuclear radiation in and around the thermal power stations of this nature, one of them reads as under:
“Radioelemental characterization of fly ash from Chandrapur Super Thermal Power Station, Maharashtra, India by Rajeev Menon, P. Raja, Deepak Malpe, K. S. V.
Subramaniyam1 and V. Balaram in CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 100, NO. 12, 25 JUNE 2011 Natural radioactivity due to the presence of 40K, 238U and 232Th was measured in fly ash samples collected from economizer, aerator and electrostatic precipitator (EP) of the Chandrapur Super Thermal Power Station (CSTPS) using a NaI (Tl)-based gamma ray spectrometer. The study indicates an elevated concentration of these radionuclides, especially in the finer ash samples from EP, which may provide an exposure pathway through inhalation of airborne ashes and could probably cause severe environmental and human health problems. The present study gains significance as it provides the requisite basic data on the radionuclides concentration in fly ash from CSTPS for a detailed follow up of environmental monitoring and to formulate effective management strategies.”
It was also placed before us that these radiations enter into the water bodies and food chain and in long run this results in impact on population residing around the project area. Our attention was drawn to the following:
 
Coal Ash Is More Radioactive than Nuclear Waste (Source: http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=coal-ashis-
more-radioactive-than-nuclear-waste)
……Over the past few decades, however, a series of studies has called these stereotypes into question. Among the surprising conclusions: the waste produced by coal plants is actually more radioactive than that generated by their nuclear counterparts. In fact, the fly ash emitted by a power plant—a by-product from burning coal for electricity—carries into the surrounding environment 100 times more radiation than a nuclear power plant producing the same amount of energy. ………Fly ash uranium sometimes leaches into the soil and water surrounding a coal plant, affecting cropland and, in turn, food. People living within a "stack shadow"—the area within a half- to one-mile (0.8- to 1.6-kilometer) radius of a coal plant's smokestacks—might then ingest small amounts of radiation. Fly
ash is also disposed of in landfills and abandoned mines and quarries, posing a potential risk to people living around those areas. …….The result: estimated radiation doses ingested by people
living near the coal plants were equal to or higher than doses for people living around the nuclear facilities. At one extreme, the scientists estimated fly ash radiation in individuals' bones at around 18 millirems (thousandths of a rem, a unit for measuring doses of ionizing radiation) a year. Doses for the two nuclear plants, by contrast, ranged from between three and six millirems for the same period. And when all food was grown in the area,radiation doses were 50 to 200 percent higher around the coal plants. ….. that individuals living near coal-fired installations are exposed to a maximum of 1.9 millirems of fly ash radiation yearly. To put these numbers in perspective, the average person encounters 360 millirems of annual "background radiation" from natural and man-made sources, including substances in Earth's crust, cosmic rays, residue from nuclear tests and smoke detectors.”
 
This also poses lot of apprehension in our mind.
We have also noticed that may be the Nagpur city sewage water is proposed to be utilized. But it is common knowledge that the hot water let out from the boiler, if they are allowed to enter the land, it would not only contaminate the land but also would make the entire land around invalid for agriculture or
otherwise. There are no details as to how these aspects have to be mitigated and monitored by the project proponents and further to be inspected and supervised by the authorities concerned.
 
We also observed that a large number of thermal power project are existing and/or are proposed in and around the project area and thus are likely to have cumulative impacts especially in terms of nuclear radiation. It is given to
understand, no national prescribed standards are available with regard to nuclear radiation for various types of eco-system.
