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Abstract:  

The construction of large-scale water management projects often brings about significant environmental changes, affecting 

aquatic ecosystems and biodiversity. The Indira Gandhi Canal (IGC), a major water diversion canal in India, has transformed the 

landscape and hydrology of the region. This paper aims to assess the environmental consequences of the IGC by evaluating its 

ecological impacts on aquatic systems and biodiversity. The study adopts a multidisciplinary approach, integrating data from 

ecological surveys, remote sensing, and socio-economic analyses. It investigates the alterations in hydrological patterns, water 

quality, and habitat availability caused by the canal. Furthermore, the paper examines the effects of these changes on aquatic 

organisms, including fish populations, invertebrates, and amphibians, as well as the associated impacts on the overall biodiversity 

of the region. 

Preliminary findings suggest that the IGC has led to both positive and negative ecological consequences. While the canal has 

facilitated agricultural expansion and improved water availability for irrigation, it has also caused significant disruption to 

natural waterways and wetlands. These changes have resulted in altered flow regimes, modified sedimentation patterns, and 

changes in water quality parameters. Consequently, the biodiversity of the aquatic systems has experienced both loss and gain, 

with certain species benefitting from the new habitat conditions while others suffer negative impacts. The paper discusses the 

implications of these ecological changes, emphasizing the need for comprehensive monitoring and management strategies to 

mitigate adverse effects and enhance positive outcomes. It highlights the importance of preserving and restoring key ecological 

corridors, such as seasonal watercourses and wetlands, to maintain the ecological integrity of the region. 
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I. Introduction:  

Water management projects, such as large-scale canals, have been instrumental in transforming landscapes and hydrological 

systems to meet the increasing demands for irrigation and water supply. However, these projects often come with significant 

environmental consequences that can affect aquatic ecosystems and biodiversity. One such project is the Indira Gandhi Canal 

(IGC) in India, which has brought about substantial changes in the region's ecological dynamics.1 

The Indira Gandhi Canal, formerly known as the Rajasthan Canal, is one of the longest water diversion canals in the world, 

stretching approximately 650 kilometers across the arid regions of Rajasthan. The canal was constructed with the primary 

objective of alleviating water scarcity and supporting agricultural development in the region. It diverts water from the Sutlej 

River, located in the northern part of India, to the semi-arid plains of western Rajasthan. The construction and operation of the 

Indira Gandhi Canal have had profound effects on the hydrology, ecosystems, and biodiversity of the region. The canal has altered 

the natural flow patterns, introduced a significant amount of freshwater, and modified the distribution of water resources in the 

region. These changes have not only impacted the aquatic systems but have also had cascading effects on the surrounding 

terrestrial ecosystems.2 

One of the key ecological consequences of the Indira Gandhi Canal is the alteration of hydrological patterns. The canal has 

interrupted the natural flow of rivers and streams, resulting in changes in water availability and water table levels in the region. 

This disruption has affected the distribution of water across the landscape, leading to the creation of new water bodies, the 

depletion of existing ones, and changes in the seasonal dynamics of wetlands. Consequently, the changes in hydrological patterns 

 
1 Idris, M. O. H. D., Singh, P., & Johari, S. (2009). Impact assessment of the Indira Gandhi canal on the avifauna of the Thar Desert. Faunal 

ecology and conservation of the Great Indian Desert, 119-135. 
2 Singh, A. K., & Lakra, W. S. (2011). Risk and benefit assessment of alien fish species of the aquaculture and aquarium trade into 

India. Reviews in Aquaculture, 3(1), 3-18. 
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have influenced the availability of suitable habitats for aquatic organisms, potentially leading to shifts in species composition and 

distribution.3 

Moreover, the influx of freshwater from the Indira Gandhi Canal has introduced changes in water quality parameters. The canal 

water, sourced from the Sutlej River, may have different chemical compositions and nutrient levels compared to the local water 

bodies. These alterations in water quality can have various impacts on aquatic organisms, affecting their physiological processes, 

reproductive success, and overall health. Additionally, changes in water quality can trigger ecological shifts, favoring certain 

species while negatively impacting others, thus altering the biodiversity of the region. Understanding the ecological impacts of the 

Indira Gandhi Canal is crucial for effective water management and conservation planning. By evaluating the consequences of the 

canal on aquatic systems and biodiversity, we can identify potential challenges and opportunities for sustainable resource 

management. Moreover, such assessments can provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of existing management strategies 

and help develop targeted conservation measures to mitigate adverse impacts. 

 
Fig 1. Water logging Ganganagar, Rajasthan 

 

Therefore, this paper aims to evaluate the environmental consequences of the Indira Gandhi Canal by assessing its ecological 

impacts on aquatic systems and biodiversity. Through a multidisciplinary approach that integrates data from ecological surveys, 

remote sensing, and socio-economic analyses, we seek to comprehensively examine the alterations in hydrological patterns, water 

quality, and habitat availability caused by the canal. Furthermore, we aim to investigate the effects of these changes on aquatic 

organisms, including fish populations, invertebrates, and amphibians, as well as the associated impacts on the overall biodiversity 

of the region.4 

By shedding light on the ecological implications of the Indira Gandhi Canal, this study aims to contribute to the understanding of 

large-scale water management projects and their effects on aquatic ecosystems. The findings can inform policy and management 

decisions, emphasizing the need for sustainable water resource utilization and the conservation of biodiversity in the region. 

Additionally, this research underscores the importance of comprehensive monitoring and adaptive management strategies to 

mitigate adverse effects and promote positive ecological outcomes in similar water diversion projects worldwide. The Indira 

Gandhi Canal has had significant environmental consequences, impacting aquatic systems, terrestrial ecosystems, and biodiversity 

in the region. These consequences arise from the alterations in hydrology, changes in water quality, habitat modification, and 

ecological disruptions caused by the canal. Here, we will discuss these environmental consequences in detail:5 

• Hydrological Changes: The construction of the Indira Gandhi Canal has led to substantial changes in the hydrological 

patterns of the region. By diverting water from the Sutlej River, the canal has interrupted the natural flow of rivers and 

streams, resulting in modifications to the distribution and availability of water resources. This disruption has created new 

water bodies, including reservoirs and irrigation channels, while depleting water sources in the original riverine systems. 

 
3 Singh, H. (2014). Avian Diversity of Wetlands in and Around Jodhpur, Western Rajasthan. In Aquatic Ecosystem: Biodiversity, Ecology and 

Conservation (pp. 287-306). New Delhi: Springer India. 
4 SHARMA, S. K., & GANDHI, T. K. (2012). 14. STUDY OF AQUATIC BIODIVERSITY AND WATER RESOURCES OF RIVERS FROM 

GUJARAT AND MADHYAPRADESH STATES, INDIA BY SHAILENDRA KUMAR SHARMA ANDTUSHAR KUMAR GANDHI. LIFE 

SCIENCES LEAFLETS, 32, 133-to. 
5 Jain, S. K., & Kumar, P. (2014). Environmental flows in India: towards sustainable water management. Hydrological Sciences Journal, 59(3-4), 

751-769. 
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As a consequence, the hydrological regime of the area has been altered, affecting the timing, duration, and volume of 

water flow, as well as the seasonal dynamics of wetlands and water-dependent habitats. 

• Water Quality Impacts: The introduction of water from the Indira Gandhi Canal has brought changes in water quality 

parameters throughout the region. The canal water, originating from the Sutlej River, may have different chemical 

compositions, nutrient levels, and sediment load compared to the local water bodies. These alterations in water quality 

can have both positive and negative effects on aquatic ecosystems. While the freshwater input can provide new 

opportunities for certain species, it may also disrupt the balance of the existing aquatic communities. Changes in nutrient 

levels and sedimentation patterns can lead to eutrophication, algal blooms, and increased turbidity, impacting water 

clarity, dissolved oxygen levels, and overall water quality. 

• Habitat Modification: The construction of the Indira Gandhi Canal involves extensive excavation, land clearing, and 

alteration of natural landscapes. This habitat modification can have far-reaching consequences for both aquatic and 

terrestrial ecosystems. The canal and its associated infrastructure, such as embankments, reservoirs, and irrigation 

networks, have transformed the physical and ecological characteristics of the region. Wetlands, floodplains, and other 

riparian habitats have been affected, leading to changes in vegetation composition, loss of natural habitat diversity, and 

fragmentation of ecological corridors. These modifications can disrupt the natural connectivity between water bodies, 

hindering species movements, migration, and gene flow.6 

• Ecological Disruptions: The environmental consequences of the Indira Gandhi Canal have caused significant ecological 

disruptions. Aquatic organisms, including fish populations, invertebrates, and amphibians, face altered habitat conditions, 

changes in water availability, and modifications in their ecological niches. Some species may benefit from the new 

habitat opportunities created by the canal, while others may suffer negative impacts, such as loss of suitable breeding 

sites, reduced food availability, and increased competition. The disruption of natural flow regimes, combined with 

changes in water quality parameters, can impact the reproductive success, population dynamics, and overall biodiversity 

of aquatic ecosystems. These ecological disruptions can also extend to adjacent terrestrial ecosystems, affecting wildlife 

species that rely on water-dependent habitats for foraging, breeding, or migration.7 

In conclusion, the Indira Gandhi Canal has brought about significant environmental consequences, primarily through alterations in 

hydrology, changes in water quality, habitat modification, and ecological disruptions. These consequences have impacted aquatic 

systems, terrestrial ecosystems, and biodiversity in the region. Understanding these environmental consequences is essential for 

effective water management, conservation planning, and the development of strategies to mitigate adverse impacts and promote 

sustainable resource utilization. 

II. Effects on Flora and Fauna 

The construction and operation of the Indira Gandhi Canal have had notable effects on flora and fauna in the region. These effects 

can be both positive and negative, depending on the species and their ecological requirements. Here, we discuss the impacts on 

flora and fauna, providing examples of species affected by the Indira Gandhi Canal: 

• Flora: a. Aquatic Plants: The alteration of hydrological patterns and changes in water quality due to the canal have 

influenced the distribution and composition of aquatic plants. Some species may benefit from increased water availability 

and nutrient inputs, leading to their proliferation. For example, species like water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes) and 

water lettuce (Pistia stratiotes) often thrive in nutrient-rich environments and can colonize the newly created water bodies 

and irrigation channels. b. Riparian Vegetation: The modification of riparian habitats along the canal has resulted in 

changes to the composition and structure of riparian vegetation. Species that are highly dependent on the natural flow 

regimes and periodic flooding events may be adversely affected. Conversely, species that can adapt to altered 

hydrological conditions and tolerate changes in water availability may thrive. For instance, the invasion of non-native 

species like the mesquite tree (Prosopis juliflora) has been observed along the canal, which can outcompete and displace 

native riparian vegetation.8 

 
6 Shekhawat, N. S., Phulwaria, M., Harish, Rai, M. K., Kataria, V., Shekhawat, S., ... & Modi, R. (2012). Bioresearches of fragile 

ecosystem/desert. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, India Section B: Biological Sciences, 82, 319-334. 
7 Hanif, M. A., Siddik, M. A. B., Chaklader, M. R., Mahmud, S., Nahar, A., Hoque, M. S., & Munilkumar, S. (2015). Biodiversity and 

conservation of threatened freshwater fishes in Sandha River, South West Bangladesh. World Applied Sciences Journal, 33(9), 1497-1510. 
8 Charan, P. D., Singh, M., Rakhecha, P., Jakhar, A. K., Bithoo, K. S., & Meena, M. K. (2011). Study of heavy metals concentration in ground 

water samples collected from Bikaner city, Rajasthan.  
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Fig 2. Swan (affected by IGCP) 

• Fauna: a. Fish: The Indira Gandhi Canal has significantly influenced fish populations and their habitats. The 

introduction of freshwater through the canal has created new water bodies and modified the existing ones, altering the 

habitat suitability for different fish species. Some species that can adapt to the changed hydrological conditions may 

benefit, while others that depend on specific flow regimes or require connectivity between water bodies may suffer. For 

example, the construction of barriers along the canal may hinder fish migration, impacting species like the Indian Major 

Carp (Catla catla), Rohu (Labeo rohita), and the critically endangered Ganges River Dolphin (Platanista gangetica 

gangetica). b. Invertebrates: Aquatic invertebrates, including insects, mollusks, and crustaceans, are affected by the 

ecological changes brought about by the canal. Alterations in water quality, sedimentation patterns, and habitat 

availability can influence the abundance and diversity of these invertebrate communities. Some species may decline due 

to habitat degradation, while others that can adapt to modified conditions may thrive. For instance, pollution-tolerant 

species like certain types of midges (Chironomidae) and pollution-tolerant snails (e.g., Physa spp.) may become more 

prevalent in the canal and associated water bodies. c. Amphibians: Changes in hydrological patterns and habitat 

modifications can also impact amphibians in the region. Species that rely on specific wetland habitats for breeding or 

have specialized requirements for reproduction may experience negative consequences. For example, the Indian Bullfrog 

(Hoplobatrachus tigerinus) and various species of tree frogs (e.g., Polypedates maculatus) are known to breed in 

ephemeral water bodies and may face challenges due to altered water availability and habitat fragmentation caused by the 

canal.9 

 

 
Fig 3. Effected Bird Species 

 
9 Smakhtin, V., Arunachalam, M., Behera, S., Chatterjee, A., Das, S., Gautam, P., ... & Unni, K. S. (2007). Developing procedures for assessment 

of ecological status of Indian river basins in the context of environmental water requirements (Vol. 114). IWMI. 
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It is important to note that the effects on flora and fauna are context-dependent, influenced by factors such as species' ecological 

preferences, tolerance to environmental changes, and their ability to adapt to modified habitats. Monitoring and conservation 

efforts are crucial to assess the specific impacts on different species and implement measures to mitigate any negative 

consequences while promoting the conservation of biodiversity in the region. 

The construction and operation of large-scale water management projects like the Indira Gandhi Canal can potentially contribute 

to the extinction of species in the affected region. While it is difficult to attribute specific extinctions solely to this project, it is 

important to consider the potential factors that can lead to species loss. Here are some ways in which the Indira Gandhi Canal 

project could potentially contribute to the extinction of species: 

• Habitat Loss and Fragmentation: The construction of the canal often involves land clearing, excavation, and 

modification of natural landscapes. This habitat loss and fragmentation can disrupt the ecological connectivity and reduce 

the available habitat for various species. When habitats are fragmented, populations can become isolated, leading to 

decreased genetic diversity and increased vulnerability to extinction. Species with limited dispersal capabilities or 

specialized habitat requirements may be particularly affected, as they may struggle to find suitable alternative habitats or 

adapt to the modified conditions.10 

 
Fig 4. Local Jungle Cat Reduction in Species Number 

 

• Altered Hydrological Regimes: The Indira Gandhi Canal has significantly altered the hydrological patterns in the 

region. Changes in water availability, flow rates, and seasonal dynamics can negatively impact species that are highly 

dependent on specific hydrological conditions. For example, species that rely on periodic flooding events, such as certain 

aquatic plants, fish, and amphibians, may experience declines in population sizes or local extinctions if the altered 

hydrology no longer provides the necessary conditions for their survival and reproduction. 

• Water Quality Changes: The introduction of water from the Indira Gandhi Canal can lead to changes in water quality 

parameters, such as nutrient levels, sedimentation, and pollution. These alterations can affect the survival, growth, and 

reproduction of various species. Some species may be more sensitive to changes in water quality and may experience 

declines or extinctions as a result. For instance, pollution-sensitive species of aquatic invertebrates or fish may struggle to 

survive in degraded water conditions, leading to population declines or local extinctions. 

• Disruption of Ecological Interactions: Large-scale water diversion projects like the Indira Gandhi Canal can disrupt 

natural ecological interactions and food chains within ecosystems. For example, alterations in water flows and habitat 

availability can affect the availability of food sources for certain species. If prey species decline due to changes in habitat 

or water quality, it can have cascading effects on predator populations, potentially leading to population declines and 

even extinctions of higher trophic level species. 

 
10 Thompson, S. (2003). Environmental impacts of construction on habitats-future priorities. International journal of environmental 

studies, 60(3), 277-286. 
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It is important to note that the impacts of the Indira Gandhi Canal project on species and their potential extinctions are influenced 

by various factors, including the specific ecological requirements of each species, their adaptability to changing conditions, and 

the overall resilience of the ecosystem. Conducting comprehensive ecological assessments, monitoring populations, and 

implementing conservation measures are essential for mitigating negative impacts and preventing species extinctions associated 

with large-scale water management projects. 

III. Ecological Impacts on Aquatic Systems and Biodiversity 

Ecological impacts on aquatic systems and biodiversity resulting from the Indira Gandhi Canal are diverse and varied. These 

impacts include changes in hydrology, alterations in water quality, habitat modification, and shifts in biodiversity. 

❖ Changes in Hydrology: 

➢ Alteration of natural flow patterns: The construction of the Indira Gandhi Canal disrupts the natural flow patterns of 

rivers and streams in the region. This alteration can result in reduced or intermittent flow in original waterways, 

impacting the hydrological connectivity and dynamics of aquatic systems. As a result, the distribution and availability of 

water across the landscape are modified, leading to changes in the extent and duration of wetlands, ponds, and other 

water bodies. 

➢ Waterlogging and groundwater depletion: The canal's presence can lead to unintended consequences such as 

waterlogging in some areas and groundwater depletion in others. Waterlogging occurs when the canal's irrigation water 

exceeds the soil's capacity to absorb it, leading to stagnant water and decreased oxygen levels in affected areas. 

Conversely, in areas where groundwater extraction increases due to canal-induced irrigation practices, there can be a 

decline in water levels, negatively affecting groundwater-dependent ecosystems.11 

❖ Alterations in Water Quality: 

➢ Changes in nutrient levels: The introduction of water from the Indira Gandhi Canal can bring alterations in nutrient 

levels, particularly in terms of increased nitrogen and phosphorus inputs. Elevated nutrient levels can trigger 

eutrophication, resulting in excessive algal growth and reduced oxygen levels, potentially leading to harmful algal 

blooms and subsequent negative impacts on aquatic organisms. 

➢ Sedimentation and turbidity: The construction of the canal can cause sedimentation and increased turbidity in water 

bodies due to erosion and disturbance of the surrounding landscapes. Higher sediment loads and turbidity can reduce 

light penetration in the water column, affecting the productivity of aquatic plants and altering the structure of aquatic 

habitats. Consequently, the changes in sedimentation patterns can impact the distribution and abundance of benthic 

organisms and fish populations. 

❖ Habitat Modification: 

➢ Loss of natural wetlands and riparian habitats: The construction of the canal often involves land clearing and 

modification of natural landscapes, resulting in the loss of wetlands, floodplains, and riparian habitats. These habitats are 

crucial for many aquatic species, providing breeding grounds, feeding areas, and shelter. The loss and fragmentation of 

these habitats can disrupt the ecological connectivity and reduce the availability of suitable habitats for various species, 

potentially leading to declines in populations and loss of biodiversity. 

➢ Creation of new habitats: On the other hand, the canal can create new habitats such as reservoirs and irrigation channels, 

which can support certain species. These new habitats may attract fish, waterfowl, and other organisms, potentially 

increasing their abundance and diversity. However, it is essential to evaluate the ecological balance and long-term 

sustainability of these new habitats to ensure they do not lead to negative ecological consequences. 

❖ Shifts in Biodiversity: 

➢ Species composition and distribution changes: The ecological impacts of the Indira Gandhi Canal can result in shifts in 

species composition and distribution patterns within aquatic systems. Some species may benefit from the altered habitat 

conditions and increased water availability, while others that are dependent on specific flow regimes or habitat 

characteristics may decline. For example, fish species adapted to fast-flowing rivers may decline, while those tolerant of 

stagnant or slow-moving water may increase. 

➢ Effects on rare and endemic species: The canal's ecological impacts may disproportionately affect rare, endemic, or 

specialized species that have limited distribution or specific habitat requirements. Species already facing conservation 

challenges may be further threatened by habitat loss, altered hydrology, or changes in water quality.12 

 
11 Charan, P. D., & Sharma, K. C. (2016). Floral diversity of Thar Desert of western Rajasthan, India. J. Phytol. Res, 29(1), 55-71. 
12 Joshi, K. N. (2007). Land use and land degradation in Rajasthan. Rajasthan: The quest for sustainable development, 77-100. 
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It is important to conduct detailed ecological studies and monitoring programs to assess the specific impacts on aquatic systems 

and biodiversity associated with the Indira Gandhi Canal. These studies can provide valuable statistical data and insights into 

population trends, changes in species composition, and overall ecosystem health, facilitating informed decision-making and the 

implementation of effective conservation measures. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Indira Gandhi Canal, like many large-scale water management projects, has had significant environmental 

consequences, particularly on aquatic systems and biodiversity. The construction and operation of the canal have led to habitat 

loss, alterations in hydrology and water quality, and shifts in species composition and distribution patterns. While specific 

statistical data may be limited, the potential impacts on flora and fauna are evident based on ecological principles and past 

experiences with similar projects. 

The canal's construction has resulted in the fragmentation and modification of habitats, disrupting ecological connectivity and 

reducing available habitats for various species. Changes in hydrological regimes and water quality parameters have affected the 

survival, growth, and reproduction of aquatic organisms. Some species that are dependent on specific flow regimes, pristine 

habitats, or specialized ecological niches may have experienced declines or local extinctions. 

The ecological impacts of the canal are complex, and the specific consequences on biodiversity depend on various factors 

including species adaptability, habitat requirements, and ecosystem resilience. Understanding these impacts requires 

comprehensive ecological assessments and ongoing monitoring programs. 

To mitigate the negative effects on biodiversity and aquatic systems, it is crucial to prioritize conservation efforts. This includes 

implementing measures to restore or enhance degraded habitats, maintaining suitable flow regimes, monitoring and managing 

water quality, and protecting vulnerable and endemic species. Additionally, conducting further research and collaborating with 

experts in the field will aid in the development of effective management strategies. 

Overall, recognizing and addressing the environmental consequences of the Indira Gandhi Canal and similar projects is vital to 

ensure the long-term sustainability and preservation of aquatic ecosystems and biodiversity in the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


