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While Varanasi has garnered a lot of media traction in recent times with regards to
mega projects under way - across its alleys, its waters and ancient corners of the
city—little has been talked about its people who make a living out of this historic
riverine landscape. Although the city’s laurels rest on its religious and cosmic
plinths centering around Ganga, etymologically, this city draws its name from the
two rivers, Varuna and Assi – etching out the urban geographical limits to its North
and South, respectively. Thus, life and livelihoods around these rivers have in a way
symbiotically grown over time for riverine communities, located both within the Old
city as well as on its urban peripheries. 

With the sleight of grand development plans sweeping across Varanasi since 2014,
it has only become even more imperative to talk about these communities, to have
insights on their everyday relationships with the river and to enquire as to how
these terms are subjected to alterations as city-making processes start toying
around the physicality and sociality of rivers. 

This article talks about the river-city relationship forged by the fishermen
community living along the banks of rivers Ganga and Varuna, based on a visit¹ to
the fishing village of Saray Mohana and fishermen living around Bhainsasur-
Rajghat-Khirkiya Ghat area. Further, it distinctly describes the precarity of their
lives on the riverbanks. The fieldwork for this was conducted a week after the
August floods hit Varanasi 2021. 

As per the Handbook on Fisheries Statistics, 2020², Uttar Pradesh stands third in
terms of state-wise inland fish production of 6.99 lakh tonnes (pp.8). Inland fresh
water (riverine) fishing practiced as a full-time livelihood in and around the city of
Varanasi, predominantly include stretches close to Varuna-Ganga confluence, those
upstream of Assi Ghat and villages along Chandauli, Ghazipur, Jaunpur districts. In
particular, Saray Mohana located less than 10 kms from the main city, is noted to
be the urban fishing village in the district, while machhuare (artisanal fishermen)
colonies can also be found lined up in pockets on the riverbanks near 
¹Field Work part of PRC’s ‘Nagar-Nadi Fellowship’ 2021

²Handbook on Fisheries Statistics: 2020, Source: Department of Fisheries, States Government / UTs Administration;
Department of Fisheries Ministry of Fisheries, Animal Husbandry & Dairying Government of India, New Delhi November,
2020
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B h a i n s a s u r  G h a t  a n d  K h i r k i y a  G h a t .  

W i t h  t h e  f l o w  v o l u m e  i n  G a n g a  s t e a d i l y  d w i n d l i n g  d u e  t o  l a r g e  s c a l e
d a m m i n g  o n  t h e  h i g h e r  r e a c h e s  o f  t h e  m a i n  c h a n n e l  a s  w e l l  a s  i t s
f e e d e r s ,  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  u r b a n  f i s h i n g  f o r  t h e s e  c o m m u n i t i e s  a l r e a d y
s t a n d s  v u l n e r a b l e ,  t h r e a t e n e d  b y  l a r g e  s c a l e  p o l l u t i o n  i n c r e a s i n g  f i s h
m o r t a l i t y  a n d  c h a n g e  i n  s p e c i e s  c o m p o s i t i o n .  T h e r e  a r e  m a t t e r s  o f
f u r t h e r  c o n c e r n  a s  i n  r e c e n t  t i m e s ,  l a r g e  s c a l e  l a n d s c a p i n g  i n i t i a t i v e s ,
c o n c r e t i s e d  r e e n g i n e e r i n g  o f  r i v e r b a n k s ,  g h a t s  i n  V a r a n a s i  -  o n  t h e
m o d e l  o f  W e s t e r n i s e d  ‘ r i v e r f r o n t s ’ ,  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  c o i n c i d e  w i t h  t h e s e
f i s h - l a n d i n g  z o n e s ,  t r i g g e r i n g  w o r r i e s  o n  t h e  l i n e s  o f  d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f
c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  t h e  e c o l o g i c a l  h e a l t h  o f  t h e  r i v e r s .  

P h o t o  1 :  K h i r k i y a  M M T
n e a r  M a l v i y a  B r i d g e

e n v i s i o n s  a  j e t t y ,  f o o d -
p l a z a ,  1 . 6  a c r e  m u l t i -

u t i l i t y  p l a t f o r m  w i t h
h e l i p a d s ,  w a t e r  s p o r t s

f a c i l i t y  a n d  C N G  s t a t i o n .
 

S a r a y  M o h a n a  v i l l a g e ,  l o c a t e d  n e a r  R a j g h a t  M a l v i y a  b r i d g e ,  i s  a  c e n s u s
t o w n  u n d e r  C h i r a i g a o n  b l o c k  w i t h i n  V a r a n a s i  d i s t r i c t  w h e r e  r i v e r s
V a r u n a  a n d  G a n g a  f o r m  t h e  ‘ m o h a n a ’  ( c o n f l u e n c e ) .  W i t h  a  t o t a l
p o p u l a t i o n  o f  4 8 2 4  o f  w h i c h  1 1 . 6  %  i s  S C  a n d  0 . 5 %  i s  S T ³ ,  t h e  v i l l a g e
r o u g h l y  c o n s i s t s  o f  7 6 1  h o u s e h o l d s  p r i m a r i l y  b e l o n g i n g  t o  t h e  N i s h a d
c a s t e  ( e n g a g e d  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  i n  w a t e r /  r i v e r - c e n t r i c  o c c u p a t i o n s ) .  M y
f i e l d  d a t a  r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e r e  e x i s t  s t r o n g  c a s t e  h i e r a r c h i e s  w i t h i n  t h e
s u b c a s t e s  u n d e r  N i s h a d s  –  g r a d i n g  u p w a r d s  f r o m  m a c c h u a r e s
( f i s h e r m e n )  t o  M a l l a h s  ( b o a t m e n )  o r  K e v a t s  a n d  f i n a l l y  t o  B u n k a r s
( w e a v e r s ) ,  a s  c o m m u n i t y  s p a c e s  w i t h i n  t h e  v i l l a g e  g e t  s e t t l e d
a c c o r d i n g l y .  W h i l e  D a l i t s  a r e  f o u n d  o n  t h e  u l t i m a t e  p e r i p h e r i e s  o f  t h e
v i l l a g e ,  c a s t e - b a s e d  g e o g r a p h i e s  o f  o c c u p a n c y  c o m p e l  t h e  m a c h h u a r e s
t o  s e t t l e  d o w n  a s  t h e  o t h e r  s e t  o f  o u t l i e r s  -  m o r e  t o w a r d s  t h e  r i v e r ’ s
e d g e ,  u p o n  t h e  f l o o d p l a i n s .  

³[1] Table 17. Number and percentage of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes population in towns, 2011, pp.39, DCHB
VARANASI, Village and Town Directory, Directorate of Census operations, Uttar Pradesh, 2011, Series 10, Part XII-A
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P h o t o  2 :  W i t h  i n c o m p l e t e  e m b a n k m e n t s ,  b r e a c h  o f  f l o o d
w a t e r  h a s  l e d  t o  s u b m e r g e n c e  o f  a l l  s t r u c t u r e s  a l o n g  t h e
g h a t s  -  i n c l u d i n g  t h i s  S u l a b h  c o m p l e x  a n d  d a m a g e  t o
M a c c h u a r e  s h e l t e r s  ( s e e n  i n  t h e  b a c k g r o u n d )

B e i n g  s u b j e c t e d  t o  s e a s o n a l  f l u x e s  o f  w a t e r  l e v e l s  i n  t h e  r i v e r ,  f l o o d s
i n  G a n g a  a n d  V a r u n a  r e s u l t  i n  f r e q u e n t  i n u n d a t i o n  i n  t h e  l o w - l y i n g
s t r e t c h e s  l e a d i n g  t o  l o s s  o f  l i v e s t o c k  a n d  d a m a g e  t o  t h e i r  a l r e a d y
p r e c a r i o u s  s h e l t e r s .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e c h a l l e n g e s  o f  a m p h i b i o u s  l i v i n g ,
t h e r e  e x i s t s  a m b i g u i t i e s  e v e n  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e i r  e m p l o y m e n t  s t a t u s  i n
t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  e c o n o m i c  r e g i s t e r s .  R i v e r i n e  f i s h i n g  i n  V a r a n a s i  a n d
l a r g e l y  i n  t h e  s t a t e  o f  U t t a r  P r a d e s h  h a s  r e m a i n e d  d i s t i n c t l y  i n f o r m a l
i n  n a t u r e  a s  f i s h e r m e n  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  i s s u a n c e  o f  f i s h i n g
l i c e n c e s  i n  p r a c t i c e .  I s s u e s  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e i r  t r a d e  a n d  s u r v i v a l  a r e
d e a l t  w i t h  b y  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o n  a n  a d  h o c  b a s i s  w h e n  r i v e r i n e
c o m m u n i t i e s  b e c o m e  a p p a r e n t  ‘ o b s t a c l e s ’  i n  t h e  w a y  o f  s m a r t  r i v e r
t e r m i n a l s  a n d  ‘ e n c r o a c h e r s ’  o n  ‘ l a n d  t o  b e  d e v e l o p e d ’ .  

I t  w a s  t o l d  t h a t ,  t h e  d i s t r i c t  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  h a d  o r d e r e d  l a s t  N o v e m b e r
t h e  r e l o c a t i o n  o f  f a m i l i e s  w i t h o u t  p a t t a s ,  r e s i d i n g  n e a r  G o v a r d h a n
D h a m  T e m p l e  i n  o r d e r  t o  p a v e  w a y  f o r  c o n s t r u c t i o n  w o r k s  f o r  V a r a n a s i
S m a r t  C i t y  L i m i t e d ’ s  K h i r k i y a  G h a t  R e d e v e l o p m e n t  P r o j e c t .  T h e  o n e s
w h o  f o r c e f u l l y  s t a y e d  b a c k  o n  t h e  f l o o d p l a i n s  h o w e v e r ,  h a d  t o  f a c e  t h e
b r u n t  o f  a  f l o o d  t h i s  y e a r  s i n c e  t h e  g a b i o n  a n d  r e t e n t i o n  w a l l s
d e s i g n e d  f o r  t h e  e m b a n k m e n t s  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r  a r e  y e t  t o  b e  c o m p l e t e d .
M o s t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  p a r t i a l l y  b u i l t  m u l t i - m o d a l  p l a t f o r m  w e r e  f o u n d  t o
r e m a i n  e i t h e r  s u b m e r g e d  i n d i c a t i n g  a  s p i l l - o v e r  o f  w a t e r s  a c r o s s  t h e
w a l l s  o r  r e m a i n  c o v e r e d  w i t h  t h i c k  l a y e r s  o f  s i l t ,  p o s t  t h e  f l o o d  w a t e r
r e c e s s i o n .  
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P h o t o  3 :  M a c h h u a r e s
a l o n g  K h i r k i y a  g h a t  h a d

m a n a g e d  t o  p u t  u p
t e m p o r a r y  e m b a n k m e n t s

o u t  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n
g u n n i e s ,  t a r p a u l i n s  t o  f a c e

t h e  r i s i n g  w a t e r s  w h i l e
c o n s t r u c t i o n  w o r k s  o n  t h e
M M T  l i e  s u b m e r g e d  u n d e r

w a t e r  i n  m o s t  p l a c e s .

A s  w a t e r s  i n  t h e  r i v e r  r o s e ,  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  f i s h e s  b e c o m e  d i f f i c u l t
e s p e c i a l l y  d u r i n g  t h e  p e a k  m o n s o o n  p e r i o d .  M a n y  o f  t h e m  l i n e  u p  o n
r i v e r b a n k s  e a r l y  m o r n i n g  f o r  a  d e c e n t  b u t  ‘ u n l a w f u l ’  c a t c h  f o r  t h e  d a y .
N a t i v e  f i s h e s  i n  a n d  a r o u n d  V a r a n a s i  i n c l u d e  C a t l a ,  R o h u ,  M e g h a l
w h i l e  t h e  e x o t i c  s p e c i e s  a r e  T i l a p i a ,  S i l v e r  C a r p ,  C o m m o n  C a r p ,  G r a s s
C a r p  e t c .  ( D i s t r i c t  D e v e l o p m e n t  P l a n  –  V a r a n a s i ,  2 0 1 9 : 6 3 ) ⁴  .  T i l a p i a
i n t r o d u c e d  i n  1 9 5 2  i n  I n d i a  i n  p o n d  e c o s y s t e m s  f a c e d  m u l t i p l e
e p i s o d e s  o f  e s c a p e m e n t  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r  d u e  t o  r e c u r r e n t  f l o o d s  a l l o w i n g
i t s  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  i n c r e a s e  u p t o  7 %  o f  t h e  t o t a l  f i s h  s p e c i e s  i n  t h e
G a n g a  R i v e r  S y s t e m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  b e t w e e n  K a n p u r - V a r a n a s i  ( N a t i o n a l
B u r e a u  o f  F i s h  G e n e t i c  R e s o u r c e s ,  L u c k n o w ) .

A s  w a t e r s  i n  t h e  r i v e r  r o s e ,  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  f i s h e s  b e c o m e  d i f f i c u l t
e s p e c i a l l y  d u r i n g  t h e  p e a k  m o n s o o n  p e r i o d .  M a n y  o f  t h e m  l i n e  u p  o n
r i v e r b a n k s  e a r l y  m o r n i n g  f o r  a  d e c e n t  b u t  ‘ u n l a w f u l ’  c a t c h  f o r  t h e  d a y .
N a t i v e  f i s h e s  i n  a n d  a r o u n d  V a r a n a s i  i n c l u d e  C a t l a ,  R o h u ,  M e g h a l
w h i l e  t h e  e x o t i c  s p e c i e s  a r e  T i l a p i a ,  S i l v e r  C a r p ,  C o m m o n  C a r p ,  G r a s s
C a r p  e t c .  ( D i s t r i c t  D e v e l o p m e n t  P l a n  –  V a r a n a s i ,  2 0 1 9 : 6 3 ) ⁴  .  T i l a p i a
i n t r o d u c e d  i n  1 9 5 2  i n  I n d i a  i n  p o n d  e c o s y s t e m s  f a c e d  m u l t i p l e
e p i s o d e s  o f  e s c a p e m e n t  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r  d u e  t o  r e c u r r e n t  f l o o d s  a l l o w i n g
i t s  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  i n c r e a s e  u p t o  7 %  o f  t h e  t o t a l  f i s h  s p e c i e s  i n  t h e
G a n g a  R i v e r  S y s t e m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  b e t w e e n  K a n p u r - V a r a n a s i  ( N a t i o n a l
B u r e a u  o f  F i s h  G e n e t i c  R e s o u r c e s ,  L u c k n o w ) .

⁴ DISTRICT DEVELOPMENT PLAN – VARANASI (2019), IIIM Lucknow, prepared for Office of Economic Advisor, Department
of Industrial Policy and Promotion, Ministry of Commerce and Industries 



⁵ Published by National Fisheries Development Board, Dept. of Animal Husbandry, Dairying and Fisheries, Ministry of
Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, Govt. of India, Nov. 2015 

⁶ ‟Assessment of fish and fisheries of the Ganga river system for developing suitable conservation and restoration plan”,
MID TERM REPORT ICAR - CENTRAL INLAND FISHERIES RESEARCH INSTITUTE, (Sanctioned under National Mission on
Clean Ganga, vide NGRBA Order NO.T-17 /2014 15/526/NMCG-Fish and Fisheries Dated 13/07/2015)
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D e s p i t e  a  b a n  i m p o s e d  o n  T i l a p i a  p r o p a g a t i o n  i n  1 9 5 9  b y  t h e  F i s h e r i e s
R e s e a r c h  C o m m i t t e e  o f  I n d i a  a s  p a r t  o f  ‘ G u i d e l i n e s  f o r  R e s p o n s i b l e
F a r m i n g  o f  T i l a p i a  i n  I n d i a ’  ( 2 0 1 5 : 3 ) ⁵  ,  i t  h a s  s e e n  v o r a c i o u s  g r o w t h  i n
t h e  G a n g a  w a t e r s  w i t h  i t s  y e a r - r o u n d  s p a w n i n g ,  i n v a s i v e ,  p r e d a c i o u s
n a t u r e  t h a t  r e s t r i c t s  g r o w t h  o f  o t h e r  n a t i v e  s p e c i e s  a n d  t e n d e n c i e s  t o
a l t e r  t h e  n u t r i e n t  c y c l e s  i n  a q u a t i c  h a b i t a t s  ( 2 0 1 5 : 4 8 ) ⁶  .  L o c a l
f i s h e r m e n  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  c o n c e r n  w i t h  r e g a r d s  t o  t h i s  c h a n g i n g  s p e c i e s
c o m p o s i t i o n  t h a t  a f f e c t s  t h e  d i v e r s i t y  i n  t h e i r  c a t c h  w h i c h  i s  l i k e l y  t o
b e  w o r s e n e d  w i t h  t h e  d e g r a d a t i o n  o f  w a t e r  q u a l i t y  a s  m o r e  a n d  m o r e
u n t r e a t e d  s e w a g e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  d r a i n  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r .

P h o t o  4 :  M u g h a l  e r a  S h a h i  N a l a  n e a r  K h i r k i y a  g h a t
s u p p o s e d l y  c a r r i e s  c i t y ' s  s e w a g e  f o r  2 4  k m  b e t w e e n  A s s i
t o  K o n i a  a n d  h a s  b e e n  p a r t  o f  B r i t i s h  s a n i t a t i o n  p l a n
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T h e  s t u d y  o f  r i v e r - c i t y  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a n d  i t s  i m p a c t  o n  c o m m u n i t y
l i v e l i h o o d s  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  g a p s  i n  g r o u n d  l e v e l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h o w
a n y  i n t e r v e n t i o n  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r i n e  l a n d s c a p e  h a s  c a s c a d i n g  e f f e c t s  o n
t h e  a c t o r s  a n d  e l e m e n t s  m a k i n g  u p  t h e  w a t e r s c a p e .  H o w e v e r ,  w h e n  t h e
f l o o d g a t e s  o f  ‘ N a v  n i r m a n ’  ( r e d e v e l o p m e n t  w o r k s )  u n l e a s h  t h e  d r e a m  a
‘ s m a r t e r ’  V a r a n a s i ,  t o  t h e s e  f i s h e r m e n ,  t h e  r i v e r  b e c o m e s  a  f r i e n d  a n d
a  f o e  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e — a s  G a n g a  d e c i d e s  t h e i r  e b b s  o f  f o r t u n e ,  t h e i r
e v e r y d a y ,  t a n g i b l e  b a t t l e s .
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