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Hyderabad, NetiDhathri :

Today, the culture of gated communities is
spreading rapidly across cities. Skyscrapers are
encroaching upon the airspace meant for birds,
and concrete towers are rising where clouds
once drifted. Itis a stark reality that these gated
communities—often viewed as symbols of
modernity and luxury—are gradually turning into
epicenters of environmental degradation and
health issues. Typically, an average village spans
about 4,500 acres, where people live freely in
harmony with nature. In contrast, under modern
urbanization, a population equivalent to that
entire village is now crammed into high-rise
apartment complexes built on less than five
acres of land. The concentration of thousands of
peoplein alimited area is depleting groundwater
reserves. The accumulation of tons of wet and
dry waste in a single location is severely
damaging the local ecosystem. Gated
communities often install sewage treatment
plants to project an eco-friendly image; however,
the reality is quite different. Due to maintenance
lapses in many communities, the water is not
fully recycled, leaving behind chemicals and
harmful bacteria. This partially treated water is
used to irrigate lawns and plants within the
complex. As it evaporates in the heat, it releases
foul odors and harmful aerosols into the air.
Consequently, children playing and adults
walking in these premises are increasingly prone
to respiratory ailments, skin problems, and
gastroenteritis. While gated communities once
featured only amenities like clubhouses,
swimming pools, and supermarkets, the trend
has shifted. There is a growing trend of
constructing hospitals or multi-specialty clinics—
spanning two or three floors—directly within
these gated community projects. This is not
merely an added amenity but a business strategy
designed to capitalize on the healthcare needs
of the residents. These buildings are becoming
sites where on-the-spot ‘treatment’ is provided
for ailments caused by high population density,
polluted air, and recycled water.

Increasing Pressure on Land

In rural and semi-urban areas, populations that
would typically inhabit an expanse of 4,500 acres
are now being concentrated into gated
communities covering less than five acres. This
is placing immense pressure on the land. While
air quality in rural areas ranges between 30 and
60, it reaches levels of 120 to 180 (unhealthy)
within these gated communities. Consequently,
the decline in air quality is leading to a rapid rise
in asthma and other respiratory ailments among
residents. In villages, waste naturally integrates
back into the environment; in contrast, gated
communities generate an average of 2to 5 tons
of waste daily, becoming breeding grounds for
bacteria and viruses. While limited water usage
in villages allows for natural replenishment, the
extraction of hundreds of thousands of liters of
groundwater daily in gated communities is
causing the water table to plummet rapidly.
Skyscrapers may symbolize our growth in terms
of vertical expansion, yet they are driving our
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health and ecological balance into the depths of
decline. Improperly recycled water and the stress
induced by these “concrete jungles” are turning
people into patients. Unless builders and
governments move beyond a sole focus on
profits and take concrete steps toward genuine
environmental balance and proper waste
management, these skyscrapers are destined to
become “islands of ill-health” in the future.
Concrete data and research findings are available
regarding the evolving conditions and the
environmental and health challenges facing gated
communities within Hyderabad’s IT corridor
(Gachibowli, Hitech City, Kondapur, Manikonda,
Tellapur, and Kokapet). lIT Hyderabad conducted
a specific study on indoor air quality in high-rise
apartments across this IT corridor. Levels of carbon
dioxide and toxic fine dust particles inside the
apartments were found to have reached
hazardous levels. In gated communities around
Kokapet and Gachibowli, average PM 2.5 levels
were recorded at 52 ug/m?® and PM 10 levels at
116 pg/m3—figures far exceeding international
safety standards. The study concluded that even
keeping windows closed and running air
conditioners offers no protection against this
micro-dust. An audit conducted by the National
Institute of Urban Management (NIUM) and the
GHMC regarding sewage treatment plants (STPs)
in private apartments has revealed shocking
findings. While only 81% of the audited plants
were operational to some extent, the rest were
either completely abandoned or existed merely
on paper to secure building permits. Millions of
liters of contaminated water seep into the ground
daily across the IT corridor because inadequately
treated water is discharged within the
communities or released into nearby open
spaces. Consequently, the GHMC has previously
imposed fines of up to ' 2 lakh on gated
community associations in areas like Nallagandla
and Manikonda.

Concrete Jungle Devouring Groundwater
Groundwater levels in the IT belt have
plummeted drastically due to the rampant
construction of massive high-rise buildings—
creating a veritable “concrete jungle.” In the
vicinity of high-rises in Gachibowli, Tellapur, and
Kokapet, the groundwater table has dropped by
as much as 15 to 25 meters (approximately 50-80
feet).

Consequently, borewells have dried up, forcing
some large gated communities to incur additional
monthly expenses ranging from ' 10 lakh to ' 15
lakh for alternative water supplies and private
water tankers. Meanwhile, residents of over 30
colonies and gated communities in areas adjacent
to the IT corridor—such as Bachupally, Miyapur,
Nizampet, and Nallagandla—are constantly
grappling with the menace of pollution. Incidents
of small children and the elderly requiring
hospitalization due to breathing difficulties—
caused by odors from nearby industrial zones and
poorly maintained Sewage Treatment Plants
(STPs) within apartment complexes—are
frequently reported here. Consequently, four out
of every ten new large gated community projects
in these areas are highlighting “in-house
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healthcare clinics or hospitals” as a key attraction
in their promotional brochures. The National
Green Tribunal (NGT) has also expressed concern
over the severe contamination of the city’s vital
drinking water and environmental resources,
caused by untreated STP waste from high-rise
buildings near IT corridor lakes (such as Durgam
Cheruvu and Khajaguda Cheruvu) flowing directly
into these water bodies.

To cut costs on waste treatment or due to
technical malfunctions, gated community
administrators often secretly discharge partially
treated or untreated sewage into nearby lakes
via local drains and stormwater channels during
the night. This leads to severe contamination of
water resources; the sewage contains high levels
of human waste and detergents (from soaps and
shampoos). These contain high levels of
chemicals such as nitrogen and phosphorus. Once
these chemicals mix with the pond water, they
act as potent fertilizers for algae and water
hyacinths. Consequently, within just a few
months, the entire pond becomes blanketedina
thick layer of green water hyacinths. Many lakes
in Hyderabad’s IT corridor are facing extinction in
this very manner. The dense mat of algae and
water hyacinths prevents sunlight and
atmospheric oxygen from penetrating the water.
Furthermore, bacteria decomposing the sewage
waste consume vast amounts of the dissolved
oxygen present in the water. As oxygen levels
plummet to zero, fish and other aquatic
organisms suffocate and die in the thousands,
floating to the surface. Untreated water from
Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs) contains
hazardous bacteria such as E. coli and fecal
coliforms. When this water enters the lakes, it
becomes foul, leading to a massive proliferation
of mosquitoes and flies. Residents in the vicinity
are exposed not only to mosquito-borne diseases
like dengue and malaria but also to airborne skin
ailments and respiratory issues. A lake is not
merely a visible water body; it serves as a vital
recharge system that channels water into the
earth’s subsurface layers. When chemicals from
Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs) enter the lake,
the toxic water gradually seeps into the ground.
Consequently, water in borewells within a 2-to-
3-kilometer radius becomes contaminated,
turning toxic due to increased hardness, salinity,
and fluoride levels. STP waste contains heavy
metals—such as cadmium, chromium, and
nickel—and microplastics, originating from the
various cleaning agents and cosmetics used in
apartments. These substances accumulate in the
bodies of algae and fish within the lake.
Consuming such fish severely impacts human
health, leading to life-threatening conditions like
liver disorders and cancer. Once a thriving tourist
attraction, the lake is now choked with water
hyacinths and emits a foul odor, primarily due to
the influx of drainage water and STP discharges
from surrounding high-rise buildings.
Environmentalists and the National Green
Tribunal (NGT) have expressed strong indignation
over the direct discharge of waste from gated
communities in the area into these water bodies.

—t

Government and HYDRAA Action Plan

The Telangana government and HYDRAA have
intensified their monitoring of the pollution
affecting lakes and ponds across the city—
including the Hyderabad IT corridor—caused by
sewage and waste from gated communities’
Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs). Beyond merely
demolishing unauthorized structures, they are
taking rapid strides to restore water bodies and
enforce strict measures against polluters. The
Telangana Pollution Control Board (TGPCB) and
HYDRAA have jointly deployed special teams to
the field. Advanced technology is being utilized
to continuously monitor water quality in the city’s
major lakes. Special surveillance is in place to
detect whether gated communities are
discharging untreated sewage from their STPs into
drains during the night. HYDRAA is exploring
innovative, scientific, and cost-effective methods
to treat sewage flowing into the lakes. In
collaboration with BITS Pilani (Goa Campus), they
are piloting a new technology known as “Nature-
Based Vertical Flow Constructed Wetlands.” Plans
have been formulated to fully purify sewage
using plants and specialized stationary layers—
employing a natural process—before the water
enters the lake. A pilot project for this initiative
was launched at the Bam Rukn-ud-Dowla lake. The
HYDRA Commissioner has issued stern warnings
to major real estate companies and gated
community associations that violate regulations.
Every large apartment complex is required to
submit records regarding their Sewage Treatment
Plants (STPs) and operational performance. If
sewage or construction debris is illegally dumped
in lake buffer zones or Full Tank Level (FTL) areas,
the vehicles involved are seized, and criminal
cases are registered against the builders and
management.

Lake Restoration

HYDRA has evolved beyond its role as a protection
agency to become an organization dedicated to
lake restoration. In the first phase, it successfully
undertook restoration work on six lakes, including
Kukatpally Nalla Cheruvu, Bathukammakunta, and
Bam Rukn-ud-Dowla. As part of this effort,
accumulated plastic waste, chemical waste, and
water hyacinth—which had built up over
decades—were removed. In the second phase,
work has been accelerated with a substantial
budget to de-pollute another 14 lakes, including
Thammidikunta and Sunnam Cheruvu in the IT
corridor. HYDRA has also undertaken specific
engineering works to prevent apartment sewage
from mixing with stormwater drains. Special
diversion drains are being constructed to redirect
STP waste into main sewerage lines, preventing
it from flowing directly into lakes.

“We are realizing only now that the flats we
purchased for crores—after being swayed by
attractive brochures—could ultimately ruin our
health. Therefore, alongside the strict measures
taken by government bodies like HYDRA, gated
community societies must also act responsibly
and ensure their STPs operate with 100%
efficiency; only then can we prevent these
‘concrete jungles’ from becoming a curse.”
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