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INTRODUCTION

The River Yamuna is one of the most sacred and historically significant rivers in India. 
Originating from the Yamunotri Glacier in the Himalayas at an elevation of about 6,387 
meters, the Yamuna travels a course of approximately 1,376 kilometers before merging with 
the Ganga at the Triveni Sangam in Prayagraj. 

As a major tributary of the Ganga, the Yamuna sustains millions of people by providing 
water for drinking, agriculture, and industry. Cities like Delhi, Mathura, Agra, and Etawah
lie along its banks, and many of these have grown around it historically.

However, in recent decades, the river has suffered severe pollution and ecological 
degradation, especially in the urban stretches. Unregulated industrial discharge, untreated 
sewage, and urban encroachment have turned large parts of the river into a toxic waterway, 
despite ongoing efforts like the Yamuna Action Plan.



YAMUNA IN THE ANCIENT ERA 



SACRED AND MYTHOLOGICAL IDENTITY

In ancient Hindu texts, the Yamuna is personified as the goddess Yamuna (also known as Yami). 
She is depicted as the daughter of the sun god Surya and the sister of Yama, the god of death. This 
divine lineage underscores her sacred status and her role in spiritual purification.
The river is intimately connected with the life of Lord Krishna, particularly in the regions of 
Mathura and Vrindavan. It is believed that Krishna performed various divine pastimes along its 
banks, and bathing in its waters is considered to absolve sins and grant spiritual liberation 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCES 

Harappan Civilization: Archaeological findings along the Yamuna's course, especially near 
Delhi, have revealed ancient settlements dating back to the Harappan era. Excavations have 
uncovered stone tools, pottery, and other artifacts, indicating the river's role in supporting 
early urban centers.
Paleochannels and Settlements: Studies of ancient river channels suggest that the Yamuna's 
course has shifted over millennia. These paleochannels have been sites of numerous 
settlements, reflecting the river's central role in the development of ancient civilizations.



LITERARY REFERENCES 

The Yamuna is mentioned in the Rigveda, one of the oldest known scriptures, composed around 
1500–1000 BCE. In the Nadistuti Sukta, the river is listed among the ten sacred rivers, highlighting 
its importance in Vedic rituals and geography .
The Mahabharata also describes the river as a sacred site for performing rituals and sacrifices. 
The Vishnu Purana narrates tales of Lord Krishna's interactions with the river, further cementing 
its spiritual significance .

GEOLOGICAL INSIGHTS 

Geological evidence indicates that the Yamuna was once a tributary of the Ghaggar River 
(possibly associated with the Vedic Sarasvati). Over time, tectonic activities may have 
altered its course, leading it to join the Ganges, thereby influencing the development of 
the Ganges-Yamuna Doab region .
Hydrological Significance: The river's flow through fertile plains made it a crucial water 
source for agriculture and settlement, supporting the rise of powerful kingdoms and 
empires in the region.



YAMUNA IN THE MEDIEVAL ERA
The Yamuna was a key geographic feature influencing the location of major cities.

Delhi, capital of several medieval kingdoms, was established and sustained due to proximity 

to the Yamuna.

Access to clean water, fertile land, and natural defense made the river invaluable.



DELHI SULTANATE :13th – 16th CENTURY

Successive rulers of the Sultanate built new cities close to the Yamuna, recognizing its strategic 

advantages such as: Qila Rai Pithora (Prithviraj Chauhan’s city, later reused), Siri (Alauddin 

Khalji), Tughlaqabad and Jahanpanah (Ghiyasuddin and Muhammad bin Tughlaq) and Firozabad 

(Firoz Shah Tughlaq)

The river ensured a steady water supply, fertile land, and natural defense—key to sustaining large 

military and civilian populations.
The Yamuna provided drinking water, supported irrigation, and sustained agriculture in the surrounding 
Doab region.
Firoz Shah Tughlaq revived and expanded the Western Yamuna Canal system. He also constructed 
baolis (stepwells), tanks, and canals that relied on the Yamuna for supply.
Tughlaqabad Fort, Firoz Shah Kotla, and Hauz Khas were part of a planned urban-rural-water system.
This urban planning for building architecture factored in floodplains for agriculture and defense.
While Islam was the state religion, the Yamuna retained its sacred value among the majority Hindu
population. The river served as a site for rituals, festivals, and daily ablutions.
Sufi saints and poets often referred to the Yamuna in metaphors of divine love and purity.

The Delhi Sultanate’s use of the Yamuna laid the groundwork for later Mughal infrastructure and city 
planning.



MUGHAL EMPIRE: 16TH – 18TH CENTURY

1. POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE:
The Yamuna was central to the Mughal imperial geography. Major Mughal capitals like Agra, Delhi, and 
Shahjahanabad were located on its banks. The river provided a natural line of defense, transport, and water 
for large armies and populations.
Shah Jahan chose the Yamuna-facing site for his new capital (Shahjahanabad) and the Red Fort.

2. ARCHITECTURAL LEGACY:
Taj Mahal, Agra: It was positioned on a raised marble platform along the Yamuna. The river enhanced the 
symmetry and symbolism of paradise.
Red Fort, Delhi: It was designed with river-facing pavilions and gardens. Water channels fed by the Yamuna 
supported cooling systems.

3. ECONOMIC AND AGRICULTURAL IMPORTANCE:
The river supported dense agriculture in the fertile Yamuna-Ganga Doab.
Enabled trade and transport: Boats transported goods like textiles, grains, and spices. Connected Mughal 
cities, facilitating administrative efficiency.

4. CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE:
As in the Delhi Sultanate, Sufi and Persian poets wrote about the Yamuna as a symbol of love, divine beauty, 
and eternity.
Akbar and Jahangir supported temples and ghats along the river.



YAMUNA IN THE COLONIAL ERA
During the British colonial era (1803–1947), the Yamuna River's role in Delhi underwent 

significant transformation, influenced by colonial policies, urban planning, and infrastructural 
developments.



INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT

1. Old Yamuna Bridge (1866): Designed by Eugenius Birch and overseen by Robert Macpherson, it was 
constructed by the British (EIC) to connect Central Delhi with Shahdara, facilitating rail transport and 
symbolizing colonial engineering prowess. 

2. Agra Canal (1874): Led by Major H. Helshman Jones, it was initiated by the British Colonial Administration        
to augment irrigation in the region, starting from the Okhla barrage in Delhi. 

3. Western Yamuna Canal: Initially built by Firoz Shah Tughlaq, revived and expanded under British rule. The 
main motive for it was to control flooding and increase agricultural productivity.

INDUSTRIAL AND URBAN IMPACT

➢ Rise of industries and expansion of cities (e.g., Agra, Delhi) led to increasing pollution and degradation 
of the river.

➢ First signs of ecological stress appeared under British urban policies.
➢ Yamuna was tapped for the Delhi water supply system.
➢ However, lack of sewage infrastructure led to direct discharge of waste into the river, a problem that 

persists today.



CULTURAL DIMENSIONS

The British undertook preservation efforts (sometimes selectively) of Mughal-era monuments: Taj Mahal, Red 
Fort, and Humayun's Tomb—all on the Yamuna’s banks.
This positioned the river as a scenic and heritage corridor, appealing to colonial aesthetics of India’s 
“romantic past.”
Colonial officials, although often uncomfortable with "native superstition," mostly allowed religious activities 
to continue, though sometimes under surveillance or regulation.

COLONIAL RESISTANCE 

While the Yamuna was not a direct site of nationalist resistance, it remained a symbol of cultural identity:
➢ Cities like Mathura and Vrindavan, rooted in the Krishna tradition, became cultural strongholds.
➢ Early nationalist thinkers referenced rivers like the Yamuna as part of Bharat Mata (Mother India) imagery 

and calls to restore the land and nature.

During the colonial period, the Yamuna transitioned from a culturally sacred and economically vital river to a 
regulated and exploited colonial resource. It became embedded in the urban colonial imagination of Delhi 
while simultaneously beginning its long decline in ecological health—a legacy that continued into the post-
independence era.



YAMUNA IN THE POST INDEPENDENCE 

DEVELOPMENT
The significance of the Yamuna River in post-independence India is marked by its 

transformation from a sacred and historical river to a highly polluted but strategically crucial 
water resource. In this era, the focus shifted toward urban development, environmental 

protection, and river restoration, reflecting India's broader challenges in balancing growth with 
sustainability.



URBAN EXPANSION

Rapid urbanization, especially in Delhi, led to significant encroachment on the river’s floodplains.

❑ Yamuna became a key water source for:

➢ Drinking water supply for Delhi, Agra, Mathura

➢ Irrigation and canal systems.
❑ Major infrastructure projects post-1947:
1. Okhla Barrage modernization: It involved upgrading gates, strengthening embankments, and 

improving water flow regulation to enhance irrigation, flood control, and water supply efficiency for 
Delhi and surrounding regions.

2. Hindon Cut: It is a canal link between the Yamuna and Hindon rivers, constructed to manage excess 
floodwater, support irrigation, and divert polluted Yamuna water away from urban areas.

ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

❖ The Yamuna became one of the most polluted rivers in India, especially downstream of Delhi. 

❖ Over 70% of the pollution load is attributed to untreated sewage and industrial waste from 

Delhi.

❖ This resulted in an alarming decline in biodiversity, oxygen levels, and water quality.
❖ There was also diminishing spiritual and aesthetic value due to blackened, frothy water

.



GOVERNMENT ACTION

YAMUNA ACTION PLAN (YAP)
The Yamuna Action Plan  is a long-term government-led river restoration project which is one of India’s 
largest river cleanup programs.
It was launched in 1993 (with Japanese  financial and technical aid) by the Ministry of Environment and 
Forests.
Aimed to:
1. Improve sewage treatment
2. Construct STPs (Sewage Treatment Plants)
3. Restore riverfront areas
➢ YAP Phases I, II, and III implemented over three decades had mixed results due to poor enforcement 

and coordination.

ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION

➢ Introduction of bio-remediation, constructed wetlands, and real-time water quality monitoring.

➢ Proposals to revive natural flow, promote rainwater harvesting, and recharge groundwater in 

the Yamuna basin.

➢ Integrated approaches under the Namami Gange Mission extended to parts of the Yamuna.



RECAP 
1. ANCIENT ERA
• The Yamuna was revered as a sacred river, deeply embedded in Hindu mythology and scriptures like the 

Vedas, Mahabharata, and Puranas.
• Cities like Mathura and Hastinapur flourished along its banks.
• It played a vital role in agriculture, trade, and settlement development, with strong spiritual and economic 

importance.
2. MEDIEVAL ERA
• Under Delhi Sultanate and Mughal rule, the Yamuna gained strategic and aesthetic importance.

• Great cities like Delhi and Agra developed on its banks.

• Iconic Mughal architecture (e.g., Taj Mahal, Red Fort, Humayun’s Tomb) used the riverfront for beauty 

and symbolism

3. COLONIAL ERA

• Constructed major infrastructure like the Western Yamuna Canal, Agra Canal, and Old Yamuna Bridge 

for irrigation and transport.

• Initiated heritage preservation but also contributed to environmental degradation through urban 

expansion and industrialization.

• Ritual use persisted, but was increasingly regulated or constrained.

4. POST INDEPENDENCE DEVELOPMENT

• Rapid urbanization led to severe pollution, loss of biodiversity, and degradation of sacred ghats.

• Government launched the Yamuna Action Plan (1993) and other restoration efforts.

• The river remains a symbol of spiritual heritage, civic activism, and the challenge of balancing 

development with environmental sustainability

..
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