Alternatives to large scale
“impressive” water projects
How can states or smaller
governmental entities begin to deal
with human rights to food and water?
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How will communities cope with global
warming and its side-effects?
• Since Indian Independence in 1848, there has
been a massive increase in dam building, by
2000 the number had grown to over 2000.
• Primary purpose has been for irrigation though
the subsidiary effects: irrigation, flood control,
water supply, and hydroelectric power
• Starting in the 1980s public investment in large
dams has been a continual subject of
controversy
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Dams as a transfer from poor
farmers to richer ones
• People living in catchment areas loose property and
livelihood., whereas those in catchment area who bear
little of the social cost typically gain.
• They also result in lands not receiving nutrients that they
did formerly when their lands were flooded with valuable
nutrients which downstream farmers used to count on.
• The availability of good water for drinking, other
household uses, and irrigation has been steadily
decreasing, in part due to population increase but also to
the ways in which humans have been using water and
land.
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DAMS cont.
• Today I do not want to concentrate on
these issues but rather to show how
modification and innovation using
traditional systems of water reclamation
have begun to be used and if time permits
top show how they relate to issues of
climate change.
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Water Issues are complicated and require
dealing with multiple user interests:
• Agriculture and its need for irrigation water
• Industries (e.g. on outskirts of towns or
cities including both new (modern) ones
and traditional ones such as tanneries
• Rural and urban drinking-=water needs
• Sustaining the ecology and environment
These are often in competition.
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• India’s water economy is primarily
informal. While a survey in 2003 reported
that 76.7% depended on some irrigation,
only 17.35 had access to public irrigation
systems.
• India’s water situation is in some ways
quite precarious and the challenges to
water governance requite new governance
according to many experts.
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Methods we have been documenting
include:
Rainwater harvesting
Planting of trees along bunds to hold in
water as well as elsewhere in the village
area
Creating of small ponds (1/10 acre) to
secure water for next season, grow fish,
and at times to provide good fertilizer
Gradual introduction (despite almost total
lack of state government interest) of SRI
agriculture (sometimes called the
Madagascar method).
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Slovakia scientist Kravcik et al talks about
abuse of water as a factor in climate change
• They warn that our current behavior including
building dams will completely destroy the hydrologic cycle on the planet.
• They argue that the only solution is restoration of
watersheds. Bringing water back into parched
landscapes by retaining as much rainwater as
possible so that water can permeate the soil.
• They ask for ringing our cities with green
conservation zones and restoring forests and
wetlands. To some extent this is happening.
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Basic laws of nature need to be
addressed
• Creating conditions whereby rainwater can remain in
local water sheds.
• Restoring natural spaces where rainwater can fall and
where water can flow. Even when it means breaking
through concrete.
• Roof gardens, rainwater harvesting for food production,
capturing daily water discharge etc.
• To see to it that extractions of groundwater do not
exceed recharge and governments must regulate
groundwater takings before they are gone
• Finally to stop polluting surface and ground water
sources with chemicals – pesticides, from biofuel farming
etc.
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Need to bring to state level policy makers
what is happening at the grassroots level
• In the next few pictures I show some of the
innovative small scale successful experiments
occurring in south India
• They include:
• Creating small ponds (1/10 acre) to secure
water for the next season
• The use of SRI techniques for growing rice
paddy (and even other field crops)
• Raised beds for vegetable planting with water
channels for stored water to be used
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Continued
• Check dams with opening to let water flow
• Household water tanks for rooftop water
• Traditional drip irrigation with mud pots
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Small water harvesting pond
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Small pond at edge of paddy field, with duck house on
top. Duck manure drops in the pond.
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Fish are being harvested from the same pond.
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Another pond meant to conserve
water for local vegetables
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Check dam during dry season
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Another check dam in the rainy season
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Raised beds for vegetable growing, water
channels for peri-urban setting
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CARTOON FROM CSA, HYDERABAD
USED FOR EDUCATION OF LOCAL PEOPLE
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Household water conservation tank
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Another method of
of water conservation:
Using a pot to slowly
drip water on the roots
of trees
In the driest areas of
Andhra Pradesh, the
DDS is encouraging
these plants.
Surprisingly, these
plants are often
extremely hardy and
have good yields.
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An SRI field soon after transplanting, with some water in field
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SRI field after water has dried up overnight
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What are some of the problems
being dealt with
• Failure to pay attention to effects of increasingly
large amounts of chemical fertilizers and pesticides
and residual run-off
• Gradual shift to mono-cropping and growing focus
on exports to the detriment of family foods
• Major destruction of forests which traditionally
captured monsoon water, preventing landslides, etc.
• Failure to give local water users’ associations
enough local autonomy so that many have fallen
into disuse
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Government, Large International NGOs, and
Central Govt. Funding Sources
• Some State Governments are now paying attention
to water issues even though there is limited official
recognition that drought is expected to get worse
due to global warming.
• State budgets for water conservation have
increased
• Much of this state money is being given to
grassroots NGOs to carry out State endorsed
programs
• International NGO’s such as OXFAM, or European
countries AID programs, e.g. one such program in
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Karnataka is financed in part by Luxemburg.

Which Programs seem to be working best
• Where the grassroots NGOs have people on the ground
who take time in explaining things,
• where they help with reorganizing or re-inspiring citizen
groups this works best. For example, RASTA, with
funding from CAPART (a Central Government Institution
under the Ministry of Rural Development) found new
enthusiasm among the citizen groups to re-green a river
ecosystem planting bamboo, elephant grass, reeds etc.
as well as constructing the check dams mentioned
before..
• Problem is that these successes seem to depend on
local exceptional leaders and forceful NGOs.
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How to promote success and how it differs from
the large scale govt. plan
• To filter debris from passing into irrigation waters during
the annual monsoon flooding. Once RASTA did this with
local people in a few sites, the following year many more
local people came forward to help with this.
• Similarly, ICRA’s small local ponds started in only a few
farmer’s lands the first season, provided a strong
positive model for others.
• Thus, small scale, successful programs for water
conservation are often the best way to promote
programs that work and capture people’s energies and
hard work.
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Gujarat example: in Saurasthra
• According to an article by Tushar Shah, from 1987-88
until 1998 when the program was co-opted by State
Government, ‘barefoot hydrologists’ started to conduct
stray experiments to modify wells to collect monsoon
flood water, it fired the imagination of locals.
• Well-recharge was joined by check dams and percolation tanks. Movement generated local good will and
released philanthropic energies. Was truly multi-centric,
unruly, spontaneous and wholly internally funded
• When the state govt. took over and proceeded to rid the
movement of its voluntary character by providing a
subsidy, it gradually ended.
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Problems with successful small
scale projects
• It has been noted that out of hundred of
thousands of irrigation tanks in India that
produce large pay-offs from improved
management only a few hundred with
exceptional local leaders have established
and sustained novel institutions for
upkeep, maintenance, management and
use of tanks to improve well-being of
communities.
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What is needed!
• There has been little spontaneous lateral
expansion of these experiments despite the high
pay-offs they are seen to produce. Further,
some of these institutions disappeared once the
inspiration (charismatic individual, or NGO) was
removed from the scene
• The need to not only create management
structures to keep these alternative approaches
going without the presence of a “founder”, but
also to enthuse people (including the young,
maybe even school children) in innovation
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Why is it hard to introduce?
• It is not a large technical-engineering business
for big companies to invest in
• It requires community participation and the
endorsement by state, national and international
institutions
• At present there is a major Government Water
Commission working in India on a program that
looks at all of the problems related to water and
water delivery. It is unknown if locality specific
issues will be addressed.
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Latest GOI plans for water
• Issues to be considered include fact that water is
officially a state concern thus it is difficult to enact a law
granting the right to drinking water and sanitation that
covers all states. Furthermore, in rural areas would need
panchayati raj (village council) institutions to carry it out.
• A new technological mission has been formed by the
Prime Minister at the Indian Science Congress. It first
lists sources of water scarcity and 25 key water-related
challenges in the Indian context.
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Cont.

• It contains a detailed survey about 61 locations
(list is not available to the public now) identified
as priority sites.
• Works on a large scale and information about if
locality specific issues will be addressed is
unknown
• Only a selected number of solutions all from
larger companies “with experience” (not locallevel organizations with their locally based
solutions such as some of those in the handout)
were selected for the second level review which
was decided on in January. Those companies
were asked to make bids. The first set of
solutions are to be started first in 10 sites with
populations of around 10,000.
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continued
• What is striking is that this is a continuation of
the legacy of the British, or what one Indian
writer calls, The empire flows again.
At present there is a strong emphasis on technomanagement to find solutions for India’s water
problems, totally ignoring any grassroots
solutions
• That there is a major need to understand better
how such decisions are made and what can be
done by local people
• The GOI has still not given up on the disastrous
plan to link all of the major rivers of India
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What is needed
• More understanding about the cultural and
ecological factors at work in this planning
• The current practice of supplying cities and
towns at the expense of rural areas needs to be
changed
• The fact that there is expected to be a long and
arduous campaign ahead by civil society in
diverse localities throughout the country before
even the right to water for drinking and other
household needs along with sanitation is
conceded by the state.
• That the two main opponents are:
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Conclusions
• On the one side there are the growing grassroot and local examples
found throughout the country on the other side the “government” as
it attempts to deal with water issues with the US and China as its
main models.
• As noted in a recent book on ed. By R. Iyer, Water and the Laws in
India, there is a need (whether it is politically feasible or not) to
acknowledge that the existing legal framework is inadequate and
that water needs to be recognized as a common resource
• There is a need to bring the issue of the “people” versus the “state”
to the forefront.
• To devise legal regimes to enable decentralized decision making at
the same time safeguarding the interconnectedness and ensuring
the rights of others parts of the same system elsewhere.(See S.
Dharmadhikary India together.com)
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So the resolution of water issues
may well come down to issues of
the people or the technocrats!
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