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Water is a basic human need. 
Without it, survival is not possible. Yet, in 2019, more than 1 billion people still wake up each morning 
without access to clean water. This means that millions of vulnerable families around the world do not 
drink, cook, or bathe with clean water — a basic natural resource that we too often take for granted. 
For most rural schools and communities, access to clean water depends on outside NGOs (nonprofit 
organizations) purchasing or “giving” a well. However, there are millions of schools and communities that 
do not have access to nonprofit agencies or local government support. We must then ask ourselves: “How 
can we make water available for all?” Something must be done. 
 
The Facts 

• Over 1 billion people outside the United States do not have access to clean, safe drinking water. 
• 3.4 million people die each year from scarce and contaminated water sources. 
• Millions of women and children spend several hours each day collecting water from distant and 

polluted sources. 
• The time it takes to walk the average 3.7 miles for clean water is time not spent working at an 

income-generating job, caring for family members, or attending school. 
• At any given time, half of the world’s hospital beds are occupied by patients suffering from diseases 

associated with lack of access to clean water. 
 
Effects on Women & Children 
A typical woman or child will walk an average 6 kilometers each day to fetch contaminated water which 
she knows will eventually kill 25% of her family. No parent should ever have to endure such an ill-fated 
scenario. During a random 20-year period of time, due to the enslaving task of fetching water, a woman is 
likely to: 

• endure multiple bouts of malaria 
• drop out of school 
• become a child mother herself 
• be beaten, injured, and/or raped 
• suffer animal bites and countless infections 

Despite her best efforts to save the lives of her family, a mother might lose several of her children and 
siblings to the effects of contaminated water that she brings home. For children, the chances of survival 
dwindle in the absence of clean water and essential sanitation. In fact, almost 6,000 children die of water 
related diseases each day. Young children are the first to get sick and die from waterborne and sanitation 
related illnesses, including diarrhea and malaria. 
 
Example: Kenya & Uganda: 
Though our Village Drill sites expand across 33 countries worldwide, our main focus in 2019 is to scale our 
model in East Africa (Kenya and Uganda to be specific). With our innovative approach, we have seen 
incredible progress in these areas where our model is in use. Here is just one example: 
A rural primary school in southern Kenya used to spend its entire government budget purchasing water for 
students and teachers. This budget was intended to cover teacher salaries and purchase required books and 
supplies, but water was determined to be a much greater need. After receiving a Village Drill and 
subsequent clean water well onsite, two significant miracles occurred at the school: 
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First, the school experienced a 30% increase in attendance. Girls who once missed school to fetch daily 
water for their families were now able to attend class. 
Second, the school no longer needed to purchase its own water. Instead, the school leaders began charging a 
modest water fee to the community, generating $12 a day in usage fees. This amounted to over $4300 in 
annual revenue, a positive net gain (along with the saved government budget) to now purchase supplies, 
compensate teachers, and even take care of general repairs and maintenance! 
 
India’s condition 
Depletion of water resources due to overuse and decline in water supplies due to climate change is pushing 
India closer to the tipping point of water scarcity. Apart from these, several government policies especially 
pertaining to Agriculture (minimum support price), also resulted in over-exploitation of water. These factors 
make India a water-stressed economy. In this context, for sustainable utilization of the stressed water 
resource, there is a need for follow-through action under the framework of cooperative federalism and 
citizen activism. 
Status of Water Stress in India 
Ground Water 

• India has the dubious distinction of being the world’s largest user of groundwater by far, even as the 
water table has been falling by an average of 0.4 m nationally. 
Reports from Bihar suggest that the water table there has fallen by several feet of late. Well, over 
half of the districts in the state are facing or expected to be facing severe groundwater over-
exploitation. 

Surface Water 
• One recent report mentions that over 70% of surface irrigation water is being simply wasted, 

nationally. 
• Given suboptimal command area development and distribution of water in ill-maintained (and 

uncovered) canals, leads to the suboptimal utilization of water infrastructure and often results in 
heavy soil erosion and siltation. 

Monsoon 
• A recent report by the Ministry of Earth Sciences (MoES) shows a ‘significant’ drop in rainfall in 

Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and West Bengal over the past three decades, and rising variability in the 
monsoons nationwide. 

o Also, the hydrological conditions vary widely across regions. While some are drought-prone, 
others witness recurring floods. 

• Although annual precipitation is adequate (at about 4,000 bcm), the natural run-off available is much 
less. 

o Geological factors like steep slopes contribute to the lesser usability of the rainwater. 
 
Reasons for Water Stress in India 

 Over-exploitation: The figures suggest that groundwater provides for over two-thirds of irrigation 
requirements. In the last four decades, about 85% of the total addition to irrigation has come from 
groundwater. This is clearly unsustainable resulting in steep depletion of the groundwater table. 

o The problem is compounded by Indian law which extends exclusive rights to landowners 
over groundwater. 
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 Policy Issues: Groundwater is used to cultivate water-intensive crops like paddy and sugarcane 
(promoted by Green revolution) in rain deficit states like Punjab and Maharashtra respectively. 

o State procurement policy and subsidized electricity in Punjab make it profitable for farmers 
to produce rice. Similarly, farmers in Maharashtra cultivate sugarcane because they are 
assured procurement. 

 Poor Maintenance: There’s a large, growing gap between irrigation potential created and that 
actually utilised, simply due to lax maintenance. 

 No Reliable Data: Water data is often unreliable, and is collected using outdated techniques and 
methodologies. 

o In most segments —industrial usage, households, etc — the data is mostly available at only 
the aggregate level, implying diminished utility for policymaking. 

o There is no single water database for the country. In 2016, the standing committee on water 
resources of the Indian parliament finally recommended having a national groundwater 
database that could be updated every two years. However, not much has been done in this 
regard. 

 Rapid Urbanization: India is urbanizing rapidly. This implies heightened water demand from 
households, industry and agriculture. Concretization also reduces the ground-water replenishment. 

 Poor Water Treatment Plants: There is gross under-investment in water treatment and reuse. 
o Barely 2% of our urban areas have both sewerage systems and sewage treatment plants. 
o India's urban centers produce over 40,000 million litres of sewage daily, but only about a fifth 

of the muck undergoes treatment. 
 
Steps Taken by the Government 

 MGNREGA for water conservation: 
o Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act is one of the biggest 

government-funded employment schemes in the world. 
o The huge workforce employed under the MGNREGA has enabled the government to 

introduce water conservation as a project under the Act. 
o The government aims to improve groundwater harvesting and build water conservation and 

storage mechanisms through MGNREGA. 
 Jal Kranti Abhiyan: 

o The government is making active efforts to revolutionise villages and cities through block-
level water conservation schemes. For example; the Jal Gram Scheme under the Jal Kranti 
Abhiyan is aimed at developing two model villages in water-starved areas to lead the other 
villages towards water conservation and preservation. 

 National Water Mission: 
o The Government of India has launched the National Water Mission with the objective of 

conservation of water, minimizing wastage and ensuring more equitable distribution both 
across and within states through integrated water resources development and management. 

o One of the objectives of the Mission is to increase the water use efficiency by 20%. 
 National Rural Drinking Water Programme: 

o It seeks to provide every rural person with adequate safe water for drinking, cooking and 
other basic domestic needs on a sustainable basis. 

 NITI Aayog Composite Water Management Index: 
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o With the objective of achieving effective utilization of water, NITI Aayog has developed the 
Composite Water Management Index. 

o The index revolves around issues ranging from water scarcity and related morass like deaths 
due to lack of access to safe water, its projected increase in demand over the years and 
finding ways for its effective conservation. 

 Jal Shakti Ministry and Jal Jeevan Mission: 
o The efforts like the formation of Jal Shakti Ministry (to tackle water issues holistically) and 

the goal to provide piped water to all rural households by 2024, under the Jal Jeevan mission, 
are steps in the right direction. 

 
Analysis 
One of the most serious issues faced by the world is Global water situation, which has received increased 
public attention during the past decade. India, one of the largest countries in the world is also facing this 
similar condition of water scarcity. It is facing multiple numbers of problems related to Public Health due to 
water contamination. Even in rural areas, water quality issues and availability of safe drinking water have 
always been a concerned issue and it is deteriorating even day by day. 
To ensure safe drinking water, many steps have been taken by government and NGOs in the sector of 
Technology and Infrastructure especially in Rajasthan where Traditional System has been revived. But still 
there are many challenges and however, it is important that more actions needs to be taken.  
What is Safe Water? 
Safe Water which is free from bacteriological contamination, chemical contaminations, physical 
characteristics such as colour, smell and acceptable taste. Water can get contaminated due to various 
reasons like man-made and natural. 
 
Problems related to water availability in rural areas 

• The decline in groundwater levels, contamination of water sources and increased consumption are 
some big problems related to water resources. 

• Uncontrolled construction activities in rural areas and encroachment of the erstwhile water bodies. 
• Siltation of rural water bodies and reduction of water bodies. 
• Increasing Population 
• Insufficient community development 
• Lack of long term sustainability plan 
• Over-reliance on depleting groundwater resources 
• Lack of focus on operation and maintenance of created infrastructure 
• Water resources are not evenly distributed 
• Climate change poses fresh challenges as more extreme rates of rainfall and evapotranspiration 

intensify the impacts of floods and drought. 
 
\Problems related to Public Health 

• Contaminated water and poor sanitation are linked to transmission of diseases such as Cholera, 
Diarrhea, Dysentery, Hepatitis A, Hepatitis E, Typhoid, and Polio. (PT) 

• There are water-borne, water-related and water-washed diseases also. Absent, inadequate, or 
inappropriately managed water and sanitation services expose individuals to preventable health risks. 
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• The water borne diseases are considered public health problem due to a number of reasons, which 
includes (a) their potential to cause large outbreaks (b) high disease burden; (c) for being major 
causes of admissions and outpatient visits to the hospitals and health facilities mainly amongst young 
children; (d) for many water borne diseases, no specific treatment is available and prevention is the 
best approach and (e) these diseases spread rapidly and may cause panic in the community. 

• It has been found that more than 700 children under five years of age die every day from diarrhoea 
due to unsafe water and poor sanitation. 

• UNICEF estimates that the water-related diseases lead to almost 4 million child deaths each year 
globally. Millions of people around the world suffer from water and sanitation-related disease, 
mostly in developing countries. 

• Safe drinking water would reduce hospitalization and child deaths due to diarrheal diseases, would 
improve school attendance and education outcome, improve worker performance and contribute to 
the economic growth of a country. This would help India in achieving key development goals at the 
national and state level. India needs all of these and a healthier population and the road is through 
improved availability of drinking water and better sanitation. (SDG: 6) 

 
Availability of Water Adversely Affects Health Service Delivery 

• Availability of water also affects the effective functioning of healthcare facilities where both patients 
and staff are placed at additional risk of infection and disease when water, sanitation, and hygiene 
services are lacking. 

• The WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Program (JMP) report, 'WASH in Health Care Facilities', 
is a comprehensive global assessment of Water, Saltation and Hygiene (WASH) in health care 
facilities. 

• In 2015, WHO & UNICEF jointly developed WASH FIT (Water and Sanitation for Health Facility 
Improvement Tool), which aims to guide small, primary health care facilities in low and middle-
income settings through a continuous cycle of improvement through assessments, prioritization of 
risk, and definition of specific, targeted actions. 

• When water comes from improved and more accessible sources, people spend less time and effort in 
physically collecting it. Better water sources also mean less expenditure on health. 

• The sufficient availability of water for sanitation services can facilitate hand hygiene, a proven and 
cost-effective intervention. 

 
Water Quality Issues in rural areas 

• Water quality has emerged as a major issue in the rural drinking water supply. The Government has 
launched the National Rural Drinking water Quality Monitoring and Surveillance Programme, 
which institutionalized the community participation of district and state level laboratories for the 
monitoring of drinking water sources at the grassroot level through Gram Panchayats. 

• The World bank and UNICEF sponsored study shows that not only drinking water in rural India is 
insufficient but it has a high degree of imbalance and is very diverse across the country. 

• Studies indicate that the ever-growing dependence on groundwater and its unsustainable over-
extraction are lowering the ground water table and adversely impacting the quality of rural drinking 
water supply. 

The quality of water is deteriorating due to the following major factors: 
• Rapid depletion of ground water level due to over extraction by Agriculture and Industry Sectors 
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• Uncontrolled construction activities in rural areas and encroachment of the erstwhile water bodies. 
• Siltation of rural water bodies and reduction of water bodies. 
• Water pollution due to incessant and increased use of pesticides, fertilizers and effluents coming 

from industry. 
 
Institutional Framework 

• Provisions and access to clean and safe drinking water and sanitation are vital to improving the 
overall health of the country’s billion plus population. Article: 21 

National Provisions 
• In Indian Constitution, there are provisions related to clean drinking water like Article 47, which 

confers the duty of providing clean drinking water and improving public health standards to the 
State. 

• Under the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, Gram Panchayats have been assigned planning and 
managing rural water supply and sanitation systems. 

 
Public bodies involved in the rural supply of water (PT) 

• Central Water Commission (CWC): It regulates the use of water to irrigate surface water, the 
industry and potable water. It also mediates in disputes related to the inter-state water allocation. 

• Central Groundwater Board (CGWB): It monitors groundwater levels and rates of depletion and 
the production of water resource inventories and maps. 

• National Rivers Conservation Directorate (NRCD): It oversees the implementation of Action 
Plans to improve the quality of the rivers in India. 

• Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB): It promotes basin-wide pollution control strategies. 
• Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation: It is the nodal ministry for the overall policy, 

planning, funding and co-ordination of the National Rural Drinking water supply in the country. 
• Ministry of Agriculture (MoA): It deals with planning, formulation; monitoring and reviewing of 

various watersheds based developmental project activities. 
• Central Bureau of Health Intelligence (CBHI): It performs the collection, compilation, analysis 

and dissemination of the information on health conditions in the country. 
• Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS): It is responsible for the drafting of standards pertaining to 

drinking water quality. It has given acceptable limits to the number of minerals in drinking water. 
International Provisions 

• Sustainable Development Goals 2015-2030 includes Goal 6 for clean water and sanitation for 
ensuring their availability and sustainable management. 

• Goal 6.1 specifically says that by 2030, countries including India should ‘achieve universal and 
equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all’. 

• United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) has themed this year’s 
Water Day as ‘leaving no one behind’. This goes on par with the promise on the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 

Global Development Agenda and Water and Sanitation 
• The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 2000-15, had the target of reducing the proportion of 

the world's population without sustainable access to safe water (MDG7), measured by the population 
using improved drinking water sources. 
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• In 2010, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) explicitly recognized the human right to 
water and sanitation. Everyone has the right to sufficient, continuous, safe, acceptable, physically 
accessible, and affordable water for personal and domestic use. 

Statistics 
• Water consumption of the world is doubling every 20 years, which is more than twice the rate of 

increase of our population. 
• Nearly 2/3rd of the world’s population experiences severe water scarcity at least for 31 days per 

year. 
• According to Global Reports released by the United Nations, 2.1 billion people live without safe 

drinking water at home and 80 % of those who have to use unsafe and unprotected water sources 
reside in rural areas. 

• According to the World Health Organization, 84 % of Indians don’t have access to clean water and 
sanitation living in rural communities. 

• The intense impact of water scarcity could displace 700 million people by 2030. 
• Water consumption of the world is doubling every 20 years. 
• In India, due to a 3-fold increase in population during 1951-2010, the per capita availability of water 

in the country as a whole decreased from 5,177 m3/year in 1951 to 1,588 m3/year in 2010. 
Water Availability in Rural Areas 

• According to the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) (2011-12), 46.1 % of the rural households 
do not have drinking water facilities within their premises. 

• Increasing Population: India is among the world's most water-stressed countries. In 1950, India had 
3,000-4,000 cubic meters of water per person. Today, this has fallen to around 1,000 cubic meters, 
largely due to population growth. 

• Rural India has more than 700 million people residing in about 1.42 million habitations spread over 
diverse ecological regions. 

• Natural Calamities: Half of India's annual precipitation falls in just 15 rain-soaked days, making 
floods and droughts a fact of life in the country. 

• Sources of Safe Drinking Water: According to the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) (2011-
12), about 88.5 % households in rural India had improved source of drinking water and among these, 
85.8 % had sufficient drinking water. 

• 1 % of the rural households do not have drinking water facilities within their premises. A person in 
rural India has to spend, on an average, 20 minutes to fetch drinking water. 

• Depletion of groundwater: Groundwater which is currently the lifeline of Rural India, as it supports 
more than 85% drinking water requirements in rural areas, is depleting at an unprecedented rate. 

Ensuring Availability of Drinking water in Rural Areas 
Role of Sources 

• To meet the high consumption, source of drinking water assumes great significance as it should be 
sustainable. 

• Drinking water to the rural population has been provided through piped water supply, preferably 
through a balanced mix of sustainable surface and ground water based resources. 

Role of Community participation 
• An important component of rural infrastructure is drinking water arrangements. To meet the 

demands of the citizens, increased public investment is required for the creation of water 
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infrastructure. A watersecure nation will not only provide clean and safe drinking water to its citizens 
but also would ensure a healthy and economically productive society. 

• The community’s involvement enhances the economic viability of operation and maintenance, better 
upkeep due to inherent community belongingness and also increases the life span of the system of 
created. 

• Historically, communities in India managed water and had their unique mechanism of fighting 
climate extremes. 

• Due to different topography and a-climatic conditions, various regions in India had different 
structures to utilize and conserve water- Broadly these practices could be classified into the 
following three categories: 

1. Obstructing/diverting the flow of stream/river: In this practice, the natural flow of the stream/river 
is obstructed and water is stored by using gully bunds/check dams/ gabion structures etc. 
Prominently built in hilly regions, these structures in addition to water conservation and groundwater 
recharge, also act as soil trap. 

2. Storage in wells/step wells/below ground level storage structure: Mainly used to meet domestic 
water requirements, such structures could be found in western arid regions of India. These were 
treated as auspicious as temples in Gujarat and Rajasthan. 

• Collection and use of rainwater on surface: Commonly found across India, these structures are 
constructed in the flow of a seasonal stream or the excess runoff is diverted into this. Some examples 
of such structures include nodis, kundis, talabs, jaldhar, farm ponds etc. The bottom of the surface is 
generally pervious but it could be made impervious using plastic sheets to prevent GW recharge. 

• In addition to the construction of these structures, the community was involved in regular 
maintenance work thus ensuring the longevity of water bodies. 

Case Study: Community Water Management through Special Purpose Vehicle 
• Drying up water sources, rapid reduction of ground water table, recurring droughts and deteriorating 

water management in the State, prompted Gujarat Government to create a special purpose vehicle, 
Water and Sanitation Management Organization (WASMO) in 2001. 

• WASMO is an autonomous entity aimed at facilitating community managed drinking water facilities 
in rural areas of Gujarat. 

• It focuses on bulk transfer of water from water-surplus south Gujarat to water-deficient north Gujarat, 
Saurashtra and Kutchh through canal and pipeline systems to supplement the local sources. 

Role of Traditional System 
• Rainwater harvesting is one of the most important initiatives which can help in a long way in 

sustaining the supply of safe drinking water in the rural areas. 
• There are many success stories in India which draw upon our ancient traditional knowledge and 

wisdom. One such success story is from Rajasthan where the revival of traditional rainwater 
harvesting structures occupies considerable importance in the policy framework. 
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Case Study 
Revival of Traditional Rainwater Harvesting Structures In Rajasthan 

• Rajasthan is India’s largest state by area, accounting for more than 10 % of the 
country’s geographical area. It possesses just 1.2 % of the total surface water and 
only 1.7 % of the groundwater available in India. 

• It is heavily dependent on groundwater for drinking water and irrigation. 
Traditional Rainwater Harvesting (TRH) Structure 

• Hundreds of years ago, the rulers of princely states in Rajasthan had created 
structures for 

• rainwater harvesting, now called traditional rainwater harvesting (TRH) 
structures. 

• The main TRH structures in Rajasthan are kundi, kui/beri, baori/ber, jhalara, nadi, 
toba, tanka, 

• khadin, johad and anicut. 
The main reasons for the dysfunctional state of TRH structures are: 

• Availability of other sources of water (piped water, hand pumps and canal water) 
• Requirement of financial resources for their use and maintenance; 
• Requirement of time and labour to use water from these structures; 
• Lack of ownership and participation of the community, and; 
• Tendency to disregard age old and time tested lifestyle in favour of the latest 

technology in the name of modernization. 
• In 2016, the state government launched a comprehensive scheme to ensure effective 

implementation of water conservation and water harvesting related activities in 
rural areas. 

• Further, following the Union Government’s Model Bill for 
Ground Water Management (2011) and National Water Policy (2012), the State 
Government has made rainwater harvesting mandatory for all public establishments and all 
properties in plots covering more than 500 sq m in urban areas. (PT Shot) 

 
Role of Technology  (S&T) 

• Both human activities and natural processes cause water contamination. The technology used will 
depend on current water quality, future requirements and economics. 

• The technology for water treatment removes contaminants that may be organic, physical or chemical 
in nature. Diverse water treatment technologies are available to clean and make contaminated water 
suitable for human consumption by removing unwanted chemicals or biological contaminants. 

• If technologies and innovations are equipped with the insight of traditional knowledge system of 
India, then drinking water supply in rural parts of the country can be realized. 

• Below are some of the prevalent technologies for water purification & treatment: 
• Capacitive deionization (CDI) is a technology in which a separator channel (with a porous 

electrode on each side) removes ions from water; 
• Ozonation technique is based on the ozone infusion into the water for chemical water treatment; 
• In Ultraviolets technology, ultraviolet light is used to kill micro-organisms of water; 
• A large majority of contaminants are removed in reverse osmosis (RO) technology through a semi-

permeable membrane; 
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• TERAFIL is a burnt red clay porous media used for filtration & treatment of raw water into clean 
drinking water. This technology has been developed by the Council of Scientific & Industrial 
Research (CSIR); 

• OS-Community scale Arsenic Filter is an organic arsenic filter which is developed by the I IT 
Kharagpur; 

• Filtration methods that may include rapid/slow sand filters which remove rust, silt, dust and other 
particulate matter from water 

• Solar water purification systems 
Innovation: Key to Resolve Drinking Water Crisis 

• Worldwide programs to improve school facilities in developing countries have been developed by 
agencies such as UNICEF, UNDP, World Bank and WHO. 

• Water for drinking, hand washing, cleaning, preparing meals and toilet and urinal cleaning in schools 
is crucial to keeping children healthy. 

• In order to provide clean water in developing countries, the technology must be efficient, affordable 
and simple to operate and maintain. To improve this situation, innovation solutions for drinking 
water supply are truly required. 

• In recent years, a great deal of research has been conducted to identify novel technologies for 
removing arsenic, particularly low cost as well as low tech systems that could be applied in rural 
areas. 

• The internet has also inspired innovations in the areas of water and sanitation, which have long 
needed fundamental changes in terms of available information and communication technology. 

Drinking Water Treatment 
Following are the basic water treatment technologies/methods: 

• Slow sand filters (SSF)- It is one of the most recommended methods of water treatment for rural 
areas. If designed properly, it purifies the water efficiently by reducing turbidity and bacterial 
contamination and it does not require highly skilled labour for operation and maintenance. 

• Chlorination – Disinfection using chlorine has been a common practice in various water supply 
systems. Being a strong oxidant, chlorine is used to remove taste and odour, as well as biological 
contamination. It can be used for community water supply as well as at the individual household 
level. 

• Solar Disinfection (SODIS)- It utilize solar energy for water disinfection at the household level. A 
clean and transparent PET plastic bottle (preferably below 2 litres) is filled with water and kept in 
direct sunlight for 6 hours during noon on sunny days and two days if the sky is more than 50 % 
clouded. It has no chemical and external energy requirements thus making it an affordable choice. 

Role of Infrastructure 
• More than 80% of rural habitations have been provided rural drinking water supply infrastructure 

due to which 40 liters of water per day per person is ensured. 
• The-monitoring tools such as Water APP and Drinking Water Quality Testing are ensuring 

sustainable safe drinking water to the rural people. The Ministry of Drinking Water and 
Sanitation has been making great efforts in providing safe drinking water to the rural people of India 
with the constant cooperation with the State governments. 

• In this regards, SWAJAL was originally launched as a pilot scheme in Februray 2018 in 6 staes of 
India. The state governments were also advised to access the funds under the Flexi Funds under 
National Rural Development Water Programme (NRDWP). 
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• Various field studies have been conducted, which revealed that a good number of villages in the 
country are maintaining Operation and Maintenance (O&M) with the active participation of rural 
communities, specifically women resulting in 24 X 7 safe drinking water supply on a sustainable 
manner. 

• Local community members, notably Self Help Group (SHG), women, are recruited and trained as 
mechanics, thereby creating a cadre of capable technicians amongst the user community. 

Role of Gram Panchayat (GP) in Operation and maintenance (O&M) 
• GP would pass a resolution for taking up maintaining works such as repairing leaks and burst, 

changing gate valve, extension of pipe, replacement of old pipeline etc. by utilizing the Panchayat 
funds. 

• The GP incur expenditure on water supply maintenance work as per the finance limit as fixed by the 
State Government, when expenditure exceeds the limit, the countersignature of the Block Engineer 
may be obtained. 

• It may provide household tap connections after passing GP resolution and after obtaining the 
concurrence of Boards. It would collect water charges from the households at the rate fixed by the 
govt. 

Safe rural drinking water supply: A study on RO 
• Safe drinking water is essential for a healthy community. Chemical contamination in water causes 

diseases. Water safety plan aims at minimizing risks of contamination via sanitary surveillance and 
by providing treated water for drinking. 

• Until a technology that is better than RO is introduced, RO technology has to be adopted by the 
Gram Panchayats, despite a huge amount of reject water. 

• GP has invited private players, NGOs to run RO plants, often on commercial plants. RO technology 
is used for removing excessive minerals from drinking water. 

• It has started with simple ‘sand filtration’ and ‘charcoal filtration’ comes with multiple modules as a 
complete water purification system. Later, even state governments also started setting up RO plants 
in rural areas. 

Disadvantages of RO 
• RO, as a purification technology, is infamous because of the huge quantity of reject water, the 

system ejects in the process of purification. 
• Setting up RO Plants in places where the quality of water is at par with acceptable standards would 

entail an additional burden of maintenance expenses to the Gram Panchayats. 
• RO technology tends to filter out or remove essential minerals as well, even when they are well 

within permissible limits. This deprives the water users, the essential minerals that they should be 
getting from drinking water. 

• Therefore, RO Plants should be set up only in places that have water quality problems, as certified by 
water quality laboratories. It should not be allowed to become a fashionable infrastructure. 

Steps taken by government 
• Constant efforts have been made by government in tackling water and sanitation issues starting from 

the Bhore Committee in 1946 to Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme (1972), 
and ‘Swajal Dhara’ scheme (1999) by empowering and involving local communities. 

• In 1999, the Department of Drinking Water Supply was created in the Ministry of Rural 
Development. 
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• Cental Governemnt introduced ‘Bharat Nirman’ as a flagship programme which created the 
required infrastructure to have good quality water to rural household. 

• Another programme National Rural Development Water Programme (NRDWP) aims at assisting 
States in providing adequate and safe drinking water to the rural population by creating sufficient. 

• The Central Government aims to cover 90 per cent rural households with piped water supply and 80 
per cent households with tap connections by 2022. Hence, ‘Har Ghar Jal’ was launched, which 
aims to provide piped water supply by 2030 under Jal Jeevan Mission, in line with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

• Some states such as Gujarat, Sikkim and Himachal Pradesh have provided piped water to more 
than half of the rural households; while others states such as Uttar Pradesh and Bihar have 
minimal (less than 5 per cent) piped water coverage. 

• A pilot project known as “Swajal” launched by Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation that is 
designed as a community demand driven, decentralized, single village, preferably solar powered to 
provide sustainable access to drinking water to rural people. 

• Swajal Dhara have been adopted to enable the rural community shoulder the responsibility in 
management operation and maintenance of water supply systems at village level, decentralized, 
demand-driven, community managed approach. 

• The Central Government has also come up with a World Bank-aided Atal Bhujal Yojana with 
community participation to ensure sustained groundwater management in overexploited and 
ground water-stressed areas in 7 states. 

• In March 2017, MDWS (Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation) started as new sub-programme 
under NRDWP known as the National Water Quality Sub-Mission (NWQSM), which aims to 
address the urgent need for providing clean drinking water in already identified 28,000 arsenic and 
fluoride affected habitations. 

• To further strengthen community participation in the drinking water sector for 
sustainability, National Rural Drinking Water Quality Monitoring & Surveillance 
Programme has been launched in February, 2006. 

• Under this programme, 5 persons in each Gram Panchayat are to be trained to carry out regular 
surveillance of drinking water sources for which 100 % financial assistance including water testing 
kits, are provided by the Government. 

• The first-ever formal schematic intervention was initiated with the implementation of 
the Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme (ARWSP) during 1972-73. 

• The first-ever National Water Policy was drafted in 1987 to give a concrete direction to the 
approach adopted to create sustainable water infrastructure. 

• The Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) facilitates the Ministry and the line 
departments to monitor the coverage status of rural habitations and population with potable drinking 
water. 

Few Good Initiatives 
• Rainwater harvesting is one of the most important initiatives which can help in a long way in 

sustaining the supply of safe drinking water in the rural areas. 
• Central Ground Water Board has prepared a conceptual document entitled ‘Master Plan for 

Artifiicial Recharge to Ground Water in India’. 
• There are many success stories in India which draw their success from ancient traditional knowledge 

and wisdom. 
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• In 2001, the Tamil Nadu government made it compulsory for each household to have rainwater 
harvesting infrastructure and the results are now reflected in the improvement of overall water 
quality within 5 years. 

• The efforts done by local communities to improve water availability have been lauded in a United 
Nations report that highlights the importance of finding nature-based solutions to meet global water 
challenges. 

• It also cited the example of China’s Sponge City which aims to recycle 70 % of rainwater. 
• According to this report, the collective water storage efforts have benefitted Kadwanchi village in 

Jalna district in Maharashtra to go in for high value crops such as grapes, ginger and chillies. 
• The report also highlights the importance of beris, traditional system of harvesting rainwater in 

part of western Rajasthan. Shaped like matkas (pitcher), these shallow wells are dug up in areas with 
gypsum or bentonite beds which prevent the rainwater from percolating downwards but guide them 
towards the wells through capillary action. 

Conclusion 
There is need for regulatory mechanism by the State governments to check the overexploitation of ground 
water as it is the main problem in India. An independent mapping of development status at frequent intervals 
is the need of the hour. 
Presently, the role of PRIs is minimal. There is need for more roles of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) in 
making the drinking water supply schemes functional There is need for empowerment of local communities 
to manage and monitor the rural drinking water sources and systems at the local level to achieve the 
objective of ‘Har Ghar Jal’. 
A shift in approach is required from ‘universalization of programmes/schemes’ to ‘area-specific 
development interventions’. There is need to go for a rigorous convergence drive of Government of lndia’s 
various rural development programmes, such as Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act, Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchayee Yojana, other scheme for watershed development and 
restoration of water bodies, etc., backed by a need based village-level water planning. 
There is a need to develop better data, on water quality and quantity and a robust hydrological information 
system for developing precise information about the resource availability and planning accordingly. Water 
management at the sub-basin should be initiated. Sanitation management would be a crucial element in 
achieving water security. Capacity building of institutions involved in water resources management would 
encourage informed decisions. 
 
 
PT –PICKS UP 
Policies and Programmes 
National Water Policy 2012 
1. The NWP currently in force was drafted in 2012 and is the third such policy since 1987. 
2. Among the major policy innovations in the 2012 policy was the concept of an Integrated Water 
Resources Management approach that took the “river basin/ sub-basin” as a unit for planning, 
development and management of water resources. 
3. Minimum levels: It also proposed that a portion of river flows ought to be kept aside to meet 
ecological needs. Such an approach led to the government, in 2018, requiring minimum water levels to be 
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maintained in the Ganga all through the year and hydropower projects, therefore, to refrain from hoarding 
water beyond a point. 
4. The policy also stressed for a minimum quantity of potable water for essential health and hygiene 
to all its citizens to be made available within easy reach of households. 
5. The policy also noted that inter-basin transfers of water should be considered on the basis of merits 
of each case after evaluating the environmental, economic and social impacts of such transfers. 
 
National water Mission 
The Government of India has established National Water Mission as one of the eight National Missions 
under the National Action Plan on Climate Change. The Union Cabinet approved (on 6th April, 2011) the 
comprehensive Mission Document for National Water Mission (NWM).  The main objective of NWM is 
“conservation of water, minimizing wastage and ensuring its more equitable distribution both across and 
within States through integrated water resources development and management”. NWM has identified five 
goals as under:- 
1.   Comprehensive water data base in public domain and assessment of the impact of climate change on 
water resource; 
2.    Promotion of citizen and state actions for water conservation, augmentation and preservation; 
3.   Focused attention to vulnerable areas including over-exploited areas; 
4.   Increasing water use efficiency by 20%; and 
5.   Promotion of basin level integrated water resources management. 
Various strategies for achieving the goals have been identified which lead to integrated planning for 
sustainable development with active participation of the stakeholders. In pursuance to the approval accorded 
by the Union Cabinet to the National Water Mission, a Mission Directorate was established in the Ministry 
of Water Resources, River Development & Ganga Rejuvenation. Eight Advisory Groups/Committees as 
envisaged in the NWM Mission document have been constituted. 
“Implementation of National Water Mission (NWM)” Central Scheme of the Ministry of Water Resources 
with total financial outlay of Rs.196 crore. 
 
National Ganga River Basin Authority (NGRBA) has started the Mission Clean Ganga with a 
changed and comprehensive approach to champion the challenges posed to Ganga through four different 
sectors, namely, of wastewater management, solid waste management, industrial pollution and river front 
development.  
Objectives  
(a) ensuring effective abatement of pollution and conservation of the river Ganga by adopting a river basin 
approach to promote inter-sectoral co-ordination for comprehensive planning and management; and  
(b) maintaining environmental flows in the river Ganga with the aim of ensuring water quality and 
environmentally sustainable development.  
 NGRBA is mandated to take up regulatory and developmental functions with sustainability needs for 
effective abatement of pollution and conservation of the river Ganga by adopting a river basin approach for 
comprehensive planning and management. The Ministry of Water Resources, River Development and 
Ganga Rejuvenation(MoWR, RD & GR) is the nodal Ministry for the NGRBA. The authority is chaired by 
the Prime Minister and has as its members the Union Ministers concerned, the Chief Ministers of the States 
through which Ganga flows, viz., Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand and West Bengal, among 
others. This initiative is expected to rejuvenate the collective efforts of the Centre and the States for cleaning 
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the river.  
         NGRBA functions include development of a Ganga River Basin Management Plan, regulation of 
activities aimed at prevention, control and abatement of pollution, to maintain water quality and to take 
measures relevant to the river ecology in the Ganga basin states. It is mandated to ensure the maintenance of 
minimum ecological flows in the river Ganga and abate pollution through planning, financing and execution 
of programmes including that of –  
1) Augmentation of Sewerage Infrastructure  
2) Catchment Area Treatment  
3) Protection of Flood Plains  
4) Creating Public Awareness 
NGRBA has been mandated as a planning, financing, monitoring and coordinating authority for 
strengthening the collective efforts of the Central and State governments for effective abatement of pollution 
and conservation of river Ganga so as to ensure that by the year 2020 no untreated municipal sewage or 
industrial effluent will flow into the river Ganga.  
The NGRBA is fully operational and is also supported by the state level State Ganga River Conservation 
Authorities (SGRCAs) in five Ganga basin States which are chaired by the Chief Ministers of the respective 
States. Under NGRBA programme, projects worth Rs. 4607.82 crore have been sanctioned up to 31st March 
2014. 
 
15 Point Directive to Clean Ganga 
The National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG) recently has issued a 15-point directive to the 11-
Ganga basin states to prevent idol immersion into river Ganga and its tributaries and on their banks, 
including cordoning off the ghats. 

 According to the directive, a fine of Rs. 50,000 would be imposed if immersion of idols took place in 
the Ganga or its tributaries during festivals, including Dussehra, Diwali, Chhath and Saraswati Puja. 

o According to NMCG officials, the large-scale immersion of idols and puja material in the 
Ganga and its tributaries during festive occasions led to an alarming rise in pollutants in the 
river. 

 The directive has been sent to officials of these 11 states namely- Uttarakhand, UP, Bihar, 
Jharkhand, West Bengal, Delhi, Himachal Pradesh, Haryana, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and 
Chhattisgarh. 

o The Chief Secretaries of these 11 states have also been asked to submit an action taken 
report within seven days from the end of each festival. 

 These directives were issued by NMCG under Section-5 of the Environment (Protection) Act, 
1986. 

 
Initiatives to Clean Ganga 

 Ganga is a trans-boundary river of Asia which flows through India and Bangladesh. It is 
the longest river in India and is a lifeline to millions of people who live along its course. 

 
 Causes of Ganga Pollution: The main causes of water pollution in the river Ganga are: 

o Industrial waste (dumping of various harmful & untreated industrial waste into the river), 
o Human waste (human activities such as bathing, washing clothes, etc.), 
o Religious waste (religious bath, cremation near the ghats, idol immersion, etc.) 
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Initiatives to Prevent Ganga Pollution 
 Ganga Action Plan: It was the first River Action Plan that was taken up by the Ministry of 

Environment & Forests in 1985, to improve the water quality by the interception, diversion, and 
treatment of domestic sewage. It also aimed to prevent toxic and industrial chemical wastes (from 
identified polluting units) from entering the river. 

o National River Conservation Plan was an extension to the Ganga Action Plan, so as 
to cover all the major rivers of the country. 

 ‘National River Ganga Basin Authority (NRGBA)’ was formed by the Central Government of 
India in the year 2009 under Section-3 of the Environment Protection Act, 1986. It is chaired by 
the Prime Minister of India. 

o It declared the Ganga as the ‘National River’ of India. 
 In 2010, ‘Government clean-up campaign’ was started to ensure that by 2020 no untreated 

municipal sewage or industrial runoff enters river. 
 In 2014, ‘Namami Gange Programme’ was launched as an Integrated Conservation Mission, to 

accomplish the twin objectives of effective abatement of pollution, conservation, and rejuvenation 
of National River Ganga 

o The program is being implemented by the National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG), and 
its state counterpart organization viz., State Program Management Groups (SPMGs). 

o It is the flagship programme of the Union Government with a budget outlay of Rs. 20,000 
crore. 

o The main pillars of the programme are 
• Sewerage Treatment Infrastructure & Industrial Effluent Monitoring, 
• River-Front Development & River-Surface Cleaning, 
• Bio-Diversity & Afforestation, 
• Public Awareness. 

National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG) 
 It is the implementation wing of the National Council for Rejuvenation, Protection, and Management 

of River Ganga also known as National Ganga Council (set in 2016; which replaced the NRGBA). 
 NMCG was established in the year 2011 as a registered society. 
 It has a two-tier management structure and comprises of Governing Council and Executive 

Committee. 
 The aims and objectives of NMCG are: 

o To ensure effective control of pollution and rejuvenation of the river Ganga by adopting a 
river basin approach to promote inter-sectoral coordination for comprehensive planning and 
management. 

o To maintain minimum ecological flows in the river Ganga with the aim of ensuring water 
quality and environmentally sustainable development. 

 
The key principles identified for the Authority are: 
  
1)      Maintaining the continuity of the flow without altering the natural season variations. 
2)      Restoring and maintaining the integral relationship between the surface flow and sub-surface water 
(ground water), 
3)      Restoration and maintenance of the property and quality of water in time bound manner. 
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4)      Regenerating and maintaining the lost natural vegetation in catchment area, 
5)      Regeneration and conservation of the aquatic and riparian biodiversity in river Ganga basin, 
6)      To keep the bank of river Ganga and its floodplains as construction free zone to reduce pollution 
sources and maintain its natural ground water recharge functions  
7) Making public participation as integral part of process of rejuvenation, protection and management of the 
river. 
 

 Ganga Manthan- It was a national conference that was held in 2014 to discuss issues and possible 
solutions for cleaning the river. The event was organized by the National Mission for Clean Ganga. 

 In 2014, Clean Ganga Fund was also formed for cleaning up of the Ganga, setting up of waste 
treatment plants, conservation of biotic diversity of the river, and development of public amenities 
(activities such as Ghat redevelopment, and Research and Development and innovative projects). 
This fund will also be used to finance National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG). 

 In 2017, the National Green Tribunal banned the disposal of any waste in the Ganga. 
 
Jal Kranti abhyan 
Ministry/Department :  Water Resources, River Development and Ganga Rejuvenation. Started in 2015 
Objective : Creating awareness on aspects of water security and water conservation 
Scheme: 

• Strengthening grass root involvement of all stakeholders including Panchayati Raj Institutions and 
local bodies in the water security and development schemes e.g. Participatory Irrigation Management 
(PIM); 

• Encouraging the adoption/utilization of traditional knowledge in water resources conservation and its 
management 

• To utilize sector level expertise from different levels in government, NGO’s, citizens etc. 
• Enhancing livelihood security through water security in rural areas 

 Components: 
• Jal Gram Yojana 
• Development of Model Command Area 
• Pollution abatement 
• Mass Awareness Programme 
• Other Activities 

 
Atal Bhujal Yojana 
Atal Bhujal Yojana (ATAL JAL) is a Central Sector Scheme of the Ministry of Jal Shakti to improve ground 
water management through community participation. The scheme has a total outlay of Rs.6000 crore and is 
to be implemented over a period of 5 years (2020-21 to 2024-25). 
Scheme overview 
Atal Bhujal Yojana (ATAL JAL)is an initiative for ensuring long term sustainability of ground water 
resources in the country. The Department of Water Resources, River Development & Ganga Rejuvenation, 
Ministry of Jal Shakti is adopting a mix of 'top down' and 'bottom up' approaches in identified ground water 
stressed blocks in seven states, representing a range of geomorphic, climatic and hydrogeologic and cultural 
settings. ATAL JAL has been designed with the principal objective of strengthening the institutional 
framework for participatory ground water management and bringing about behavioral changes at the 
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community level for sustainable ground water resource management. The scheme envisages undertaking 
this through various interventions, including awareness programmes, capacity building, convergence 
of ongoing/new schemes and improved agricultural practices etc. 
Coverage 
The scheme aims to improve ground water management through community participation in identified 
priority areas in seven States, viz. Gujarat, Haryana, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Rajasthan 
and Uttar Pradesh. Implementation of the scheme is expected to benefit nearly 8350 Gram Panchayats in 78 
districts in these States. 
Scheme components 
ATAL JAL has two major components: 

1. Institutional Strengthening and Capacity Building Component for strengthening institutional 
arrangements for sustainable ground water management in the States including improving 
monitoring networks, capacity building, strengthening of Water User Associations, etc. 

2. Incentive Component for incentivising the States for achievements in improved groundwater 
management practices namely, data dissemination, preparation of water security plans, 
implementation of management interventions through convergence of ongoing schemes, adopting 
demand side management practices etc. 

Expected results 
ATAL JAL will result in: 

• Institutional strengthening for improving ground water monitoring networks and capacity building of 
stakeholders at different levels which will enhance ground water data storage, exchange, analysis and 
dissemination. 

• Improved and realistic water budgeting based on an improved database and preparation of 
community-led Water Security Plans at Panchayat level 

• Implementation of Water Security Plans through convergence of various ongoing/new schemes of 
the Government of India and State Governments to facilitate judicious and effective utilization of 
funds for sustainable ground water management. Efficient use of available ground water resources 
with emphasis on demand side measures such as micro-irrigation, crop diversification, electricity 
feeder separation etc. 

Expected Impact 
1. Source sustainability for Jal Jeevan Mission in the project area with active participation of local 

communities. 
2. Will contribute towards the goal of doubling the farmers' income. 
3. Will promote participatory ground water management. Improved water use efficiency on a mass 

scale and improved cropping pattern; 
4. Promotion of efficient and equitable use of ground water resources and behavioural change at the 

community level. 
 
Jal Jeevan Mission 

 Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM) envisages supply of 55 litres of water per person per day to every rural 
household through Functional Household Tap Connections (FHTC) by 2024. 

 JJM focuses on integrated demand and supply-side management of water at the local level. 
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o Creation of local infrastructure for source sustainability measures as mandatory elements, 
like rainwater harvesting, groundwater recharge and management of household 
wastewater for reuse, would be undertaken in convergence with other government 
programmes/schemes. 

 The Mission is based on a community approach to water and includes extensive Information, 
Education and Communication as a key component of the mission. 

 JJM looks to create a jan andolan for water, thereby making it everyone’s priority. 
 Funding Pattern: The fund sharing pattern between the Centre and states is 90:10 for Himalayan 

and North-Eastern States, 50:50 for other states, and 100% for Union Territories. 
 The Central government has recently released the operational guidelines for JJM. 

o For the implementation of JJM, following institutional arrangement has been proposed: 
• National Jal Jeevan Mission (NJJM) at the Central level 
• State Water and Sanitation Mission (SWSM) at the State level 
• District Water and Sanitation Mission (DWSM) at the District level 
• Village Water Sanitation Committee (VWSC) at Village level 

o Every village will prepare a Village Action Plan (VAP) which will have three components: 
• Water source & its maintenance 
• Water supply and 
• Greywater (domestic wastewater) management. 

 
Swajal Scheme 
Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation aims to provide every rural person with adequate safe water for 
drinking, cooking and other domestic basic needs on a sustainable basis. This basic requirement should meet 
minimum water quality standards and be readily and conveniently accessible at all times and in all 
situations. Ministry has initiated a pilot project in the name of “Swajal” that is designed as a demand driven 
and community centred program to provide sustainable access to drinking water to people in rural areas. 
Vision 
Community–led drinking water projects to be called ‘Swajal’ aiming at providing sustainable and adequate 
drinking water in an integrated manner to the rural masses on pilot basis. It is envisaged that the State 
government in partnership with rural communities; shall plan, design, construct, operate and maintain their 
water supply and sanitation schemes; so that they get potable water and attain health and hygiene benefits; 
the State Government and its sector institutions shall act as supporter, facilitator and co-financier and as per 
need shall provide technical assistance, training and cater for bigger construction works and sectoral 
contingencies. 
Scope of coverage 
In first phase, it is proposed to select pilot project district in six States, viz., Uttar Pradesh, 
Maharashtra, Uttarakhand, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan & Bihar under NRDWP. This will be 
implemented through convergence of other programmes like MGNREGS, PMKSY, RRR etc. The districts 
are to be identified by the States to start the project formulation in fast track mode. 
Rationale of the Swajal Pilot Project 
The demonstrated success of reform in rural water supply and sanitation sector based on demand driven 
approaches has contributed a lot to the replication of such models in other states, leading to the formulation 
of a central government level program for mainstreaming Swajal principles countrywide. The lessons learnt 
from earlier models based on demand driven and community centred principles include, but not limited to: 



21 

India YEAR Book GO+ 

  

• Partnership between village communities, NGOs and the government as the facilitator and co- 
financing has worked successfully. 

• The possibility of misappropriating and misusing the funds becomes minimal if transparency at each 
stage is adhered and monitored by stakeholders. 

• Empowerment of PRIs is a viable and sustainable option for scaling up the decentralized service 
delivery model. 

• The change from a supply based model to demand based model requires a new mind set and 
investment at different levels for acceptance of the new model. 

• Good facilitation and appropriate techniques have to be put in place in community management 
model. 

• Some form of external support to communities is imperative to ensure long term sustainability; 
Investment Guidelines 
The investment guidelines for new investments under Swajal Pilot Project shall follow the steps mentioned 
below. Monitoring and Evaluation would be part of all these steps. 

• Preparatory Steps : This includes dissemination of the Swajal Pilot Project details and principles in 
the state and compilation of existing water sources database, and institutional mobilization to 
implement the program. 

• Scheme Selection : Schemes to be covered under various categories are identified and pre- 
feasibility studies to collect basic data of the schemes is collected 

• Implementation of the Project Cycle : Planning and Implementation of the schemes, following a 
set of defined principles and activities and involving the community. 

• Post-Implementation Support : Support to the GPs post-implementation to undertake operation 
and maintenance and monitor sustainability 

Support 
The Government of India and the State Government share will be as per the existing NRDWP guidelines 
applicable to various states. The contribution from Gram Panchayat and communities will be against capital 
cost of water supply. 
 
Interlinking of Rivers 
The idea of interlinking rivers was first mooted by the Chief Engineer of the Madras Presidency in 1919, Sir 
Arthur Cotton. 

• This idea was revisited in 1960 by the then Minister of State for Energy and Irrigation, KL Rao, who 
proposed to link rivers Ganga and Cauvery. 

• The National Water Development Agency was established by the former Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi in 1982. 

• In 2002, the Supreme Court asked the government to finalise a plan for interlinking rivers by 2003 
and execute it by 2016. 

• A task force was formed by the government for the same in 2003. 
• In 2012, the SC again asked the government to start the project. 
• In 2014, the Ken-Betwa River Linking Project got Cabinet approval. However, the project is yet to 

take off because of opposition faced by the government chiefly from environmentalists. 
National River Linking Project (NRLP) 
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This project envisages the transfer of water from water-excess basin to water-deficient basin by interlinking 
37 rivers of India by a network of almost 3000 storage dams. This will form a gigantic south Asian water 
grid. 
There are two components to this project: 

1. Himalayan Component 
2. Peninsular Component 

Himalayan Component of NRLP 
Under the Himalayan component of the NRLP, there are 14 projects in the pipeline. 

• Storage dams will be constructed on the rivers Ganga and Brahmaputra, and also their tributaries. 
• The linking of the Ganga and the Yamuna is also proposed. 
• Apart from controlling flooding in the Ganga – Brahmaputra river system, it will also benefit the 

drought-prone areas of Rajasthan, Haryana and Gujarat. 
• This component has two sub-components: 

• Connecting the Ganga and Brahmaputra basins to the Mahanadi basin. 
• Connecting the Eastern tributaries of the Ganga with the Sabarmati and Chambal river 

systems. 
Peninsular Component of NRLP 
This component of the NRLP envisages the linking of the 16 rivers of southern India. 

• Surplus water from the Mahanadi and the Godavari will be transferred to the Krishna, Cauvery, 
Pennar and the Vaigai rivers. 

• Under this component, there are four sub-component linkages: 
• Linking Mahanadi and Godavari river basins to Cauvery, Krishna and Vaigai river systems. 
• Ken to Betwa river, and Parbati & Kalisindh rivers to Chambal river. 
• West-flowing rivers to the south of Tapi to the north of Bombay. 
• Linking some west-flowing rivers to east-flowing rivers. 

Benefits of River Interlinking 
There are many benefits that the proposed interlinking projects will bring about. They are discussed below: 

• Interlinking rivers is a way to transfer excess water from the regions which receive a lot of rainfall to 
the areas that are drought-prone. This way, it can control both floods and droughts. 

• This will also help solve the water crisis in many parts of the country.  
• The project will also help in hydropower generation. This project envisages the building of many 

dams and reservoirs. This can generate about 34000 MW of electricity, if the whole project is 
executed. 

• The project will help in dry weather flow augmentation. That is, when there is a dry season, surplus 
water stored in the reservoirs can be released. This will enable a minimum amount of water flow in 
the rivers. This will greatly help in the control of pollution, in navigation, forests, fisheries, wildlife 
protection, etc. 

• Indian agriculture is primarily monsoon-dependent. This leads to problems in agricultural output 
when the monsoons behave unexpectedly. This can be solved when irrigation facilities improve. The 
project will provide irrigation facilities in water-deficient places. 

• The project will also help commercially because of the betterment of the inland waterways transport 
system. Moreover, the rural areas will have an alternate source of income in the form of fish farming, 
etc. 
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• The project will also augment the defence and security of the country through the additional 
waterline defence. 

Challenges in River Interlinking 
Despite the many benefits that are associated with the river interlinking project, the project is yet to take off 
because of the many hurdles it is facing. Some of the challenges in this regard are as follows: 

• Project feasibility: The project is estimated to cost around Rs.5.6 lakh crores. Additionally, there is 
also the requirement of huge structures. All this requires a great engineering capacity. So, the cost 
and manpower requirement is immense. 

• Environmental impact: The huge project will alter entire ecosystems. The wildlife, flora and fauna of 
the river systems will suffer because of such displacements and modifications. Many national parks 
and sanctuaries fall within the river systems. All  these considerations will have to be taken care of 
while implementing the project. The project can reduce the flow of freshwater into the sea, thus 
affecting marine aquatic life. 

• Impact on society: Building dams and reservoirs will cause the displacement of a lot of people. This 
will cause a lot of agony for a lot of people. They will have to be rehabilitated and adequately 
compensated. 

• Controlling floods: Some people express doubts as to the capability of this project to control floods. 
Although theoretically it is possible, India’s experience has been different. There have been instances 
where big dams like Hirakud Dam, Damodar Dam, etc. have brought flooding to Odisha, West 
Bengal, etc. 

• Inter-state disputes: Many states like Kerala, Sikkim, Andhra Pradesh, etc. have opposed the river 
interlinking project. Read more on interstate river disputes in India at the linked article. 

• International disputes: In the Himalayan component of the project, the effect of building dams and 
interlinking rivers will have an effect on the neighbouring countries. This will have to be factored in 
while implementing the project. Bangladesh has opposed the transfer of water from the Brahmaputra 
to the Ganga. 
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