
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World 

Water Development Report states that India is the largest extractor of groundwater in the 

world. Fifty-four percent of India’s groundwater wells have declined over the past seven 

years, and 21 major cities are expected to run out of groundwater by 2020. Erratic monsoon 

rains and skewed farm incentives have led to the growing groundwater crisis, impacting farm 

incomes and availability of drinking water. 

Structure 

 Main contribution of ongoing ground 

water crisis and agriculture as a 

major contributor to it. 

 Way Forward 

 

Context 

 The reasons contributing to the 

ground water crisis and major 

emphasis should be upon how 

agriculture has become a major 

contributor to the crisis. 

 Nowhere in the world does agriculture 

consume as much water as in South 

Asia. 



 
 

 

 

Reasons for ground water exploitation in India: 

Groundwater is one of the most important water sources in India accounting for 63% of all 

irrigation water and over 80% of the rural and urban domestic water supplies. 

Subsidies: 

Subsidies on electricity are thought to play a central role in the Indian groundwater crisis. 



 
 

 

The vast majority of groundwater pumps are unmetered, and if charged, are billed at a flat, 

non-volumetric, and highly subsidized tariff. 

Water intensive crops: 

 Government encourages farmers to produce water-intensive crops like rice and 

sugarcane through increased minimum support prices (MSP). This has also led to 

groundwater depletion, income inequality and unsustainable agriculture. 

 Farmers are digging more and more borewells, but the sources of the problem are 

many, including transition to water-intensive crops and spate of construction activity 

along catchment areas. 

Unpredictable monsoon: 

Successive droughts and erratic rainfall have led to excess extraction of groundwater. That 

explains 61 per cent decline in groundwater level in wells in India between 2007 and 2017. 

Government failure: 

 The government finance for well digging and pump installation with capital subsidies, 

massive rural electrification and pervasive energy subsidies all have enabled this 

process to aggravate. 

 In the north western parts of India and southern peninsula, the early and rapid rural 

electrification, free or subsidised power to the farm sector, large productive 

farmers and attractive procurement prices for major cereals led to intensive use of 

groundwater. 

 Zero marginal cost of pumping and lack of restriction on volume of water resulted in 

inefficient and unsustainable use of the resource. 

Measures Needed: 

Micro-irrigation: 

 Encouraging farmers to adopt micro-irrigation techniques such as drip irrigation and 

micro-sprinklers. 

 According to the CWMI report, adopting micro-irrigation techniques can save 

roughly 20% of the groundwater used annually on irrigation in India. 

  



 
 

 

Creating awareness: 

Creating sustainable change would require a bottom-up approach by empowering the local 

community to become active participants in managing groundwater. 

 Water-deficient states should promptly move towards micro-irrigation systems. These 

techniques have significantly higher efficiency vis-à-vis flood irrigation techniques. 

 States should continue to focus on command area development (CAD). This is now 

part of Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchayee Yojana (PMKSY) which focuses on “more 

crop per drop”. 

 The cropping patterns in the states should be changed as per the agro-climatic zones. 

Improper cropping patterns affect both crop productivity and irrigation efficiency. 

 India needs to establish data networks to track not only crop transpiration but also 

total inflows and recoverable outflows of irrigation water but also the losses to 

unrecoverable sinks such as evaporation. 

Way Forward 

There is a need to modernise the regulatory framework for accessing groundwater soon after 

massive expansion in mechanical pumping led to the realisation that recharge could not keep 

pace with use. 

 

 


