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Introduction :

About Half Of India Is Facing Drinking Water Crisis With Chennai And Bengaluru Bearing The Brunt
As Monsoon Got Delayed And Arrived Without A Brimming Bucket. A NitiAayogReport Released Last Year
Predicts Day Zero For 21 Indian Cities By Next Year. Day Zero Refers To The Day When A Place Is Likely To
Have No Drinking Water Of Its Own.

According To The NitiAayog's Composite Water Management Index (CWMI), Bengaluru, Chennai,
Delhi And Hyderabad Are Among The Most Susceptible. The Government Has Created A New Jal Shakti
Ministry To Deal With Drinking Water Crisis.
But Why A Water-Surplus Country Is Facing Water Crisis Today?

Over-Exploitation Of Groundwater

India Is The Biggest User Of Groundwater. It Extracts More Groundwater Than China And The US
The Next Two Biggest Pullers Of Groundwater - Combined. Groundwater Meets More Than Half Of Total
Requirement Of Clean Water In The Country.

In 2015, The Standing Committee On Water Resources Found That Groundwater Forms The Largest
Share OfIndia’s Agriculture And Drinking Water Supply.

About 89 Per Cent Of Groundwater Extracted In India Is Used For Irrigation Making It The Highest
Category User In The Country. Household Use Comes Second With 9 Per Cent Share Of The Extracted
Groundwater Followed By Industry That Uses Only Two Per Cent Of It.

Overall, 50 Per Cent Of Urban Water Requirement And 85 Per Cent Of Rural Domestic Water Need
Avre Fulfilled By Groundwater.

This Kind Of Use Has Caused A Reduction In Groundwater Levels In India By 61 Per Cent Between
2007 And 2017, According To Report By Central Ground Water Board (CGWB), Presented In The
LokSabhaLast Year.

The Report Prepared Under The Ministry Of Water Resources Cited Rising Population, Rapid
Urbanisation, Industrialisation And Inadequate Rainfall As Reasons For Sharp Decline In Groundwater Volume
In The Country.

According To Another Study By A Team From The Indian Institute Of Technology (1IT) Kharagpur,
And Athabasca University Of Canada, Indians Use An Estimated 230 Km3 Of Groundwater Per Year - Over A
Quarter Of The Global Total.

Based On Their Study Of 3,907 Wells Across States, They Found That Northern India Lost More
Groundwater Than Eastern Parts During 2005-13 (8.5 Km3/Year To 5 Km3/Year).

Unequal Distribution And Availability

It Is Estimated That While 81 Per Cent Of All Households Have Access To 40 Litres Of Water Per Day
Through Some Source, About 18 To 20 Per Cent Of Rural Households In India Have Connections For Piped
Water Supply. This Has Created Mismatch In Water Availability And Supply.

According To The Composite Water Management Index Of The NitiAayog, 75 Per Cent Of
Households Do Not Have Drinking Water On Premise And About 84 Per Cent Rural Households Do Not Have
Piped Water Access.

Water Is Not Properly Distributed Where It Is Supplied Through Pipes. Mega Cities Like Delhi And
Mumbai Get More That Than The Standard Municipal Water Norm Of 150 Litres Per Capita Per Day (LPCD)
While Others Get 40-50 LPCD.

The World Health Organisation Prescribes 25 Litres Of Water For One Person A Day To Meet All
Basic Hygiene And Food Needs. Extra Available Water, According To TheWHO Estimates, Is Used For Non-
Potable Purposes Like Mopping And Cleaning.

Jal Shakti Ministry Mandated To Deal With Water Issues Including Drinking Water Availability With
A Holistic And Integrated Approach. It Has Already Set An Ambitious Task To Provide Piped Water
Connections To Every Household In India By 2024. This Is Likely To Regulate Drinking Water Usage.
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It Will Have Another Challenge, However, To Plug Leakage Of Piped Water In Urban Areas. It Is Estimated
That Around 40 Per Cent Of Piped Water In India Is Lost To Leakage.

Wastage Of Water

Arithmetically, India Is Still Water Surplus And Receives Enough Annual Rainfall To Meet The Need
Of Over One Billion Plus People. According To The Central Water Commission, India Needs A Maximum Of
3,000 Billion Cubic Metres Of Water A Year While It Receives 4,000 Billion Cubic Metres Of Rain.

But The Problem Is India Captures Only Eight Per Cent Of Its Annual Rainfall - Among The Lowest In
The World. The Traditional Modes Of Water Capturing In Ponds Have Been Lost To The Demands Of Rising
Population And Liberal Implementation Of Town Planning Rules.

India Has Been Also Poor In Treatment And Re-Use Of Household Wastewater. About 80 Per Cent Of
The Water Reaching Households In India Are Drained Out As Waste Flow Through Sewage To Pollute Other
Water Bodies Including Rivers And Also Land.

On The Other Side Of The Spectrum Is Israel, A Country That Is Located In Desert And Has Learnt To
Deal With Water Crisis Situation.
Israel Treats 100 Per Cent Of Its Used Water And Recycles 94 Per Cent Of It Back To Households. More Than
Half Of Irrigation In Israel Is Done Using Reused Water.

Law Regulating Groundwater

It Is A Curious Case But The Easement Act Of 1882 That Gives Every Landowner The Right To
Collect And Dispose Groundwater And Surface Water Within His/Her Own Limits Is Still In Operation. This
Law Makes Regulation Of Water Usage By A Person On His/Her Land.

Further, Water Falls Under State List Of The Constitution Meaning Only The State Governments Can
Frame A Regulatory Law. In 2011, The Central Government Published A Model Bill For Ground Water
Management For The States.

But Not All The States Have Passed A Matching Legislation Which Endorses The Doctrine That
Resources Meant For Public Use Cannot Be Converted Into Private Ownership.

And, Finally, Loss Of Wetlands, Water Bodies

Almost Every Single City And Village In The Country Has Lost Its Wetlands, Water Bodies And Even
Rivers To Encroachment To Meet The Needs Of Rising Population.

Chennai That Is Facing Acute Water Shortage Had Nearly Two Dozen Water Bodies And Wetlands
But Most Of Them Are Out Of Use Today. A Recent Assessment Found That Only Nine Of Them Could Be
Reclaimed As Water Bodies.

A Survey By The Wildlife Institute Of India Reveals That The Country Has Lost 70 80 Per Cent Of
Fresh Water Marshes And Lakes In The GangeticFlood Plains, The Biggest River Plain The In The Country.

The Standing Committee On Water Resources, Which Submitted Its Report To Parliament In
December 2015, Found That While 92 Per Cent Of The Districts In The Country Had Safe Level Of
Groundwater Development In 1995, It Came Down To 71 Per Cent In 2011.

On The Other Hand, The Percentage Of Districts With Overexploited State Of Groundwater Level
Increased From 3 In 1995 To 15 In 2011. The Water Security Has Only Worsened Since Then.

REPURPOSING REPAIR, RENOVATION AND RESTORATION SCHEME

Realising The Seriousness Of Problem Confronting Water Bodies, The Centre Had Launched The
Repair, Renovation And Restoration (RRR) Of Water Bodies' Scheme In 2005 With The Objectives Of
Comprehensive Improvement And Restoration Of Traditional Water Bodies, Including Increasing Tank Storage
Capacity, Ground Water Recharge, Increased Availability Of Drinking Water, Improvement Of Catchment
Areas Of Tank Commands, Etc.

When The Parliamentary Panel Was Expressing Its Displeasure, It Was Reviewing Performance Of
This Scheme And Found It Lackadaisical And Distressing.

The Significance Of Restoring Or Reviving Water Bodies Cannot Be Overemphasised.

The United Nation's (UN) World Water Development Report Of 2018 Harks Back To The Traditional
Nature-Based Solution To Address Water Crisis.

It Particularly Highlights Two Examples.

One Is The Good Old Experiment By India's Waterman Rajendra Singh In Rajasthan Which Restored
Water Resources In AlwarDistrict Through Construction Of Small-Scale Water Harvesting Structures. This
Brought Water Back To 1,000 Drought-Hit Villages, Revived Five Rivers Which Had Gone Dry, Increased
Farm Productivity By 20 To 80 Per Cent, Increased Forest Cover By 33 Per Cent And Also Brought Back
Antelopes And Leopards.
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The Other Is From Jordan Where An Experiment In Reviving Traditional Land Management System,
Called 'Hima'- Which Basically Consisted Of Setting Land Aside To Allow For The Land To Naturally
Regenerate Itself - That Led To Increase In Economic Growth (Through Cultivation Of Indigenous Plants Of
Economic Value) And Conservation Of Natural Resources In The ZargaRiver Basin. It Has Now Become
Jordan's National Policy.

There Are Government Schemes Promoting And Assisting Such Traditional Water Management, But
The One Scheme About Water Bodies (RRR Scheme) Does Not. Nor Does It Seem To Care.

The Parliamentary Panel Was Keen That The RRR Scheme Be Expanded To Include Creation Of New
Water Bodies To Compensate For The Lost Ones.

States Like Madhya Pradesh, Telangana, Arunachal Pradesh, Rajasthan, Mizoram, Tripura And Odisha
Said They Had Built New Tanks, Check Dams, Etc Under Programmes Such As MGNREGA To Increase The
Number Of Water Bodies. But The Water Resources Ministry Dismissed The Panel's Suggestion.
Given The Dismal State Of Affairs, It Is Quite Clear That Nothing Short Of A Complete Overhaul Or
Rethinking The Approach Towards Water Bodies Is Needed If India Were To Fight Its Water Crisis Without
Paying Too Heavy Price.
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