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Welcome Remarks and Moderator 

• Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International  

 

Panellists 

• Gopal Krishna Agarwal, Author of the Book “Water an Element of Life: Price 

Sensitivity and Consumption by the Marginalised" 

• Mathew Cherian, Chair, CARE India  

• Shubha Ramachandran, Head, Water Team, Biome Environmental Trust   

• Joydeep Gupta, South Asia Director, The Third Pole 

 

Concluding Remark 

• Pradeep S Mehta, Secretary General, CUTS International 

 

Background  

Groundwater is indiscernible, but its impact is felt everywhere. Out of sight, under our feet, 

groundwater is a hidden treasure that supports our lives. In many areas, it is being over-

utilised, with more water being extracted from aquifers than being recharged by rain and 

snow. Furthermore, groundwater pollution is a distinct issue that can take decades, if not 

centuries, to resolve. The critical importance of groundwater in water and sanitation systems, 

agriculture, industry, ecosystems, and climate change adaptation should be reflected in 

policymaking for sustainable development. Groundwater's contribution to the national gross 

domestic product is never quantified. Nonetheless, groundwater conservation will only be 

successful if everyone takes responsibility. 

 

In this context, CUTS International organised this virtual Webinar to generate discussion 

among key stakeholders on the World Water Day, which falls on March 22. It is celebrated 

across the globe under the theme 'Groundwater - Making the Invisible Visible'. The Webinar 

provided a platform for participants to listen to experts on the topic, discuss their own 

experiences and lessons learnt, and propose innovative solutions and effective models to 

conserve groundwater. 
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World Water Day is an annual United Nations Observance started in 1993 that celebrates 

water and raises awareness of the 2 billion people currently living without access to safe 

water. A core focus of World Water Day is to inspire action toward Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG) 6: Water and Sanitation for All by 2030. 

 

Having been actively involved in sustainable activities to promote global well-being, CUTS 

joined hands with the global community and celebrated this day by hosting a Webinar. This 

virtual Webinar was held via the Zoom platform and attended by more than 50 participants 

representing the area related to environment and groundwater management issues, the 

agriculture sector, government representatives, civil society organisations across the country 

and abroad. 

 

Proceedings 

Welcome Remarks 

Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director of CUTS International, respected the renowned 

liberation warriors: Rajguru, Bhagat Singh, and Sukhdev and thousands of others who gave 

their lives in the freedom battle for our homeland. He greeted everyone who had joined the 

virtual meeting. He then emphasised the importance of the webinar topic and the gravity of 

our country's groundwater crisis.  

 

He invited panellists to debate the difficulties and possible solutions. He stated that the 

Webinar's focus would be on the theme of "Groundwater: Making the Invisible Visible" 

groundwater utility and the importance of groundwater conservation. He stated that, as 

consumers, we have a water right, but we must exercise that right while also ensuring that we 

are responsible for managing and conserving it. 

 

Gopal Krishna Agarwal, Author of the Book “Water an Element of Life: Price Sensitivity and 

Consumption by Marginalised” said water is essential for all human beings, plants, and 

animals, so it cannot be an economic commodity. He emphasised the importance of fair water 

access in various segments, sectors, and areas. He stated that equal access to water, price 

sensitivity of water consumption, and water quality are all significant issues.  

 

He mentioned price sensitivity is a valuable strategy for water management. Agarwal stated 

that the family's water consumption expenses are less than five percent of their total income. 

Furthermore, he claimed that whereas high-income households pay a little for water, poor and 

vulnerable people must pay a far greater price.  

 

On a similar note, he added that the government, a local institute, or any individual 

organisation does not own any of the country's water resources. Water is a public good, and a 
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trusteeship manages its availability. He continued by stating that there is a need for a bigger 

perspective in which a law establishes the right to water in some legal framework.   

 

Agarwal opined that water had become the main topic of discussion, the interlinking of water 

rivers, and the ecological feasibility of rivers need more clarification. Finally, he stated that 

water conservation should be a mass movement and that non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) play a critical role in policy and raising awareness about groundwater conservation 

and preservation. 

 

Mathew Cheriyan, Chair, CARE India, stated that there is tremendous pressure on 

groundwater across the country pumping out groundwater. As the report says, Rajasthan will 

be highly water-stressed by 2030; he shared his high experience with other watershed 

agencies where they had tried to make invisible rivers visible. The knowledge of the 

community about the beginning and ending of aquifers is significantly less. Hence, there is a 

need for a participatory knowledge system to adopt the climate system. 

 

Cheriyan further said we need to look at adopting and growing alternative crops, whether 

jowar, bajra, etc. He stated that 60 percent of water comes for irrigation from groundwater, 

not from the canal or other sources. Biodiversity is important; if not promoted, there will be 

less recharge of aquifers. All should grow appropriate trees, such as Khejri and others that 

help conserve water.  

 

In many areas, women as farmers are not given their rights. 60-70 percent of agricultural 

women in this patriarchal country did not recognise the weather system. He specifically 

focused on local and community knowledge and watershed development. Lastly, he opined 

that all should come together with a holistic approach which is still missing.  

 

Shubha Ramachandran, Head, Water Team, Biome Environmental Trust, specifically 

spoke about urbanisation. She communicated about rainwater harvesting, conserving water 

drinks, and reusing rainwater. The citizen does not know the volume of rain harvesting. She 

mentioned that the state of Bangalore’s water requirement is 1500 million litres per day, 

whereas rainfall is 3000 million litres per day. She provided a brief overview of her 

campaign, which focused on groundwater recharge, called recharge wells.  

 

She said that there is a need to use technical and traditional knowledge systems in urban 

saving.  

 

Joydeep Gupta, South Asia Director, The Third Pole stated that in groundwater, we have a 

crisis in our country, and we are the largest groundwater user in the world in the irrigation 

aspect. India's groundwater uses in agriculture is 40 percent, or this is not a sustainable 

situation.  
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In our country, there is a very saviour groundwater crisis. He cited one example of a semi-

arid region, more extensive farmers with more acres will need deeper dig wells and extract 

more water. As a solution, he spoke using a combined traditional knowledge. He emphasised 

that all cannot replicate the same model from one village to other. Water is a 

microenvironment issue, so the same model cannot be used in the village in one block or one 

state, but same principle can be used.  

 

In continuation, he spoke about the two most important things that need to be pushed off: 

flood irrigation and the most wasteful irrigation, which needs to move drip and sprinkle 

irrigation. He emphasised the need to find ways to rationalise inappropriate water usage. 

Lastly, he said this is the responsibility of NGOs, civil society organisations and community-

based organisations to work with local government institutions to address these challenges 

with the appropriate solutions.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

During his concluding remarks, Pradeep S Mehta, Secretary General of CUTS International, 

pointed out that CUTS has been dealing with these issues for many years. He ultimately 

agreed with Krishna and other panellists. Concerning the case of the groundwater crisis, he 

mentioned that all the states should come together in a framework law and put forward a 

holistic government approach to solving the water-related issues in the country. Also, he 

emphasised the importance of the role of local government, including panchayat and 

municipalities. 

 

Key Takeaways  

A regulatory framework and reforms are required in India for effective water management. 

Currently, several water-related conflicts are discussed and debated in the public 

sphere. Access to water in an equitable manner is critical. All these are significant issues 

under equitable access, price sensitivity of water consumption, quality of water, the doctrine 

of public trusteeship, etc. 

 

Water is essential for life. As consumers, we all have the water right, but we need to exercise 

this right while simultaneously ensuring our responsibility to manage and conserve it.  

 

Traditional knowledge is essential to recharging water across the country. There is 

tremendous pressure on groundwater across the country, and reports are stating that states 

like Rajasthan will face severe stress in the coming years. Therefore, people's wisdom and 

community knowledge are vital for better water resources management. To conserve water, 

the National Water Policy of 2012 talks about promoting biodiversity to conserve water. 

There is a need for more sustainable farming methods and planting to conserve water. 

Rajasthan is blessed with the Khejri Tree, a significant water conservation source. 
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People living in cities are mainly unaware of where the water comes from and where the 

wastewater goes in a real scenario. Generally, those in the town tend to take water for granted 

because clean water comes out of a tap, and the used and dirty water disappears down the 

drain. We need to focus more on recharge wells and advocate using traditional and modern 

knowledge.  

 

India is the largest user of groundwater in the world in irrigation, which is certainly not 

moving in a sustainable direction. In most countries, people are forced to leave homes 

searching for water, which should be seen as a considerable gender issue because women are 

forced to travel miles for water. There is a need to develop innovative water-saving 

technology by traditional knowledge, and all should not replicate water solutions as the 

microenvironment changes.  

 

One model successful in one village might not be feasible in other. The farmer needs to stop 

flood irrigation and move on to using sprinkler and drip irrigation systems for a sustainable 

future. 

 

The country needs a national framework law on groundwater management. A whole 

government approach is required as most issues cover various ministries other than just 

Water Resource Ministry. Local governments have an essential role in water management. 

 

Key Messages 

Water is essential for life and part of the right to life and human rights. 

Bipul Chatterjee, Executive Director, CUTS International  

Water should be provided as a public good to all sections of society.  

Gopal Krishna Agarwal, Author of the Book  

“Water an element of life: price sensitivity and consumption by the marginalised” 

Water conservation is aided by biodiversity conservation, and everyone should promote 

traditional and local water conservation practices. 

Mathew Cherian, Chair, CARE India  

The shallow aquifer and open wells completely vanished from people's memories. When 

revived, open wells could be an alternative source of water, a way to deal with urban floods, 

and provide livelihoods to the traditional well-digging community. 

Shubha Ramachandran, Head, Water Team, Biome Environmental Trust 
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Water is a microenvironmental issue, best practices of one place cannot be replicated in 

another place to conserve The role of local government is vital for water governance.  

Joydeep Gupta, South Asia Director, The Third Pole 

Local governments play an essential role but need to empower local institutions to handle 

the water crisis in the country. 

Pradeep S Mehta, Secretary General, CUTS International 

 

Conclusion and the Way Forward  

More initiatives should be taken concerning water conservation to create awareness among 

the public.  

 

The active involvement of policymakers is required to bring a robust regulatory framework 

and reforms for efficient water management. 
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