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Abstract 
 
 
With water distress showing its face in different parts of India, sustainability of water sources and 
systems poses a key challenge to her rural water supply network. To solve the problem of user 
community disowning the water supply installations especially when it comes to setting right repairs 
or maintenance, the concept of community owned and managed water service delivery systems 
was introduced as a part of the water sector reform process though a specially designed scheme 
called “Swajaldhara”.  The scheme aims at sustainability by preparing rural communities to own and 
manage their water supplies themselves with the support of the local governments.  The key 
lessons learnt while implementing this scheme include the need for awareness and capacity 
building prior to actual execution; empowering village water and sanitation committees to enhance 
community participation; and deepening of democracy by building stakeholders’ institutions and 
linking them to the statutory village councils to ensure equity in distribution. 

 

Introduction 
 
India, the seventh largest country in the world by area and the second largest by population, covers 
an area of 3.29 million square kilometers, with about 15,200 kilometers long land frontier and a 
coast-line of about 6,100 kilometers.  Her northern boundary is demarcated by the Himalayas and 
other mountain ranges, except in the Nepal region, which is marked by low hills.  Below the broad 
territorial expanse of northern India is peninsular India, with the Arabian Sea to its west, the Bay of 
Bengal on the east and the Indian Ocean on the south.  India‘s 28 States and 7 Union Territories 
have a population of about 1.21 billion (provisional census 2011 figures), with an average density of 
population per square kilometer at 382.  India got her independence from the British rule on August 
15, 1947, and is now a sovereign democratic socialist secular republic, with a written Constitution 
that came into force on January 26, 1950. 
 
Availability of water was the least of our problems at the time of independence.  Fresh water which 
appeared to be an infinitely renewable natural resource then became scarce within a period of 60 
years in several parts of the country.  Increasing demands due to population pressure, over 
exploitation of resources and rapid growth in agriculture and industry besides urbanization have 
reduced the per capita water availability from over 5000 cubic meters per annum in 1950 to around 
1800 cubic meters now.  It is estimated that by 2025 the per capita availability would come down to 
1500 cubic meters per annum (Meenakshisundaram, 2002). 
 
The demand for fresh water from different sectors has been growing against an almost fixed 
availability, resulting in a scarcity situation in different parts of India.  Water distress is visible in 
desert and drought prone areas.  Apart from the increasing mismatch in the supply-demand 
scenario, gross mismanagement of water resources, coupled with neglect of traditional water 
resources have further aggravated the situation.  The result is seen in the form of falling water 
levels, water scarcity, degradation of quality and prevalence of water-borne and water related 
diseases in several parts of India.  The need to protect, allocate and manage available water most 
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judiciously to ensure water security, food security, livelihood security, health security and ecological 
security for the people is keenly felt more than ever. 
 
No doubt, India has an excellent rural drinking water supply network.  It is the largest of its kind in 
the world.  Significant progress has been achieved in the drinking water sector due to sustained 
efforts by the Governments, both at the Centre and in the States.  There are more than four million 
hand pumps and around 200,000 piped water supply schemes in the country already which are 
owned and operated by the State Governments mostly through their Public Health Engineering 
Departments. An Impressive achievement has been the reported coverage by the Government of 
India almost a decade ago of about 90% habitations with adequate drinking water i.e. 40 litres per 
capita per day (lpcd). (Meenakshisundaram, 2002) 
 
This significant coverage unfortunately was not without any environmental costs.  Heavy 
dependence on ground water for drinking water supply as well as irrigation coupled with inadequate 
recharging efforts, ineffective conjunctive use of water sources and the neglect of traditional 
practices and systems have resulted in the depletion of ground water levels.  In several districts of 
India, the ground water levels have fallen by around 6 meters during 1981-2010, i.e., @20 cms per 
year.  This has led to the emergence of water quality problems in several parts of India.  A map 
showing the status of ground water situation in India is placed at Annexure 1. 
 
In addition, the country faces three other challenges in the drinking water sector at present. First is 
the slippage of covered habitations. In India, a habitation is declared ‗Fully Covered‘ if the following 
goals are achieved while providing drinking water to that habitation: (a) 40 lpcd of safe drinking 
water for human beings; (b) 30 lpcd additional for cattle in the desert areas; and (c) one hand pump 
or stand post for every 250 persons residing in the habitation. The water source should exist within 
or nearby the habitation ie., within 1.6 kms in the Plains and within 100 metres elevation in the hilly 
areas. If none of these goals are achieved, the habitation is ‗Not Covered‘ and if the achievement is 
in between, the habitation is categorized as ‗Partially Covered‘. Though at any given point of time, 
the ground situation has to be different owing to increase in population; systems having outlived 
their life span or becoming defunct possibly due to poor maintenance; sources going dry due to 
depletion in ground water levels and sources having become quality affected, continuing slippages 
however need to be arrested. 
 
The second challenge relates to equity in the provision of drinking water within the village, 
irrespective of the category to which it belongs and the third is sustainability of existing sources and 
systems. This paper examines these two challenges in some detail as they significantly contribute to 
the first challenge as well. We will in particular look at an attempt made by the Government of India 
in recent years to ensure sustainability of rural water supplies, how it was implemented and the 
lessons learnt so that it can help other similarly placed nations in their attempts to provide adequate 
drinking water to their citizens. 
 

Community participation: The need 
 
The rapid increase in water extraction, as already stated, had caused substantial ground water 
depletion in India.  This has affected the drinking water supply sources adversely.  During summer 
months the ground water depletion shows up significantly, resulting in severe scarcity of drinking 
water in several areas.  The need to sustain the existing water sources for drinking water supply has 
become acute.  Enacting Ground Water legislations to prevent haphazard location of tube-wells 
particularly for irrigation and promoting water harvesting measures including rain water harvesting 
are some of the major steps undertaken, with varying degrees of success, by the States to sustain 
the sources.   
 
Sustainability of the systems is equally important.  The Central and State Governments have so far 
invested a sum of over 7 billion US dollars on drinking water supply systems and the estimated cost 
for operation and maintenance (O&M) of these systems would be around 1 billion US dollars per 
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year. (Meenakshisundaram, 2002)  The gap between the requirement of funds for O&M and the 
resources available is quite huge.  In addition, since the people consider these assets created for 
water supply as government property, they do not come forward to maintain them.  The State 
Government, particularly the Public Health Engineering Department, is looked upon as the agency 
responsible for maintenance of water supply systems and the role of the people  has been restricted 
to making a mere complaint to the concerned local officer of that department in the event of any 
maintenance problem.  
 
These circumstances compelled the Government of India to go in for a transformation from the 
target based, supply-driven approach which pays little attention to the actual practices and 
preferences of the end users, to a demand-based approach, where users get the service they want 
and are willing to pay for. Implementation of a participatory, demand driven approach would ensure 
that the public obtained the level of service they desired and could afford to pay part of the capital 
cost and full O&M cost. Further, full cost recovery of O&M and to some extent, even the 
replacement costs will generate a sense of ownership and ensure the financial viability and 
sustainability of the schemes. The conditions under which people would be willing to pay capital 
cost partially and operate and maintain water supply schemes are: (a) if they own the assets, (b) if 
they have themselves planned and installed the systems and been actively involved throughout in 
the process, (c) if they have been trained to do simple repairs, (d) if they know that the Government 
will not maintain the asset, (e) if they have sufficient funds for maintenance, and (f) if they have to 
pay for O&M of the systems (Government of India, 2003). Hence, it was considered necessary to go 
in for a reform in the drinking water sector and institutionalize a community based rural drinking 
water supply programme with the local communities to generate resources and equip them to plan, 
implement, use, maintain and replace water supply schemes themselves. A key reform prescription 
is that the State Government can pitch in only when there is any major replacement to be made or 
additional facilities to be erected which might involve substantial capital expenditure. The community 
should be able to recoup at least the O&M expenses from the water users. (Gandhigram, 2008) 

Implementation: Issues and opportunities 
 
Implementing this solution, we were aware, was not going to be easy.  Firstly, the Public Health 
Engineering Departments would be unwilling to part with their empire, that too in favour of the local 
communities.  Secondly, identifying the beneficiaries of a water supply scheme, organizing them 
into a group and selecting a set of representatives among them to manage O&M and collect user 
fees are not jobs that can be well executed by the Government functionaries even when they were 
willing  Thirdly, the local communities, even when identifiable, may be unwilling to take up this 
responsibility at least for two reasons – first, their inability to handle major problems that may arise 
during maintenance, which are beyond their technical and financial competence; and second, their 
reluctance to collect water charges from the users who have been accustomed to getting water free 
of cost.  Finally, enforcing a uniform solution throughout India is not always possible, in view of both 
the vast diversity of the locations and the legal impediments as drinking water is a subject assigned 
to the States under the Indian Constitution over which Central Government cannot legislate.  We 
were left wondering how to put the concept of community participation and ownership into operation 
in India. 
 
Fortunately for us, a Constitution Amendment came to be enacted around this time establishing 
elected local self governments throughout the country as an acknowledged third tier of governance 
alongside the Central and State Governments. A brief introduction to the system of decentralized 
governance in rural India, at this stage, may not perhaps be out of place.  Village communities 
common to most agrarian economies have been in existence in India for over centuries.  They were 
called ―Panchayats‖-council of 5 persons, one in every village.  The autonomy of the panchayats 
gradually disappeared during the British rule, owing to the establishment of local civil and criminal 
courts, revenue and police organizations, increase in communication etc.  Though an attempt was 
made to revive the panchayats at the time of enacting the Indian Constitution, it could not 
materialize. While the Central and State Governments were established by the Constitution in 1950, 
the local governments could get their Constitutional status only in 1993, through the Constitution 
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73rd Amendment Act, which recognized the panchayats as units of local self-government in rural 
India.   
 
This amendment recognizes the Gramsabha (hereafter the Village Council) as the basic unit of 
governance. It consists of all persons registered as voters (i.e. persons above the age of 18 years) 
of that village. The village council exercises general supervision over the village panchayat which is 
the elected body at the lowest level. A village panchayat can be for a single village or for a group of 
villages, depending upon the population.  As per the Constitution, States with a population 
exceeding two million will have to constitute an elected three-tier system of Panchayats one each at 
the district, intermediate and village levels to function as units of local self-government. Smaller 
States can dispense with the intermediate tier.  All seats in a Panchayat at every level are to be 
filled by direct elections from territorial constituencies demarcated for this purpose, with the ratio 
between the population of such constituency and the number of seats allotted to it being the same 
throughout the Panchayat area.  Reservation of seats has been provided at every level for the 
recognized weaker sections of the society namely Scheduled Castes and Scheduled tribes in 
proportion to their population in a given panchayat area and for women to the extent of not less than 
1/3rd of the total number of seats.  Similar reservations have been provided for, in respect of the 
offices of the chairpersons as well. 
 
The District Panchayat has been entrusted with full executive authority in respect of development 
functions which were earlier discharged by the State Governments at the district level. The officials 
handling these functions at the district level are placed at the disposal of the District Panchayat and 
they report to the Chief Executive officer of the District Panchayat who in turn is answerable to the 
District Panchayat. The intermediate and village panchayats carry out similar responsibilities within 
their jurisdiction. 
 

Figure 1 below illustrates the constitutionally  
recognized rural local government structure in India: 

 
Gram Sabha 

(Village Council) 
│ 

Village Panchayat 
(for one village or a group of villages) 

│ 
Intermediate Panchayat 

(for a population of around 100,000) 
│ 

District Panchayat  
(for a district) 

│ 
State Government 

 
A key provision of this Amendment relates to the assignment of functions and powers to the 

Panchayats for preparation of plans and implementation of schemes for economic development and 

social justice on 29 subjects listed in the 11th schedule of the Constitution. The list includes 

provision of drinking water as well as maintenance of community assets created in the process.   In 

effect, the elected panchayats consisting of people‘s representatives should now shoulder the 

responsibility of providing drinking water to their citizens and maintaining the assets created.  This 

provided us a way out to bring in community participation in the provision of drinking water in rural 

India.   
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Swajaldhara: The design and contents 
 
We decided to make use of this opportunity to institutionalize a community based demand driven 
rural water supply programme, gradually replacing the existing supply driven, centrally monitored 
and Public Health Engineering Department implemented rural water supply schemes.  Funds were 
provided under a new scheme entitled ―Swajaldhara‖ (which when literally translated means 
―community owned water stream‖) for taking up such projects by the State Governments.  There 
were three guiding principles,  namely: (a) adoption of a demand-responsive approach based on 
empowerment of villagers in the choice of scheme design, control of finances and management, so 
as to ensure their full participation in decision making with regard to rural water supply projects; (b) 
partial capital cost sharing, usually not exceeding 10 per cent of the capital costs, by the community 
either in cash or in kind or in both, in addition to taking full responsibility for O&M by the users; and 
(c) shifting the role of Government Departments from direct service delivery to that of planning, 
policy formulation, monitoring and evaluation, besides partial financial support.  The Panchayats 
were given the main responsibility to motivate the communities and also to legally own the assets 
created during the process as envisaged under the Constitution. These assets will however be 
maintained by the beneficiaries themselves with the supervision and support of the Panchayat 
concerned. 
 
In order to avail funds under Swajaldhara, the State Governments would enter into a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) with the Department of Drinking Water Supply, Government of India. There 
would be a commitment by the State Government to the reform principles in the water and 
sanitation sector and to promote through out the State the Swajaldhara principles.  Each State 
Government would be required to prepare a comprehensive vision statement, action plan and 
agreed time frame for initiating and scaling up reforms in the sector. It should address issues like 
institutional reforms; integration of water, sanitation, and hygiene; capital cost sharing principles; 
water tariff/charges; O&M of systems; institutional mechanism for implementation; role of 
panchayats, Non Government Organisations (NGOs), and Community Based Organisations  
(CBOs); water quality; water conservation measures including legislative action, etc.  Performance 
indicators will be laid down in the MOU which would be periodically reviewed by both Central and 
State Governments. The MOU will take into account State specific factors and incorporate 
milestones which are in consonance with the reform principles. Flow of funds under the Swajaldhara 
would depend upon the performance of the State Governments in relation to the agreed 
programmes, which would be evaluated by independent monitors / supervisory missions. 
 
Projects under Swajaldhara are expected to be process projects.  Their main objective is not just 
physical implementation of a water supply scheme, but institutionalization of a new concept, which 
envisages enhancement of people‘s awareness and participation.  In these projects, the 
communities are expected to identify their needs, discuss various possible technology options to 
meet those needs, cost implications, their merits and demerits and then decide on a suitable 
scheme.  The objective is to equip the rural population with competencies to plan, fund, control, 
implement, operate and maintain the rural water supply scheme of their choice themselves.  The 
awareness generation and capacity building phase was made an integral part of the actual 
implementation of the project.  This being a rather difficult and challenging process, there were 
several teething problems in the beginning and it took a couple of years to gain the necessary 
momentum for actual implementation.   
 
The organizations responsible for implementation of Swajaldhara are the District Panchayat at the 
district level and the village panchayat at the village level. Each village panchayat taking up a 
Swajaldhara scheme shall have a Village Water and Sanitation Committee (VWSC) under the 
chairmanship of the village panchayat president. Since many village panchayats have more than 
one habitation within their jurisdiction, a VWSC is constituted in each habitation consisting of 
representatives from the habitation to implement the drinking water supply scheme of their choice 
within the habitation with active participation of the villagers. These committees do not have a legal 
existence and are informally constituted by the respective village panchayats to get the scheme 
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designed and executed in accordance with the preferences of the habitation.  
 
Under this scheme, the District Panchayat is made responsible for:  
(a) formulation, implementation and management of the project;  
(b) receipt and management of Central funds for the project; 
(c) selection of agencies for project implementation by Village Panchayat/VWSC; and  
(d) sanctioning of schemes and entering into bipartite/tripartite agreement with Village 
Panchayat/VWSC.  
Providing water supply facilities in schools and water scarcity habitations and revival of traditional 
water sources to ensure drinking water sustainability were to be given the highest priority under 
Swajaldhara. 
 

The Village Panchayat/VWSC will be responsible for: 
Execution of sanctioned schemes; 
Placing the progress of scheme implementation in each village council meeting; 
Ensuring community participation in scheme activities; 
Arranging community contribution towards capital cost; 
Opening and managing bank accounts for management of project funds; 
Procuring construction materials/goods and selecting contractors for construction activities; 
Supervising construction activities; and 
Collecting user fees and managing O&M of water supply works. 
 
On completion, the scheme shall be commissioned and taken over for O&M by the village 
panchayat/VWSC in a village council meeting. One time O&M grant would be released to the village 
panchayat/VWSC within 6 months of take over of the scheme.  This start up grant is not in lieu of 
community contribution for O&M but to maintain as O&M revolving fund and will be sanctioned on a 
case-to-case basis.  The O&M grant will be considered for release by the Government only after 
assessing the actual costs of O&M of the scheme.  
 
As human resource development (HRD) and Information, Education and Communication (IEC) 
activities are the key support requirements for any successful community-based development 
programme, the Government of India launched a National Human Resource Development 
Programme exclusively for the water supply sector.  Under this programme, two types of orientation 
courses are designed – one for the grassroots level workers at the village level and the other for the 
sector professionals.  Workshops are also organized for stakeholders at different levels to improve 
coordination in their activities.  The HRD programme primarily aims at training functionaries of the 
panchayats with the objective of enabling them to take up O&M activities.  It also aims at capacity 
building of local communities by giving requisite training to mechanics, health motivators, masons, 
etc. especially women to operate and maintain hand-pumps and the other components of the water 
supply systems. 
 
Lessons learnt: 
 
The author of this paper had the good fortune of being the Secretary to the Government of India in 
the Department of Drinking Water Supply when Swajaldhara was designed and taken up for 
implementation throughout the country. He was lucky enough to receive direct feedbacks from the 
States as well as the actual stakeholders in the field. Several studies were also commissioned 
alongside to assess the impact of the scheme in different parts of the country. An analysis of 
Swajaldhara on the ground by both the activists and the researchers has brought out not only the 
successes and failures encountered in specific villages but also a few lessons for better 
implementation of the programme.  
 
The first lesson we learnt was that, without adequate IEC strategies, we should not start the 
implementation of any reform programme. For instance, in some villages we noticed that the 
concept of community contribution had been subverted by enterprising contractors who themselves 
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paid the 10% capital cost contribution on behalf of the community, sometimes by even over pricing 
the scheme and in return got the government to pay 90% of the costs or even more. They 
subsequently ran the scheme according to their own preferences.  On paper, the community has 
paid its contribution and the scheme is operated at the local level which satisfied the basic principles 
of the reforms whereas in reality, the community did not have any say at all in the matter. Similarly 
in some panchayats, the chairman had paid the entire community contribution himself as that would 
suit his convenience and also strengthen his position politically in the village. If only we had invested 
more time on IEC making it an inseparable part of the programme right from inception, either 
through or with assistance from experienced and competent NGOs, the villagers would have 
appreciated the spirit behind the scheme and would not have allowed such things to happen.  
   
The second lesson was about building the capacities of the community in the selection and 
implementation of schemes.  Even though the users were expected to choose the scheme that best 
suits their needs and finances, in practice they often rely on advice given by outsiders, since they 
may not have the necessary technical expertise to evaluate all different options.  This resulted in 
several villages favouring relatively expensive schemes, as the decision in effect was taken by the 
supporting NGO and not in an open meeting of the village council.  It was also noticed that despite 
the fact that one of the fundamental reform principles was to promote water conservation measures 
such as rain water harvesting, most of the villages had neither considered nor constructed such a 
structure, as they felt that it was beyond their reach.  Another shortcoming at the village level was 
the lack of accounts for the maintenance of the scheme as well as transparency in expenditure. We 
should have built the capacities of the local community representatives in decision making and also 
in simple accounting procedures after convincing them of the need to scrupulously maintain the 
details of the transactions as well as accounts to gain the confidence of the community and to serve 
them better.  
 
The third lesson was the need to legally empower the VWSC and effectively link it to the 
panchayats. While the village panchayats have in most cases constituted the VWSCs, these 
committees lacked the authority to take decisions on behalf of the beneficiaries. It would therefore 
be desirable to formally recognize them as sub-committees of the concerned village panchayats, 
give them a legal existence and make them answerable to the respective village councils. Such a 
step would have given them not only the required authority but also transparency in decision 
making.   
 
The next lesson was about technical supervision over the schemes during implementation. In the 
absence of a specific mechanism for supervision during execution, there were avoidable time and 
cost escalations defeating the very purpose of the scheme in some cases. We should have 
empowered the technical staff at the disposal of the District Panchayats to undertake the overall 
responsibility of getting the scheme executed in accordance with the wishes of the local 
community/VWSC. 
 
In a situation where O&M is a monthly feature, the payment of electricity bill is a pre-condition for 
actual access to water.  In several cases the users could not pay their share regularly even though 
the amounts were very small.  This resulted in the disconnection of electricity to the entire village.  In 
effect, it is not water per se which is disconnected but the means of accessing it.  We realized that 
instead of disintegrating the system in separate units to make them all individually cost effective, 
what is in fact required is to consider systems in their broader context (Philippe Cullet 2009).  The 
electricity bills can be paid by the village panchayat and the cost recovered from the actual users in 
due course in an acceptable mode. A differential pricing policy based on principles of cross 
subsidization can also be designed by the local governments to meet this requirement, if necessary. 
 
An important finding of some research studies was that the introduction of demand led schemes is 
often welcomed by the richer and more powerful people in the village who understand the benefits 
they can derive from such schemes. (Philippe Cullet 2009).  In fact, such schemes have helped 
them in getting out of their dependence on their own private wells, which in many cases would cost 
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them more in the long run than a Swajaldhara scheme where 90% of the cost is subsidized by the 
government.  The entire community contribution therefore came from a few richer families in some 
villages which enabled them to have a larger say in the location and operation of the scheme.  
Swajaldhara projects did raise questions of equity within some villages of their operation. 
 
The issue of equity in access to water is not a new problem in India.  Indeed, caste equations have 
played a major role in differential access to water for centuries.  Even though caste related 
inequalities have been legally banned in India, in practice they do affect life in many places. 
Swajaldhara may not affect caste equations directly but they do not take into account the existence 
of caste discrimination in the village. As a result, they have the potential to introduce caste based 
inequality in access to water, which may reinforce existing inequalities.  Cases have been reported 
wherein the upper caste people have forced people from the lower castes to pay up the 10 % 
contribution.  In some villages which are big and consisting of different clusters the Swajaldhara 
scheme did not reach the lower caste habitations at all.  Given the prevailing conditions in many 
parts of India, it is impossible to expect that the wealthy, powerful and largely high caste members 
of the village will use the new concept of village ownership as a way to foster less unequal social 
relations within the village.  Hence the Government‘s decision to progressively withdraw is likely to 
create at least in the medium and long term increased inequality in access to water. (Philippe Cullet 
2009).  Not only the Government but also the entire community needs to ponder over such 
possibilities and take steps to ensure equity in access to water. 
 
In brief, we realized that while the underlying concept of community participation in the water supply 
sector is laudable, it could be subverted by interested stakeholders.  Rushing into the scheme 
without adequate IEC strategies could result in the scheme being hijacked by contractors, local 
politicians, village elites or even panchayat members.  Secondly, while the availability and 
management of water no doubt improved under Swajaldhara, the demand-led paradigm has at least 
in some cases, only benefited a segment of the rural population affecting the poorest by bypassing 
them.  Equity considerations will have to be specifically addressed while taking up these schemes. 
Since water is far too fundamental for human life, steps have to be taken under Swajaldhara to 
ensure that every section of the society gets the required quantity of water irrespective of the fact 
they are poor or rich.  
 
Experience in several villages indicates that while the objective of equity is difficult to achieve, it is 
even more difficult to sustain. To deal with this reality, the Constitution Seventy third amendment on 
Panchayats provides for reservations to the identified vulnerable groups – the women, the 
scheduled castes and tribes—not only among membership of the Panchayats but also among 
chairpersonships. Specific capacity building programmes have been designed for them and 
administered through the State Institutes for Rural Development and NGOs at the field level. Such 
efforts need to be intensified to empower these vulnerable sections of the society in such a manner 
that they can actively participate in the Village Panchayat/Council meetings, demand their rights and 
protect their interests.  The Constitution Amendment also makes participatory decentralized 
planning mandatory.  This bottom-up process, when sincerely implemented, can provide adequate 
space for the poor and the traditionally excluded communities to articulate their needs at the 
appropriate level and get them met through the local plans.  The rights based approach, now being 
increasingly adopted in India – such as the Right to Education and the Right to Information – can 
effectively complement the decentralized planning process in ensuring equity during the 
implementation phase.  
 
Another solution is to build peoples‘ institutions, like the Self Help Groups for women in several 
parts of India. Our experience with these groups provides adequate evidence that to ensure equity 
in any sector, especially where the majority involved are poor, there is no better way than to assist 
and support the emergence of people‘s institutions primarily of the poor. (A.P.Fernandez, 2003.)  
They must be recognized by the society and have access to the source to meet their consumption 
needs like any one else in the village. They shall not be dependent on the rich and the influential to 
demand their rightful share from the system. Such beneficiary associations of the poor will have the 
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strength to raise issues of equity in the open meeting of the village council.  Establishing peoples‘ 
institutions and linking them to the statutorily empowered village councils appear to be an effective 
way to deal with problems of equity in the water sector as well.  Regular meetings of the village 
council in which all the stakeholders can participate will also lead to some kind of social audit and a 
possible transparency which are lacking at present in several panchayats at least in the water 
sector. 

The Way Forward: 
 
The Government of India has now accepted in principle that ―the Rural Water Supply (RWS) norms 
and guidelines need to be flexible and broad based for allowing appropriate leeway to the 
community/VWSC for planning RWS projects based on the principle of demand responsive planning 
mechanism to suit the local requirement rather than adoption of universal norms and standards. 
Levels of service should be linked to the issue of demand, commonly expressed through user 
willingness to pay for a particular level of service and their satisfaction. However, the issue of equity 
and the basic minimum need concept should be kept in mind while designing the schemes‖. 
(Government of India, 2009). 
 
Accordingly, the Government of India has simultaneously started reducing the allocation of funds 
under the supply-driven top-down water supply programmes of the past to correspondingly increase 
the allocations under Swajaldhara in a phased manner.  It has been accepted as a matter of policy, 
that the communities/Panchayats should own, operate and maintain the water supply schemes 
meant for their benefit and the State and Central Governments would facilitate the smooth transfer 
of assets, wherever necessary, by bringing in suitable policy changes. 
 
The concept of community participation in India is still in a transient stage.  It has to gradually move 
into community ownership.  The communities have to be motivated to convert themselves into 
responsible civil society organizations to manage and sustain water resources. There should be a 
clear distinction between the primary stakeholders and supportive stakeholders in the process of 
decision making.  Local community as the primary stakeholder should take key decisions.  They 
should be supported by other structures such as State and local Governments, the NGOs and other 
technical institutions that have the knowledge base.  The role of support structures and institutions 
should be to provide technical and financial support to the primary stakeholders who are the 
ultimate decision makers. The existing water managers should gradually upgrade their technical 
skills to get a professional perspective.  Their role should be to provide the technological options to 
the people and assist them in making their choice, keeping the sustainability and cost effectiveness 
of systems in view. 
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Annex 1:  Map on falling ground water levels in India. 
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(Source: Dynamic Ground Water Resources of India,   
Central Ground Water Board, Government of India) 

 


