
Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 1 of 90 

 

 



Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 2 of 90 

 

Contents 

 

CONTENTS .................................................................................................................................................................................... 2 

WATER-A YARD STICK TO PROSPERITY ........................................................................................................................... 3 

RAIN RAIN GO AWAY, COME AGAIN ANOTHER DAY ..................................................................................................... 6 

VARSHA, WHY IT COMES WHEN IT DOES........................................................................................................................ 11 

FILL A PAIL OF WATER ......................................................................................................................................................... 16 

WATER-A FINITE RESOURCE .............................................................................................................................................. 21 

RIVERS – THE LIFE VEINS OF THE COUNTRY ................................................................................................................ 26 

WATER GRID ............................................................................................................................................................................ 32 

WATER GRID AND INTERLINKING OF RIVERS ............................................................................................................. 37 

CHAIN TANK SYSTEM ............................................................................................................................................................ 50 

WOMEN AND WATER ............................................................................................................................................................ 56 

WATER FOR FOOD .................................................................................................................................................................. 58 

CAUVERY A CONTENTIOUS CONCERN ............................................................................................................................. 62 

WHOLISTIC PERSPECTIVE ON WATER SHARING ........................................................................................................ 64 

FUTURE OF CAUVERY WATER SHARING LIES IN OUR PAST ................................................................................... 66 

FROM PERENNIAL WATER TO PERENNIAL STRIFE .................................................................................................... 68 

WATER SHARING IN TRANSNATIONAL RIVERS ........................................................................................................... 77 

TERRORISM VS WATER ........................................................................................................................................................ 82 

DRAUGHTS ARE MAN MADE ............................................................................................................................................... 84 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 3 of 90 

 

Water-A yard stick to prosperity 

 
One of the yardsticks of measuring prosperity, among many, is how a civilization or a country can 

harness its natural resources and utilize it in a sustainable manner. 

The records of the British and pre-British days, show India’s play in the world market, in the fields 

of food grains, mainly rice, sugar and spices, in the field of steel and other metals such as zinc and 

copper, in the field of textiles and dyes, especially indigo, in silk, in gems, in particular diamonds, in 

tobacco, in tea, in opium, among others.  

A basic need for all these industries to survive and flourish, is water. 

India, over the last 5000 years, had been a prosperous civilization, primarily because, together with 

handling Her other resources, She knew how to harness Her waters for the benefit of Her people.  

Highest Rainfall 
After the Brazilian region of the Amazon, in proportion to the land mass it covers, the Indian sub-

continent region receives the highest rainfall of this world.  

Rainfall pattern 
But, if we look at the pattern of this rainfall in India, out of the 8760 hours of a year, it rains and 

pours for only about 100 hours.  
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Our ancestors had understood this key aspect well and had created wonderful water harnessing 

systems, dotting the entire land, to capture the rain waters when it rains during those 100 hours.  

They then used those waters judiciously for their needs during the remaining 8660 hours.  

This approach is very similar to the practice many Indians follow in their homes today – that of 

filling up buckets for the day, when there is water flowing in the taps, so that it can be used for the 

rest of the day, when the flow of water in the tap has stopped. 
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Using indigenous and ingenious water harnessing techniques, India was able to continuously 

sustain agriculture, industries and exports for thousands of years until the advent of the British in 

the 18 century. 

To this effect, we can see the landscape of India with 6 lakh villages, dotted with over 9,50,000 

indigenous water harnessing systems, 

•6,76,000 Irrigation systems in India  

•1,78,000 Tanks  

•96,000 water diversion schemes 

This bit of statistics goes to tell us that for every 2 villages, there were atleast 3 water harnessing 

projects.  

All these 9,50,000 native water harnessing systems, survived the onslaught of time when the local 

bodies exercised ownerships of these irrigation systems.  They could generate resources from the 

share of water or rights of fisheries, to repair and maintain these water resources.  

Sadly over the last couple of hundred years, due to non-maintenance of these projects, incorrect 

centralized policies, political apathy and the convoluted attitude of the common man in the last few 

decades, these glorious time honoured local water harnessing projects have been allowed to 

become decrepit. 

We have successfully managed to sever the links of this sustainability chain in the last couple of 

centuries.  

 

 
 

Synonymous with India’s Indigenous Water Harnessing Systems 

 
Unfortunately, we have killed our goose that used to lay golden eggs. 
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Rain Rain go away, come again another day 

The monsoon in India is a very interesting phenomenon. It has a set pattern, though it sometimes 

deviates to play truant.  

It starts with a bang in June with a lot of lightning, thunder and heavy downpour. There usually is a 

lull in between with intermittent periods of steady to heavy downpour and again when it is time to 

bid goodbye after 4 months, it creates a lot of noise and empties its clouds before moving away. 

The Ganesh Chathurthi festival in September, heralds the withdrawal of the monsoons in India. We 

have just completed the Ganesh Chathurthi Festival for this year. At the end of this 10 day festival, 

the monsoons that have been lashing the Indian sub continent, have gained sudden fury, lashed 

many of the states of India and will soon start receding for the year.  

 

As has been the case for most years, this year too, the monsoon has been bountiful. For India, 

traditionally, an agrarian nation, with agriculture forming more than 60% of its economy, it is this 

monsoon that gives waters, for our agriculture, for our daily lives and prosperity for the on coming 

year.  

Again, as has been the case in previous years, this year too, it has rained very heavily in some 

places, creating floods and wrecking havoc, while on the other hand, at the same time, there are 

large parts of the Indian sub-continent, which have received insufficient rain fall.  

It is one country, one land, with some parts reeling under floods while some other parts reel under 

drought like conditions due to insufficient rains.  
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The main aspect, we should note is that, even in those parts where there have been floods, it has 

rained large amounts but just in a few hours or few days. Overall in India, the monsoon pours only 

for about 100 to 200 hrs in all in the 3 to 4 months of rainy season and most of these waters just 

gush their ways into the seas wrecking damage to fields, property and lives, all through the route, 

without having serving any purpose.  

This is the reality of Rainfall in India. It rains only for a short span of time compared to the whole 

year. But even these rains in India are comparable to some of the highest rainfall receiving regions 

of the world. 

 

What is needed is prudent harvesting instead of allowing it to go waste. Our ancients had 

understood the essence of this. 

When we understand this reality then we would see value in harvesting the rain fall when it occurs 

and where it occurs, for taking us through for the rest of the year.  
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How can these brief torrential rains, be harvested, to be used by us for our year round agriculture 

and domestic needs?  

The ancient Indians, through the ages had understood the simple facts and devised methods in 

every part of India, for the respective terrain of the land in that village of India, to harvest the rains, 

when they rain.  

In India, we have about 6 lakh villages. In the same India, we also have about 9 lakh water 

harvesting systems that had been in vogue, in use from time immemorial. These 9 lakh water 

harvesting systems were not built by us in this generation or in the last few generations or even in 

the last couple of 100 years.  

Some of these 9 lakh plus water harvesting systems of India, date back to over 1000s of years ago. 

They were not all similar in design, size or shape. They had been built based on the topography of 

the land and were maintained well, repaired regularly and used for the prosperity of the land, 

society and civilization as a whole. 

It is only in the last few decades that we have stopped cleaning, repairing and maintaining these 

water harvesting systems. So, many of them have gone into disuse or even still vanished from the 

landscape as many realtors and migrants to these areas, have claimed those lands and built their 

houses over them.  

That is why, when it rains, we are not able to harvest the water where it rains. That is why, even 

soon after the rains, the landscape looks barren and dry.  

We have all studied in school that the place with maximum rainfall in India is Cherrapunji, in the 

state of Meghalaya in North East India, which receives on an average about 12000mm i.e. 1200cm 

or close to 450 inches of rain every year.  

 

Cherrapunji 
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But did you know that this very same Cherapunji also has about 3 months of water shortage every 

year because all the rains it has received have drained down the hill slopes without having been 

harvested.  

Rainfall is sufficient for this land. It has not reduced. It is our capacity to understand nature and 

nurture it which has reduced. 

 

 

If our ancients could design and maintain so many lakhs of water harvesting systems in good 

condition to give the land sustained prosperity for thousands of years, then as educated, socially 

responsible people, is it not fitting that we act decisively now, to revive and keep in good repair, 

regularly, year after year, at least even a few of these 9 lakh water Harvesting project in different 

parts of India to ensure that we have enough water for the whole year through?  

The indigenous technique of designing such water systems and keeping them in good repair are 

known to the locals. What is needed is a catalyst to trigger them into action, feed them with funds 

and bind them to the cause.  

 Such catalytic sparks when ignited together will bring back greenery to the landscape, prosperity 

to the land and smiles back on the face of the people, not only in villages but also in towns.  

Where water is concerned, we all know of the saying “Many drops make an ocean”.  
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This holds good not only for water on the surface but also for water underground. As water seeps 

into the ground and charges the water table, we will be surprised as to where all this water will find 

its way and whom all it will benefit. These water ducts and aquifers are our very lifelines. 

Continuous presence of such water harvesting systems dotting the entire landscape of the nation 

ensures that the water table of the entire land is recharged and high.  

This is the only way to rejuvenate mother earth, Bhudevi who in turn can feed us. 

During the Visarjan, immersion of Ganesha, one of the popular slogans renting the air is in Marathi -  

“Pudchya varshi laukar ya” meaning “come again quickly next year.” 

 

 

Ganesha Visarjan, Immersion 

So, before Ganesha arrives next year again with all the rains, we now have a very responsible and 

time bound task on hand of repairing and keeping ready our Water harvesting systems for the rains 

to fill.  
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Varsha, why it comes when it does 

 
India receives its monsoon rain every year in June. This has been happening without fail year after 

year for the last so many millennia.  

Annual Rains in Ramayana times 
Even in the Ramayana text, there is mention of this annual rainy season period. In the year 5076 

BCE, Sugreeva and his army had to wait for a couple of months before starting their march to Lanka, 

because it was the rainy season. This shows that this rain is an annual, regular feature.  

Correlation between rain, year and land 
Rain, in India, is called Varsha.  

The year is also called Varsha.  

The land is also called Bharatha Varsha.  

So, there is a distinct correlation between rain, year and land. 

Varsha, Varsha, Varsha 
The arrival of Varsha, the rain, at a regular frequency of once a year, gave the notion of Varsha, the 

year and the land on which she poured, gave the notion of Varsha, the nation. 

The cause for Monsoon in India 
Have we ever questioned as to why it rains every year without fail?  

What are the forces of nature that brings rain every year to this land?  

Have we ever thought what brings us these rains?  

To answer these questions, we need to step back a bit and look at not just the landscape of India but 

look at the world as a whole. 

Heat generates wind flow 
In the month of May, it is summer in the Northern hemisphere, especially in India, with the average 

temperature in the inlands of India touching over 45 degrees centigrade. This extreme heat creates 

a low pressure in the central parts of India as well as over the Thar Desert of Rajasthan.  
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Similarly, in Northern Africa, in the Sahara desert, the temperatures are also in the range of 45-50 

degrees centigrade, due to which there is also a low pressure created there. At the same time, it is 

winter in the southern hemisphere. The great Australian desert is cooler and hence higher pressure 

prevails there.  

In the case of swirling winds on earth, it is well known that winds always move from a higher 

pressure region to a low pressure region. 

Pressure Zones 
The pressure zones are created by heat and cold, among other factors and the winds keep swirling 

all over the world, trying to neutralize these pressures. Due to this reason, the winds move from 

cooler and high pressured, Central Australia, in a northwesterly direction, towards the huge Sahara 

Desert because it is hot and low pressure there. 

 
 

Origin of Monsoon Winds 

Ferrel’s Law in action 
But, as soon as the winds cross the equator, they change direction and instead of blowing in a 

northwesterly direction they blow in a northeasterly direction and start approaching the Indian 

subcontinent, because of which India has been experiencing its bountiful Southwest monsoons 

every year. 

William Ferrel was an American Meteorologist who lived between 1817 and 1891. He developed 

many theories which explained atmospheric circulations. 
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American Meteorologist, William Ferrel 

Ferrel’s Law states that “high pressure systems, as seen from space tend to spin clockwise in the 

Northern Hemisphere and counter clockwise in the Southern Hemisphere and low pressure 

systems spin in the respective reverse direction.” 

 

 
 

Graphical Depiction of Ferrel’s law 
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This means that, the moment the winds cross the equator or go from one hemisphere to the other, 

they automatically change direction. Thus, the rain bearing winds, going towards Africa, change 

their direction while crossing the equator and blow towards India, bringing the monsoon rains to 

India.  

Equatorial Bulge 
What is of interest to be noted here is that, the equatorial bulge is believed to be the cause for this 

change in the direction of the wind flow.  

Source of Monsoons 
All this shows that the world is One. While the lands may be many, Nature’s way of reaching out is 

indeed interesting.  

Whoever would have thought that the copious monsoon rains, that this land of India receives, starts 

as dry, hot winds in the Australian desert which pick up moisture in the Indian Ocean, turn 

direction after crossing the equator, come towards the land of India and then pour out all the 

moisture as monsoon rains year on year, to make this land a prosperous one?  

Do we harness? 
What do we do with the waters brought to us by these benevolent clouds, which have travelled all 

the way from the Great Dessert? 

While nature pours a bounty on this land, unfailingly, year after year, do we take the effort of 

harnessing it for the rest of the year?  

Wind churn – Earthly, Solar and Galactic 
This churn of winds on the face of the earth is beneficial in bringing rains of our land. Similarly, 

there is also a churn of solar winds in the solar system and also a churn of galactic winds at a 

galactic level, which have got their own effects on us.  

This we discuss in some good detail in our book, 2012 – The Real Story.  
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2012 – The Real Story 

As we await the annual visit of Varsha this year, let us marvel at the precise, principled and 

predictable way of working of Nature. 

Let us relish the rains this season and the shower of knowledge.  
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Fill a pail of Water 

Almost everyone living in India today has gone through the experience, of having to fill buckets 

with water when there is water running in the tap, just so that, after the municipal supply of water 

has stopped flowing, one still has water available for the rest of the day. 

 

Those who did not store, have literally paid the price for not having done so, by having to buy 

water. 

Well, the same holds good for the country, the land. 

Unless the rain water is collected when it rains, you cannot expect water to be available on land 

after the rains have receded.  

Where on earth does it rain the most? 

It is in Cherrapunjee in the state of Meghalaya in India. Cherrapunjee receives greater than 12000 

mm, i.e. 1200 cm of rainfall every year. 
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The very name Meghalaya itself means abode, alaya of clouds, megha. 

 

Yet, did you know that the very same Cherrapunjee in Meghalaya also faces a severe drought for 3 

months in a year during summer, when there are no rains? 

It is crystal clear that this is because they have not harnessed the rain water well enough, when it 

rains. They let it drain off from the heights and hence when there is no rain, there is no water. 
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The case in point here is that, even in the place of highest rainfall, if water is not harnessed well, it 

will lead to water shortage. Chirapunji is a stark lesson to all of us in the importance of harnessing 

rain water even if we receive good rains every year.  

We rejoice when there are good rains making everything green and cool.  

We lament and curse our destiny when there are floods or droughts and there is loss to life and 

property.  

Have we understood enough, the significance of harnessing the rain waters when it rains though?  

For starters, it is commendable that most of us have started doing our bit to harness the rain waters 

around our homes. But have we spared a thought for how to plan and act for harnessing the rain 

waters falling on the land around our homes and cities? 

India is a monsoon nation. We depend on monsoon for water for agriculture, drinking, other 

domestic needs, various industries, recreation and such others.  

But even in such a monsoon region, it rains on an average only for 3 months in a year and even in 

these 3 months put together, data collected shows that,  it rains and pours for only about 100 hours.  

Thus out of the 8760 hours in a year, India receives actual rainfall only for 100 hours.  
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Our ancestors had understood this key aspect well and had created wonderful water harnessing 

systems, dotting the entire land, to capture the rain waters when it rains during those 100 hours. 

They then used those waters judiciously for their needs during the remaining 8660 hours of the 

year when there are no rains. 

The so called illiterate, uncivilized villagers of India in the past, namely our forefathers, had had 

visions for their land and for its prosperity. They had acted intelligently to sustain the land for us, 

the generations to come then. 

They had collectively established over 9.5 lakh water harnessing projects all across India, from the 

Northern tip of India to the south, including Andaman and Nicobar islands. There were,  

 6,76,000 irrigation systems in India 

 1,78,000 Tanks and 

 96,000 water diversion schemes 

India has roughly 6 lakh villages in all.  

This bit of statistics goes to tell us that for every 2 villages, there were atleast 3 water harnessing 

projects.  

These were simple, indigenous schemes yet designed to suit the local topology, climatic conditions 

and the needs of the local people. They were highly successful in meeting the needs of the 

civilization for thousands of years.  

This is evident from the fact that India has always attracted plunderers from all over the world, who 

invaded India for her riches and such sustained wealth could have been generated only if there had 

been sufficient water to meet the needs of farming, local industries and the domestic needs. 

Needless to say, that fine arts and culture also flourished alongside. 
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All these 9,50,000 native water harnessing systems, survived the onslaught of time when the local 

bodies exercised ownerships of these irrigation systems.  

Sadly over the last couple of hundred years, due to non maintenance of these projects, incorrect 

centralized policies, political apathy and the convoluted attitude of the common man in the last few 

decades, these glorious time honoured local water harnessing projects have been allowed to 

become decrepit. 

We have successfully managed to sever the links of this sustainability chain in the last couple of 

centuries.  

With time we have also forgotten that we need to harness rain waters when it rains. Nothing can be 

done after the rains. No point in crying over run away waters. 

This is the time for you to hold the umbrella up as well as upside down, to collect as much water as 

you can for the rest of the year. 

             
 
It is perhaps too late this year to repair the water stores for harnessing waters effectively for the 
rest of this year. But it is the right time and high time, to start planning and acting for restoring the 
remnants of the 9.5 lakh water harnessing projects that lie closest to you. 
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Water-A Finite resource 

World Water Day 
In the Northern hemisphere, months of April, May, June are summer. At the peak of summer, most 

lands look parched and dry. People await the rains for relief from sweltering heat. 

Availability of water in summer becomes a problem in different parts of the globe. Perhaps, as a 

warning of this oncoming problem, the world observes World Water Day on March 22nd every year. 

The Stark Reality, Water – a Finite Resource 
Water is a renewable resource. At the same time, it is not an infinite but a finite resource. 

The amount of water available globally, while it seems large, is in fact very limited, for nearly 98 % 

of the water on earth is in the form of water in the seas and oceans, as salt water. This water is not 

useful for industry, agriculture or for animals and humans. 

Trying to harness this brackish sea water through the modern reverse osmosis process is not only 

capital intensive and costly but the annual operations and maintenance costs are prohibitive too. 

That puts almost 98% of water on earth, out of our reach. 

Given this scenario we have to depend on the balance little over 2% water for our water resources. 

A substantial portion of this 2% fresh water is locked up as ice in the 2 poles, the ice caps on snow 

covered mountains and the heavy glaciers in them.  They form about 1.725 % of the total water on 

earth. 

So, what is left as flowing fresh water, is hardly 0.025 % of all the water in the world. 

 
 
Flowing fresh water is thus not infinite, but finite and very miniscule. 

http://bharathgyanblog.files.wordpress.com/2012/12/water-on-world.jpg
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Human population on the other hand has been growing steadily, adding about one billion to its 

population every few decades. 

 
 

This means that the same quantity of water has to be shared by a billion more people every 10 

years, which means that there is going to be less and less water for each individual, for their needs 

of life, as the years roll by. 

Farming, a Water Guzzler? 
The major needs of water for life are not for drinking, bathing and washing, but the major 

consumption of water is for growing the food we eat. 

Hence many tend to classify farming as a water guzzler. Many city dwellers are also under the 

impression that animal products may be a viable alternative to growing food during water shortage. 

Is that really so? 

The Reality 
1 Kilo of grain, be it rice, wheat, pulses, cereal, needs about 1500 liters of water. That is indeed a 

high volume of water needed to grow grains. 

In comparison, to create 1 kilo of meat, approximately 15000 liters of water are calculated to be 

required. So, growing live stock for meat is actually 10 times more water intensive than growing 

grains for food. 

This is a bigger water guzzling reality. 

http://bharathgyanblog.files.wordpress.com/2012/12/overpopulation-problem.jpg
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 Vegetarianism – A Need, Not Choice Any More 
If earth has to be sustainable and water resources have to be judiciously handled for the 

burgeoning population, then it becomes not a choice, but a necessity, that we move away from 

being a meat eating population to vegetarianism, so that 9/10th of the fresh water currenly lost on 

growing live stocks just for human consumption, is made available once again for human needs. 

Is It Only Food Wastage? 

What is even more worrying to observe, is the atrocious wastage of the food that has been 

produced using this limited, precious water. 

It is estimated that about 30% of all the food that is produced is wasted. 

Just imagine the amount of manual effort, land use and other resources that had gone into the 

production of this food for consumption. Think of the amount of the precious water that has gone 

into producing these foods, which literally goes down the drain when the food is wasted. 

Virtual Water 
The water that goes into the production of food is now called by the term “virtual water” of the 

product. 

In today’s world economy, there is free trade of food from one region to another.  With newer 

technologies to keep food produce fresh during transport and genetic modifications to give them a 

longer shelf life and world appeal, we have now transcended the bounds of seasons, climates, 

geography and topology. 

http://bharathgyanblog.files.wordpress.com/2012/12/water-for-veg-and-non-veg.jpg


Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 24 of 90 

 

Non seasonal and non local foods have therefore found their way into local reach thus encouraging 

some regions of the world to produce in excess of their local consumption needs, so that it can be 

exported for more gains, to other regions of the world where this product is in demand. 

Along with the produce, since there is also a virtual transfer of the water that has gone into the 

making of the produce, there is also a “virtual water trade” happening along with every trade of 

produce. 

Trade Compensation 
Producers get paid for their produce. 

Exporters get paid for their handling. 

The nation receives foreign exchange. 

But what about the “virtual water” that has gone into the growing of the produce and has been 

traded with? 

Has the land been compensated enough for the depletion of this virtual water? 

Will the monies received, be able to reproduce water in excess of the finite limit of fresh water that 

falls on a land? 

Who is to compensate for this loss in Nature? Does it really matter to us? 

This question gains further significance in the context of the current, lopsided, world economy and 

trade. 

A Manmade Global Imbalance 
A careful look at trends around the world will show that most of the water intensive produce of the 

world is produced in and exported from the developing and underdeveloped countries of the world. 

Typically the countries in the tropical belt which receive more rain and shine. 

These countries send out their finite amount of fresh water as “virtual water” in their product 

exports on one hand and complain of shortage of water on the other hand to meet the direct needs 

of water. They finally end up borrowing from the developed nations to find solutions for their water 

shortage problems, little realizing how it is being created in the first place. 

As a global community, we need to become aware of this virtual truth, of an imbalance being 

created by mankind in the last few centuries. 

A Natural Balance 
Our ancients seem not to have encountered such an issue. This could be because of their prudent 

way of living, guided by the rhythm of seasons, climates and topology? 
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Humans and animals consumed locally produced seasonal products – those that were adapted to be 

produced in their local topology, those that could be produced in that season, for their climatic 

conditions. 

This not only kept them fit and healthy for their local conditions but also did not put undue stress 

on their finite amount of local water, in order to produce locally for the entire world. 

Reflecting on Virtual Water 

 

 
 

The overall amount of water on this earth has not changed. This earth has in the last many 

millennia sustained its population of people, animal life and plant life with these finite water 

resources. We the humans have made this free natural resource into a trading commodity in the 

last few decades. 

How long will this help sustain the modern, commercial times that we live in? 

Divine Nature has ordained us to enjoy free life, fresh water and pure air. 

Are we in our pursuit of satiating our taste buds with alien foods and in our greed for monetary 

wealth, creating imbalances in our minds, body and Nature? 

World over, mankind has to pause and think, 

“Do we all really need global food at our local kitchens, at the price we are all really having to pay for 

it?” 

 
 
 
 

http://bharathgyanblog.files.wordpress.com/2012/12/hhateuphratesriver.jpg
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Rivers – The life veins of the country 

 

Rivers – The major source of Water 
Rivers are a major source of water for any civilization. Many rivers flow through India, most of 

them flowing through India alone - rising in its hills and joining the seas around it. This land thus, 

consists of a large network of rivers and water bodies. 

One of the yardsticks of measuring prosperity is how a country or a civilization is able to harness 

and use its waters. 

India – A Prosperous civilization 
India had been a prosperous and continuous civilization for over 5000 years, primarily because it 

knew how to harness its waters. 

 

The records of the British and pre-British days, show India’s play in the world market, in the fields 

of food grains, mainly rice, sugar and spices, in the field of steel and other metals such as zinc and 

copper, in the field of textiles and dyes, especially indigo, in silk, in gems, in particular diamonds, in 

tobacco, in tea, in opium, among others. 

A basic need for all these industries to survive and flourish, is water. 

Rivers – Nerves of the Country  
Until as recent as 150 years ago, our rivers, along with small water bodies, catered to the water 

requirements of the whole country. These rivers were verily the nerves of the country feeding life 

sustaining water to all parts of the land. 
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A river basin map of India 

Rivers, the life veins of the country,  

Water shortage was unknown. Every village in this land got water irrespective of whether it had 

rained there or not. India used to consistently have three harvests every year. Rivers brought 

fertility to the land. 
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The major hills and rivers of India through times 

Rivers – A Punya Tirtha 
As the river waters flowed across different lands, connecting the people, they also brought in a 

sense of harmony among the people. Hence, they became worthy of being venerated. The local 
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people considered every river, every stream as a Punya Tirtha, water that is benevolent and took 

the effort to keep every river clean. 

Bharat – A Punya Bhumi 
Further more, the existence of many such Punya Tirtha was facilitated by the land, a Punya Bhumi. 

For,  

 the Himalayan range in the north of India,  

 Aravali, the hard rock, oldest hills of India, that delineate northwestern parts of India from 

much of Central India 

 the range of mountains which run north – south, along the sides of India, namely the 

Western and the Eastern Ghats,  as well as  

 the Vindhyas, the range of mountains that runs right across the land,  

together give rise to a labyrinth of rivers that course across the length and breadth of the land.  

This land has thus evolved into an intricate mesh of rivers, tributaries and distributaries that carry 

waters, all across the land. While many of these are monsoon fed rivers, many also are perennial in 

nature. 

With all these waters to irrigate it, this land Bharat, was regarded as a Punya Bhumi too, a land 

where one can reap the fruits of a bountiful Nature.  

The last 100 years 
In the last 100 years, somehow we have ceased to relate to such a notion of Punya Tirtha and Punya 

Bhumi, because of which, we ourselves have dirtied our rivers, our streams and our ponds. 

Pollution 
Pollution is an issue that has been affecting our major rivers like Yamuna and Ganga, leave alone the 

smaller rivers. 
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Polluted Ganga River 

The Rise of Concrete Jungles 
The rise of concrete jungles in place of natural vegetation cover and the exploitation of natural 

resources have killed many of these small rivers which have been a primary source of water for 

many millennia. This has diminished the flow of waters in bigger rivers too. 

 

 
 

The state of our rivers 

Need to clean up Rivers – The Benefits 
Today, we need to take it upon ourselves to clean and maintain our rivers. The restoring of our 

rivers will increase fertility, boost industry and production, propel tourism and can even bring us 

an important medium for internal navigation. 
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An Inland Navigation Boat 

World Rivers Day 
The last Sunday of September is observed as World Rivers Day across the globe. As a civilized 

society, our focus on this day should be on cleaning our rivers and rejuvenating them. If we can 

rejuvenate our rivers that Nature has created for us, we can again be prosperous and harmonious 

for centuries to come. 
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Water Grid 

 
Over the last 10 years, there has been a steady growing discussion on the need for a national water 

grid, as the way forward, to meet our water needs for the next century and also for solving India’s 

water problems, problems of floods and abundance at times, problems of droughts and scarcity at 

other times and sometimes both at the same time, but in different parts of the Land. 

What is a Water Grid? 
When we switch on a light bulb, we get light. We do not question as to how and from where, the 

power is coming from.  That is the power of the nation’s power grid, which integrates various 

sources of electric power such as, Thermal power, Hydro power, Gas, Atomic power, Wind power 

and Solar power 

 

 
 
Similarly, when we open a tap anywhere in India, potable quality water must flow from the tap. 

   

 
 
The source of water could be from rivers, lakes, aquifers or any other source, anywhere in India. 
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Every house, every field, every industry, every office, every recreational spot, should be able to 

receive uninterrupted, clean, water supply without having to  worry about where the water is 

coming from.  It should not matter whether it is from the Ganga or from the Cauvery or whether it is 

harvested rain water. 

This can happen only when the various types of water bodies of India are connected to form a 

water grid. 

 

 
 

Water Grid of India - a proposal 

 
The total potential rain in India is 1869 billion cubic metres (BCM). Of this, We donate 40% of the 

annual rainfall, falling on our land, to the seas. 
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The popular, former President, Dr.A.P.J.Abdul Kalam, during the tenure of his presidency, had 

spoken of the need for creating a water grid for this land. 

 
 

Dr.Abdul Kalam, Former President of India 
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On the eve of the Independence day in 2005, while addressing the nation, he emphasized, 

“Rainfall and floods are annual features in many parts of the country. Instead of thinking of 

interlinking of rivers only during flood and drought, it is time we implement this programme with a 

great sense of urgency. We need to make an effort to overcome various hurdles in our way for the 

implementation of this major project.  I feel it has the promise of freeing the country from the endless 

cycles of floods and droughts. 

 
The very next day, former Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh, addressed the nation on the 

occasion of India’s Independence Day from the ramparts of the Red Fort and said, 

“Large parts of our country are still dependant on rainfall and we will focus on removing the problems 

of farmers in dry land areas.  We are considering setting up a National Rainfed Area Authority for this 

purpose.” 

Saifuddin Soz, the then Union Minister of Water Resources, very neatly summarized this 

predicament during the National Water Development Agency’s 22 Annual General Meeting as, 

 “Ground water is like cash crop.  You can take the interest. But you cannot touch the principal 

amount, without depleting it.” 

 
 

Dr.Manmohan Singh, Former Prime Minister of India 
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Saifuddin Soz 

From these 3 relevant statements of the national leaders of India, on this subject, we see a clear 

intention.  Along with the intention, it is also clear that, it is the creation of the water grid along with 

the revival of the native irrigation projects all over the country, which can recharge back the ground 

water table and the aquifer of the land. 
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Water Grid and Interlinking of Rivers 

When water grid is being discussed, some have erroneously understood it as meaning to bring the 

Brahmaputra waters from the North East to the Cauvery basin in the south.  

This is not a water grid.  Bringing of one river’s water to another can only be a major river channel 

work.  Such channels would come only under the mega project schemes and its impact will only be 

felt along the water channel. 

 

 
 

Brahmaputra Cauvery canal - a proposal 

 
The world is today realizing that mega projects are not the panacea for our problems.  Water Grid is 

an intricate mesh network of various and different types  of local water bodies throughout the land, 
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such that, when aggregated  they can fulfill the needs of the entire nation.  Thus rainfall in the west 

of India during the monsoon can supply water all the way to the southern states which receive only 

North East monsoon and vice-versa.  

Such a planned linking of water bodies with right checks and balances, will ensure proactive 

diversion of water to avoid floods in any one region due to excessive rain or avoid droughts in any 

one region due to scarcity of rainfall in that area. 

THE URGENCY 
What is the urgent need for networking these water bodies? 

 
 

 
 
With the creation of the water grid for India, atleast another 50 Million hectares can be further 

brought under irrigation.  This means food grains output will double for India, which in turn can  be 

exported for the world’s ever growing needs. 

The advantages that could be gained would be: 

•Drinking water  

•Irrigation for agriculture with possibility of growing 3 crops a year 

•Electricity power generation  
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•Enhanced Forest cover  

•Inland Navigation System  

•Employment 

•Village development  

•Control of floods and droughts  

All are steps that can position India on par with other nations, as a resourceful, global giant. 

The easiest way to imagine such a water grid of networked small local water bodies is to think of 

the internet comprising of many small computers, connected together.  Each individual is only 

concerned about the last mile connection from his home to the internet and then he has access to all 

the other computers and resources on the net. 

 
 

Internet 

Similarly each local water body has to be concerned about only its upstream and downstream 

connection as per the master plan. 

 
 

View of a single tank with canals for upstream and downstream flows 
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The Water Grid project has the potential to evolve into a Nation Building activity.  It will be an 

exciting and fruitful challenge for the youth, the present generation, to undertake, to reap benefits 

in their own life times and leave behind a wealth for prosperity. 

History and suitability of Water Grid 
There are many instances in the last 150 years, where experts, both Indian and Englishmen, have 

envisioned, devised, designed and advised a water grid for India.  

In hindsight, we can see that it is our own loss that we did not pay heed then. This idea is not a 

recent brain wave.  Perhaps it is an echo of their sincere thoughts coming back today.  Let us look at 

a few of these credible cases. 

Cotton Devedu – SIR ARTHUR COTTON 
Sir Arthur Cotton, who is considered as the father of modern irrigation in India, had done extensive 

survey of the then India and had created a detailed blue print for the water grid of India, way back 

in the year 1881 and even presented it to the British parliament. 

 

                              
                                                             
                 Sir Arthur Cotton                Statue for Cotton Devudu in Rajamundry, Andhra Pradesh 

 
He is credited with having built the barrage in Rajahmundry across the mighty Godavari river.  A 

statue of Sir Arthur Cotton stands there today, where he is revered as “Cotton Devudu”, a status 

equivalent to God.  Coconuts are broken in his honour there, even today. 

Sir Arthur Cotton writes that, he studied the various earlier irrigations projects of the native 

Indians, particularly the Kallanai, Grand Annaicut at Thanjavur, on the Cauvery river, based on 

which he designed the irrigation projects. 
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Kallanai Stone Dam 

Kallanai is a stone dam built on the flowing Cauvery river by Raja Karikala Chola in 100 CE.  It is a 

dam that has survived the passing of waters for 2 millennia and continues to serve as the main 

functional dam for that region, even today. 

Sir Arthur Cotton observes, 

 
 

This expert on river engineering, Sir Arthur Cotton, also strongly suggested building Internal 

navigation Network instead of railways way back in 1878 for Goods transportation. 
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Internal Navigation Network - A vision 

 
When a difference of opinion arose over the advisability of spending on internal navigation in 

preference to railways, he appeared before the select committee of the House of Commons on India 

Affairs and this was his report. 

 
 

The House of Commons 
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Estimates arrived at by Sir Arthur Cotton in the year 1878 

 
We need to observe that Sir Arthur Cotton felt that, 

• the potential for the inland waterways to carry bulk loads was multiple times higher than that of 

the railways, 

•the infrastructure setup cost of the inland waterways was lower than that of the railways, 

•the operational and transportation cost of the inland waterways was lower than that of the 

railways. 

When criticized by Lord George Hamilton, in the House of Commons, on January 22, 1878, Sir. 

Arthur Cotton replied, 

“My Lord, one day’s flow in the Godavari river, during high floods, is equal to one whole year’s flow 

in the Thames of London!” 
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                       Width of Godavari River, Andhra Pradesh           Thames River, London 

 

A BRIDGE TOO FAR 
Sir Arthur Cotton did not give up.  Again in 1881, at Madras Presidency, he implored upon those 

present, to listen to his plan and even presented the blueprint he had drawn up. 

 

 
 

Madras Presidency 
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As you can see from the text of Sir Arthur Cotton, it is the English language of the late 1800s. 

  



Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 46 of 90 

 

 
 

The major rivers of India 

 
 

Sir. Arthur Cotton’s Blueprint 
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A Grand water grid plan 
The plan and blueprint of Sir Arthur Cotton cannot be wishful thinking. It is also evident that he has 

not given a bird’s eye view account but has done a detailed survey of the landscape, river flows, 

bodies and the gradient of the land and only then come master plan of a water grid for the whole of 

India. 

What one has to bear in mind is that we are looking at two different forms of water here –  

•One is fresh, non saline, river water, much needed for irrigation drinking, domestic and various 

industrial uses,  

•the other is saline sea water, not of any use for the above needs.  

Another point to be borne in mind here is that, the main objectives of the blue print for the grid was  

balancing the river water flow to avoid both floods and droughts and to ensure enough, year round 

water for irrigation and other needs  across the lands. 

Transportation and navigation was only an added by product and a bonus from this grid.  As also 

additional fresh water based industries such as fresh water fisheries, pearls etc.  

While railways solved only transportation needs, water grid would address both water needs and 

transportation needs. 

Since this grid could also be used to address transportation needs, not only did he identify and 

earmark those areas with level differences, that would pose a challenge in this network for 

transportation by boats, but he had also designed water locks for surmounting such level 

differences. 

Additionally these water locks could act as control points in the overall balancing of the water flow 

in the grid. 

Water locks  
Water locks help boats sail across different levels.  When there is a climb or chasm in the path of the 

boat, as it navigates in a river or goes across from one water body to another, then sluice gates are 

placed at the edge of the different levels. 

Water is blocked between the lower and higher level and allowed tobuild up so that the water level 

rises taking the boat up to the desired level.  Once at the higher level, the sluice gate at the higher 

level is opened to allow the boat to sail into the higher level.  
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Thus by managing the opening and closing, or raising and lowering of sluice gates, boats can sail 

across different levels, a system which is very common in many rivers today such as in Europe, in 

Egypt on the Nile etc. 

             
 

 

             
 

Stage by stage illustration of water locks 

Water bridge  
Similarly water transport can also include newer ideas such as a Water bridge over which the boats 

can sail.  Germany has one such pioneering construction. 
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The Magdeburg Water Bridge in Elbe River, Germany 

 
It is evident from this that the idea of a water grid for our country is not something of a utopian 

discussion of the last decade or so,  but is a well thought out plan of the Father of Indian modern 

irrigation, detailed by his own hand, well over a century back. 

Unfortunately, it was not implemented then.  Had it been so it would have resulted in; 

•Our own native and indigenous transportation network at a much lower cost. 

•The monies could have been diverted for other developmental work. 

•A double purpose solution addressing irrigation as well as navigation.  

•Savings for the people and the Government’s disaster management budget and workforce, due to 

avoidance of floods by diversion of excess waters in any one place. 

•Savings for the people and the Government’s disaster management budget and avoiding storage of 

food grains in anticipation of draughts, as water is available through the year, everywhere. 

•Railways could have come later using the savings made and the increased revenue through trade 

and higher agricultural yield and prosperity. 

You would be surprised to note that India was always considered a navigational giant and this 

would have been an ideal application of such prowess and proficiency of the local population. 
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Chain Tank System 

The topography of the Carnatic region, we have the Western Ghats, the Sahyadri mountains, on the 

west and the Carnatic region is towards the leeward side of it with a mild gradient all the way upto 

the Bay of Bengal. 

 
 

The leeward side of Western Ghats – A natural Gradient 

 
Our ancients had understood this gradient and built a series of chain tanks from village to village.  

All these chain tanks were interconnected. It is only when all the tanks were filled up, was the water 

discharged into the sea. 

 
 

Chain tank System of the Carnatic 
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This series of chain tanks were built over the 500 year period between 400 CE and 900 CE by the 

Pallavas. 

This local effort but yet an integrated effort, across the region, speaks volumes of their planning, 

coordination and execution prowess across generations. 

Truly a wonder of medieval India, nay the world! 

Let us further focus in one of Eri in the chain of tanks. At the sluice point, we have the stone 

masonry work with stone spikes jutting out. 

 

 
An Eri, tank bund with spikes 

 
“Why so?”, was the intriguing question that popped up, every time we passed by them, on our many 

journeys in this region.  

Just before the onset of the monsoon, the villagers, packed clay and mud on it and raised the level of 

the tank by a couple of metres. 
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Eri, Tank with raised bund receiving rain water 

 
After the rains and inflow of waters into this tank, they allowed it to fill to the brim for a week. 

After a week, they opened up the packed up mud wall at the sluicegate, letting the waters out along 

the canal, to the next Eri in the chain tank system. 

 
 

Breaking open of the mud packing 
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This spill away was called Kalingu.  

Since every Eri, tank was connected with other tanks in the system, areas that did not receive good 

rainfall could still get water from the Eri upstream, which may have received good rainfall. 

 
 

The Spill away once the mud packing is opened up 

Once they raised the water level, the water pressure would charge all the wells in the village 

sufficiently, to meet all their needs for the year. 

 
 

Wells recharging when the Eri, Tank is full 
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We see a noble concept here in practice, that of taking one’s share and sharing the surplus with 

others. The existence of this Eri Chain tank system can be seen in the Satellite image which shows 

the profusion of them in this Carnatic region. 

The British administrators have measured the tank bunds of this region and have said that if they 

were stitched together, they would be long enough to go around the earth as a girdle. 

 
 

Satellite image of chain tank 

 

 
 

Tank bunds girdling the Earth 

 
Over 3 lakh (300,000) such chain tanks were enumerated in the erstwhile Madras Presidency. 
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The sad part is that, most of them have been lost to the community due to the British rule and as a 

result of illegal occupation for housing.  The links between these chain tanks too have been clogged, 

blocked or broken, due to the spread of urbanization and lack of maintenance, due to 

impoverishment during the British rule.  

Not only has this deprived us of sufficient water but has also made us vulnerable to floods, as the 

otherwise path to the sea for this water, using the natural gradient of the land, has now been 

blocked up. 

 
 

 
 

Flooded lake beds 

 
It was this water gridding, that had kept the Southern Part of India prosperous at a village level, in 

spite of continuous political changes. 

Now it is high time that we revive our age old, well designed water bodies to make them functional 

once again and bring them into a water grid. 
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Women and Water 

 

Women had a primary role to play in the fertility of this land.  All these cheruvus, were not built by a 

particular king or kingdoms alone.  They were built by the common people of the land, who had the 

interest of the land at heart.  In the maintenance of these water bodies, the women had a big role to 

play.   

Have you ever heard of women giving away their costly, beautiful, gold jewellery?   

While it is not considered an easy act for women to part with their jewellery, the women in these 

parts of the land, through the generations, have happily given away their precious jewellery to meet 

the cost of construction and maintenance of these water bodies.   

 
 

                
 

           Donation of Jewellery                                        Labour, Shramdhaan 

 
Almost every family has stories of how their grandmothers and grandaunts donated their jewellery 

for irrigation works.  

Our own family too has stories of such a grandaunt by name Jayam, in her ancestral village, who 

donated her jewellery for the repairs of the village tank, cheruvu.  Who even took turns along with 

other women of the village to spend nights in the open, by the cheruvu when the repairs were on, 
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amidst stiff opposition from the British officers. Women have thus also contributed with free 

manual labour, shramdhaan, for the maintenance of their local water bodies.   

These are some memories from the last couple of centuries handed down by our previous 

generations.  They were just following the noble ways set by their ancestors.  Sadly, in a few more 

years, more such memories and stories will fade away into oblivion.  All these go to show that 

women of this land played a major role in the care and maintenance of their local water bodies.   It 

is only in the last couple of hundred years, due to the misplaced administrative policies of the 

British government, we unfortunately continue to follow even to this day, that men got absolute 

control over these water bodies.   And look at what the men have done in the last couple of hundred 

years of “mis”-managing them. 
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Water for Food 

June to September is the month South and South East Asia gets their monsoon rains. 

The word monsoon came from the Arabic word, “Mawsin”, meaning weather, which is why we have 

the word “mausam” in Hindi for weather.  Here the weather turns to rainy season. 

It is the rain that gives us Pushkaram, fertility which is why every temple tank is called as Pushkarni, 

that land which gives us fertility. 

 

The purpose of this rain, the harnessing of these waters and creating fertility is to make food for 

humans, for animals, plants and for the earth as a whole. For food, annamaya kosha is the basic 

platform on which life is build for all living beings. Different beings take to different foods based on 

availability, biological need, suitability, taste and other such factors. Producing this food also needs 

water. Foods cannot be grown without enormous quantity of water. When we think of our needs of 

water, we thing of only our daily ablutions and our drinking water needs.  

We normally think of the few liters of water that we drink in a day. Have we ever thought how 

much water is required to make the fruit that is served in our plate?  
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Water consumption 
We hardly think of the quantum of water that is needed which goes behind food production. Infact 

over 80% of the water that is used on the surface of this earth is for agriculture and other type of 

food production. Only about 10% is needed for industry and the balance 10 % is for domestics and 

other uses. Infact domestic usage is a very small quantity. This chart here gives us visual description 

of usage of water. 

If we look at our food consumption the images here tell us a very interesting story. 

To make food for an average person be it lunch or dinner, the amount of water required, is over 700 

liters per person per meal. The chart here gives us the water needed to grow our food. And average 

consumption of direct water per person per day is 3 liters. 

 

Here we see that the real consumption of water is in food production/agriculture. We see that for 

agriculture itself it is so much, in the case of livestock/meat production the need of water is 

manifolds times more. 
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Veg vs. Non- Veg  
This insight into how much water is needed for a vegetarian meal as as opposed to a non vegetarian 

meal clearly a highlight to us as to which is more eco friendly. 

For 1 kilo of beef 15400 liters of water is consumed. 

Water needed to produce 

Beverages  

1 litre of beer 300 litres of water 
1 ltrs wine 872 litres of water 
1 cup of coffe 140 litres of water 
1 litre of milk  800 litres of water 
Vegetarian  

1 kilo of rice 3600 litres of water 
1 kilo of wheat 1375 litres 
1 kilo toor dal 1400 litres of water 
Non Vegetarian  

1 kilo of chicken 4325 litres 
1 kilo Mutton 5520 litres 
1 kilo Beef meat 13000 litres 
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Daily average consumption of water by a vegetarian eater is 2500 liters where as for a non 

vegetarian eater is 5000-8000 litres per day per meal. 

With the world facing increasing water shortage, the only sustainable way of sharing the available 

limited quantum of water, the prudent option, sustainable option, and the scientific option would 

be a vegetarian by choice. That is the way we can reduce our ecological footprint and leave the 

planet a more sustainable one for generations to come. 

Ecological Footprint 
Ecological footprint is what we consume during our brief stay on this earth. It is the strain that we 

put forth on the resources of mother earth. The gen-next is talking about ecological footprint as the 

new buzz word but do their eating habits show their concern for the ecology? For eating is what we 

do 3-4 times a day and that is by far the  largest foot print that we leave or rather erase from this 

earth. 

 

If this planet is to survive this phase of consumerism and we and our next generations are to 

survive, then conserving water and using it judiciously with minimal ecological foot print could be 

the way forward. It is saving water, conserving water, minimal usage of water. Moving from non- 

vegetarianism to vegetarianism is one of the key ways that we can contribute this effort four times 

a day, every day of our lives. 
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Cauvery a contentious concern 

The Cauvery water issue, a vexing matter, is wracking both brains and brawn of the riparian states, 

Karnataka and  Tamil Nadu. This sharing of water goes back to the early civilization of the land. A 

formal agreement was entered into between the governments of both people in 1860s, with the 

ideal of sharing what is available amicably among people, who had been enjoying these in given 

equitable manner for decades. 

In 1860, the then 100 year formal agreement was between Mysore Maharaja Government and 

Madras Presidency, under  British administration. In the 1960s, 100 years were over and the 

agreement was not renewed by the then political powers in peak. Since then, for the last 50 years, 

this water sharing has been a vexation issue.  

If you look back for 100 years, there was hardly any acrimony between the riparian states on water. 

This was primarily because, both these states did not soley depend upon River Cauvery for water 

needs. They had  the more important decentralized form of water harnessing, which met their 

water needs. The Cauvery was only an addition to the Chain Tank System. In the last 50 years of 

development, both Karnataka and Tamil Nadu have done away with decentralized form of water 

harnessing, which was a more steady form of water replenishing, year after year.  

The tanks of the Chain Tank System were called in local language  as,  Kere in Karnataka, Ery in 

Tamil Nadu and Cherruvu in Andhra. Basically, it was a part of the grand Chain Tank System that 

existed in every village where rain waters were collected, as and when rains came, and stored in 

Kere, Ary and Cherruvu. This flowed through a feeder canal, Kalingu to next village. This Chain Tank 

ensured that every village in these regions, got water from the leeward slopes of Western Ghats and 

had a Water Harnessing System in the village, which was connected to a Grand Tank System. This 

was a true wonder of the land and was sustained by the people for over 1000 years.  

Just as River Cauvery is a gradient to flow from Western Ghats,  the Chain Tank also uses the same 

leeward side gradient of land. Cauvery is the arterial in this web of feeder and distribution 

canals.  This Chain Tank was decentralized and did not depend only on Cauvery waters. 

 In the last 50 years of development, this Chain Tank System has become defunct.  There exists a 

web of feeder canals to and from the Cauvery River and the Chain Tanks. Due to lack of 

maintenance over the last 7 decades, they are blocked with silt. Making them functional again will 

create a situation for balancing water between the two, the Chain Tank and the river. 

The decentralized approach which was the back bone of Agrarian society has been replaced by 

centralized approach of solely depending on Cauvery for both Agriculture and Water Table 

Management. This has created unnecessary strain in water resources and on the minds of the 

people. 
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The water sharing agreements however satisfying they may be will only address the rainy season 

needs. The real everlasting solution is in making once again a decentralized system of water 

harnessing with the Kere of Karnataka, Cherruvu of Andhra Pradesh and Ary of Tamil Nadu which 

are collectively called, the Chain Tank System of the Carnatic. This system harnesses the water 

when it rains and disseminates to the people when they need it. Its surplus waters which happens 

to be in plenty is shared with the rivers like Cauvery of this region. The excess  from the rivers like 

Cauvery, which when in spate, is shared with Chain Tanks, thus balancing the water flows and 

thereby, avoiding seasonal floods and droughts.   

As a civilized society, if we can work  back what our ancestors had worked on, we can again be 

prosperous and harmonious as people for centuries to come. 
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Wholistic perspective on Water sharing 

Tamil Nadu, save for a few regions, does not receive much rain from the South West monsoon 

which is the main monsoon of India. Tamil Nadu receives its rains mainly from the North East 

monsoon which is less copious. 

 During the whole season, it rains for only 15 to 20 days in a year, which means about only 100 

hours of rain and this has to be used for the remaining 8660 hours of the year. This scenario has led 

to the popular belief that Tamil Nadu is rainfall deficient and hence water deficient. 

 But this has been the rainfall scene for thousands of years. 

 While the modern generation looks at this land as being rainfall and water deficient, even till as 

recently as 150 years ago, the people of Tamil Nadu seem to have enjoyed great prosperity and 

culture, which can come only when there is sufficient water in this land for its people, flora and 

fauna. 

 The people of Tamil Nadu had realized that this land is on the leeward side of the Western Ghat. 

The gradient of the land was sloping from west to east, draining into the Bay of Bengal. 

 Recognizing this topography, they built Eri, tanks, dotting all over the landscape to harness the 

rains where its falls and pass it on to places where it did not rain. It was an ingenious, intricate web, 

a chain of tanks – system tanks, Eri, Oorani, Anaikat and a whole host of local water harnessing 

systems, which were interconnected. The rivers and their distributaries were the arteries. The 

principle behind it was the heart of sharing. 

 If it rained anywhere in the Carnatic region, all the tanks downstream would also receive water. 

Finally, if the water was let out from the Sri Vaikuntam Eri in southern end of Tamil Nadu, near 

Tirunelvelli, to the sea, it meant that all the Eri of the Carnatic land were brim full by then. 

 These Eri and the web, were all built by the locals themselves during the Pallava period, from 400 

CE to 1100 CE. These have since then sustained the land and made it prosperous for the next 

thousand years and more. These were all people designed and people maintained. 

 It was after the 1857 war of Independence that the British administrators decided to wrest control 

of the water bodies from the local people. 

 To this effect, a Public Works Act of 1857 was promulgated and the Public Works Department 

(PWD) was created to control the water bodies of the land. This passed the control of the water 

bodies from the people to the government which soon led to the dereliction in their maintenance 

and eventual disrepair.  Soon the people of Tamil Nadu were deprived of their life 

supporting Eri and therein rested the tale of the water shortage of Tamil Nadu. 
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 A perspective of this is discussed in our article on solution to the Cauvery Water Issue. 

 The Tamil Nadu State Legislative Assembly passed the Farmers Management of Irrigation Systems 

Act 2001 which is a step in the right direction of giving back the control of the water bodies back to 

the farmers. 

 Today, there is a renewed energy in the youth to revive the tanks in disrepair in their local areas. 

While this is a good step in restoring ground water in that region, this stand alone tank will be of no 

avail when that region does not receive its due rains in any year. 

 The complete solution lies in reviving the connecting ducts between these tanks as well as reviving 

the entire web, the Chain Tank system, so that irrespective of wherever it rains in 

the Carnatic region, the Eri of every village of this region is always full. Not a trivial task. It is a 

challenge indeed, in terms of plan, effort and cost. 

 A possible way out for the overall revival is discussed in detail in our book You Turn India in the 

Bharath Gyan series. 
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Future of Cauvery Water sharing lies in our past 

Politicians of the day have made it seem like that the dispute over Cauvery water sharing is a 

conflict without a solution. They have been so successful in this that today farmers of the riparian 

states of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu believe there is no life for them without Cauvery waters and 

hence are willing to stake their life for the cause. 

In reality, this is yet another example of how a short-sighted vision can complicate matters for one 

and all. There can be, and there is, a prosperous life for farmers of the riparian states beyond 

Cauvery waters. The concept of water sharing in India, is as old as the early civilization of the land. 

History stands testimony to this. 

The sharing of waters went on without any noticeable acrimony till the 1960s. Till then, there 

existed arrangements among people which ensured that what was available was shared amicably 

among the riparian states in an equitable manner. One such arrangement was a formal agreement 

entered into in 1860 between the Mysore Maharaja Government and the Madras Presidency, under 

British administration for how the waters of the Cauvery would be shared for the next 100 years. In 

1960, this 100-year agreement came to an end but was not renewed by those in power. 

But more than such agreements, what had ensured a harmonious sharing was the fact that both 

these states did not solely depend upon River Cauvery for their water needs. They had a 

decentralized form of water harnessing called the Chain Tank System, which met their water needs. 

The Cauvery was only a supplementary source to the Chain Tank System. However, in the last 50 

years of modern development, both Karnataka and Tamil Nadu have neglected the decentralized 

form of water harnessing, the Chain Tank System, which was a sustainable form of water 

replenishing. 

 
 

The Chain Tank system of the Carnatic was conceived and built about 1500 years ago, around 500 

CE to 900 CE. It was built on the leeward side of the Western Ghats taking into cognizance the 

gradient of the land, sloping towards the Bay of Bengal. This region was known as the Carnatic. 

http://bharathgyanblog.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/chain-tanks.jpg
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Every village in this region had tanks which formed part of a Chain Tank System. The tanks were 

called Kere in Karnataka, Eri in Tamil Nadu and Cheruvu in Andhra Pradesh. In a chain, 

the Kere, Eri and Cheruvu of every village were linked to the other, right from the Western Ghats to 

Bay of Bengal. Rain waters were collected and stored in these local tanks as and when the rains 

came. Once a tank filled up, the overflow was channeled to the next in the gradient. The water thus 

collected flowed through every village of the Carnatic, from the slopes of the Western Ghats to the 

Bay of Bengal. This chain of tanks ensured that every village in this region got water irrespective of 

whether it had rained there or not. 

This Chain Tank was decentralized and did not depend only on Cauvery waters. Just as the river 

Cauvery uses the gradient to flow from Western Ghats, the Chain Tank system too used the same 

gradient of land. Cauvery was an arterial river in this web of feeder and distribution canals. 

The ingenuity lies in how the rain water was harnessed in this land across generations, ensuring 

prosperity to the land for thousands of years. 

However, in the last 50 years of modern development, this Chain Tank System has become defunct. 

The decentralized approach which was the back bone of the Agrarian society has been replaced by 

a centralized approach of solely depending on Cauvery for both agriculture and industries as well 

as for water table management. This has created an unnecessary strain on the water resources. 

Though there exists a web of feeder canals to and from the Cauvery and the Chain Tanks, they are 

blocked with silt owing to lack of maintenance over the last seven decades. Making them functional 

again will create a situation for balancing water between the Chain Tank and the river. 

Water sharing agreements, however satisfying they may be, only address rainy season needs. The 

real sustainable solution lies in making the decentralized system of water harnessing using the 

Chain Tank System, functional again. This system can harness the water when it rains, where it 

rains and make it available to the people when they need it, in every nook and corner of the land. 

The surplus waters from this system, which will be in plenty when the system functions, can be 

shared with the rivers like Cauvery of this region. The excess from the rivers such as Cauvery, when 

in spate can also be shared with the Chain Tanks, thus balancing the water flows. This will ensure 

that seasonal floods and droughts are avoided. 

As a civilized society, if we can restore what our ancestors had created for us, we can again be 

prosperous and harmonious for centuries to come. 

Ideally, the acrimony over scarce Cauvery waters should have pushed modern-day politicians and 

administrators to clever ways of harnessing waters. Sadly, it has been long used as a political tool. 

In reality a solution to this vexed problem in not so far away. It is just a few decades back in the 

past. 
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 From Perennial Water To Perennial Strife 

 
The last few decades have been punctuated with strife between the riparian states of Tamil Nadu 

and Karnataka or Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh or Tamil Nadu and Kerala. All for the sake of 

something as basic but essential as water. 

The last decade has seen this battle intensify between Tamil Nadu and Karnataka over the waters of 

Cauvery river.   

We all know that the Tamil land had been prosperous for millennia. This could not have come about 

without copious water to support its prosperity generating activities and industries. Tamil Nadu 

was water surplus then. 

Where did Tamil Nadu get its water then? 

Tamil Nadu has not changed its location. The rains are more or less the same.  

What has changed besides a few dams across a few rivers of such a large and expansive state? 

We need to look at the ground situation then and what it is today. 

Ground Surface Water Availability 
Ground surface water consists of components which include, 

1. Large and small rivers, streams, rivulets, Odai, forest streams 

2. Large water bodies, manmade and natural – lakes, tanks, Eri 

3. Small local water bodies –  

a. Pushkarni / Kovil Kulam– Temple Tanks 

b. Grama Kulam  

c. Kuttai  

Kulam and Kuttai 
In India through the ages, every village temple had a tank, Kovil Kulam called Pushkarni. Apart from 

daily bathing and for local temple ritual, these tanks were primarily built for water harnessing.  

 

Kulam and Kuttai are small local village troughs. Kulam is slightly larger, while Kuttai is smaller. 
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These were over 2 lakhs such small water bodies in number all over Tamil Nadu in the form of Kovil 

Kulam (temple tanks), Grama Kulam and Kuttai. These were used, for temple ceremonies, for daily 

ablution and other daily needs of men and cattle.  

 

Temple Tank at Chidambaram Temple, Tamil Nadu 

Thus, almost every village had atleast a Kulam or Kuttai, which also met the daily fishing needs of 

the local community.  



Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 70 of 90 

 

 

All these in the last 60 years, have become dirty wastage dumps, and cesspools, where mosquitoes 

breed. Over half of them are lost due to illegal occupation and construction in connivance with the 

local administration 

Tamil Nadu, A Land of Rivers 
Tamil Nadu is not just a land of one river called Cauvery. It is verily a land of rivers. There are 102 

rivers in this land. Thus Tamil Nadu is filled with rivers, one river after another. 

All these were perennial rivers at the time of independence. 

However, in the name of development, the people of this generation, and immediate earlier 

generation, have made these hundred rivers bone dry. Now we are going with a begging bowl, 

asking our neighbouring riparian states for water.  
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Continue to Ask 
While we should continue to ask in a civil manner, for our share of Cauvery waters for Tamil Nadu 

through set legal norms,it is even more important, to ensure that within the next decade, we make 

these 102 rivers of Tamil Nadu flowing and perennial once again. Which is what, our forefathers 

had bequeathed to us as our real inheritance.  

42000 to 7000 
Adding to this woe of making our rivers go dry, our immediate and earlier generation has 

committed an even bigger blunder. Tamil Nadu was a land of water bodies, lakes and Eri.   

As per the records of the government of Tamil Nadu, in 1967, we had 42000 lakes, Eri, tanks and 

large water bodies, all over the state.   

Not only were they so many in number, they were also beautifully networked to keep overflowing 

into successive tanks down the chain. These networked tanks, called the Chain Tank System of the 
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Carnatic, built across 500 years over 1500 years ago itself, qualify to surpass any Engineering 

marvel that the world has produced. More in our film Tamzhigam Oru Vaibhavam .  

From 1967 to 2017, in 50 years, we have wontedly reduced these networked water bodies of ours, 

from 42000 to a mere 7000. 35000 water bodies, lakes, Eri and tanks have been wiped out from the 

topography of Tamil Nadu. No wonder, water shortage is looming large.  

We should realize that for our mis-deeds and mis-adventure, we will have to bear the severe 

consequences within this generation itself. Even the 7000 large water bodies have been 

substantially encroached and converted into filthy cesspools. It is a catastrophic situation, we have 

on hand now.   

Who is responsible for this? 

Dravidian Parties Responsible 
If we see, Tamil Nadu has been alternatively ruled for the last 50 years, since 1967, by Dravidian 

parties only. These are parties who have come up claiming to restore the lost pride of the 

Dravidians.  

But it is under their very rule, that we are finding  

 the legacy left behind by our Dravidian ancestors eroded.  

 the world marvel of Dravidian Hydraulic and Civil Engineering raped 

 the successful and ingenious Dravidian Sustainability model destroyed. 

How can anyone claim to be restoring the lost Dravidian pride then? Rather what little was left is 

also being wiped off from the face of Tamizhagam. 

It is in the hands of the people now to wake up and understand what really is our wealth, our pride. 

 

Dravidian Parities, DMK and AIADMK 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AX6QTo-xP8k
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Chain Tank System – A Graphic and A Satellite Image 

Tamil Nadu receives the highest rainfall 
Alas is the situation all lost!? Thankfully no. If you look at the precipitation levels of the three 

Deccan states of Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu receives the highest 

rainfall among these three states, well spread out across its geography. Even now it is not too late, if 

we put our minds and efforts together. 

 

Rainfall received by the three states 
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Tamil Nadu, has three rainfall patterns,  

1. South West monsoon 

2. North East monsoon 

3. 3 to 5 cyclones that unfailingly lash the coasts of Tamil Nadu, in the months of October, 

November and December.  

 

While Tamil Nadu has three distinctive rainfall patterns, what is to be remembered is that it rains 

cumulatively for only less than 100 hours, out of the 8760 hours, every year.  
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So, when it rains, it really pours. This 100 hours of copious rain, we should carefully use for the 

balance 8660 hours. 

That water needs to be harnessed and used by the people, livestock, industry, agriculture, animals, 

flora and fauna of the land, for the balance 8660 hours, when it does not rain. 

 

 

Need to rejuvenate Rivers and Waterbodies 
We need to rejuvenate the 102 rivers, and the remaining 7000 lakes, tanks, and Eri, and the 

overflow connections between them. Then Tamil Nadu can have bountiful waters to meet its needs 

once again. Tamil Nadu is a Nature endowed water surplus state. Mother Nature, endows us with 
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sufficient waters every year. It is for us to harness the bounty of Mother Nature, and use it 

judiciously in a sustainable manner. 

Our forefathers had understood this phenomenon of Nature, and with ingenuity harnessed waters 

to sustain their civilization. Today in the name of development, education, knowledge and hydraulic 

civil engineering skills, we have failed to maintain a sustainable ecology. It is time to recognize our 

faults, redevise methods, and rejuvenate our rivers for a prosperous and sustainable Tamil Nadu. 
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Water sharing in Transnational Rivers 

Rivers by their very nature flow along a natural gradient of the land. They find their own path to 

flow. This is an innate quality of river flow. The Political boundaries of countries keep forming and 

reforming in every few centuries. The rivers in many parts of the world flow from one country to 

another, across these borders. In such a case the question comes as to which country gets what 

percentage of water of the river that flows through two or more countries.  

In Asia there are 57 transnational river basins. This means that the rivers flowing through two 

countries or more is an occurring in 57 rivers in Asia alone. Countries by nature zealously protect 

their waters. There are 57 transnational rivers in Asia. Only for four of these rivers, there are signed 

water treaties among nations. Of the four two have been signed by India.  

 

The Indus River System has 6 major rivers. These six rivers either originate or flow through India 

collecting waters that rain in India. 

Historical Background of water sharing during partition 
Just before the independence from the British and the consequent partition of India and Pakistan, in 

July 1947, Radcliffe tried to bring Nehru and Jinnah to some agreement on the management of the 

web of canals that flow from Indus River into west Punjab, which went to Pakistan. Jinnah then 

commented to Radcliffe that, “He would rather have deserts in Pakistan than fertile fields watered 

by the courtesy of Hindus.” 
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Nehru                                Jinnah                                          Radcliffee 

 It was with this mindset that the Radcliffe tried to bring in an understanding between the two 

fledgling states that were in the throes of partition. Post the independence of 1947, India and 

Pakistan decided to have ‘a standstill agreement’ that allowed a specified amount of water to flow 

into Pakistan till 1st April 1948. After that date, India stopped the water flow into Pakistan, which 

was resumed only after repeated entreaties. 
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While Pakistan was committing aggression in Kashmir on one side it was asking for the Indus 

waters from Punjab on the other hand. India did condescend and let waters flow again till the Indus 

treaty was signed. 

 

Indus Treaty being signed between India Prime Minister, Jawahar Lal Nehru and Pakistani 

President, Ayub Khan in 1960 

Indus Water Treaty 
The most important one is the Indus Water Treaty. After independence, Pakistan wanted to have an 

Indus Water Treaty with India. Pakistan constantly threatened to take the matter to Security 

Council of UN.  

Geopolitics 
In the 1950s, America needed strong allies to fight against the Soviet Union. India was making large 

noises of non-alignment which compelled America to negotiate with Pakistan to provide Air base 

facility and other strategic support in Pakistan to counter the former Soviet Union. One among the 

many quid pro quo of this geopolitics, USA through the World Bank negotiations favoured Pakistan 

in the Indus treaty negotiations. 
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Geopolitics at play 

India succumbed to the pressures of Pakistan and agreed as per the treaty to give 80 percent of 

waters to Pakistan and keep only a measly 20 percent of water for itself. This is probably the only 

example in the whole world where the upper riparian state has been coerced to deny itself 80 

percent of its rightful waters. 

World Bank sponsored negotiation 
In the late 1950s, USA and World Bank became the negotiators between Pakistan and India and 

prepared the Indus Water Treaty of 1960. As per this treaty, US and their allies along with the 

World Bank gave an aid of 1 billion US$ to Pakistan to construct dams on the Indus river.  

India forced to pay US$ 62 million  
As per one of the points of this treaty, India was forced to pay US$ 62 million to Pakistan to improve 

its canals.  

It is to be remembered that these are monetary values of 1960s. Needless to say, the terms of 

negotiation were much favorable to Pakistan as Pakistan was a closer ally to USA and World Bank, 

way back in 1960. 

The stark reality is that even after India supporting Pakistan financially and paving the way in the 

water treaty, Pakistan to this day continues to deny India the right to construct anything on the 

Indus River within the Indian Territory. This is the ground reality. While on one side, the treaty is 

loaded against India, the other side of the fact is that India has not utilized the minimal facility that 

this treaty offers. This is so even after 50 years.  
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 India has been allowed the tapping of 13. 43 million acre feet (MAF) of water from the three 

primary western flowing tributaries of the Indus. Till date, India taps only 7.9 MAF, letting 

the balance water flow to Pakistan, while there is a dire need for water in Punjab, Haryana 

and Rajasthan. 

 

 The treaty allows India to store upto 3.5 MAF of water from these rivers. That India has not 

made in the last 50 years any arrangements to store these waters is the deficiency of India. 

This has to be looked at in the circumstances that population, agricultural needs and water 

needs have increased substantially in the last 50 years. Even though the treaty per se is 

unfavorable to India, India has not tapped what has been given to it under the treaty.  

 

 

Indus Region Dams 
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Terrorism vs Water 

Today Pakistan is viewed as a terrorism sponsoring state not just by India but by many other 

countries of the world. India holds the water flow in its control into Pakistan, pretty much the way 

Pakistan controls the terrorist flow to India. The squeeze on the water flow should be directly 

proportional to squeeze on the terrorist flow that Pakistani exerts, for Pakistan has also got 

agriculture fields and need these waters which in turn to an extent funds the terrorists. 

International experts in this field are of the opinion that no treaty in the world can bind a state to it, 

especially if it is against the interest of the state on a long term basis. The urgent need for India is to 

tap its legal right and to renegotiate its treaty from the position of strength which India is in now. 

This case study should be an example for us when we –  

1. Negotiate the treat with Bangladesh for Teesta river waters. 

 

2. Sometime in the future when China tries to arm twist India into negotiating treaty for the 

Brahmaputra waters. 
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3. Many of the Himalayan Rivers flow to India from beyond our borders. They originate in 

Nepal and Tibet which is now a part of China. Sometime in the near future, all these waters 

will come up for a treaty negotiation. 

Our past folly should be a lesson for us to ensure that we get our equitable share of waters, at least 

in the future with treaties that are fair for all. 
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Draughts are man made 

Nature’s Cycles and Manmade Cycles 
Rains have a habit of failing now and then. Monsoons sometimes play truant. But over a couple of 

years, Mother Nature usually pulls up these truant forces and normalcy descends very soon.  

India that is largely dependent on its annual monsoon for its water and food does face difficulties 

during these trying periods but has never gone into major droughts or famines because of failed 

monsoons alone.  

Hand of man is evident in creating these droughts and famine.  

The noted senior journalist of The Hindu, P.Sainath, who was awarded the Ramon Magsaysay 

Award for his journalism, in his book "Everyone Loves a Good Drought", cites through examples 

witnessed personally, how most of the relief work, their planning and execution actually are 

contradictory to the real situation on ground, the real needs and sustainable living. 

His book brings out how it is the agencies, Governmental and Non Governmental, which finally end 

up profiting from relief work. Infact the very existence of these agencies is dependent upon such 

relief work.  

Inadvertently all these ill planned and unsustainable measures taken as part of relief work, instead 

of dousing the problems, fuel and keep alive the cycle of droughts.  

But manmade droughts and resultant famines do not seem to be a phenomenon of Independent 

India alone.  

The Dreaded Famines of India 
When India was under the British administration, famines were a repeated and regular occurrence. 

Famines became endemic in the 1800s under British rule of India. Famines were never widespread 

before British came to India. 

William Digby, an economist and Member of Famine Commission under the British, records in 

1901, the number of deaths in India due to famine in the hundred years between 1800 and 1900.  

 

1800 – 1825 10,000 

1826 – 1850 5,00,000 
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1851 – 1875 5,00,000 

1876  - 1900 2,60,00,000 

 

How did these famines come to be in the first place? 

Mike Davis, the economic historian has recorded the cause of these famines as an outcome of 

British policy. In his book "Late Victorian Holocaust" he highlights with details how there were 18 

famines in the 24 years between 1876 to 1900 and how 29 Million Indians perished in these 

famines. He calls it a murder by the British state policy.  

These years were witness to the great famines of Bihar, Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, Central India and 

many other parts of India. The numbers of people who were starved to death by these manmade 

famines, year after year, region after region, running into lakhs, is just too revolting. 

 

An illustration in a London Newpaper of the famine conditions in India 

Hand of Man in Creating Droughts and Famines 
If we pit the Industrial Revolution of Britain and Europe against the colonial plunder of India, we 

will be able to see the larger picture of the economic evolution of Europe and the degeneration of 

India to its present state. 



Experience the Knowledge of India 

          

Water – Essence Of Life 

 

Page 86 of 90 

 

In the latter half of 1800s, Britain and Europe were caught in the flurry of the industrial revolution. 

Apart from the large infusion of money, which they got from plundering their colonies, what they 

needed was large amounts of food to be imported into England to feed their workforce.  

They used the wheat fields of North India as their bread basket and forcibly exported the food 

grains produced in India, to Europe, to feed the industrialization, thus creating a famine among the 

very people who grew these abundance of food grains.  

In a similar situation now, it is this land and the people of India that are generating the wealth but 

instead of pumping it back to sustain the irrigation projects which in turn can keep agriculture 

sustained, scam after scam have been siphoning out large amounts of money from India. No great 

surprise then is the present looming drought in most parts of the country.   

For example in Maharashtra in the last couple of years, Rs.70000 crores have vapourised in the 

name of expenditure on irrigation projects but the increase in the irrigation capability of 

Maharashtra rose by just 0.1 % only. This figure shows us the stark reality of the scale of this scam.   

As Action, So Reaction 
For every action there is a reaction. If action is good so will be the reaction. There was a time when 

waters were revered as Punya Theertha. With all the callous handling of the various water bodies 

and indifference to rain water harnessing in the last few decades, the reaction as a drought is 

following on only too quickly, accelerated by corruption. 

Use of excess of chemical fertilizers on the soil too has added to the woes. Chemical fertilizers make 

the soil thirsty. The soil becomes parched much quicker. On one side we don't harness waters and 

on the other side we employ unsustainable techniques which increase the thirst of the soil.   It is a 

double whammy for the hapless farmer.  
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Yet another blow to the hapless farmer is when, for the pecuniary interests of a few, he is induced 

to cultivate crops that are not naturally suited for the topographical conditions of that land. For 

example, growing water intensive crops such as sugarcane in rain shadow areas such as the 

leeward side of the western ghats.  This also puts more strain on the limited water resources 

available.  

If you care to notice, soon after Independence, because of benevolent Government policies and 

sincere implementation of the same in the early days of Independent India, famines ceased.   

Droughts are once again rearing their head, for the policies are not oriented towards sustainable 

living and moreover there is one scam after another in implementing them. It will be inevitable for 

famines too, to follow soon.  

It is this precise fact that we have brought out in our book "You Turn India".  

The current drought in Maharashtra does not come as a surprise. Neither is this going to be the last 

one.  

Let us look at droughts. 

Rains and Droughts  
It is well known that despite the 4 months of monsoon in India, it actually rains for only about 100 

hours in a year.  
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But during these 100 hours, it rains enough to make India rank as the second largest rainfall 

receiving country in the world in proportion to its area.  

 

 

 

This abundant rainfall has to be saved to be used for the balance 8660 hours of the year. This is 

precisely the role of the water harnessing projects of the land.  

 

 

Monsoon rains by nature have a cyclical vagary over a 7 to 10 year period. So by nature, we need to 

expect floods for a couple of years and deficient rainfall for another couple of years in a decade.  

It is these small, local but innumerable water harnessing systems that are the balancing factor to 

harness the rain when it pours in excess and to be used in the times of deficiency.  

Hence these water harnessing systems have to be maintained in good condition at all times to have 

good times. 
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But does this maintenance need Rs.70000 crores as was spent by the Maharashtra Government?   

Certainly not!  

Cost of a Drought Vs Cost of Averting a Drought 
India was dotted with traditionally designed water harnessing systems suited to the local 

topography, climate and population needs.  

In the 6 lakh villages of India, close to 9 lakh such traditional, local water harnessing systems were 

implemented. This means an average of 3 such water bodies for every 2 villages.  

These water harnessing works were traditionally carried out by the locals themselves and the cost 

defrayed by the locals themselves again.  

What has not been accomplished by this Rs.70000 crores could have been accomplished with a 

fraction of this amount if the local water bodies had been continued to be maintained by the locals 

instead of a centralized body 

Just a couple of years ago there were very heavy rains in the same Maharashtra leading to floods 

both in the Narmada river flowing west and the Godavari river flowing east. What happened to all 

those waters?  

If we had harnessed them then, would it not have come in handy now?  

So, a drought really occurs not due to a failed monsoon but due to our failure to harness the rain 

when it rains, where it rains.  

Let us take this Maharashtra drought as a reality check to open our eyes to the reality of droughts, 

famines, scams and the hand of man in creating all of these. Atleast now, let us initiate steps to 

adopt the time tested water harnessing principles designed by our forefathers that had kept this 

land fertile and prosperous during their times and until recent times.  

It is for us now to realize and act as each individual as well as in unison, for history to not repeat 

itself, since droughts and famines are manmade and relief works benefit more the Governmental 

and Non-Governmental agencies.  

In the end it is the common man who bears the brunt of ill framed policies and non implementation 

of wholistic relief measures.  

The sufferers are the people to whom this land belongs, to whom these water bodies belong, in 

whose name the policies are made, for alleviation of whose woes the relief measures are meant and 

finally for whom these rains actually come.  

There is a popular saying in the land that even if there is one good soul in a land, the rains will come 

for all.  
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Is there not even one such good soul in this land today? 

Even if there is one and it rains for all, what is the use if it is not harnessed? 

It is time now to seize this opportunity and volunteer for a better India - “You Turn India”.   

More information on water harnessing and its role in the prosperity of India during the past as well 

as in future, is available in our book, “You Turn India”, a part of the Bharath Gyan Series. 

                                    

You Turn India 

 

 


