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Abstract

Harvesting rainwater, from the rooftop and on the surface, has been part of Indian social and cultural life since antiquity. A wide range of hydraulic systems to suit diverse ecological regimes exist in the country. Ancient texts, inscriptions, local traditions and archaeological remains bear testimony to a rich tradition of rainwater harvesting. Some evidence of advanced water harvesting systems can be traced from pre-historic times as well. The Puranas, Mahabharata, Ramayana and various Vedic, Buddhist and Jain texts contain several references to canals, tanks, embankments and wells. 

With the settling societies being largely agrarian, written texts are loaded with reference to irrigation systems. Kautilya, a minister of King Chandragupta Maurya (321 – 297 BC), gave vivid reference of irrigation with water harvesting systems in his historic politico-administrative treatise called the Arthsastra. Kautilya’s treatise is often compared to Machiavelli’s The Prince. He pointed out that not only people were knowledgeable about water regimes and the hydrological cycle but that the state was often supportive of such ingenious local solutions.

Archaeological evidences indicate that this so-called `water wisdom’ was unique to the development of civilizations on the Indian subcontinent. It was all a case of learning to live with nature. The first humans, who came to inhabit the Indian subcontinent, must have soon realised that water was a very ephemeral resource for them. With the monsoon season being limited to three months, people knew that sustaining life will require extending the bounties of the wet to dry months. The diverse water harvesting systems, developed to suit some 15 different ecological regions, are the net result of human ingenuity.

STATE OF DECLINE 

Today, this rich socio-cultural tradition of rainwater harvesting is in a state of abject neglect. At several locations, these socio-engineering structures have been reduced to objects of archaeological relevance only. Tragically, the systems that sustained societies for centuries were sacrificed in the name of `development’ during the past 200 years only.

The British, who ruled the country for little over two centuries, set the cycle of destruction in motion. In an effort to earn revenue from the society, the water management systems were brought under the control of the state. However, within few decades the results of this control started surfacing. Faced with recurrent famines, the British invited their top irrigation engineer Sir William Willcocks to advise them on why India was suffering from recurrent droughts.

To their utter surprise, Willcocks advised them to learn from the natives. But the adamant colonialists paid no heed to the advice and continued with their sinister move of applying engineering solutions to the ecological problem. The Indian bureaucracy did not learn much from the follies of their predecessors. On the contrary, it increased investment in the water sector and brought it to the present state where the number of villages suffering from water scarcity are increasing by the day. India’s ability to manage water has taken a severe beating at the hands of none other than its own water bureaucracy.

Water management is a complex social exercise. It is managed by individual farmers as well as by communities in irrigation schemes and watersheds. The advent of water bureaucracies brought decline of the social institutions which, for centuries, had designed, developed, managed and protected their water systems. Unless the social institutions are revived and the control of water systems handed over to them, the poor will continue to be at the receiving end of this water crisis. 

THE REGION OF HOPE

Although several attempts have been made in the past few decades in reviving the traditional water systems, one such experiment that stands out belongs to a region on the west coast of India – in the state of Gujarat. The Saurashtra region resembles an inverted saucer, surrounded on three sides by the sea. The region has about 4700 villages, nearly 25 per cent of the entire state, and a population of some one million people.

Normal monsoon brings between 300 and 500 mm of rain. If the raingods smile, the villages get plenty of water and good crops of groundnut, cotton and millet. However, every 2 to 3 years the monsoon fails over the region. Between 1985 and 1987, the region faced the worst drought of the century. The Government of Gujarat mounted relief work – food packets were distributed and trains loaded with water were brought from adjoining districts. Lasting solutions, however, were neither developed nor found feasible in the given geo-hydrological regime of the region. 

Irrigation in the region is largely done through open irrigation wells – each well has on an average a diameter of about 6 metres and contains between 350,000 to 400,00 litres of water. During the drought period, the water level in these wells receded to depths of more than 300 feet. The wells that were the most reliable source of irrigation water failed to meet the farmers’ demand during the peak period. Lifting water from such depths was not only costly for the farmers but beyond their means as well. Like in other regions, the social institutions that nurtured such community irrigation systems were eroded beyond recognition for any rearguard action. 

REVIVING SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

Contrary to conventional developmental process driven by external aid and supported by new institutions, a social movement called Swadhaya (meaning self-study) has brought community-controlled and community-managed model of sustainable natural resource use to fore. Within less than 50 years since it was launched, the movement has focussed its attention on revitalising the dominant Vedic thought of indebtedness. Missing from the conventional development vocabulary, this thought has triggered community response to social crisis. Communities in the affected villages have embraced the thought in transforming their lives.

Swadhaya has taught people that the ultimate good of man consists in offering his most developed life at the feet of nature. Paradoxical as it may sound, self-offering is the only true freedom. To submit oneself to the sole authority of nature is to free oneself from the slavery of the world. This genuine independence removes the sense of beggary from one’s mind. In Swadhaya, poverty is a state of mind. Through devoted self-offering, the people who practice Swadhaya repay their debt to nature (for granting them free access to resources like air, water, clouds, sun, sky etc). Interestingly, all the villages in Saurashtra follow this practice. In all, some 100,000 out of 550,000 villages in the country practice Swadhaya.

The movement has had profound impact on the social life in Saurashtra. Nurtured over the past 50 years, the movement has helped to rebuild the social institutions of mutual help and dependence. Villagers offer one day of their earnings each month to a social fund which, over the years, has grown into large deposits. It surprises visitors to discover that most villages in the region have deposits in excess of US $ 2 million. Notably, people make the entire contribution themselves. From within the community, the custodians of this fund are chosen.

SUPPORTING INGENIOUS SOLUTIONS 

With community resources and the spirit of self-offering, villages in the region have recharged over 100,000 irrigation wells and created some 1,000 large water tanks. The total investment by the communities in reviving the water harvesting systems is well over US $ 2.5 million for well recharging and US $ 200 million for the tanks. 

The technology of recharging irrigation wells is simple. A 6 x 6 foot filter tank is dug close to the well and filled with 2-3 layers of pebbles of different sizes. The bottom of the tank is fitted with a cement pipe – about 9 inches in diameter – to guide the water into the well. Rainwater comes into the filter tank through open channels and gushes into the well through a pipe. Cost of this installation varies from location to location, on an average each installation costs around US $ 25. 

Ramjibhai Manjibhai, a small farmer of Dhoraji, is known to have conceived this simple ingenious solution. He diverted run-off water into his open well. Neighbours warned him against silting of his well. Some silt did collect but the same led him to design a silt trap. Saurashtra has enough rain during monsoon to recharge the wells. As soon as people learnt about the success of the system, village after village adopted the system of harvesting rainwater to recharge the parched wells. Creation of large tanks in the region has further helped in increasing the water table and recharging of the wells. 

The recharging method has been found suitable for the irrigation wells. If water remains in these wells during the lean season, farmers can be sure of two more crops. A study by the Department of Economics, Saurashtra University has revealed that due to revival of irrigation wells, the region could harvest crops worth US $ 400 million each year. 

CONCLUSION
Through the revival of social institution and the culture of self-help, Swadhaya has demonstrated that dependence brings despondency. Only by overcoming self-pity and bringing in the element of self-pride, can the communities manage and control their destinies. 

Swadhaya is an unending saga of human endeavour to bring stability in thoughts and actions. Through the process of self-analysis, self-study and self-offering, it has nurtured a movement anchored by some 100 million people worldwide who have found a new meaning in living in harmony with the given situation. Drawn from different strata of society and from diverse ethnic groups, a new community is surging ahead to take control of its own destiny and bring about the much-needed social and ecological stability.
