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o ™t two years ago,
» Imarti Pal was one of

¢ those swaying, frail

figures making the

/ long trek for water, a
E pitcher on the head
and another on the hip. Then one
day, tired of walking 12km daily
through rocky, inhospitable terrain
to draw drinking water for her fam-
ily; she decided to take matters in her
own hands. She set out to dig a well
in her village of Motho, a tiny set-
tlement in Lalitpur district of Bun-
delkhand in Uttar Pradesh. Her
husband saw little promise in the
venture and the villagers made fun
of her. Only two women supported
the outrageous idea. The trio set te
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hours a day fetching water first

thing in the morning before going to

school and then again once 1 was
back,” she says. Now, a handpump
practically brings water to their
doorstep. She has time to study,
while her parents have enough wa-
ter for animals and their fields. In
fact, the village now grows wheat,
sesame and peanuts, and

vegetables, taking a

step towards sus-
tainability for

.. thefirsttime in

© yéars.

At 63 million, India
has the largest number
of people living in rural

areas without access to
clean water, according toa 2017
WaterAid report. That’s almost

MP

ing behind women and children to
battle hunger and thirst. Some-
times, the drought and famine is so
acute that villagers are forced to eat
rotis made from grass to survive.
No wonder then that families refuse
to give their daughters in marriage
to these villages.

Tulsa Prajapati of Chandrapur
village, an hour’s drive from Jhansi
city, remembers days when she could
spare just one dry roti for her son.
He died at 17, malnourished and ill.
like many teenagers in her village.
“The children would always have
fever and diarrhoea, and sometimes
cholera and malaria. It was an un-
ending cycle. We could do nothing
to save them,” she says. Their
mothers were no better off. A 2013
report by Lucknow’s King George
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work, lifting heavy boulders as they
hollowed out the heart of the earth
looking for water. “It was very hard
work to break rocks to lift the earth
but we didn’t give up,” Imarti says.
Three months on, they struck water.
The gurgle drowned the village din.

And evidently, all spoken and un-
spoken differences. Men and women,
disgruntled at being ignored, and
even rattled upper caste community
members in the village, quietly came
around to lend a helping hand.

Now, three check dams for rain-
water harvesting. half a dozen hand-
pumps and a well make Motho one
of the few oases in drought-prone
Bundelkhand. This year, as the sum-
mer scorches the earth, neither Ima-
rtinor her sisters-in-arms, Ramku-
var Ahirwar and Phoolwati Pal. look
anxiously at the sky: These “jal sahe-
lis" (water buddies) have finally sue-
ceeded in beating nature.

In the last six years, NGO Par-
marth Samaj Seva Sansthan has
brought together a band of sisters

called Jal Sahelis who are actively

working in creating and conserving
sources of water in the region's
drought-prone villages. Today; there
are more than 300 women or jal sa-
helis across 150 villages in the arid
Bundelkhand region who have been
working with their communities to

build check dams, dig wells, install
handpumps and adopt water conser:
vation practices to tide over the bru-
tal summer. They have petitioned
and nagged government officials.
stood up to the upper caste members
in their community, even their own
husbands, for the mere right to water
and to end the long trek to the well
that has long been defining their
lives. Their cussedness is paying off.

For the first time in years, these set-
tlements have enough water through
the blazing summer even as villages
around them reel with thirst.
Eighteen-year-old Anjana
Kushwaha remembers how she used
to wake up at dam to trudge to the
nearest well, more than 2km from
her village Kalhothra, in Talbehat
tehsil of Lalitpur “Since I was a
young child, have been spending 4-5

the population of the UK and
enough people to form a line from
New York to Sydney and back
again. Lack of government plan-
ning. competing demands, a rising
population and water-intensive
agricultural practices are all plac-
ing an increasing strain on water
resources, says the study.
According to India’s official
Ground Water Resources Assess-
ment, more than one-sixth of the
country’s groundwater supply is
currently overused. So much so
that droughts have become a way
of life in Bundelkhand. During
2003-2007. the region suffered from
adrought every year and last year
(in 2016), water scarcity hit epi-
demic proportions, leading to
widespread death and disease.

" Governments in the state and at
the Centre have maintained a stud-
ied indifference, while doling out
drought packages now and then.
leading to no perceptible long-term
impact. As summer starts, villagers
are usually caught between bat-
tling the tanker mafia and migrat-
ing to cities for the duration, turn-
ing entire villages into “ghost set-
tlements™, )

In some cases, the men migrate
to Dethi or Mumbai for lowly paid
labour and construction work, leav-

Medical University 2013 found that
the long treks to fetch water had
led to deformities in the women
and even premature abortions.

Thankfully, now, many families
only have memories of those hellish
days. The jal sahelis have heralded
not just a revolution in water man-
agement but in women empower-
ment as well. “Women are most af-
fected by lack of access to water
and spend the most amount of time
fetching it. OQur aim was to ensure
that they were able to take deci-
sions about these issues including
where the handpump should be
placed and how channels of irriga-
tion should be created,” says San-
jay Singh, founder of Parmarth
Samaj Seva Sansthan.

A gleeful Ramvati Kushwaha
from Kalhothra village recalls the
arm-twisting they had to do for their
handpump. A group of 30 women
had waited for several hours at the
district magistrate's office to petition
him. But engrossed in his work, he
set off in his car without meeting
them. “We chased behind him till he
stopped the car and promised us our
handpump. No one makes us wait
now. They realise we don't give up
till we get what we want,” she savs
with a smile. Raise a toast to that.
with a glassful of water
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( Kotice to Ganga after

i

 getting human status

Explain why land was gIven {or construction: High Court ;. -
PRESS TRUST.OF " State pollution comtrolboard * - The Uttarakhand _High

; Yy andtheRishikenghnici al: Gourt-had earlier this year. |
Accorded I 5 ity, the court direct there- accorded the.status of “fiving
nfly, “the ‘Ganga spondents 10 file.a reply be- human - entities” -0 ‘the
fved its first jegal fore May 8 when the matter: - Ganga and Yamuna tivers to
% 1 is slated for next hearing. . belpin their “preservation
-Officials made custodians - and donservation®. = .7 :
.of the Ganga when it was >
eyy 4¢ 1 nted human status by the
% trenching ground. . : high  court, including -the
s ~;The notice;was sssnedbya - chief secretary, the advocate- -
 pivision Bench comprising .general and the director of
ustice VK. Bisht and Justice - the Namami Gange: project |
"Alok Singhon a PIL filedbya - will respond to the legalno-
Rishikesh resident Swaroop . tice on behalf of thexiver.” 4
Singh Pundir;” e e

Sacred but polluted .7 ..
'Bestowing human status on
the sacred ‘but highly: pol-
luted rivers would, accord-
ing ‘o -the -court’s”order,
amount o harming-a buman

Violation of law -
% -rhe Public Interest Litigation

7 NG surprised over plea tansfer

-said a trenching ground is "% T R : :
¢ being constructed in-village . pRrESS TRUST OFINDIA T But,we have already’ - d
£ Khadri Khadag close 10 the “NEW DELHI Y s passed 2 detailed :

banks of the holy tiver in i TheNGTon Friday @ - judgg_merit on the river
gross violation of law. : : expressed surprise after way backin 2015. Thisis
~ Mr. Pundir claimed that béing informed that 2 i the-problem with you ’
‘the gram .panchayat con- 23-year-old PlLon "= _(lawyers) people. =+
~cerned allotted the land to - : polluﬁonintheYam\ma o “Why didi’t you

% the local civic body without - hasbeen wransferred to it~ “inform the Lordships

L PPrTETTR O

* . consulting the villagers sev- - ¥ andon which it had about this? You people " H
eral years ago. -~ . oo . . ‘i passedan otder two " also like to play ping~ = - :
b g S ..} yearsago. - pong here and there,” a.-

. Next hearing oo i “Has the Supreme - bench headed by, NGT

. Issuing notice t0 the Ganga, Court transferred the - Chairperson Justice

E-; ‘the Union government', Cent- ..} Yamuna inatter to us? Swatanter Kumar said.

" ral Pollution Control Board, IR S N e 4
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- Rain guns reachlng

far and wide

V.K. RAKESH REDDY -
ANANTAPUR -

.In Anantapur district of Andhra
Pradesh, farm ponds are bemg
combined ‘with “rain ~guns?”

.- which shoot harvested rainfall

: through a high-pressure jet into"
the air, and it lands on prec1ous

- crops as natural rain would.

"~ 'The State government opted
for this innovation, wiser from
the -failed implementation -of

- previous - programmes under
the Desert Development Pro-

,centrated primarily on creating
‘check-dams to retain water. To-
day, the focus is on a systematic’
~ expansion of farm ponds. : -
“The idea is that once. theé
farm ponds are filled up- by
.. Tains, the stored water. could be
used through rain guns or sprin-
“Klers to give protective wettings
{ . to the groundnut crop once or
/i ..twice, during long ‘dry spells,
i untl the next rain spell takes
;i over the task,” Joint Djrector of
1. Agriculture in Anantapur PV.
* i Sreerama Murthy said. ‘
- Durmg the last ag'rlcultural

.

S.MURALI -

ONGOLE o
The vast. stretches of land in
¢ drought-hit. Prakasam. district
are barren, with one exception:
the village of Chinnakothapalle,

derabad-Ongole expressway.
This village is an oasis in the
5 R . rain shadow region as most
“Covering L, yis ¢ of the 300 farmers here have
. adopted drip irrigation, -even .
though their district was reel:
; ing undef' the impact of severe
; droughtin all the 56 mandals.
.-~ Their transition from conven-
tional flood irrigation to micro
. irrigation (MI) was not smooth. )
. Some harboured doubts about.
© its feasibility, said M. Sambasiva
— Rao, an Mi pioneer in the village. ..
: “Many used to ridicule me
. when I opted for the MI system =
“a couple of years ago. But after -
seeing the results for them-
» Selves, other farmers have fol-
: lowed smt now,” explams farm-

near Addanki, abutting the Hy- ,‘

season, Chief Minister N. Chan-
drababu * Naidu travelled to
Anantapur to personally inspect
Tain gun operations, after wilt-
ing of groundnut crop due to
long dry spells was reported.

‘Sprinkler success

After four days, Mr. Naidu de-
clared victory over drought say-
ing that the crop in over 4 lakh
acres under mission-1 of the pro-
gramme had been saved.

A total -of 3.7 lakh acres of

- gramme. - Those. schemes ¢on-— estimated -crop-benefited from

the arnﬁcml showers created.
using rain guns and sprinklers,
out of a drought-stressed crop
area of 5.32 lakh acres. In all
6,239 rain guns and 5,813 sprin-
‘Klers were used to spray 052
TMC of water.

While - the programme
wasn't - completely - success-
ful,” given - the - wide - scope
and . insufficient -time to im-
plement. it, - there were no-
table . ‘success : stories - that
. reinforce the promise of the
programme if planning: could be
nnproved ) -

' Micro irrigation W
,movement underway

twice the area of land that he

*used to, with the same quanti-
ty of water, sometimes adding

water-soluble fertilisers through
the MI system for better ylelds

Cost savmgs
Another farmer, T.- Ven-
kateswarlu, explains the MI sys-

‘tem saved them around 40% of

production costs and-increased
productivity by 20%, by allow-
ing water to drip slowly to the
root zone through a network of
valves, pipes, and tubes.

" "As many as 188 farmers were

provided with - subsidised - MI
system to grow crops in about

400 acres. Rest of the eligible

farmers will be covered before
start of Kharif season,” says AP
Micro Irrigation project director
Y. Vidya Shankar.

_ The department proposes to

bring more " than 20,000 hec- .

tares into the MI system under
the flagship NTR Jala Siri pro-

2 (A)
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Fortified by coir -

geotextiles

it ity

R. RAMABHADRAN PILLAI * '

" ALAPPUZHA % %~

The Rerala government has put in place |
a plan of action to use coir geo-textiles £o -

" protect.and conserve streams and ponds, -
. particularlyin the Kuttanad region of south

“Kerala; which has large water bodies. « -

. Coir geo-textiles refer to loosely woven

. coir mats that can be used to strengthen

. the walls of rainwater harvesting pits and

_Adopt-apond -

| M.P. PRAVEEN- PRI AE TRy

- banks of porids and streams. The govern;
. .ment's,plan isto us¢ €oir ‘geo-textilesona_
..~ large scale as part of jts green mission, ti- -

tled 'Haritha Keralam' (Green Kerala). .

- .. Ponds have already been rejuvenated:at——

several places by strengthening the banks .

‘with .concrete ‘walls, Replacing -the con-
"-crete and rubble with geo-textiles would -
*_ facilitate growth of- grass on the banks,
" resulting in a natural strengthening pro-
~-cess, which would be environment friend- -
_ Iy, providing a long-lasting solution to the -
+, problem of soil erosion:;. ;.7 cE

KOCI:\II" ; ISR I ::h
Under former Collector M.G. Ramaman- . -
jckam, the Ernakulam district administra-
tion in Kerala has come up with an inno-

.vative ‘programme to revive. abandoned
‘water bodies to tide over water crises ex-
- perienced by the port city of Kochi.

‘As‘many as 55 ponds have been revived
under the project titled ‘Ente kulam, Er-

Y

- nakulamy’, which roughly translates to "My
- pond, My district”s | ¢ 7 e oL

The project, launched in Decemiber 2015,

. _is being executed by 200-0dd volunteers.

B e i

of “Anbodu Kochi’, -a voluntary organisa-

. tion originally formed to coordinate relief
. work in Kochi to help victims of the De- -

_cember 2015 floods in Chennai. @ ..:

. “We started off cleaning one pond a day
/ and the high point was when we cleaned .
.up 15 ponds a day,” said Bimal Vas, one
- of nine founding members -of ‘Anbodu -
. Kochi,f.dh‘bf 1;‘: R “ B I
. .- Ponds revived-are handed over to the .

" Jocal ‘community. The condition of each -

revived pond Is reviewed once in two

months to ensure their upkeep. Ten best-
kept -ponds were identified” and persons

_responsible for their upkeep were recently

3~ felicitated by the District Co]lgctdr,

Rl
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Battling unrelenting drought, Kerala
women dig 180 wells to quench thirst

SPIRITED EFFORT Women
of Ottapalam took up the task
when signs of a long drought
became more visible last Oct

Ramesh Babu
« rbabu@hindustantimes.com

OTTAPPALAM (PALAKKAD): Life is wilting
in large swathes of southern India
under anunrelenting drought, buta
motley crowd of ordinary women are
also helping hope to sprout with their
doggedness in the face of adversity.

Scores of them have come together
todigwellsin Kerala’s Palakkad dis-
trict and rewrite their destiny amid
the unprecedented dry spell. Succes-
sive monsoon failure has left their
land parched and robbed them of
their livelihood. Though many are
going hungyy, very few are thirsty,
thanks to the unigue initiative by the
women'’s collective.

Since last year in October , when
thefirst signs of a prolonged drought
became more visible, the women of
Ottapalam block have been furiously
digging wells with spadesand shov-
els rather than despondency take
over. By last count, they have dug
180 deep wells, ensuring adequate
source of drinking water for those
intheregion.

P Amminiis one such beneficiary.
Even at the best of times, she had to
trek three kilometres to fetch a few
potsof water. But now that the situa-
tion is dire, things actually have
turned for the better for her. A well
has been dug nearby and she has
access to clean water for drinking
andevenaquick bath.

The sleepy village of Pookottu-
kavu has many such stories to 1.1~

rate. Last year, at the peak of sum-

mer, housewife Sathyabhama was
forced tosell her two cattle calves as
she had run out of both fodder and
water. This year, she hadjust bought
three of them.

The women well-diggers say des-
perate times brought in dramatic
changesinthem. “Wenever hadany
experience of digging wells. But our
collective spirit helped us learn the
trick easily. Now we have warmed up

High and dry
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Successive monsoon failure has brought scores of women together
in Kerala's Palakkad district to dig wells and rewrite their destiny

gt~y

:

i Al 4 districts declared drought-hit

E At least 300 women are engaged in digging wells and are paid under the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. kT pHoTo

|
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E Met says drought waorst in 115 years
& Wayanad, ldukki districts worst hit
& Underground water level dips by
310 3.5 metres

33.7% E deficit in south-west

th-east |
£ Monsoon ‘
!
!

e 0D in water levels in
GO%E: major dams till March
e (0P 105, state estima.es
50% m a loss of ¥992 crore

10,000 ponds revived at a »

cost of ¥380 crore '

to it and most of us get into 80-feet
deep without any fear,” said K
Radha, drenchedinmud as she came
out ofa well holding a shovel.
Packing her children off to stay
withrelativesatdistant places wasa
annual practice with Radha to beat
the water scarcity. This year, her
sons have stayed back with her.
Intiding over the water crisis, the
Ottapalam women have also
breached what was perceivedtobea
malebastion. Digging deep wells was
seen a risky job requiring hard
labour and special skills that only
men possessed. But sporting col-
oured lungis and shirt, the women

INTIDING OVER THE WATER
CRISIS, WOMEN HAVE ALSO
BREACHED WHAT WAS
PERCEIVED TO BE AMALE
BASTION AS DIGGING WELLS
REQUIRED SKILLS THAT
ONLY MENPOSSESSED.

are venturing deeper in their
search for water and pulling down
long-held beliefs.

The current drought has been par-
ticularly bad. South-west monsoon
was deficient by 33.7% and the north-
eastmonsoon less by 60% last vear. A
majority of the 44 rivers that cut
acrossthe state, acclaimed as God’s
Own Country, are either dry or near-
dry, hitting the farming and planta-
tion sectors hard. Locals are left to
fretand fume since power supply has
also been hit with generation of
hydro-electric power severely
curbed for want of water. An other-
wiseboomingrealty sector is staring
ataharshreality: severerestrictions
on the usage of water have halted
much of the construction activity.

Locals say they had a sense of the
shape of things to come since last
year when peacocks and wild ani-
malsbeganraiding villages near the
forests last vear insearch of water.

“We sensed impending danger
when flocks of peacocks arrived in
ourlocality. When they strayed ear-
lier, they used to fly back, but now

they made our countryside their per-
manent habitat,” said a villager.

Then followed the elephants and
wild boars and by December the
villagers were bracingfor a debilitat-
ingdrought.

The womenfolk have, however,
given Ottapalam somethingto cheer
about amid widespread despair.
“When we started in last October,
most of our workers wereunskilled.
But they turned experts in no time
and now at least 300 women are
engaged in digging wells,” explained
panchayat president K Jayadevan.

The women do not dig for free and
are paid under the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guar-
antee Scheme (MGNREGS). Butthe
wells work out lot cheaper: against
the average cost 0f 60,000 rupees for
a well, the ones dug by the women
cost halfthe amount.

Palakkad MP MB Rajesh is
ecstatic with the results.

“Itisaclassic example of how best
touse government funds. When mon-
soons failed, the women rose up in
style,” he said.




DRY DAYS | FARM INNOVATION

Drops of water better than the gush

Investments into drip irrigation systems, while sizeable, appear to pay off quickly as farmers realise a sharp increase
in yields, alongside more efficient water use. Precision agriculture' seems to be the way out for the future

RISHIKESH BAHADUR

MURALIDHAR KHAJANE

B.S. SATISH KUMAR
r;in{;{/laENGALURu

In the Northern reaches of Kar-
nataka State, where arid land
stretches to the horizon and
droughts and floods are fre-
quent, it is little drops of water
that have helped Basavraj Patil
Bardabad’s farm in Bidar district
remain green.

The 55-year-old had pur-
chased a farm around eight
years ago, and before “drip ir-
rigation” was a buzz word in
policy, he ensured that 5.5 acres
were irrigated through an intri-
cate series of pipes. The invest-
ment of T1.5 lakh paid off imme-
diately.

In the first year, he sold 5.5
lakh worth of watermelon, and
then decided to expand it to 40
acres, where he grew ginger,
turmeric, mango, and red gram.

“Earlier, I had to run my bore,

wells for seven hours to irrigate
one acre. Now, I can irrigate
three acres in the same time
with lesser water,” said Mr. Patil.

Micro, not major irrigation
In the face of unprecedented
water stress - 13 major reser-
voirs are seeing 16% lesser water
storage than the “drought year”
last year - government policy
seems to have finally caught on
to the opportunities of drip irri-
gation.

Bagalakot  district, o
a network of pipes
is being installed
that  envisages
drip irrigation
for 24,000 hec-
tares of farm-
land by diverting
5.84 TMC of water
from Narayanapura
Reservoir on River K- ™
ishna. The Ramthal (Ma-
rol) Lift Irrigation Scheme - tout-
ed as the largest micro-irrigation
project in Asia - is slated to be
launiched in June. Over 15,000
farmers are expected to benefit.

Precision farming

“Precision agriculture” may be
the only way to reduce agrarian
water dependency, says the Uni-

Drip irrigation hetps to not only cut
back the usage of water but also
increases the yield of crucial crops

SDURCE: AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERING DATA BOOK 2008,
CENTRAL INSTITUTE OF AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERING
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versity of Agricultural Scienc-
es-Bengaluru which has demon-
strated that water-intensive
sugarcane can be cultivated us-

" ing 40-50% lesser water through

drip irrigation.
Fe, UAS-B will be test-
ing these technol-
ogies, including
sub-surface irri-
v gation, on the
: fields of about
J 400 farmers for
four years. Initial
results show that
Kf 3
o yields have gone up
’ by around 40%. .
“Though farmers -were
not keen on water conservation
in the beginning, the series of
drought and water shortage has
seen their interest increase,”
says K. V. Keshavaiah, Principal
Investigator of Precision Agri-
culture Project.

Bidar

This is the fifth of a seven- part series
Tomorrow: Water-Intensive Sectors
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Fertile imagination: Progressive farmer N. Mohan Reddy used
drip irrigation technology and mulching paper to significantly
improve crop yields in the arid Kothagadi village, Vikarabad district,

Telangana. » nacara GoPAL

Drip irrigation and mulching help
enhance yield for Telangana farmer

M. RAJEEV
HYDERABAD
N. Mohan Reddy, farmer of an
eight-acre land at Kothagadi
village abutting the Vikara-
bad district headquarters,
is hopeful of achieving a
40-tonnes-per-acre tomato
crop this season.

Unlike farmers in the
neighbourhood, he opted
for extensive drip irrigation
and mulching sheets across
his farm. This enabled him to
improve the yield, from the
around six tonnes per acre
that he could generate using
conventional irrigation.

“There was an acute
shortage of water and over
half a dozen borewells dug
at different points across the
field failed. I had come across
drip irrigation and mulching

sheets through Internet/news-

papers and tried the meth-
od. The yield has improved
significantly,” says Mr. Mohan
Reddy, a graduate.

Costs and constraints
Given the constraints relat-
ing to water availability, he
had to opt for short duration
crops such as tomato and
chilli whose crop cycle lasts’

from about 60 to 120 days,
depending on the variety
transplanted.

The input cost is close to
¥80,000 per acre and a major
portion of this is for the
purchase of mulching sheets
(close to ¥16,000 an acre),
and labour charges.

“Mulching sheets covering
the drip system will ensure
that there is no run off or
evaporation besides bringing
down incidence of pests. The
drip put in place ensures
that water just sufficient to
the particular variety sown is
given,” he said.
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