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Introduction 

Water has been harvested in India since antiq uity. Evidence of this tradition 

can be fou nd in man y age-o ld ancient texts, scriptures, inscriptions, local 

trad ition and archeo logical remai ns. Traditional systems are the spec if ic 

response to the ecology and culture in which they have evolved, they are 

more d urab le and have sati sfied certain needs of local people in environment 

fr iendly manner. These sys tems emphasize the eco logical conservation in 

contrast to environmental exploitation by the modern sys tems. These have 

benefited from collective human experience s in ce time immemoria l and in 

that li e the ir bi ggest strength . Traditiona l sys tem s are low cost, user fr ie nd ly 

tec hniques and community-based sys tem s, which contribute to soc ial 

cohesion and se lf-re liance . Often the respons ibility of taking dec is ion s and 

actions was left to indi victual s, gro ups an d local communiti es working 

togethe r. Thi s enco urages economic independence and optim atisati on of local 

resou rces at m icro- level. 

Bri tis h co lonial state, with its new revenue pol icies , dramaticall y transfo rmed 

the economy and created the condition for the co ll apse of these sys tems. 

The Ind ian post-i ndepe ndent state is no different in thi s regard. D ams, those 

controls water and not manage it , are st ill the temples of India . Irri gati o n 

potential is created, but no thou ght spared for its utili zati on. Community 

contro ls on choice of crop grown i[\ th e irrigated command areas have s low ly 

disappeared . Ad hoc proj ec t implementation lead to wasting public money. 

Land degradation , deforestation and mass ive ground water exploitation have 

also co ntributed to a situation summed up by the word 'scarcity'. The problem 

1s compounded with the fact that modern systems, operatin g on market 
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economy principles, are far from perfect in terms of their distributional 

impact. The case for the revival of small , decentralised, traditional water 

harvesting gains urgency from this context. Small scale water harvesting has 

enormous potential and it is time this potential is given a reckoning. 

Characteristics of traditional water harvesting system (TWS) & its importance 

in present paradigm 

Technically speaking , water harvesting means capturing the ram where it 
falls, or capturing the run-off in one's own village or town . Experts suggest 

various ways of harvesting water: capturing run-off from rooftops ; capturing 
run-off from local catchments; capturing seasonal flood water from local 

streams ; and conserving water through watershed management. The indigenous 
systems exhibit following features : 

1. Traditional water harvesting systems have passed the test of time and 

are suited to specific environment and culture in which they have 
evolved. They worked efficiently in different social, economic and 
political environment. 

2. These systems emphasis ecological conservation in contrast to environmental 

over use of modern system. E .g.: Afforestation, ground water recharge, 
soil conservation . 

3. Ensures community participation and management: 

For any development to take place people's enthusiasm participation 

is must. Traditional water harvesting systems were effectively 
managed, established and operated by the small communities in many 

regions of our country. 

4 . Low Monitory costs : 

In India, still there are some regions were Modern Systems will not 

due to the costs required to set up. So in this context it is wise to use 

the TWS which can be build with the low costs and local material 

available in the villages. 

5. Traditional water harvesting system contributes to social cohesion and 

self-reliance . 
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The Modern Systems have increased the dependence of rural communities 

on the Govt. agencies, which often fai l to provide the basic needs of the 

society or people. On the other hand, TWS are community managed system, 

where the responsibility of taking deci sion is left with individuals, groups 

and community working together in the society. Thi s encourages the community 

and economic independence and optimization of local resources at micro 

leve l. 

Fall of water harvesting systems in India: 

Indian villages functioned like little republics and played an important role 

in managing their own resources. As the Indian kings knew that agricu ltu ral 

prosperity was vital for financial health, they created new agricu ltu ral land, 

and intensified agri cultu ral production by building tanks , wells, and canals 

to increase state revenue , he took the help of local nobles , ordinary people 

and even temples to build the water harvesting structure. Today, unfortunately, 

this heritage culturally an d technologically lies in poor condition. 

The British initiated new Govt. Revenue Policy that destroyed the financial 

reso urces base of the Indian villages and their inner capacity to manage their 

natural resources . As a result , the vi ll age community could no longer ra ise 

enough internal resources to manage its irrigation structures and thus, agriculture 

and incomes declined to a point that India became a nation chronically 

affected by farmers and destitution. 

But the worst for the fa ll of traditional water harvesting sys tems in India 

was the irrigation bureaucracy. No effort was made to review of these sys tems 

or build new sys tems in a way that complemented the traditional systems. 

Switched towards westernisation policy makes concentrated their efforts on 

big dam projects copied from developed or western countrie which are 

becoming danger to the human as wel l as ecology. 

Some of the other facts responsible for the decline of traditional systems 

are given below: 

Growth in population and water demand, which could not met through 

traditional technology and systems and at the same time, availability of 
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modern and more convenient water supply through centralized storage systems 

like rese rvoirs and canals because of the officials emphasis on them led not 

only to halt in the expansion of traditional systems but also to disuse and 

con equent deterioration of the existing ones. 

The centralized modern systems were initially installed in good faith to 

provide water with more convenience and with abundant supply, but over 

the years the govt. has developed an open bias in favour of these large complex 

and costly systems . 

The posturing of greater dependence on the state itself for even small matters 

like maintenance of existing systems and the powers that govt. agencies have 

acquired through existing water and land resources laws which provide 

complete control over these resources, leading to large scale misuse. 

• Commercialization of agriculture and the large-scale cultivation of cash crops. 

• Changes in di stribution and concentration of ownership of land and 

community resources in fewer hands . 

• Unchanged state investment patterns that were developed during the 

colonial regime and neglected small water harvesting irrigation systems . 

• Inability of govt. agencies to take a holistic view of water as a product 

of larger environmental management. 

Viability of large Dams in Indian context: 

India is a land of rivers and our economy is predomin antly agricultural 

economy. Development ofriver valley projects has become lifeline for progress 

and prosperity for the country. In recent years strong oppositions has been 

voiced to the construction of Dams arguing that irreparable damage to the 

environment and soc iety by such projects which may result into Global hunger 

and malnutrition. Now a day, bi g dams are seen with negative light. Big dams 

are not only unnecessary but also they have tremendous social , ecological and 

economic costs. Such projects always mean either a big displacement of people 

and/or a big submergence of forests and other natural ecosystem. 
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Disadvantages of big dams 

1. Threat to ecosystem: 

Ecological cost is too huge in terms of rivers, the mountains and the forest 

of the India. In India large dams have already submerged 1.5 million hectares 

of forests and countless other ecosystem. They have endangered several 

species of fish and mammals by drowning their homes or blocking their 

migration. They have also increased the salt-water ingress along the coastal 

line as the outflow of the river-borne fresh water is decreased . It is found 
that an astounding 89% of the 300 dams given environmental clearance since 

1980, migratory measures were been violated. Compensatory afforestration 

has been not done. The wild life has not been restituted, catchment areas 
have been left to erode and water logged command areas were not reclaimed . 

Th is means the vast majority of dams have been built not just in ways that 

are environmentally compatible but in violation of the laws of land. 

2. Neglect of rehabilitation: 

A detailed study of 54 dams was done by the Indian Institute of Public 
Administration, which found out that the average no . of people displaced 
by a large dams is 44. I 82 and there are 3,300 dams in India. N .C. Saxena, 
Secretary to Planning Commission said, the total no. was in the region of 
50 millions and a huge percentage of the displaced are tribal people i.e. about 
60%. What happened to all these million of people? Where are they now? 
How do they earn a living? No one really knows about it. The rehabilitation 
problem is severe. The Gujarat Govt. committed to provide land because 
of the Sardar Sarovar, is dragging its feet on resettlement. The fact is that 
Gujarat Govt. has no land to offer. Apart from those who refeived land have 
complained that they have been given uncultured land or bad land. In April 
this year, seven tribal ousters of Madhya Pradesh, resettled in Gujarat , deed 

rn the span of 10 days , putting a question mark on rehabilitation itself. 

3. Economic cost : 

Over the last fifty years India has spent Rs .80, 000 crores on the irrigation 

sector alone, yet there are more drought prone areas and more flood prone 
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areas today than there were in 1997. Big dams are planned for a hundred 

years, but they lose their capacity from silting and age. Some of our old 

dams have already lost considerable storage capacity and developed cracks 
and the scope of renovation is limited . The accumulated silt cannot be carried 

away at any reasonable cost. 

The India scenario 

More than 2000 million people would live under conditions of high water stress 
by the year 2050, according to the UNEP (United Nations Environment 
Programme), which warns water could prove to be a limiting factor for 

development in a number of regions in the world. About one-fifth of the world's 

population lacks access to safe drinking water and with the present consumption 

patterns, two out of every three persons on the earth would live in water-stressed 
conditions by 2025. Around one-third of the world population now lives in 

countries with moderate to high water stress-where water consumption is 
more than 10% of the renewable fresh water supply, said the GEO (Global 

Environment Outlook) 2000, the UNEP's millennium report. Pollution and 

scarcity of water resources and climate change would be the major emerging 
issues in the nex t century, said the report. These issues would be followed 
by problems of desertification and deforestation , poor governance at the 

national and global levels , the loss of biodiversity, and population growth, 

said the report (The Observer of Business and Politics, 12 October 1999) . 

There is an urgent need for action to maintain the health of our water systems. 
Shortages of fresh water and its pollution threaten the quality of life of many 
Indians- nothing demon strates this fact than the recent drought that had 

the entire country reelin g under its devas tating impacts. Life poses us with 
so many contradictions . Despite being one of the wettest countries of the 

world, India's growing water shortage has reached alarming proportions and 

become a growing concern. 

Traditional Solutions Revisited 

While the Indian government is making efforts to solve the country's water 
problems through modern means, India 's population is now looking toward 
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tradition al proven methods. Indi an communities have long been aware of 

the interdependence of their li ves on the natural resources aro und them. Indi a 

has a ri ch legacy of water harvesti ng technologies and these methods, 

combi ned w ith modern cience, could lead to a permanent so lution to this 

problem . Rainwater harvesting , s imply put , is putting water bac k into the 

so il wh ere it is sto red in underground rivers and reservoirs so that it can 

be drawn when needed . As a resu lt of the fa ilures and short-comings of the 

water sys tem and its di stribution network inherited by Indi a from the Briti sh 

co lonialists , local indigenou s popul ation s have begun to think of innovative 

alte rn ati ve so lutions to th e water problems based on a revival of traditional 

rain harvesti ng sy terns, which have tran sfo rmed so me of these areas from 

places of economic backw ardn ess to areas of abundance. The advantages 

of tradition a l methods such as ra in harves ting are numerous. They have the 

potentia l of providing a so lution to rural poverty and unemp loyment resulting 

in an overa ll improvement of the eco nom y. They can give hi gh ag ri cultura l 

return s and their in tallation and maintenance are cost effective. They are 

a lso hi gh ly sustain ab le. As we have ente red in the new century, furthe r grow th 

and urb ani zati o n will go hand-in -hand with environmental c ri ses. We mu st 

rej uvenate o ur "dy in g wisdom" and tap the traditional sys tems of resource 

management to uit our present day needs. This basic s imple wisdom is 

unde rlin ed by the co ntinued success of tradition a l methods of managi ng 

earth ' s resources in Indi a as we ll as in other parts of the wor ld . Modern 

communities the world over should , therefore, be encouraged to look at time 

te ted tradition al methods of resource management. 

Conclusion 

Su stain ab ility in agricultu ral production depends considerabl y upon prope r 

deve lopm e nt , conservation and use of water and land resources a t 

mi cro- level. It is now widely recogn ized that much of the available ' exogenous' 

tec hn ologies (emerg in g from formal research system) for management of 

watershed resources is not suitab le for the small ho ldin g s itu at ion in India. 

Farmers a ll over the wor ld have a wea lth of info rmati on of their ow n 

environment and have evolved suitable indigenous farming systems ,and 
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practices. The relevance of indigenous knowledge as a resource that provides 

a basis for sustainable and environmentally sound approaches to agriculture 

and natural resource management has been understood. Tendency to ignore 
local knowledge systems and practices has been cited as one of the reasons 

for failure of conventional development approaches. Observations indicate 

that farmers practices are ecologically sound and should be supplemented 

and improved by modern technology. Indigenous systems may not work in 

every situation, but the integration of local and external technologies can 

result in appropriate so lutions. Future planning must involve a proper blending 

of indigenous and recommended technologies . 
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