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India’s water crisis: The clock is ticking. 

 

"There is a water crisis today. It is not about having too little water to satisfy our needs. It is 

about a crisis of managing water so badly that billions of people and the environment suffer 

badly.1"  

 

Abstract 

India is home to a quarter of the world’s population and a land with boosting industries, and 

rich agriculture that almost consumes up to 80% of the available water in an average year. 

Water has started running dry in Chennai, Tamil Nadu and 21 other Indian urban areas are 

likewise confronting the apparition of "Day Zero". Moreover, India was ranked on the World 

Resources Institute's Aqueduct Water Risk Atlas as the 13th "extremely highly" water stressed 

country.  If the position worsens, people will have to rely on unsafe water that would cause 

widespread illness leading to more deaths. India's water emergency offers a striking token of 

how environmental change is quickly transforming into a crisis situation. 

 

This article highlights the urgency to act on the situation of water crisis that beholds in the 

near future. The authors have raised moot questions about the seriousness of the situation and 

have very well attempted to answer them. The article covers the various initiatives 

undertaken by the government to improve India’s water position. The article has also 

attempted to depict the relationship between water and law, that how it is crucial for the 

survival of the mankind. It has covered the adversities that the Indian economy can suffer as 

the crisis could affect the agricultural sector immensely. A natural misfortune on a very basic 

level wrecks financial development. Lastly, certain suggestive measures are placed by the 

authors to cope up with the crisis. 
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1Water Crisis, World Water Council, https://www.worldwatercouncil.org/en/water-crisis. 
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In various parts of India families start their morning streaking past on their motorbikes, 

bicycles or on their feet en route not to work but to travel long distances with buckets in their 

hand in search of water. Being the second most populated country, more than 330 million 

Indians lack access to clean drinking water, witnessing drought-like conditions that account 

for a quarter of the world’s population.2 

 

In the current scenario of India, it seems that the country is running short of an essentiality 

that is even more fundamental than food grains, i.e., water. With the growth of the society, 

the need for resources also grows. But people have failed to understand the degree of water 

crisis we are facing or will certainly face in near future if nothing is done to preserve it. 

Currently, we are interested in laying down large networks, signing treaties without effective 

implementations, constructing huge storage dams, working on political agendas, etc. 

assuming that development follows infrastructure, but that is not always so in the practical 

world. For any country, their human resource is of utmost value. Therefore, if half of the 

population of a country suffers due to water crisis then how can there be progress in the 

economy? Instead, there are high chances of the economy to fall and come to an irrecoverable 

position. Therefore, concentration from less important subjects should be shifted to water 

crisis today; otherwise all the development goals will remain forever on pen and 

paper.  There are basically two types3 of water scarcity: 

 

1. Physical or Absolute Water Scarcity: This scarcity happens when the region’s 

demand outpaces the limited water resource present there. It is expected to grow with 

the increasing population and unpredicted weather patterns. 

2. Economic Water Scarcity: This scarcity happens when there is a lack of water 

infrastructure and poor management of water resources. Basically, when drinkable 

water is polluted for human wants like agricultural and industrialisation growth. 

 

	
2Mahreen Matto, India’s water crisis: The clock is ticking, DownToEarth (Jun. 21, 2019), 
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/blog/water/india-s-water-crisis-the-clock-is-ticking-65217. 
3Melissa Petruzzello, Water Scarcity, Encyclopaedia Britannica (Apr. 14, 2020), 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/water-scarcity. 
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The staggering situation of India is that it witnesses both types of scarcities. In some States, 

there is less supply of water in comparison to the demand whereas in some States inspite of 

unlimited water resources there is water crisis because there is whooping mismanagement.  

 

With the current scenario of the crisis, the authors feel that even if now people realize the 

importance of this subject and start taking corrective measures then this crisis can be 

forestalled. The water bodies are being neglected, unevenly distributing water in the cities, 

inefficient use of water for agriculture, draining chemicals and effluents into water bodies, 

lacking on-time de-silting operations, etc. If something is not done soon, an estimated 114 

million Indians will soon face desperate domestic, agricultural and industrial shortage.4 This 

challenge for preservation has to be taken up seriously by not only the water awareness 

community and decision-makers but also by all human beings that are individuals like you 

and us, who are at the ground levels, because even single pairs of hand can help in sustaining 

water and making a difference. 

 

"Water is everybody's business"  

- The 2nd World Water Forum. 

 

Besides, water is a resource to other living organisms too. The effect on water has a 

propounding effect on aquatic ecosystems and their dependent species which in turn has an 

adverse effect on the ecological balance.  There must be a paradigm shift from the notion that 

there will always be ‘supply of more and more water’ in the country to finding modus 

operandi for improving water use efficiency.  

 

The moot questions that are necessary to be addressed are:  

What will happen if there is no water to supply?  

Are agricultural producers financially incentivized to save water?  

What modern methods can be adopted to prevent global water crisis? 

 

AGRICULTURE CALLS OUT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

	
4Ram Mashru, India’s Worsening Water Crisis, The Diplomat (Apr. 19, 2014), https://thediplomat .com/2014/ 
04/indias-worsening-water-crisis/. 
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Agriculture is both a victim and a cause of water scarcity. The water situation is fragile and 

critical as the responsibility is not only limited to provide for the needs of the present 

generation but also to sustain and preserve it for the use of future generations. This also 

requires sharing water for the environment as much as is required for by the humans. ‘A lot of 

blue is required to keep it green’. The proportion of water used for agriculture and industries 

varies from one nation to another depending on their standard of living, degree of industrial 

development and water use efficiency.  

 

In India the most important food crops like wheat, rice and sugarcane are the most water 

intensive crops, where producing a kilogram of rice requires an average of 2,800 litres of 

water, while a kilogram of wheat takes 1,654 litres.5 And for Sugarcane, the farmers use 

groundwater as they are assured of marketing by the sugar mills. According to NABARD, 

Punjab, Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh are among the world’s top water-risk zones for 

agricultural production. Moreover, groundwater is used to cultivate some of these water 

intensive crops and its overexploitation, especially in the north-western part of the country 

contributes as one of the main reasons for India’s water crisis resulting in Indian states being 

in water stress condition by 2020 and water scarcity condition by 2025 directly suppressing 

agricultural production.6   

 

Although, the states thrive in terms of land productivity, it lies far behind the eastern states in 

terms of water productivity. State procurement policy and subsidised electricity makes it 

profitable for farmers to produce rice whereas farmers in states like Bihar, West Bengal, 

Assam, and Tripura which are better endowed in terms of rainfall lack these incentives. 

Unfortunately, India has emerged as a major exporter of rice which means a water scarce 

country like India is actually exporting millions of litres of water annually.   

 

Therefore, measures should be adopted by the government to provide incentives and urge the 

farmers to switch to cultivation of less water intensive crops like millets, pulses and oilseeds 

in water stressed regions and water guzzler crops, particularly rice should be grown only in 

water rich areas. With an increase in demand for water, agricultural irrigation accounts for 
	

5Neha Abraham, India Must Shift Rice Growing East from Punjab & Haryana to Prevent Desertification, 
IndiaSpend (Jun. 27, 2019),  https://www.indiaspend.com/shifting-rice-cultivation-east-from-punjab-haryana-
will-reduce-groundwater-stress/. 
6NG Hedge, Water Scarcity and Security in India, India Waterportal (Apr. 3, 2012, 3:43 PM), 
https://www.indiawaterportal.org/articles/water-scarcity-and-security-india. 
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90% of India’s freshwater withdrawals which is the highest in the world followed by China 

and the United States.7 Therefore, significant effort has to be made to bring about a 

revolution and uplift the current water management condition, by laying emphasis on the 

management of agricultural irrigation. 

ALARMING BELLS 

India’s water ecosystem is incongruity. Cities like Chennai acquires its water supply from 

30km away; Delhi from 230km away, whereas the other parts of India remain in perpetual 

drought to just keep the taps flowing. Cities are already grappling with the pressures of rapid 

population growth, adverse effects of climate change and pollution. According to the 

Composite Water Management Index (CWMI) Report released by the NITI Aayog in 

2018, 21 major cities are racing to reach zero groundwater levels by 2020, affecting access 

for 100 million people. Already 12% of India’s population is living in the 'Day Zero' 

scenario8.   

 

In theory, India receives enough rain every year to meet the needs of over a billion people. 

According to the country’s Central Water Commission (CWC), it requires at most 3,000 

billion cubic meters of water annually and receives 4,000 billion cubic meters of rain.9 Yet 

the position of country is dire. The water resource available from the Himalayas to the 

Northern part has been pumped out where more than billion people depend upon it. For the 

Southern part, the situation has worsened as there has been extensive delay in the southwest 

monsoons that have adversely affected States like Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, 

Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Jharkhand reeling under a deficit of more than 20% of rainfall. The 

total ‘live storage’ available in the 91 major reservoirs maintained by the CWC has dropped 

from 17% to 16% of capacity (161.9 BCM), which is less than what was available during the 

corresponding period last year.10 The position has degraded to such an extent that States with 

	
7 Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser, Freshwater Withdrawals by Country, Water Use and Stress-Our World in 
Data (2018), https://ourworldindata.org/water-use-sanitation. 
8Jessie Yeung et al., India has just Five Years to Solve its Water Crisis, Experts Fear, CNN (Jul. 04, 2019, 02:39 
AM), https://edition.cnn.com/2019/06/27/india/india-water-crisis-intl-hnk/index.html.  
9Mihir Sharma, India’s Water Crisis is Man-Made, The Economics Times (Jun. 26, 2019, 09.50 PM) 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/articleshow/69953715.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium
=text&utm_campaign=cppst. 
10Srishti Choudhary, Centre Launches Nationwide Water Conservation Scheme, Livemint (Jul. 01, 2019, 11:46 
PM),https://www.livemint.com/news/india/centre-launches-nationwide-water-conservation-scheme-
1562004693843.html. 
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large urban areas—Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala are only able to provide drinking 

water to 53-72% of urban populations.11 

 

On the different chapters of the crisis there are some States that have pioneered successful 

solutions. Gujarat has performed higher than the average across all sectors, displaying 

exceptional performance across on-farm management, rural supply, and policy indicators. 

Andhra Pradesh has introduced a highly effective program of self-regulatory water use that is 

the “Andhra model”. Rajasthan, which is famous as the desert state has improved in 

participatory irrigation and water restoration. The state took a loan of $100 million from the 

New Development Bank (NDB) to work on the Indira Gandhi Canal system, with the key 

tasks being strengthening of Water User Associations and restoring the water body. Tripura 

jumped a rank in the Water Index and now stands at the top of the north-eastern and 

Himalayan states.12 

 

The CWMI Report also states that by 2030, the country's water demand is projected to be 

twice the available supply, implying severe water scarcity for hundreds of millions of people 

and an eventual 6% loss in the country's GDP.13 The scarcity is expected to worsen with the 

increase in the overall population which is expected to increase to 1.6 billion by the year 

2050.  India requires a long-term plan for securing the left-over resource that is not only 

affordable, but also equitable, efficient and sustainable. 

 

LEGAL ASPECT 

‘Right to live’ includes right to safe and clean environment that forms an inseparable 

relationship between society and environment, installing responsibilities among the citizens 

to protect and preserve our environment for a peaceful survival. After the Stockholm 

Conference on Human Environment, 1972, the Indian government and Judiciary played a 

vital role in interpreting the Constitution (Articles 21, 48A and 51 A (g), 249, 252, 263), 

taking up measures, delivering strong footing judgements in favour of our ecology system 

and laid emphasis on the principle of jus gentium. In the case of Bandhua Mukti Morcha vs. 

Union of India (1984), it was held that the right to receive safe drinking water is a part of 

	
11Amitabh Kant, Sector- Urban Water Supply & Sanitation, Composite Water Management Index (Jun. 14, 
2018), https://www.niti.gov.in/writereaddata/files/new_initiatives/presentation-on-CWMI.pdf. 
12 DTE Staff, See how Indian States Fared on the Water Index, DownToEarth (Jun. 15, 2018), 
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/water/see-how-indian-states-fared-on-the-water-index-60868. 
13 Supra note 1. 
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Article 21. Although work started towards securing water resources yet even today we 

witness such a mammoth crisis. India urges for environmental justice to all. More than 90% 

of the laws enacted for the utilization of water resources are State legislations14.  

The National Legislation Water Prevention and Control of Pollution Act, 1974 provides 

a comprehensive programme for the prevention, control and abatement of pollution of water 

resources. With it there are various other legislations15 working on same guidelines. But 

when these Acts were enacted, the objective of it was maximum utilization of water rather 

than conservation of water. In the case of A.P. Pollution Control Board II v. Prof. M.V. 

Nayudu (2001) the Supreme Court held that for any country, the first and foremost 

requirement should be to provide safe drinking water.  The National Green Tribunal Act, 

2010 for the first time vested power in a Tribunal to provide ‘relief and compensation to the 

victims of pollution and other environmental damage’; ‘restitution of property damaged and 

environment’.16 

 

The phantom of above legal obligations clearly depicts the paramount duties of one and all 

from the authorities in-charge to other discrete individuals yet there are serious questions on 

the regulation of water resources as the states have been vested with discretionary powers that 

leaves too much room for arbitrariness. On the other hand, no central legislation specifies the 

basis for deciding the entitlement of riparian states. In case of groundwater, the rights are 

under private legal regime as it totally vests with the landowner forming part of the Tenancy 

laws that does not prescribe any limit to the volume of groundwater a landowner may draw. 

A Model Bill, the Groundwater (Sustainable Management) Bill, 2017 was framed for 

decentralisation of groundwater regulation for recognising water as a public trust and 

providing a new template that states can adopt to address the fast-increasing groundwater 

crisis. 

 

The Areas where legal sanction is required for imparting environmental justice are: 

1. Exploitation of groundwater. 

2. Environmental degradation. 

	
14Mohit Singhvi, Water Management – Law and Policy in India, http://www.legalserviceindia.com/article/l420-
Water-Management.html. 
15 Air Prevention and Control of Pollution Act 1977; Environment Protection Act 1986; Forest Conservation 
Act 1980 and amended in 1988; Public Liability Insurance Act 1991; Environment Assessment Development of 
Projects, 1994. 
16Mohd Shawahiq Siddiqui, Water Policies and Legal Framework in India, 
http://publications.iwmi.org/pdf/H042921.pdf. 
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3. Watershed Area Management. 

4. Wastewater Treatment 

 

 

GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES 

The subject water falls under the State List, Entry 17 in the Constitution. It includes water 

supplies, irrigation, canals, water storage and power, drainage and embankments. The Centre 

cannot intervene unless the judiciary directs for the same. Therefore, it becomes the major 

responsibility of the State to take action. In response to which the CWMI was devised. The 

CWMI theme enables the state governments to shift focus on effective policymaking and 

governace decisions on water resource management in order to protect and restore water 

bodies. This is not only limited to providing the framework for water management activites 

but also includes controlling pricing of urban water and it extends in providing updated and 

reliable data of available water resources across states on a national platform. The chart 

below analyzes states’ performance on the policy and legislation component of water 

management. It shows that emphasis has been made towards use of regulatory framework for 

better resouce management, thereby making Goa and Himachal Pradesh top performers 

indicating proper execution and implemetation of the formulated policies. However states 

like Odisha and Meghalaya have shown disappointing performance making it a matter of 

concern.  
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SOURCE17: THE NITI AAYOG- Composite Water Resources Management: Performance 

of States, 2019. 

The Central government has taken a concrete step by constituting the Jal Shakti Ministry 

(JSM). NITI Aayog states that the data systems related to water in the nation are restricted in 

their coverage, robustness and efficiency therefore, a comprehensive data is unavailable and 

the little information available may be inconsistent and unreliable. Therefore, JSM has been 

put to action for this meticulous task of collecting superior quality data and to establish 

institutional mechanisms to achieve these goals. It is an integrated and holistic Ministry 

dealing with the water crisis conditions. It flagged the initiative to clean the Ganges, its 

tributaries and sub-tributaries and rejuvenate river Ganga by adopting a River Basin 

approach and sustainably provide clean drinking water for the public at large. The aim is to 

achieve an optimal sustainable development and maintenance of quality and efficient use of 

water resources in order to meet its growing demands in the country.  

 

It has also launched the Jal Shakti Abhiyan - a campaign for water conservation and water 

security on 1st July 2019 with special emphasis on the water stressed areas. These 

conservation efforts are supplemented with special interventions including the development 

of Block and District Water Conservation Plans, promotion of efficient water use for 

irrigation and better choice of crops through Krishi Vigyan Kendras.18 This campaign 

through its key interventions and initiatives has brought about significant changes in its Phase 

I and has proved to be a successful driving force leading to an increase in the groundwater 

level and surface water storage capacity.  

 

The government along with focusing on ways to conserve water is also trying to provide for 

job creation opportunities and this initiative is immensely supported by the Mahatma 

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) that is also 

aiming to improve groundwater harvesting, building water conservation and storage 

mechanisms. 

 

	
17Theme 9: Policy and Governance, Composite Water Management Index (2019), 
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2019-08/CWMI-2.0-latest.pdf. 
18 Jal Shakti Abhiyan for Water Conservation Launched, Press Information Bureau (Jul. 01, 2019, 7:44 PM), 
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=191069. 
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"The scheme is one of the most important mitigators for rural areas where water scarcity is a 

problem. It allows rural incomes to be generated, while focusing on conservation of natural 

resources.”19 

A list of permissible works under the MGNREGA now has nearly 75% activities that directly 

improve the water security and water conservation efforts.20 Under its umbrella the Mission 

Water Conservation Guideline was framed in partnership with the Ministry of Water 

Resources and Department of Land Resources to focus on the grey areas which led to a rapid 

fall in the ground water level, implement capacity development programme for the frontline 

workers and work in convergence with various States in implementing schemes that suits the 

varying requirements of the States according to their topography. This resulted many of the 

States to pool their own resources along with MGNREGA funds to take up water 

conservation works which led to implementation of very successful State level schemes in 

nearly 50,000 villages across the States. The Jalyukta Shivar Abhiyaan in Maharashtra has 

impacted 22,590 villages, while Mukhyamantri Jal Swavlamban Yojana has been very 

successful across 12,056 villages in Rajasthan.   

 

The Central Consumer Protection Council (CCPC) has sent proposals to the government, 

expressing concern over the quality of water supplied through pipelines in rural and urban 

households. It has recommended setting up of mandatory standards for the drinking water 

supplied through pipelines, citing that such FSSAI standards are currently applicable only for 

packaged drinking water.21 Till date no serious action has been taken in this respect, but the 

Government has begun on its journey to ensure all its citizens with piped quality water 

connections by 2024 preventing any leakage.22 

 

Therefore, we see how the government is taking up steps for delivering environmental justice 

to its citizens but its success would entirely depend upon the cooperation and collaboration of 

all. 

WAY FORWARD 
	

19As India Stares at Water Crisis, Govt Allocates Rs 60,000cr for Conservation Projects Under MGNREGA, 
News18 (Jul. 5, 2019, 3:35 PM), https://www.news18.com/news/business/as-india-stares-at-water-crisis-govt-
allocates-rs-60000cr-for-conservation-projects-under-mgnrega-2218833.html 
20Press Information Bureau, Water Conservation under MGNREGS, Ministry of Rural Development (Jul. 02, 
2019, 12:58 PM), https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1576612. 
21Central Consumer Protection Council Recommends Mandatory Standards for Piped Drinking Water, Press 
Information Bureau ( Apr. 19, 2016, 5;13 PM), http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=138990. 
22 It is estimated about 18% - 20% of rural households in India have connections for piped water supply regulate 
drinking water usage and around 40% of it is lost to leakage. 
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India is facing this crisis not due to shortage of water but because of its misallocation, 

mispricing and lack in government planning and management.  The authors believe that if the 

following measures are adopted then this critical condition can be reversed- 

 

1. The water bodies should be restored so that reliance on distant water sources is 

stopped.  The country has spent around ₹4 trillion on dams and other engineering-

heavy equipments to treat and reuse the wastewater but have failed to use them 

effectively.  

2. In areas where water resources are displaced or dried up, rain harvesting could be one 

solution for water collection to reuse it and reduce dependency on direct supply of 

water. 

3. Activities such as micro-irrigation which includes sprinklers, drip irrigation, 

conservative agriculture, climate proofing irrigation infrastructure and other such 

useful methods should be popularized to increase water use efficiency and to conserve 

soil’s moisture, nutrients and texture.  

4. Policies that incentivize organic farming and other sustainable farming practices 

should be encouraged. 

5. The process of desalination should be adopted so that water can be salt-free and be 

put to human use. Although, the process is expensive as it requires substantial amount 

of energy, usually in the form of fossil fuels. 

6. Watershed development must be planned to pave way to safeguard the surface and 

ground water. 

It is the consequence of increasing population, industrialisation and urbanisation and 

unsustainable lifestyle of the people that has led to overuse, abuse and pollution of water 

disturbing its natural quality and cleansing capacity. Over 21 % of the country’s diseases are 

water related. Furthermore, only 33% of the country has access to traditional sanitation.23 The 

need of the hour calls for immediate attention and severe measures to be adopted  not only by 

the Government but all the stakeholders towards effective planning for equitable distribution 

of water,  prudent consumption, preservation and its recycling to ensure environmental 

justice, for there is no life without water. 

	
23Shannyn Snyder, Water in Crisis- India, The Water Project, https://thewaterproject.org/water-crisis/water-in-
crisis-. 
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“It is perceived that the wars of the 21st century will shift from trade routes, tariffs, 

nuclear powers to WATER, soon.  Let us take conservative steps to save the world from yet 

another disaster.” 


