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This power point will

• provide an out line of the rural water 
challenges that we face today, and also, 

• look at some recent trends that threaten to 
make the current global water crisis worse.
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The Global Water Crisis:

• The biggest manifestation of the current global 
water crisis is in terms of the number of people 
who do not have access to safe water to meet 
their basic needs.

• Over 1.2 billion people do not have access to safe 
drinking water

• Almost 40 percent of humanity does not have 
access to water to meet their daily sanitation 
needs. 

• A large percentage of them are in rural areas.



4

The Global Water Crisis: continued

• When there is a water crisis in a 
region, the first to experience it are the 
rural water users, 

• I say this to stress that the water crisis 
has a very very significant rural 
dimension – this is some what 
neglected aspect.
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The water crisis has a significant rural dimension…

We, now have, 
• rivers that are dammed, diverted or 

polluted, 
• groundwater that is contaminated, 
• aquifers that are depleted. 
• Large tracts of arable lands are now water 

logged or salinated due to over irrigation.
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The current crisis is often ascribed to population growth!

• The current crisis is often ascribed to population 
growth, particularly amongst the poor and in the 
developing countries; but, we know that 
population growth is not the primary cause.

• In fact the increase in water use is associated more 
with changes in water use patterns than with 
population increase, according to the UN human 
development report that came out late last year. 
This report  compares the trends in population 
growth and water consumption, and clearly shows 
how water consumption increases at a much faster 
pace compared to population growth.
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Water consumption by the ‘haves’ …..

• So the second point I want to make is that 
the increased water consumption by those 
who have access to water is the primary 
cause for the crisis.

• In fact it is said that if you take into account 
the end product consumption of water use, 
12 percent of the world's population uses 85 
percent of its water.
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“More of the same”..

• When we say that rural poor `still’ do not have 
access to water, i.e. when we say still’, we assume 
that more of the same will solve the problem.

• In fact, the current crisis is a consequence of the 
attempt to provide “more of the same”. 

• One example of this is the intensive irrigation 
associated with commercial or intensive 
agricultural systems that are part of the new global 
trade regime.
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Why focus on irrigated commercial agriculture?

• Why do I focus on intensive/ commercial irrigated 
agriculture as an example?

• Well, for one, currently irrigated agriculture 
accounts for almost 70% of the water withdrawn 
globally. 

• Second, almost all of this water use take place in 
rural areas.

• Third, it is said that at the current rate of water 
use, in 2050 there will not be enough water to 
grow the food, fiber and fuel crops needed for all 
the people in the world.
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Irrigated commercial agriculture: implications for water

• Now, commercial agriculture require intensive use 
of chemical fertilizers and often requires irrigation 
beyond the carrying capacity of the region.

• And this additional water is brought in from 
outside either through the construction of mega-
dams, or through tube-wells. 

• Mega dams are constructed in the name of 
solving water problems in some regions, but 
they create crisis in livelihood in other regions. 

• We also know how deep tube wells can cause 
drying up of shallower wells that share the same 
aquifer, resulting in water stress for its users. 
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Other forms of water intensive use - proliferating in the rural areas

• The third point is that with globalisation the trend is 
intensifying, with rural areas losing out at a higher rate

• With the new demands on water, irrigation itself now 
competes with other sectors such as industry and 
thermo-electric power sector.

• For example millions of Chinese farmers have found 
their wells pumped dry, as big industrial wells are able 
to go deeper into aquifers.

• The current rural water crisis is becoming worse with 
other forms of water intensive use that have been 
proliferating in the rural areas with liberalization in 
other sectors as well as new investments in rural areas.
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Recreation and tourism development

• For example recreation and tourism 
development often have negative impact on 
local water resources. Malta is an example 
where precious water resources are being 
diverted for tourism development and 
recreation facilities such as golf courses with 
utter disregard for sustainability

• I have a great slide here of a snow dome in 
Indian summer –maintained at (-)13 degree 
centigrade – much better to be inside the 
snow dome rather than deal with a scorching 
47 degree centigrade, right?
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47 Degrees Celsius in the Rest of the Region, Here Is a Patch 
That Clocks in at (-)13 Degrees.

• India's first "Snow 
dome" imported from 
Japan, in Bazargaon.

• The irony is that it is in 
a region where water is 
very very scarce. 

• In fact since 2004, 
Bazargaon, the home 
of the ‘snow dome', is 
declared scarcity hit 
village.
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And other forms of water intensive use proliferate in rural 
areas

• The resource intensive life styles of a
globalized economy, is already 
worsening the water crisis.

• With globalization, increased industrial 
water use will take place in developing 
countries, that are in pursuit of 
prosperity…
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Sometimes even our personal ‘drinking’ habits….
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…may directly reduce, and pollute 
the water available for others

In the background: Coca Cola Plant, Plachimada, Kerala
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Forms of water intensive use, that proliferate in rural 
areas are many, and it includes activities such as 

mining and power generation

• The resource intensive life styles of a
globalised economy, is already 
worsening the water crisis.

• With globalization, increased industrial 
water use will take place in developing 
countries, that are in pursuit of 
prosperity…
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…. And this will be 
• At the cost of subsistence agriculture
• At the cost of potters, weavers, fishers, who 

depend on local water sources for meeting 
their livelihood needs

• At the cost of environment
• And at the cost of poor people who depend 

on dug-wells and streams for their drinking 
water supply

• And at the cost of women and children who 
already walk miles & miles to collect water
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The IFI-led solution to the rural crisis: 
commercialization of water

• In urban areas, the IFI solution stresses  
privatization

• In rural areas, IFI-led response stresses 
commercialization through water pricing: 
`user fees’. 

• The rationale given for this approach is that 
it will: help users understand the real value 
of water and force them to start conserving 
it from sheer economic necessity.
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How to ensure access to water is not compromised?

How to ensure that 
rural resident’s 

access to water to meet basic needs 
is not compromised 

in this process to 
better regulate water extraction and 

improve water use efficiency?
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I want you to leave this session with two thoughts:

• The challenge of securing water for all in 
rural areas for drinking water and sanitation 
is more than a issue of public provision of 
drinking water supply and sanitation. 

• It is a human right issue;
• It is an environmental issue; 
• it is a also an issue of inter- generational 

equity.
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Can a Right to Water Campaign be 
relevant for a rural water user?

• For a rural resident, 
addressing his or her 
“right to water” goes 
beyond meeting the 
domestic water needs: 
water for drinking, 
cooking and sanitation 
(including water for 
washing clothes etc.)

• Right to water in the 
rural context need to 
to include water for 
basic subsistence 
activities such as 
agriculture, grazing, 
animal husbandry, 
cottage industries such 
as basket weaving, 
pottery..
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To help address the water challenges in rural areas 
‘Right to Water’ needs to be defined more broadly (both 
from a gender perspective and ecological perspective),

as the right of current and future generations,
to access safe water to meet basic needs 

for domestic water needs (drinking, 
sanitation food preparation);
for their basic livelihood needs;

to ensure adequate water availability  for 
ecosystem sustenance.


