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Opening Remarks: Mr Surendra Singh, 

Welcome to Observer Research Foundation for this roundtable 

discussion on “NREGA (National Rural Employment Guarantee Act) 

for Water Management”. Thank you very much Dr Rita Sharma, 

Secretary, Ministry of  Rural Development, Government of  India, for 

agreeing to inaugurate this roundtable. As you all know this year 

droughts and severe floods caused by the late rains have drawn renewed 

attention to the problems of  water management in India.  For the first 

two months of  the monsoon season, the rainfall was very deficient. The 

September rains of  course mitigated the situation to a certain extent, 

particularly for the rabi crop. The monsoon also caused tremendous 

damage in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka. Climate change models now 

predict much harsher droughts, storms and floods. India is a water 

deficient country as compared to many other developing countries. 

There already exist many inter-state disputes on water. Severe droughts 

and floods are going to worsen the problem. In this context, water 

management assumes a bigger challenge than before. The demand for 

water is likely to increase greatly, as the increase in population and higher 

level of  prosperity will have a direct impact on water consumption. The 

Central Water Commission has estimated that by 2025 the demand for 

water in India will be 2-3 times higher than that in the year 2000. 

Agriculture in India is still heavily dependent on the vagaries of  weather 

and the livelihood of  670 million Indians is determined by the quantum 

and by the spatial and temporal distribution of  the monsoons. Rainfall in 

our country is notoriously capricious, causing floods and droughts 

alternately and very often at the same time in different parts of  the 

country. Even in years of  good monsoon, the spread of  rainfall is not 

uniform across the period of  monsoons or across the length and breadth 

of  the country.

President-Centre of  Politics 

and Governance, ORF
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Water management in India comprises irrigation and drainage or both, 

depending considerably on the environmental conditions, soils, crops 

and climate. Though irrigation work has been going on for a long time, 

only about 23% of  the total sown area in India is irrigated and the 

remaining 77% is dependent on rainfall. There are wide disparities in the 

size of  irrigated areas among the states, ranging from well-served states 

like Punjab, Tamil Nadu and Haryana, to poorly irrigated ones like 

Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra. 

Of  the total precipitation in the country, it is estimated that about 22% 

seeps into the ground, 46% flows into the rivers, and the remaining 32% 

evaporates back into the atmosphere. For proper water management, the 

surface flowing water needs to be trapped in ponds, tanks, lakes or 

artificial reservoirs when it is available in abundance so that it can be 

judiciously used for irrigation during the rainless periods.

For the last five years we have had the National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) for which the NREGA was enacted. The 

purpose of  the Act was to create rural assets, important among them 

being water and soil conservation projects, especially minor irrigation 

works. A series of  public works have been undertaken under this scheme, 

such as digging up new ponds and tanks, percolation tanks, small check 

dams, repair of  minor canals, recharge of  dug wells, flood control and 

river management etc. Some concerns remain with regard to NREGA for 

water management. With the large increase in the budget this year to Rs 

39,000 crore, the scope for misappropriation and other malpractices 

tends to increase and there is need for a much greater accountability 

through transparent auditing of  this programme.

To derive full advantage from a water management scheme and 

sometimes even to prevent the harm caused by incorrect execution, 

training and capacity building of  field level functionaries is very 

important. This year, the scope of  the scheme has been greatly enlarged. 
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It is important to ensure that this increase in the coverage does not dilute 

the effectiveness of  the scheme and shift the focus away from water 

management.

The ORF proposes to conduct an in depth study of  the issues that arise in 

order to enhance the effectiveness of  this scheme to address the needs of  

water management. It is also proposed that, towards the end of  2010, we 

will organize a major event and do a holistic exercise on water resources 

covering inter-state and international issues on water conservation. This 

will be around Sep/Oct 2010 and all the aspects relating to water as a 

resource would be covered. Today's deliberations will lead to a study 

which will form an important component of  that event. With these few 

remarks I would now request Dr Rita Sharma to inaugurate this 

roundtable.

Address by Dr Rita Sharma, Secretary, Ministry of  Rural Development, GoI

Let me begin by saying that this is a very timely and a very important 

roundtable. After working in the rural areas, we are acutely aware of  the 

increasing water stress which the village community is facing. This is 

particularly true of  the marginalized and the poor among the rural 

community whose sole livelihoods depend on natural resources that are 

under both biotic and abiotic pressures, among which climate change has 

become the most deadly and critical concern. I shall share with you the 

dimensions of  water conservation which we are undertaking as a scheme 

under the NREGA to give you a feel about the scale and the extent the 

NREGS can contribute to water management. In some of  the states it is 

better organized, but in others the execution is rather random. There is 

definitely a need for making it more scientific so that the resources that we 

are pouring into NREGA and through NREGA into water management 

assets are more optimally utilized. I would like to take you through some 

of  these slides to share with you both the basic structure of  NREGA as 

well as its scale of  implementation and the resources which are going into 

water management.   
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Very often we think that the objective of  NREGA is to provide 

supplementary wage employment as a sort of  safety net for the rural poor 

and, indeed, this is its first and foremost objective. The State guarantees 

that if  a rural household is unable to get adequate employment in the 

normal economic activities in the village, then the State will guarantee 

him/her hundred days of  employment at a fixed, notified wage. No less 

important is the secondary objective of  NREGA, which is to create 

sustainable rural livelihoods through rejuvenation of  the natural resource 

base. We feel that the success of  NREGA should be judged not by the 

large number of  unskilled manual labour which is coming out to dig 

roads, but to be able to say that we have created sustainable rural 

livelihoods through the rejuvenation of  water, land and forests. The 

purpose is to help people to gain more employment on their land itself. If  

through water conservation we are able to recharge the aquifers to the 

extent that  one-crop farmers are enabled to go in for a second crop, it 

means the generation of  greater employment and the farmers will not 

need to go seek work elsewhere, as they would be self-employed on their 

own farms.  The third objective is to strengthen the grassroots democratic 

processes and infuse transparency and accountability in rural 

governance. As stressed by Mr. Singh, this has to be done transparently, 

as huge amounts of  funds are involved in the scheme.
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Scale of Implementation

•• Employment provided to 4.5 cr households in 
2008-09, In 2009-10 estimated 5.5 cr .

•• 52% workers are women

•• Expenditure incurred in 2008 -09 was over RsRs. . 
27,250 cr. In 2009 --10 estimated Rs. 50,000 cr.  

•• Employment per HH was 48 days in 08 -09, in 2009-
10 estimated 65 days 

•• Average wage rate Rs. 84 per day in 08 -09, in 2009-
10 (Sept) Rs. 89

•• 25 lakh works undertaken in ‘09-10 in 619 districts



What makes projects under the NREGA different from other public 

works programmes? First, it provides 100 days of  legally guaranteed 

wage employment. In a sense it is creating legal entitlements.  If  the State 

fails to keep that 100 days' contract, the State will have to pay an 

unemployment allowance. If  it fails to do that, the complainant can go to 

the courts. 

Second, greater employment is generated through community and 

private works.  Many people tend to think that only community works 

can be taken up. But NREGA provides for carrying out both community 

work as well as works on private lands. But there are certain categories 

which have been identified. These are SC/ST and small and marginal 

farmers, who were very recently notified.  

Third, the highest priority is to be given to water conservation in the 

choice of  works. This is part of  the Act itself. There have been voices 

raised for giving priority to using the resources for  creating durable 

assets, such as aangan wadis, schools, panchayat buildings and so on, but 

the Ministry has resisted it. They have said no, the priorities will remain 

the same: let more works be added lower down in the priorities and, if  you 
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NREGA: Positive T rends 
• Increase in Agriculture Minimum Wages and wage earned per day 

and annual income. 
• Bargaining power of labour has increased 
• Earnings per HH has increased from Rs 2795 in 2006-’07 to Rs

3150 in 2007-’08 to Rs 4060 in 2008-’09 and estimated Rs 5500in the 
current year

• Financial Inclusion: About 8 croreaccounts opened 
• Distress migration has reduced in many parts
• “ Green Jobs” createdas nearly 70% works relate to water 

conservation, water-harvesting, restoration, renovation and 
desilting of  water bodies, drought-proofing, plantation & 
afforestation

• Productivity effects of NREGA reported
- Improvement in ground water Improvement in ground water 

-- Improved agricultural productivity & cropping intensity Improved agricultural productivity & cropping intensity 

-- Livelihood diversification in rural areasLivelihood diversification in rural areas



have done adequate water conservation work, may be then you can 

consider the others as well. In the Act the highest priority is given to water 

conservation. We feel that the works that we are undertaking are in the 

nature of  green jobs, because all the works relate to providing 

environmental services and also to rejuvenating the natural resource 

base.

These are just a few scenarios to inform the people about their rights--that 

they are entitled to 100 days of  employment. This process started in 2006. 

A person would apply for a job card. The job card is like a ration card 

which gives him/her this entitlement. The entire household photograph 

is on the job card and all the job cards are on the website. So, that is one of  

the biggest things which we have been able to do. A huge programme like 

this would never have been successful if  we did not have access and 

recourse to information and communication technology (ICT) because 

this enables us to put all this information in the public domain, making it 

easy for anyone to go and verify. So, we insist that they must keep the job 

cards with them or with the sarpanch. 

Just to give you an idea of  the scale of  implementation. In 2008-09, nearly 

4.5 crore households were given employment under this programme. In 
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Flood Control and Protection

Water Conservation and W ater
Harvesting

Provision of Irrigation facility to
Land Owned by SC/ST/BPL/ IA Y
Beneficiaries
Rural Connectivity

Land Development

Others

Drought Proofing (Afforestation
& Plantation)

Micro Irrigation Works

Renovation of T raditional W ater
bodies

Highest Priority to Water Conservation in Choice of Works 
under NREGA: Financial Year 2009-10



India, according to the NSSO estimates, 5.5 crore households exist below 

poverty line. Out of  5.5 crores, about 4.5 crore households will have been 

provided employment in 2008-09. Of  course, the Act does not say that it 

is limited only to the rural poor but to every rural household whose adult 

members volunteer to undertake unskilled manual labour. But the 

programme is so self-targeting and the nature of  work is such that those 

who come out to work are usually among the poorest.  Needless to say, 

you don't expect the well off  to come for manual work. 

In the beginning when the scheme was announced we had a large number 

of  people who applied for job cards, all of  them with preconceived 

notions about the kind of  work and also with an eye on unemployment 

allowance. So we had a whole lot of  even well off  people applying for it in 

Punjab, but when they saw that it meant dirtying their hands digging 

ponds and de-silting they just vanished. This is just to give you the scale of  

operations. In this year we expect that the employment will be of  the 

order of  about 5.5 crores. Another very interesting fact, 52% of  all 

workers are women. This is a national average, but they form about 75-

80% in states like Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, but less than 10-15% in 

states like J&K, Bihar and so on.  So, this is the average and a large 

number of  women are turning out to work in many of  the states. 
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Type of W ork

Number 
of  total 
works

Total 
Expenditure

Benefit 
Created
(in million 
units)

Water Conservation and Water Harvesting 9.08 lakh Rs. 14,600 cr. 251 Cu Mt.

Renovation of Traditional Water bodies 3.38 lakh Rs. 7,000 cr. 272 Cu Mt

Micro Ir rigation Works 2.20 lakh Rs. 2600 cr. 0.1 Km

Provision of Ir rigation facility on Private 
Lands 7.66 lakh Rs. 3000 cr. 0.2 Hectare

Drought Proofing (Afforestation) 2.72 lakh Rs. 4000 cr. 1 Hectare

Land Development 6.40 lakh Rs. 4700 cr. 2 Hectare

Rural Connectivity 7.11 lakh Rs. 16,400 cr. 1 Km

Works under NREGA in 3 years 
2006-07 to 2008 -09



The expenditure incurred last year was slightly over Rs. 27,000 crore. It is 

expected to go up to Rs. 50,000 crore this year because almost 300 

districts were also affected by drought. So we are moving a little faster as 

compared to the same time last year, in terms of  employment generation. 

Whereas a household is entitled to work for 100 days, the average 

employment generation across India was 48 days in 2008-09. We are 

expecting that in 2009-10 this average will go up to 65. Last year, States 

like Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh had an average of  about 75, 76 days 

and almost 40% of  households in Rajasthan had completed 100 days of  

work as well. Last year, the average number of  households which 

completed 100 days of  work was about 14.5% against the total of  4.5 

crores, which works out to 65 lakh households completing 100 days. This 

year, the current number is about 4.5, because we are just half  way 

through the year. The average wage of  Rs.84 last year has gone up to 89 

and is likely to go up further by the end of  this year. As many as 25 lakh 

works were undertaken in 619 districts in the country. So, that is the scope 

and extent of  activities under the Act.

We have several professional institutes who we call our professional 

institute partners. There is no way that a Ministry with its limited number 

of  officers can carry out evaluation task all over the country. So, we have 

an agreement with 20 institutions, they being the IITs, IIMs, institutes of  
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Convergence of Programmes of Ministry of W ater Resources 
with NREGS for  effective W ater conservation and efficient 

Water use

• Artificial Recharge of Ground Water through Dug well
• Repair, Renovation and Restoration of  water bodies 

directly linked to Agriculture/ Aquaculture 
• Accelerated Irrigation Benefits Programme
• Flood Management Programme
• Farmer’s Participation Action Research Programme
• Command Area Development & Water Management 

Programme
• Value Addition: The work of   Canal  plantation and 

Canal fair weather road may  be carried out under 
NREGA as value addition.  



Forest Management, agricultural universities and regular universities. 

They are entrusted with one or two districts each to conduct periodic 

evaluation and send us their reports, apart from mentoring these districts. 

We have an institutional network which gives us the feedback and based 

on that feedback the position is that there has been an increase in 

agricultural minimum wages in the last 4 years. Secondly, and most 

importantly, the bargaining power of  labour has increased. For the first 

time in the agrarian history of  India, the agricultural labourer can stand 

up to a farmer and say: “If  you will not pay me the notified minimum 

agricultural wage, I can go and ask for a NREGA work scheme to be 

opened.” This has led to the rise in market wages. You have been reading 

in the newspapers that there has been a decline in the traditional seasonal 

migration from Eastern UP and Bihar labour to Punjab. The wages in 

Punjab have gone up and in some parts they are looking at issues of  

mechanisation. Now what the impact of  all of  this is going to be is 

something which the academics must study and tell us, but there are some 

trends that are clearly visible. The most important from our point of  view 

is the increase in the bargaining power of  the labour. 

The earnings per household on an average increased from about Rs. 2700 

to Rs. 4000 per annum last year and are expected to go up to Rs. 5500, but 
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NREGA – Water Management

Supply Side Management
* rain -water harvesting
* ground -water recharge
* maximizing surface water use for recharge

Demand Side Management
* efficient on -farm water management          
* promoting water -saving technologies (drip)
* suitable cropping patterns (SRI)
* promoting conjunctive use
* community/ group dynamics for equitable 

distribution

Water Management is as much organizational and 
social as it is technical



even in States like Haryana, where the daily wage rate was around Rs. 140 

per mensem, if  a family did 100 days of  employment their earnings were 

about the order of  Rs. 14,000 which was a very good supplement. You 

will be surprised that the telecom companies came to me to enquire about 

our budget. I asked what it had to do with them. They said that out of  the 

payments that we were making as wages to the labour and the workers a 

fair portion was being spent in purchasing mobile phones and SIM cards. 

So, the growth of  the telecom sector in the rural areas is also being partly 

fuelled by NREGA. So, it is not just the hidden hunger which gets 

assuaged first, but other felt needs like communication too. 

Other major impact of  the programme is the financial inclusion on an 

unprecedented scale. Nearly 8 crore bank and post office accounts have 

been opened during the last one and half  years. These are mainly people 

who are among the poorest in the rural areas who would have been given 

a short shrift if  they went to a local branch, had we not made it mandatory 

that there is to be no cash payments since, inevitably, it led to leakages: all 

payments must be made through bank and post office accounts. You will 

be surprised to know that the women do not want to open joint accounts 

with their husbands. They want their own accounts. So, if  she is earning 

Rs. 4000 or Rs. 5000, she wants to have full control over the money. 
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NREGA: Reducing V ulnerabilities

• Resilience is in -built in NREGA  activities as they lead to 
– Food security
– Livelihood security

– Water security

– Ecological Security

– Flood risk reduc tion

• Focus on rural communities and resource base
• NREGA Works are likely to improve resilience and 

adaptive capacity of the production systems, farmers 
and communities

• NREGA programs need to be assessed for their ability to 
build resilience, reduce vulnerability of production 
systems and communities



However, this is proving to be a bit of  what we call a double edged sword, 

because there are 2.5 lakh panchayats in the country and there are about 

40,000 bank branches. Therefore, we have a situation where the workers 

have to travel long distances to get their payment from the institutional 

account and sometimes they even miss out on their daily wage. So, there 

is a lot of  pressure on banks and post offices to strengthen their delivery 

mechanisms. More importantly, they are being urged to go in for ICT-

enabled banking services. Banks have been innovating with the new 

business correspondent model, where they use a handheld device which 

is like a mobile ATM. The bank's business correspondent goes to a village 

on a fixed date with a mobile phone; the worker is given a biometric smart 

card. This biometric smart card stays with the worker and when she 

inserts it into that handheld device or the mobile ATM, the mobile ATM 

can recognize the smart card. With the fingerprint which this woman 

places on that device the business correspondent then links up through 

the mobile phone to the central server of  the bank, the bank recognizes 

the biometric and is able to say how much balance or deposit is in this 

person's account and this business correspondent hands over the cash 

with the receipt to the worker. So, this has been pilot tested successfully in 

several districts. We want to upscale this and make this business 

correspondent model applicable everywhere. For the first time in 

Rajasthan, we are starting this on a large scale with the Central Bank of  

India which has said that it would be sending business correspondents to 

every village in Rajasthan.  

I mentioned that distress migration has reduced in various parts of  the 

country. Plenty of  green jobs are being created and improvement in 

ground water and agricultural productivity and livelihood diversification 

in the rural areas have started improving significantly. Coming to water 

linkages, more than 50% of  all the works relate to water. They include 

flood control, water conservation, water harvesting, provision of  

irrigation facilities on private lands, drought proofing programmes, 
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afforestation and plantation, micro irrigation works and renovation of  

traditional water bodies and ponds. In addition, there is land and rural 

connectivity development work in progress, of  which the spending on 

rural roads building is about 17% to 18% and the rest on land 

development and water related programmes.

This is just to give you an idea of  how much in the last three years has 

gone into these various categories of  works. All this information 

incidentally is on the website. If  you were to visit www.nrega.nic.in you 

will find that all of  the information is on the public domain, because one 

of  our strengths is that everything is open for the people to see. On water 

conservation and water harvesting over the last three years, we have 

invested something like Rs.14,600 crore and some 251 million cubic 

metres of  capacities have been created. Renovation of  traditional water 

bodies has taken something like Rs. 7000 crore, and micro irrigation 

works Rs. 2600 crore. The private land programme has picked up and is 

now becoming very important. Then there is drought proofing, land 

development and rural connectivity for which money is being allocated 

under NREGA. 

The kind of  work schemes can be categorized as water based, land based, 

forest and agro-forestry and infrastructure. The most important from our 

point of  view of  course is water and land development.  On private lands 

the first category is farmers on whose lands private work can be done 

provided that farmer themselves are job card holders, not an absentee 

landlord. We have small and marginal farmers who can take up dug-

wells, plantation and horticulture. We have a successful initiative on a 

well in Tikamgarh district of  Madhya Pradesh by a farmer.  It was an 

excellent example of  convergence where the well had been constructed 

under the NREGA programme. The lifting device had come from the 

other programme of  the ministry, the Swarnjayanti Swarozgar Yojana, in 

which people are mobilized into self  help groups. The drip irrigation part 
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came from a programme of  the agriculture department, so that you were 

able to use water more efficiently, and the technology for the cropping 

patterns came from the local Krishi Vigyan Kendra. The farmer showed 

us a very healthy harvest of  ground nuts. He told us that as a result of  this 

well he was able to send his daughters to school and to college. There 

were 22 such wells in that village in Tikamgarh.  

The programme can be continued on its own, but the resource utilization 

would not be as optimal if  we do not converge with other departments. 

The need for convergence with productivity enhancement departments 

likes agriculture, ministry of  water resources, department of  

environment and forest, and others cannot be ignored any more. Last 

year, we issued what are called the convergence guidelines. No one 

knows better than the former Cabinet Secretary (Mr. Singh) how difficult 

it is for government systems to come out of  the box. We are tailored to 

think in vertical silos; refuse to look at departmental convergences that 

work horizontally. What we did was to issue joint guidelines with the 

departments of  agriculture, water resources and environment and forest, 

linking up their programmes in such a way that the labour component 

came from NREGA and the material component came from their own 

programmes. But because NREGA is a legislation, there were certain 

non-negotiables. First, work could only be done through job card holders, 

Second, there was to be no use of  machinery and contractors because it 

was through the contractors that a whole lot of  these leakages, payment 

of  wages below the minimum and other such shenanigans, occurred. 

Third, all NREGA business had to be through banks and post offices. 

Last but not least, wherever programme funds were to be used, it would 

be subject to a social audit conducted by the Gram Sabha. Through this 

process we were able to somewhat change the thinking in some of  the 

departments, especially the engineering department who are not so 

comfortable with what they saw as merging socio-economic programme 

with hardcore technical programmes. 
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Social auditing is easier said than done. It is a difficult concept. Let me 

cite the experiences of  two states--Andhra Pradesh and Rajasthan. In 

Rajasthan it was led by Aruna Roy and her group of  people and in 

Andhra Pradesh it was spearheaded by the government itself; they have 

been able to do a really good social audit. In every Gram Sabha, once in 

every six months, social audit is conducted through proactive disclosures. 

Basically, you are telling the people that this was the money which came, 

this was the work which was done. Then they ask those who had worked 

whether they got the right amount of  wages and so on and so forth. These 

social audits throw up a lot of  very useful suggestions which the Gram 

Sabha then takes on board.  I must share this story about a small incident 

in Rajasthan. A branch post master who was disbursing wages to the 

workers had the habit of  asking them for one or two rupees for chai pani 

(tea and snacks). The people were happy to part with the sum because the 

service was being delivered in their own village and, out of  Rs.200 if  he 

asked for 2-3 rupees no one minded. But during the social audit, we asked 

everyone who were involved to participate. When the Gram Sabha raised 

this issue, the guilty man very sheepishly stood up and confessed about 

the chai-pani business. The man was so embarrassed that even though 

there were no cops and no serious action was going to be taken, he went 

back, brought that money and returned it to the 7 or 8 workers from 

whom he had taken the paltry sum. Here we see the virtue of  social 

pressure at work. It is especially important because there is no way such a 

vast and diffused programme can be policed by a formal, state machinery. 

And, in truth, for every programme undertaken in Rajasthan and Andhra 

Pradesh, there are equal number of  horror stories, as there are in other 

states too. So we have to be realistic but we keep moving forward, 

learning as we go along what the best practices are.   

Now, we are attempting the convergence of  our programmes with those 

of  the Ministry of  Water Resources. Mr Iyer, since you have served in the 

ministry, you will recognize the schemes, such as the artificial recharge of  

ground water through dug wells. The Ministry has a scheme called repair, 
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renovation and restoration of  water bodies. However, their budget is 

small and we are able to supplement it substantially. Now, they can take 

up bigger programmes. The accelerated irrigation benefit projects can be 

taken up under the NREGA on privately owned fields linked to field 

channels. Among the many other areas that fall within our organisation's 

ambit are: flood management programmes; embankment work; farmers' 

participation in action research programmes; command area 

development; value addition works along canal plantation and; canal fair 

weather road building. 

An important step that needs to be taken is to turn unskilled manual 

labour to skilled workers. My assessment is that the success of  NREGA 

should be judged first by how many workers we have trained and 

secondly by how much we have cut down the quantum of  unskilled 

manual labour. I don't call a farmer an unskilled person. But in today's 

world, the farmer needs to be technology savvy and know what 

technology inputs are required for water use efficiency, higher 

productivity and more crop per drop. These require a huge amount of  

capacity building and our organisation is helping farmers in a big way.  

They are not only exploiting the systems of  rice intensification (SRI) but 

also using the same methodologies for wheat as well.  

SRI is one of  the major technologies under the national food security 

mission. It cuts down water usage by almost 1/3rd, besides helping a 

marginal increase in yields as well. The SRI story is an interesting one. It 

was first started by Madagascar farmers who worked with Jesuit priests to 

test new technologies in areas with no water. A professor from Cornell, 

Norman T. Uphoff, came to Madagascar and, highly impressed by the 

results, thought that the methodology should be used wherever there was 

a dearth of  water. The scientific establishment does not accept it even 

now. Institutions like the International Rice Research Institute say that 

rice should only be grown with flooding, but more and more grassroots 

workers and farmers have taken up the process, so that it has become one 
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of  the few programmes that has spread not in a top-down extension 

format but in a bottom up extension format and it is the farmers and not 

scientists who are testing out other crops using the same technology and 

the same agronomic practices. Recently I read a paper which said farmers 

are using the SRI techniques for wheat as well. Other practices like drip 

irrigation and zero tillage, among others, all help in the conservation and 

optimal use of  water. Significant productivity increases could be 

stimulated by NREGA on the holdings of  small and marginal farmers. It 

is a wild thought, but the first green revolution came about as a result of  

very high water guzzling cropping systems and they came from the 

irrigated regions of  the country. It may just be that NREGA holds the 

trigger for a second green revolution in the rain-fed areas by using water 

conserving technologies and working with the smaller and the poorer 

farmers. In the first revolution, it was the big farmers' turn and now it will 

be the small famers' chance. 

Quite obviously, our programmes enhance the water supply through 

water conservation-harvesting but we equally need demand to go 

together with supply. For that we need to promote water efficient 

technologies like drip and zero tillage, SRI, and conjunctive use. It is here 

that convergence would play a key role because choosing suitable 

cropping patterns is not part of  NREGA programme's field of  activity. So 

the situation is simple. As a result of  NREGA's scheme, a farmer has a 

water well with improved ground water aquifers that gives him water for 

120 days instead of  the earlier 80 days. This enables him to harvest a 

second crop. What should the second crop be? Should he jump to some 

water intensive crop? What he needs is advice on appropriate cropping 

patterns in that area and appropriate technologies. This is where 

convergence comes. But it is easier said than done. We have identified 

some 115 districts across the country where convergence practice has 

been put to good use or is being tested out.

Besides, we are very aware of  climate change and the pressures that it 

would bring, especially on the rural poor, who are the most vulnerable 
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because their whole livelihood depends on land water biodiversity, that is, 

on agriculture and allied activities. About 2/3rd of  their income comes 

from natural resources, be they farmers, fishermen, or shepherds. We are 

very fond of  saying that our poor have not contributed to the adverse 

climate change, but they would be the first and the worst affected by it. 

But we feel that because of  the nature of  the work done under the Act, a 

certain resilience is being instilled amongst the rural poor communities. 

If  I may repeat for emphasis, the rural poor will be the worst and the first 

victims of  climate change--droughts and floods, greater water stress and 

degradation of  resources. I have explained our organisation's plans to 

cope with increasing water stress. I made this point at a big climate 

conference held recently and hope to effectively present it as one of  

India's responses to address climate change at the coming Copenhagen 

summit. NREGA programme is so structured and these issues are so 

inbuilt that the core benefits of  poverty alleviation programmes 

themselves are addressed and the adverse impacts of  climate change are 

taken care of. The point is that poverty alleviation programmes 

themselves are a way to adapt  to climate change because it is helping us 

not only to cope with the increasing water stress, but also to cope with 

extreme climactic occurrences which are now increasing and which lead 

to a see-saw between droughts and sudden extreme floods. 

Another co-beneficial dimension of  the scheme is that it is also helping to 

sequester carbon and Indian Institute of  Science and the Institute of  

Economic Growth are doing a study on whether our organisation's work 

can help quantify the carbon sequestration so that the rural communities 

can begin to participate in the on going carbon trading system Last year, I 

was told that out of  some 6-7 billion dollars worth of  carbon traded 

across the world, only 3-4% was on account of  land use, land use change 

and forestry. The rest of  it was all to do with industry.  So, there is a case to 

be made out here, but for that we need to quantify what the impacts are 

and what is the carbon which is sequestered by the programme. We feel 

that our programme is very happily poised to do this because we have a 

huge database, all our data is digitised, open to the public and each 
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worker has a unique, numbered job card. All the job cards are there in the 

public domain and we are in the process of  inventorying all the rural 

assets that have been created under NREGA. We are encouraging studies 

for looking at what kind of  environmental services are being provided as 

a result of  NREGA. If  it is found that the poorest of  the poor, who are the 

least responsible for climate change, but are providing services to mitigate 

and to adapt to it, then the funds from international adaptation 

organisations and carbon trading benefits must flow to these rural 

communities who are, indeed, environmental saviours. These are the 

joint convergence guidelines that we have issued to various departments.  

I will conclude my presentation by saying that NREGA is helping to 

reduce the vulnerabilities of  the rural poor and that resilience is inbuilt in 

NREGA as its whole purpose is to ensure food, livelihood, water and 

ecological security and to reduce flood risks. These are all positive 

impacts which are emerging under this unique legislation.  Of  course, the 

focus is on rural communities and the resource base under the Act and the 

activities generated through it will improve the resilience and the 

adaptive capacities of  the production systems, the farmers and other 

communities. NREGA programme needs to be assessed by their ability 

to build resilience. A few studies have already started looking at these 

aspects, but these are very difficult to quantify. How do you measure 

vulnerabilities? What are vulnerability indices and how do these indices 

change once we make these interventions? So, these are some of  the 

thoughts that I would like to share with a think tank like the Observer 

Research Foundation. These are some of  the cutting edge and frontier 

issues which have come up as a result of  our interventions through the 

Act.   

Mr Surendra Singh:  

Thank you very much for that excellent presentation. It is an extremely 

enlightening presentation. You have brought before us dimensions of  

NREGA which I am sure most of  us are not even aware of. We shall 

ORF Seminar Series

www.orfonline.org18



certainly now follow up over the next two hours or so on the ideas that 

you have given to strengthen them and to see what a research 

organisation like ours can do to be of  help to you. We shall certainly share 

whatever ideas and suggestions made today and conclusions we reach in 

the hope that we will be able to help you on this wonderful job which the 

government and your ministry in particular has been doing. We hope that 

the ORF and the Ministry will be able to cooperate in future on issues 

relating to NREGA and other rural development related issues.

ROUNDT ABLE DISCUSSION  

Opening Remarks by Prof. Ramaswamy Iyer:  

Fortunately I don't have to say much by way of  introduction because that 

has been amply covered in the inaugural session. So we all know what 

NREGA is all about and what connection it has with water management, 

among other issues. I will just make one political statement: the UPA 

government is going to go down in history not for the Indo-US nuclear 

deal, but for NREGA and RTI. I myself  did not realize the dimensions of  

NREGA until I heard Dr. Rita Sharma this morning. Many things were 

new to me. So, let us straightaway get started. 

Dr.  K.J.  Anand, National Institute of  Disaster Management

I am basically a scientist from Central Ground Water Board, now on 

deputation to Disaster Management Institute as Associate Professor. I 

will just relate my experience so that you will appreciate what I will be 

talking about. I worked in Orissa. I am from Tamil Nadu and have 

studied in Kerala. I have worked in Orissa for 12 years in rural areas, then 

after that I worked in Haryana and Madhya Pradesh. I essentially work 

on ground water recharge. With this background, you will understand 

how I will present my perspective. 
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The Secretary has already given a very comprehensive overview of  

NREGA. What we have seen from our experience is that the farmers, 

though needing some help or guidance from scientists, are a very 

knowledgeable lot where managing their land and water resources is 

concerned. So how should NREGA or the Jawahar Rojgar Yojana be 

utilized for the improvement of  the land and water resources? In rural 

areas, water is generally understood as ground water. As Dr Sharma 

noted, ground water level is rising and 70% of  the funds are being spent 

for rainwater harvesting, water conservation and other similar things. I 

want to stress that in minor irrigation, 80% of  the area is irrigated through 

ground water, 80% of  the domestic rural population's water supply is 

from ground water and 50% of  irrigated area is covered by ground water. 

Though we call it minor irrigation, there is nothing minor about it. It is 

high time the terminology was changed.

Because of  the indiscriminate use of  ground water in several regions of  

our country since the 1980s, there is a big decline in water levels in 300 

districts of  18 states in India. The number of  over-exploited blocks (if  the 

water used is more than the recharged quantum, we call it over 

exploitation) have increased from 250 in 1985 to 1665 in 2007. This is an 

alarming situation. NREGA and several such projects can help us to 

improve the ground water situation so that we use the land and water in 

an integrated way. Our first aim post independence was to increase the 

production of  food grains, so we gradually started using more and more 

ground water and now we have this serious situation. 

Out of  the total water resources, only 3% is fresh water and out of  that 

3%, 77% is sourced from glaciers. Only 11% of  that amount is within the 

exploitable limit of  800-metre height. Even in our country, the Central 

Ground Water Board, which is the apex organisation, has drilled only up 

to 450 metres so far. Only the ONGC can drill up to 800 metres; so we 

have fixed the exploitable limit at 800 metres. Only by resourcing the 

lakes, rivers and streams (around 1%) did we survive until 1970s. We 
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never used to think about ground water use. Even the North-eastern 

states never used ground water. When we drilled near Shillong, people 

were not ready to take the water because they thought it was not potable. 

This was the state some 20 years back and now we have come to a 

situation where it is being over-exploited and we are thinking of  

recharging. When I joined in 1985 we used to think about exploitation of  

ground water, but now we are talking about recharging it. This situation 

has been created largely due to the improvement in water technologies by 

which we can withdraw water and secondly with the subsidies (free 

power) and a number of  related incentives/subsidies. 

Although the average rainfall in our country is 1170 cm, it varies between 

100 to 2000 centimetres in some places. So, there is variation in time and 

space. It is an established fact that sustainable development and 

management of  water resources require planning. For the past 100 years, 

the rainfall pattern has not changed much. Despite much talk of  climate 

change, even now there is no significant change in the volume of  annual 

rainfall. Therefore, we need to realise that we are not going to get more 

water and will have to manage with what is available. We require the 

understanding of  the process to plan the methodologies. We do not need 

artificial recharge and NREGA's thrust has been to arrest ground water 

depletion and sustain its sources. How can it be done through different 

structures in rural areas? Let me give some figures to show how it can be 

done. The secondary objective of  NREGA is to ensure that employment 

guaranteed work raises productivity. The Secretary talked about the 

positive side of  things. But we have a lot of  bad news coming from UP 

and Madhya Pradesh, where the Act is not being properly implemented.

The government officials in Madhya Pradesh don't want to take up 

rainwater harvesting under NREGA because they say while money is 

being spent, the structures are not coming up. Actually what happens 

while enforcing the Act is that at the panchayats, people from the Gram 

Sabhas take all the decisions. If  they want roads, roads they will get. They 
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prioritise which work is to be done. If  it is water related work, then they 

opt for ground water augmentation and water management. I have said 

earlier farmers know better than us. If  they want to have rainwater 

harvesting then we implement the project, if  they say no, then we 

redesign the project and prioritize the needs whether it is rainwater 

harvesting or some watershed structure. Land and water resource 

development is more important than any project being implemented. If  

you are going in for rainwater harvesting, you have to decide about the 

catchments areas, conveyance systems, storage and the process to 

recharge, filter and then carry out the treatment of  the water. A number of  

structures have already come up in several states like Rajasthan, 

Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Karnataka, 

Gujarat and UP, in which the Central Ground Water Board or the State 

water departments helped design the structures. 

How can it be used in rural areas? By constructing a guardian structure 

which can hold and conserve the water thereby increasing the soil 

moisture. It can be constructed with locally available materials. Then you 

make the Nalaband, which is a small stream. You can also fit in a cement 

plug to check the dams if  the stream is big enough and the money 

available. In other words, there are plenty of  local initiatives that can be 

adopted with some modifications to conserve water. 

Presentation by Mr Nitin Bassi, Institute for Resource Analysis and Policy

It was good to know about lot of  things about NREGA from the 

Secretary's presentation. I feel a few points need to be mentioned.  

NREGA now covers around 615 districts, but if  you count the 

households who have availed the full 100 days of  employment, it comes 

to only 4.5% of  the total households provided employment. It is still just a 

little over half  the financial year and the figure is expected to increase as 

time passes on. Till now, the average person days per household has 

varied from 15 person days in Maharashtra to maximum of  58 person 
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days in Rajasthan. Again, this figure too will go up because this is just 

figures for October 2009. Again, of  the total works that have been taken 

up, only 26% has been completed, whereas the spent money is around 

65%. Out of  the 65%, nearly 72% were spent on the wages. The ratio is 

60:40, i.e. 60 is labour and 40 is the material cost.  

The Secretary spoke about water management works and so on. But I will 

do a stock taking of  the works completed. There are 21 lakhs works 

related to water conservation, water harvesting, drought proofing, but 

only 26% of  them are completed. Considering it was monsoon time and 

there were not much of  construction activities, we sincerely hope that 

these figures would go up.

In the current financial year, there is an increase in WBM works and it is 

going to be increased further as we have still 5-6 months to complete this 

financial year. But if  you look back at the percentage of  completed works 

under each priority area in the past years, you see a decline in the works 

on water conservation, water harvesting and renovation of  local water 

bodies works and drought proofing. The only increase was in flood 

control and flood protection works.    

We agree that it has provided some kind of  employment and some kind 

of  livelihood security to the rural poor, but what does it actually mean in 

terms of  water management works? Here I am talking about the quality 

and the quantity of  the water management works which are taken under 

the NREGA programme. Initial findings suggest there is some lack of  

economic and hydrological planning in executing these schemes. Now, a 

recent Government of  India investigation report highlighted that 

spending on summer water management work has actually not just been 

inadequate but also unwise. Also, a recent study by National Council of  

Applied Economic Research stated that there is very little information 

available on the quality of  assets which have been constructed under 

NREGA. 
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Second, there are ponds that have been dug up without taking in to 

account even the basic suitability of  the locale, such as catchment scope, 

the rainfall pattern and the sources of  recharging. The third is 

expenditure incurred on non-existent projects. There are cases where on 

paper you will find the project, but on the ground, there is none. Again, a 

recent study by NCAER says that actually NREGA has led to the 

withdrawal of  labour force on projects of  uncertain value because there 

are no hard technological considerations being given to some of  the 

projects.

There is also a market distortion at least in terms of  wage increase. The 

Ministry has been saying that wage rate has suddenly gone up. But it 

needs to understand its implications. For one thing, it is very difficult for 

the farmer, specially the marginal farmers, to pay that kind of  wages to 

the agricultural labour. It has now become very hard for them to hire 

labour.

In our organisation, we are currently trying to figure out how these water 

management works can be more useful under NREGA. First, 

hydrological and economic considerations should be taken into account 

before going ahead with any kind of  water related intervention. The first 

thing to work out has to be what kind of  intervention will be suitable for a 

particular topography or for a particular agro climatic region. Second, 

convergence guidelines must lay emphasis on issues like watershed 

management programmes and rural drinking water supply schemes. The 

National Agriculture Innovation Project has its role to play in 

strengthening livelihood enhancement and livelihood security. We will 

have to work hard to see this useful convergence between NREGA and 

other schemes succeed.

What we did was chart out India's land mass in to three kinds of  water 

regions on the basis of  natural water and the physical water availability 

–that is, natural water rich, natural water scarce (in relation to the rainfall 
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pattern of  that region) and the physical aspects in relation to the 

availability of  water. It tells you whether the availability is meeting the 

demand or not. In this context India can be divided into three regions. 

First, there is the naturally water rich but physically water scarce region. 

These are the hilly and mountainous regions which are naturally water 

rich because of  glaciers, streams and rivulets, but physically incapable of  

holding the water because there is a lot of  run-off  down the slopes. Then 

there are the naturally and physically water rich regions that includes the 

Gangetic plains (UP, Bihar, Orissa, West Bengal). The third are the 

naturally and physically water scarce regions, such as most of  the western 

parts, the hard rock areas, the peninsular India.  

This is the metrics that shows what kind of  strategies can be taken up 

under each category for water management interventions. These are the 

suggested points and these are the priority points that need to be pursued 

because all these components are already under NREGA's water 

management activities. In the areas which are naturally water rich and 

physically water rich too, we need to initiate flood control and protection 

works. Apart from this, afforestation activities must be kept up because 

this leads to the absorption of  little bit of  water. Then, we need to check 

soil erosion and the silting up of  existing reservoirs. These activities 

should be given priority. 

In naturally water rich but physically water scarce region, we should 

concentrate on water conservation and harvesting. Only surface water 

should be harvested because if  you do any such thing to ground water, it 

will come out as a base flow, especially in the hilly areas. We are talking 

about provision of  irrigation facilities to SC/ST and OBC communities. 

They should be encouraged to dig farm ponds and similar things. In 

naturally and physically water scarce region, we can prepare the land for 

on-farm management. It was encouraging to know that the Ministry 

recognises the need for land preparation or development. 
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Renovation of  traditional water bodies is essential, but it does not mean 

you go and dig new water bodies; it only requires de-silting work of  the 

existing bodies. When you dig a new one or when you deepen an existing 

body, it interferes with the soil topography and soil consolidation. The 

existing body will not be able to support further digging. According to 

reports, some ponds and water bodies that were dug deeper without any 

scientific planning all got submerged. Also, when you are de-silting, you 

must ensure that the embankment has been stabilized.    

Presentation by Mr Sudheendra Kulkarni:

NREGA is an issue that is relevant to the largest number of  people in our 

country and therefore the ORF deserves to be congratulated for choosing 

this subject. As Mr. Iyer very rightly said, Indians will remember the UPA 

government not for the Indo-US nuclear treaty, but for NREGA. This is 

something which I personally experienced in the last elections. One of  

the principal reasons for the victory of  the Congress Party in the last 

election in rural constituencies was certainly NREGA. It has succeeded 

principally on account of  a very strong political will that was shown at the 

highest level. The principle component of  the ruling coalition made it 

their mission. The Prime Minister and the entire government made it a 

commitment and this was reflected in the enormous increase in the 

allocation for NREGA in the past few years. It now touches an 

unprecedented Rs. 50,000 crores. It is the largest poverty alleviation 

programme in the history of  India.

In an excellent presentation, the Secretary, Ministry Rural Development, 

listed three principal objectives of  NREGA–supplement wage 

employment, create sustainable rural livelihoods through rejuvenation 

of  natural resources--water, land, forest--and strengthen the  grassroots 

democratic processes. I find that it is the third component that is crucial, 

by making optimal use of  the resources available.
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As the presentation of  Mr. Nitin Bassi brought out, there is a certain 

conceptual flaw which leads to one-size-fits-for-all kind of  schemes that 

are legislated at the Centre for a highly diverse country like India. We 

have to have provision for adapting it, modifying it as per local 

conditions, and there is no better entity than PRIs to know what is 

suitable for them. So empowerment of  the PRIs in the context of  

NREGA as well as other government schemes is a matter of  highest 

priority.

The other thing that is extremely important in the context of  water 

management and which dealt with only partially in the Secretary's 

presentation was the importance that we need to give to traditional water 

bodies as well as the traditional knowledge system that India has 

developed over centuries in water management. It is not that we are 

dealing with this problem for the first time. We are a nation of  millennial 

history; our people have acquired enormous knowledge and experience 

of  how to deal with this most important life resource– water. People since 

ancient times have studied the subject. I recently learnt enormously from 

the works of  Anupam Mishra, an activist of  the Gandhi Peace 

Foundation whose work “Abhi bhi Khade Hain Talaab” really opened my 

mind to the rich knowledge resource that India has built in being self-

reliant in meeting the needs of  water. There are water deficient ponds and 

lakes in many parts of  India, especially in Rajasthan, that are 800 years 

old. How have these survived and continued to fulfil the water needs of  

the local people?  We really must salute the ingenuity of  the local people, 

their knowledge, the technology that they built and it should not be 

allowed to go waste. Therefore resurrection of  the traditional knowledge, 

traditional technology with due modification to suit modern needs, has 

to be a very important element of  water management. I really do not 

know whether NREGA at the local level is considering what we already 

have. Unfortunately, both in rural areas and urban areas the traditional 

water bodies are being neglected or filled up. There is so much of  
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encroachment taking place, that we are ruining what we already have and 

trying to build new ones. This is not a very wise thing to do.

Indians have always looked at water with not just respect, but as a 

manifestation of  the divine. So, harnessing the cultural and spiritual 

approach to water management, land management, forest conservation, 

is a wise step that is often overlooked in the implementation of  

government schemes. If  you go to a village, they have known through 

centuries of  living together how to live together, how to be self-reliant 

and, in the process, they have developed a reverential attitude towards jal, 
jungle, zameen (water, forest and land). This sentiment of  the people 

cannot be neglected.

I will close my comments by just referring to a few personal visits in 

recent times where I saw inspiring case studies of  water management in 

the rural context without any assistance from NREGA. This is not in the 

least to belittle the importance of  NREGA, but to highlight the 

importance of  self-reliant efforts of  the rural people. Thanks to my 

colleague Neelesh, who is a water expert, he took me to a village in 

Maharashtra called Hiware Bazaar in one of  the most water deficient 

parts of  Maharashtra, perennially drought prone. But this village turned 

out to be all greenery, literally an oasis in the desert. How did they do it?  

Ralegaon Sidhi is quite close by. It is Anna Hazare and his disciple 

Popatrao Pawar, who after years of  hard, dedicated work who created 

this idyll. It is a great success story not just about water management but 

also about rural development in an integrated way, achieved in a place 

where nearly 50-60% of  the population used to migrate every year to 

places like Pune, Mumbai, and elsewhere. What is important is that we 

need to do this on a bigger scale. But the big challenge is how we can 

harmonize government polices and programmes with what people have 

been doing on their own. 

Now let me tell you that Popatrao Pawar, who is truly an inspiring leader 

in rural development, actually pointed out a problem in convergence. He 
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said if  we had relied on government funds we would never have been able 

to achieve this. Why? Because we never know which fund would come to 

us at what time and under what head; it would not give us any freedom to 

plan and to execute. So, if  it comes, fine, but we cannot rely on 

government funds. All of  us who have worked in the government know 

how, towards the end of  the financial year, there is a big pressure on just 

pushing out funds, but that is not how you can plan really effective 

schemes at the ground level. So, again it comes back to empowerment of  

the PRIs. The point I am making is that shram daan (voluntary labour) in 

which all the people work together, rich/poor, irrespective of  caste 

differences leads to cohesion, and social harmony, These are the things 

that have  enabled our society to survive over the centuries. So, NREGA 

is a great intervention, but at the grassroots level it should be harmonized 

with people's own ingenuity, culture and their spiritual traditions. 

Lastly, I find NREGA's insistence on totally avoiding the use of  any 

machinery self-defeating. While employment provision has to be the 

principle objective, such a rigid and negative policy on machineries 

defeats one of  the objectives of  NREGA, which, as the Secretary pointed 

out, is to make a transition from unskilled to skilled labour.  As the rural 

economy modernizes, we are going to need people with new skills. A 

balance has to be made between machinery and manual labour. I do not 

know about water management, but we have seen that the roads built 

under the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana have been the best rural 

roads so far and it could not have been built without proper machinery. 

So, if  we want durable rural assets, we need to harmonise machinery, 

labour and skills.

I have said what I have said not to belittle the importance of  NREGA.  

But it always helps to keep a critical eye on even the good things that we 

do, so that we can do better.  

NREGA for Water Management
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Comments by Mr M.R. Saluja, India Development Foundation:

At India Development Foundation, Gurgaon, we took up a NREGA-

related work in 2006-07. This was at the instance of  Larry Economic 

Institute in Kingston, New York. They were interested in knowing how 

effective NREGA had been. So we picked a village in Gujarat for study. 

We carried out a census of  the households involved and found that the 

main problem at that time was that the 100 day employment scheme 

existed only on paper. On an average, only 21 days work was given during 

2006-07. Out of  the 404 households in that village, only 161 worked in 

the scheme--some for 10 days, others for 15 days and so on. The work was 

de-silting of  a water body bigger than a tank and smaller than a canal. 

Some 982 person days were spent to complete the task and more water 

was available for irrigation. 

We then quantified the impact of  this NREGA work on the economy of  

the village. The amount spent on this task was about Rs.600, 000. This 

estimate was reached through econometric analysis by constructing a 

social accounting matrix. By social accounting matrix, we can categorise 

the varied kinds of  work done by the big farmer, small farmer, marginal 

farmer and the labourer. The matrix also reveals how much employment 

went in to produce the required results, as also the quantum of  inputs 

required. We estimated that if  Rs.6 lakh is given directly to the employees 

their domestic expenses increased–all spent on clothes, shoes and other 

consumer items. It is only after spending more than Rs.2 lakh extra 

indirectly on the items, that more work is done. Not only the poor, but 

even rich farmers benefit from the scheme. In addition, employment is 

created in other sectors of  the economy as well. We had suggested that 

other works such as anganwadis and toilets constructions can be 

undertaken under this scheme. Indirectly, some employment will 

increase and that would increase the expenditure of  those people and 

hence it can help raise the productivity of  many related sectors. In short, 



this study tells us the direct as well as indirect impact of  the NREGA 

works on the economy of  the village and surrounding areas.  

Dr. Jayshree Sengupta, ORF

First of  all, let me admit that I am not an expert on water resources, but I 

have been studying the NREGA programme for a very long time and I 

am a great admirer of  this scheme. Admittedly, the results are quite varied 

across the states and there is much criticism about the way in which it is 

practiced in some of  the states--especially about the endemic corruption. 

All these things aside, one must appreciate the fact that it has added 

dignity to labour. I think people are able to earn a decent living when they 

volunteer to work which is a very big achievement. So, NREGA has 

given people an opportunity to work in a very dignified way. As for water 

management, should it be regarded as a bye-product of  NREGA? Has 

there been any planning behind it?Because, as far as I can see, people line 

up for a job and they are given the job.But have they been given any prior 

training about water bodies' restoration? Is the quality of  their work being 

evaluated? That is the main thing. At the moment the workers just do 

their work–say, dig wells–take their pay and go home. But what kind of  

planning goes into the task? There can be nothing random about water 

projects for it is dealing with  the most vital resource for a water stressed 

country like India, be it restoration of  water bodies or water management 

projects. So, I think NREGA should be clubbed together with water 

management in a very detailed and planned manner, in which the labour 

is trained to do specific jobs rather than haphazardly doing one thing one 

day and another thing the next. 

The quality evaluation of  the projects has been poor because of  random 

execution of  work and the credit for achievement overstated. As Dr Rita 

Sharma pointed out, social audit is also very important and here again, 

there is a problem. As Jean Dreze has pointed out in many of  his articles, 

the main problem of  NREGA still remains the non-payment of  wages to 

www.orfonline.org 31

NREGA for Water Management



the volunteer workers even after months. Some of  them have even 

committed suicide and it is not just that the money is not in the bank. It is 

because of  red-tapism, corruption and nepotism. The truth must be made 

to come out. The Rural Ministry should stop patting themselves on the 

back and find out why there have been so many suicides in NREGA's 

sphere of  influence.

Presentation by Mr Neelesh Kulkarni:

Much has been said about NREGA and I will briefly add four points 

which are related to the actual implementation. We have been hearing 

right from the Secretary's presentation up to the last submission about 

how we can improve upon the implementation of  this scheme. The term 

capacity building is used in a very generic way many a times. I would like 

to focus capacity building in four areas where it would definitely yield 

good results. Many speakers pointed out regarding the design and the 

choice of  the kind of  interventions in water management; we need to 

have to build the capacity of  the government machinery, or rather their 

orientation for taking up the projects. We have been working very closely 

with the groundwater service and development agency in Maharashtra. I 

don't want to elaborate on that here, but many a times we wrongly assume 

that the government people who are at the helm of  the affairs know 

everything. We need to give them the orientation because this scheme is a 

new one with different facets. Often, government officers might not know 

the participatory ways of  implementation. This is not to undermine their 

skills or their capacities. All the same, they have to really understand the 

aspirations of  the people who queue up for the job cards and with that in 

mind devise a mechanism to integrate them in the design of  the scheme. 

That is the first point.

Secondly, where social auditing is concerned, empowering the PRIs and 

involving NGOs in this process is a very important step forward, as 

exemplified by the excellent work done by Samaj Pragati Sahyog in 
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Madhya Pradesh, under the leadership of  Dr Mihir Shah. He is at present 

a Member of  the Planning Commission, which has formed national 

consortia for the better implementation of  NREGA. We should 

definitely take that kind of  an advice We have a good network system for 

sharing experiences and critically examining how we can improve the 

social auditing of  these schemes.

The third area is the role of  ICT intervention, where a lot of  grassroots 

level innovations have been tried The Ministry of  Information 

Technology has come up with a very good compilation of  all sorts of  ICT 

interventions for the commoner. If  NREGA schemes and technological 

inputs are integrated, red-tapism and corruption will certainly diminish, 

though they will not disappear all together. For this, not only the high tech 

tools like the biometric smart cards, but also socially relevant and 

contextually suitable ICT tools can be used.

Finally, convergence is talked about a lot these days, but to implement it at 

the ground level is very difficult. No doubt, as the Secretary said, other 

departments' schemes and those of   NREGA can go together to give a 

good shape to the scheme at the state level. But here again, we need to set 

up a multidisciplinary task force or action group to thrash out national 

and state level plans. One can learn from Maharashtra, which started this 

Employment Guarantee Scheme way back in 1970s and showed good 

results. I am not undermining the NREGA scheme, but it did take a cue 

from the Maharashtra initiative and it is being applied in the rural 

areas.But we have to also understand the problems that the state's EGS 

encountered at that time of  EGS. Nitin noted that Maharashtra was the 

state in which 15 household per day was the real employment that 

NREGA could offer. Why did this happen? What different strategy 

should be adopted for states which are developed in the sense that they 

have an intensive agriculture, and are industrialised?All this underlines 

the need for state level multidisciplinary task force for the effective 

implementation of  NREGA schemes. 
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To sum up, we have islands of  development. The challenge is to replicate 

these islands. Institutionalising the water security initiatives, started at 

various places is not a work which can be done in a few years time but we 

must try to institutionalise those mechanisms. I will refer to an example 

Surendraji gave about a ground water miracle of  sorts in a small village. 

The men who brought it about had deliberated and discussed the use of  

ground water only for drinking and not for agriculture. Now how many 

villages in the country would be doing that is a big question. He took 

some 4-5 years planning the whole thing and faced lot of  resistance from 

the villagers. The question is how many villages in the country follow 

suit? We need to look at such cases, learn from them and find ways to 

institutionalise them after deliberations and planning, giving it due 

publicity.  

Mr Sudheendra Kulkarni:  

I would like to add that Hiware Bazaar was given an award by the 

Ministry of  Water Resources for their achievement. They got the Golden 

Peacock Award or something like that.  

Chair:  

What is interesting is Maharashtra Government wanted to replicate the 

example in 300 villages, but it just did not happen. So how did it happen 

in  Hiware Bazaar? 

Mr Neelesh Kulkarni   

Two things were involved. One was policy and the other personal. The 

mentor or the initiator of  the scheme, Mr Anna Hazare, was focusing 

more on RTI than water management. He actually started the anti-

corruption movement in Maharashtra. His attention was diverted.  The 

second thing is in Anna Hazare's village too there was NGO involvement 
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but he was a pivot, but in Hiware Bazaar, it is a democratically elected 

panchayat that is taking this initiative with Popatrao Pawar as the leading 

force and guide. Taking cue from this there are three schemes which have 

come up in Maharashtra and they are doing really well. The sarpanch of  

a village visited Hiware Bazaar and was inspired into starting the scheme, 

Gadge Baba Gram Swachata Abhiyaan. It was a success and led to the 

coining of  the 'Nirmal Gram Puraskar'. Many villages without any 

money were purged of  corruption. It shows what a single sarpanch can 

do. The second scheme was the Yashwant Gram Samruddhi Yojana in 

which a panchayat backed by the government took up a project and the 

money earned was spent on the development of  the village. I am not 

saying that now thousands of  Hiware Bazaars have come, up but at least 

some hundreds of  sarpanchs have initiated something at their level. 

Many dignitaries and others have visited Anna Hazare's village. We are 

finding out how many sarpanches have visited Popatrao Pawar's village 

and what they are doing in their villages. The findings are quite 

encouraging.  

Dr.  Rohan D'Souza,  JNU:  

I came a bit prepared but I quickly realized that I am not capable of  really 

responding to a policy audience. There is a problem of  language and 

perception here and I want to be very careful. So, let me just make three 

very quick points and this is based just on the presentations here. 

The topic of  NREGA and water management brings a 16th Century 

Chinese engineer's proverb to mind. He said that those who are good at 

controlling water give it plenty of  chance to flow and those who are good 

at controlling people give them plenty of  chance to talk. So there is an 

understanding of  the correlation between the principles of  water and the 

principles of  how managing or controlling people also operate. If  you 

were to look at NREGA and you put it next to water management, you 

are actually looking at a very technical way of  talking about a political 
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problem and a political challenge. I am emphasising the issue of  political 

challenge because, with due respect to Dr Rita Sharma, the way she 

presented her case--the structure and the narrative–conveys the feeling 

that NREGA seems to have no memory or a past and it clearly contains  

an unstated admission. How is it that after 60 years of  active development 

projects in rural India, you suddenly come across a deficit of  

employment, of  ecological stress and a really politically difficult 

situation? How is it that you put in 60 years of  expertise, you move in 

different plans, you move in different kinds of  governments, different 

kinds of  interventions, and suddenly by 2004-05 you actually end up with 

mass rural unemployment and you end up with environmental stress? 

What was happening in the last 60 years? One needs answers to this 

question.   

Now, we come to the second issue: the unstated admission. First, one 

should give due respect to the UPA government for its belief  and the clear 

conviction that markets cannot really resolve the crisis that grips rural 

India. That is apparent in the way the problem is posed: free markets do 

not necessarily boost rural employment nor do they lead to efficient water 

management and, ultimately, governance is the way of  resolving this 

crisis. If  that is the case, then obviously the government must have 

memory of  what has been done for 60 years. Without that memory, 

NREGA and water management becomes more difficult to 

conceptualize and understand. That is why I saw a substantial mixture of  

language. There is development language and there is market language. 

But there is no language that really is able to get across what the other 

speakers had conveyed, get across what really are these aspirations, what 

really is rural India, what do they really want, and how do we really know 

what they really want? The presentation is greatly lacking in detail. What 

you do get is a great deal of  quantification and calculating devices, but in 

all this there is no sign of  a two way dialogue. The earlier speakers also 

mentioned that if  you want capacity, it has to be both ways. You cannot 

have the planner walking on a blank landscape and assume that they can 
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implement things. We all know that rural India has a complex sociology 

and a complex logic, of  power and all these are tenuously balanced out in 

different ways. When you get a technical intervention, presumably 

apolitical, then you upset a whole set of  calculations. Water 

management, as a speaker pointed out, is a diverse landscape of  very 

complex histories and traditions of  water, so much so that I am hesitant to 

use the word management. I am also trying not to use the word 'resource' 

here because it is a very technical term, rooted in traditional systems of  

management and equally old fortresses of  power. Once you activate these 

schemes, you will have to negotiate across natural socio-political barriers. 

Each scheme will acquire a certain traction depending on how it deals 

with the local configurations. First, one needs to realise that 'one-size-fits-

all' won't work. Second, I doubt very much if  any one fully understands 

the terms water conservation, water management, percolation tanks, 

etc., as the people in the government do. They need to be clarified even 

when making a presentation. 

I work on the 19th century water scenario in India and Prof. Ramaswamy 

is familiar with what some of  my arguments are. If  you look at late 18th 

century and early 19th century, much of  East India was a flood 

dependent agrarian landscape. It was being transformed into a flood 

vulnerable region. So, when you say flood control is a natural good, it can 

be subject to conceptual rewiring. At several places, the Secretary used 

the word flood control as a natural good and then at one point she shifted 

to the term flood management, which is very different from flood control. 

This is an example of  the lack of  cohesion and clarity of  language we 

need to avoid. 

Lastly, it is disconcerting that we consistently present and objectify rural 

India as a negative entity–the subject of  planning, an object for technical 

intervention and as a deficit region. We, sitting smug with our urbane 

presumptions, all the time see the rural masses as people who need to be 

given skills, that there is nothing to learn from them and that they are at 
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the bottom rung of  development. Just look at where the power centres 

operate from. We need to ask ourselves some questions. If  a mitigation 

and adaptation to climate change is for the poor and rural people, what 

are the requirements for the urban populace? What conditions do we 

impose on ourselves, what is the relatively richer minority of  this country 

expected to do? I think it is very difficult to discuss NREGA and water 

management without also extending this logic to what urban India is 

doing. 

Delhi is today guzzling up the Ganges water passing through Haryana 

and Punjab. Is there even a discussion about conserving that water? How 

do we understand rural as something completely subtracted from the 

urban issues? It would be very dangerous to separate the rural from the 

urban in the fond belief  that these trajectories are operating in the rural 

areas only and that they invite no consequences or complications from 

the urban. There is a need to look at an urban equivalent to NREGA and 

water management. There is no way you can continue with the divisive 

myth that urban India is about consumptions, markets and sustaining 

demand and rural India is about mitigation of  and adaptation to climate 

change and--that word much in vogue--austerity. We have to be very 

careful in not subtracting these logics. We have to see the two as linked 

logics. To the extent that rural India has fashioned the way of  dealing 

with its water endowments, urban India is not outside that constraint. We 

have to look at water management as a chain that extends from rural to 

urban before resolving the tensions, contradictions and the conflicts 

thereof. If  at all we believe that there are no fundamental rural-urban 

contradictions, then many of  these arguments perhaps are sustainable. 

But if  lot of  work and research suggests there is such contradiction, then 

it would be very difficult to get policy moving without recognising and 

accepting it. You will then have the rule of  numbers, conceptually flawed, 

but quantitatively very seductive.  
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(Q&A Session)

Ms Vani Tripathi:
  

Some observations related to personal experiences. I have been working 

in rural India, although my main work is theatre. We have been looking at 

NREGA as a scheme in which we could get involved in terms of  

empowerment in education initiatives in various parts of  the country. As 

Sudheendraji pointed out, there is a dire need for involving local bodies 

of  governance as far as NREGA is concerned. Today a lot of  women are 

heading the panchayats, but something is amiss vis-à-vis the schemes. 

One is, as Dr. Jayasree Sengupta pointed out, sometimes the research and 

the resource development of  these schemes don't reach the level of  local 

bodies. That means the governing bodies which are present in a particular 

village are not able to translate such inputs. Secondly, there is often a 

disconnect between the local government which is ruling in a particular 

state and the village panchayat bodies, affecting capacity building. 

The third point is not just corruption, but also that the card holding 

mechanism has become a flourishing racket. It is not just that de-silting 

work and things like that are given out to contractors, but that the card 

holding mechanism itself  is controlled by the local mafia. The work is not 

allowed to start until the mafia has assured itself  that its favoured ones get 

the contract for the scheme. The rest of  the people are helpless. 

Fourth and the most important is the aspect of  NGO involvement.  

Sometimes activists talk in a manner that angers the governing bodies of  

some states, but some of  them have done very deep level work. I will give 

you an example. I have just come back from Marathwada in Maharashtra 

and, as we sit here today, Marathwada is going through one of  the worst 

drought conditions. There are NGOs, which are carrying out intensive 

work in empowerment, education and local resource techniques, to 

which NREGA should be connected, but is not. 
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Lastly, I offer an example from Himachal Pradesh. In the past couple of  

years, small hydel power projects (2MW, 3MW, 4MW) have been 

allocated to various bodies. What it finally led to was the absolute 

draining of  the basin of  Kullu, Mandi and near by areas. The river, free 

flowing between Kullu/Manali and going up to Lahaul and Spiti was 

diverted at various points. The projects did not take off, but the river got 

diverted leading to serious drought conditions. As Mr Bassi was saying, it 

is a state rich with glaciers and other water bodies, though it may have 

water scarcity because it is a mountainous region. But in this case it was 

an unplanned policy decision that led to the crisis. I submit that while we 

need a NREGA connection, we must also scrutinize what the local 

governance, the local government is doing in the states. I still believe 

NREGA has the mechanisms for becoming a blockbuster, but though 

five years have passed since the government came to power, not much can 

be said about its activities or achievements in this field.  

Mr.  Sivaji Rao:  

This is in special reference to Andhra Pradesh. Mr Iyer, since you are a 

policy maker, I suggest to you that the payment for 100 days is not enough 

for female card holders. Both the payment and the number of  work days 

need to be increased. 

Dr.  Anushree Sinha, Economist, NCAER:  

I would just like to offer the results from some NCAER studies and share 

some of  my responses to this discussion. One of  our NREGA studies was 

conducted in 2008. It sought to understand the perception of  the poor on 

the various flagship programmes and on NREGA at that time (in 2008). 

We saw that there was a huge lack of  information, especially among 

women, whose daily activities are very much connected with water. 

About 60% of  the rural women were not even aware of  this programme. 

This issue should be taken on board in a genderized way, that is, 

formulate the plan with women as the main stakeholders.  
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We also found that, even as recently as in 2008, about 82% of  households 

were migrating from Tikamgarh district of  Madhya Pradesh. The main 

objective of  NREGA is to create jobs in place to check such migrations. 

Tikamgarh is proof  that this was not happening. Our findings are in 

concurrence with those of  many here that governance is failing even at 

the local levels, as also that NREGA related mafia activities are 

pervasive. 

The biometric card is certainly not mafia proof. In the morning the 

worker comes, checks in his biometric card, goes away to his regular job 

and nobody gets his pay. Quite obviously, the village worker is linked to 

some racket. If  some people in the local government are involved, it is an 

alarming situation indeed. I do have a suggestion and it has to do with the 

feedback of  evaluations. It's carried out every day, but even increasing the 

frequency would be of  no avail because it never gets into the process of  

improving the management of  the schemes. So much money spent sans 

results. My idea is more an addition than a change to the system. Study 

the feedback, choose the good findings, make it the funding model and 

incorporate it in the system. Such a feedback mechanism might just 

improve matters to an appreciable extent. Otherwise, it remains just 

paper work and desk talk. Second, it is very important that external audit 

be made mandatory, be it social audit, or PPP audit. Thirdly, 

accountability should be pinpointed and fully charted out from the 

Centre spreading out web like to states regions districts, village, and 

household. It's actually simple if  you have the will. 

Representative from Praxis:  

I have two main concerns when it comes to NREGA and water 

management.  One is that it is addressed to 4.5 crore poorest of  the poor 

households in 593 districts, for whom water is a life line resource. We also 

need to look at what effect NREGA will have on the control over the 

water resources in a village.  Second, as Mr Kulkarni said, we have a huge 
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wealth of  wisdom of  maintaining such resources, but there is a lot of  

concern about how it can be balanced with modern skills and technology. 

I was speaking to a World Bank consultant and she said that some of  the 

worst roads in India are being constructed by NREGA.  She did not 

know that machinery was anathema to NREGA and that only semi 

skilled to unskilled manual labour would be employed. Her instant 

reaction to this information was telling. She said it was all going to be a 

futile exercise because what we were doing was creating just temporary 

jobs and not sustainable resources that would last a long time. We also 

need to look into what the domino effect would be of  such a government 

driven programme, how bureaucracy will play into it, as also the 

possibility of  the control over those resources going further away from 

those it supposed to empower–the poorest of  the poor and the rural 

community. These inputs can be fed into researches into the water 

management issues related to NREGA.

Dr. K.J.  Anand: 

The Ministry of  Rural Development launched the Rajiv Gandhi 

Drinking Water Mission some 10 years back.  We selected villages, and 

the Central Ground Water Board from Hyderabad and some NGOs 

located the source of  drinking water. Crores of  rupees were spent, but 

now it is all slipping back. The Prime Minister, in a speech two to three 

years back, pointed out the flaw: the source was not properly located 

because the required technology and drive were missing. In retrospect we 

can opine that may be government officials do not know everything and 

the sensible thing would have been to seek the guidance of  some local 

people who know better. Roughly 70% of  the scheme funds are being 

spent on water projects and we should at least see to it that the funds are 

used to create some sustainable structures and not just jobs. It is falling 

back because it is not sustainable.    
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Dr. Satish Mishra:  

I have two observations to make. First is about political aspects. In certain 

states, the panchayat heads who are at the implementation level play a 

crucial role. They are the ones who divert the NREGA funds and every 

time the party in power changes, these panchayat heads also switch their 

loyalties so as to stay in power. They are the ones responsible for leakages. 

Second, we need to integrate the traditional systems and knowledge with 

the modern water management systems. For instance, after pujas or 

religious festivals people go and throw the offerings, usually in non-

degradable plastic bags, in to rivers and ponds, choking them with 'sacred' 

pollutants. We need to reach out to the village temples and priests to help 

check this practice and look for an alternative. We need to incorporate 

them in the system.   

Mr Sridhar Kundu, ORF:  

Much discussion has gone in to productivity, asset creation and 

technology integration, but does the scheme really lead to all these?  Does 

it eventually lead to full employment? The NCAER studies say 

otherwise. Mr Saluja has come up with a new angle on social accounting 

method that might give some kind of  proper productivity analysis. I 

believe that we will not reach the target of  full employment, the full 

potential of  GDP and income until the earnings from production equals 

the spending on wages. If  the productivity level of  the  employee-worker 

in a scheme falls below the expected level it is nothing short of  under-

employment because a person's ability, capability and productivity is not 

being fully utilised. Say, if  a matriculate is digging a well the productivity 

will be below par. Put simply, you are employing him just to feed him. The 

cash flows to him and not to productivity. This is certainly not what 

NREGA is all about. 
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Chair: 
 

I have jotted down a number of  points; I will go home, recollect them and 

put them down in writing. But, broadly speaking, there are two sets of  

comments–comments which relate to the conception, design and 

implementation of  NREGA and comments which relate to water 

management. So far as NREGA is concerned, the comments related 

partly to failures of  implementation. For instance, the Secretary made 

some claims about the number of  work days and money spent and so on. 

Some of  those points were questioned in the comments. So, they need to 

be looked at whether the situation is not as good as one thought from the 

Secretary's presentation. There are also other comments about the 

scheme itself. For instance, things like relationship with PRIs, the extent 

of  the involvement of  local communities, then the extent of  variation 

from locality to locality taking local traditions and circumstances into 

account so that you formulate various schemes suitable to the local 

situation, knowledge and tradition of  each of  the various areas of  this 

vast country. That was one set of  comments.  

Then there are some disturbing comments about the prevalence of  

malpractices that defy all the mechanisms like making payments through 

banks, smart cards, etc. Corruption continues and even these smart cards 

and things can be abused. I am sure the government is quite aware of  all 

but still, I think it needs to be told that whatever you do or put in to 

practice, it can still be twisted, ingenuity having been a very resilient trait  

of  our countrymen. 

One thing is very clear: the scheme is essentially for employment and not 

for water management. They don't know enough about water.  They may 

have convergence, they may bring in Ministry of  Water Resources and so 

on, but it is quite possible that the kind of  activity which they support is 

not a good activity. They may be making a wrong kind of  intervention or 

one that is ill conceived. You do need technical hydrological advice on 
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what kind of  things you do. You cannot go and try to harvest water where 

there isn't any to harvest. It is just physically not possible and you will be 

just wasting time and money.   

Some of  the commentators pointed out that inappropriate interventions 

are doomed to failure. So, these are things which one needs to find out. In 

each case, before you make a check dam or assist some other means of  

water harvesting, one should find out whether it is locally appropriate, 

whether it is a good thing to do. Then there is also the problem that you 

might encourage people to harvest water but the water they generated 

gets siphoned off  by somebody else downstream with a bore well, leaving 

the people above literally high and dry. Any way, I will go through all 

these points which I have noted down and try to make some sense out of  

them. You too have the transcript. What we can do is once we have done 

this we will have to convey it to the Ministry of  Rural Development.

Mr Surendra Singh:  

Yes, the intention was that once we have done this and a number of  very 

useful observations and suggestions have come, we intend taking up a 

study and we might contact some of  you for assistance and gather some 

more details of  your experience.

Chair:  

One suggestion is that whoever has made a point here should write it 

down and send it to ORF. Social audit has been initiated in Rajasthan, 

and Andhra Pradesh, but perhaps is has not taken place in other places. 

So this could be an area that needs priority. 

Mr Surendra Singh:
  

I read in yesterday's Hindu that, even in Rajasthan, a sarpanch was most 

reluctant to allow social auditing and a fairly ugly a scene developed. 
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Finally they did it and found that a lot of  malpractices had taken place. I 

would like to make a point about the kind of  reports or the kind of  

statistics that the Secretary provided. According to a newspaper today, in 

the meeting of  the Parliamentary Consultative Committee of  the 

Ministry of  Rural Development, Rahul Gandhi enquired about the 

implementation of  NREGA scheme in the Naxalite affected areas. The 

Minister said that the implementation was better in these areas than in the 

non-Naxalite areas. Then Rahul Gandhi said something like, are you 

sure, how do you come to this conclusion? He was told that this was on 

the basis of  the reports they got from the State Governments. A question 

arises as to what extent what the Secretary said has been verified by the 

Central Government, or whether it was all on the basis of  State 

government reports. This is something that needs to be looked into. States 

would have a vested interest in inflating their performance reports. I think 

this whole business of  how exactly the checking is to be done should be 

much easier, now with the transfers from banks and so on. All the same, 

some sort of  sample verification of  what is being done on the ground 

would be necessary. We in the ORF intend making a study of  this and 

hopefully in a few months we should have it done.

Chair: 

It is certainly very important to know to what extent this kind of  Central 

scheme cuts across democratic decentralisation or supports it. For 

instance, apart from NREGA, in water harvesting schemes like what 

Rajendra Singh has been doing in Rajasthan, they mostly take place 

through informal village committees and not through the PRIs. So, it 

becomes necessary to establish a relationship between those village 

committees, NGOs and PRIs. Again, nobody mentioned Tamil Nadu. 

Has NREGA been using the work of  restoration of  tanks, bringing that 

within the purview of  NREGA? Has anybody studied this? There are 

some 40,000 tanks in Tamil Nadu and similar numbers in Karnataka, 

Andhra Pradesh and so on and organisations like Dhan Foundation in 
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Madurai has been trying to help people to restore some of  these defunct 

tanks by de-silting them, and clearing up the supply channels. Is that 

being brought within the purview of  NREGA? Is it something that is 

taking place separately? One would like to know this.

Next Speaker:  

There is a separate scheme under the Ministry of  Water Resources for 

renovation of  tanks, etc. 

Mr Sunjoy Joshi:  

Thank you very much Mr Iyer for conducting this session so beautifully.  

Thanks to all our participants. Just before I conclude I lay out the 

roadmap of  what we propose to do with these kinds of  round tables and 

interventions. I think today's discussion were very useful. In fact, they 

help flag one of  the most important things about NREGA and water 

management. First of  all, any development 'intervention' is not really a 

purely apolitical, purely technical process. It is a deeply and inherently 

political process. The process itself  creates all kinds of  spin-offs. People 

participate in these interventions for their own various multifarious 

reasons. The reasons may have to do with resource generation, or they 

may have to do purely with the very short term purpose of  daily wage 

generation and issues like that. But the crux of  the matter is that when a 

policy think tank like ours analyses  any intervention like NREGA, it has 

to look at all its details and ramifications. You have an entire bureaucracy 

of  the rural development ministry which is implementing the 

programme. You have the entire mechanism of  the rural engineering 

services that is involved in the day to day implementation of  this 

programme which, at the field level, is coming to daily conflicts with 

other line agencies.  For example, as Nitin pointed out, in some of  these 

schemes, no proper hydrological surveys have been carried out. And the 

rural engineering services do not have the capacity to handle the kind of  
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works they have learnt to handle. It is not as if  hydrological data is not 

available. In the block or the district itself  there are agencies that have the 

technical capabilities. But then, it comes down to the issues of  

convergence. Are we thinking of  convergence at the on the ground local 

level where the expertise and local knowledge exists, or are we talking of  

convergence as more of  a guideline at the national level? That way, 

convergence is never going to work.  

Secondly, water is managed in watersheds. Communities do not stay in 

watersheds, but in villages. Communities interact through panchayats 

and there will be tensions which are deeply political all the time. These 

are issues which a complex scheme like NREGA and policy makers have 

to handle. We at the ORF are in turn looking at the entire gamut of  water 

management across rural, across urban areas. Ultimately what is going to 

be the theme for the whole year is water management across national and 

international boundaries, as to where the conflicts come in, conflicts of  

resources come in and how does this pan out for the future. Thank you 

very much everybody for this very enlightening discussion we had. It has 

been a great kick-off  to this series of  events we will be having. We will 

keep you posted on what happens and hope you are able to come and 

participate in the discussions we are going to have in the coming year.
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1. The Military Factor in Pakistan by R.S. N Singh; ORF-Lancer

2.   India and China: Comparing the Incomparable, by Vishnu Saraf; 
ORF-Macmillan

3. Indian Army Vision 2020 by Gurmeet Kanwal; HarperCollins

4. Maritiime Counter-Terrorism: A Pan-Asian Perspective; Edited 
by Swati Parashar; ORF-Pearson-Longman

5. India and GCC: Synergizing Interdependence in the Global 
Energy Regime by Samir Ranjan Pradhan; Academic Foundation

6. US-India History through Archives by Praveen Choudhury; ORF-
Sage

7. India, Sri Lanka and the Ethnic War by N. Sathiya Moorthy; 
ORF-Samskriti

8.   Gujarat: Perspectives for the Future; Ed. R. Swaminathan ORF-
Academic Foundation

9. India-US Relations: Breakthroughs, Prospects and Challenges 
Ahead; Harinder Sekhon ORF-Macmillan

10. Lifting the Veil: Position of Women in Gulf Cooperation Council 
States; Gunmeen Singh; ORF-Samskriti

11. Caspian Pipeline Politics, Energy Reserves and Regional 
Implications by Prof. P.L. Dash; Pentagon Press

12.Myanmar: Can the Generals Ressist Change? by K. Yhome; ORF-
Rupa

13. Renewable Energy Technologies: Special focus on Distributed 
Power Generation by Amitav Mallik; ORF-Academic Foundation

14.Oil in US Energy Policy: Searching for Clues of Influence by Lydia 
Powell

15.Dialectics of the Afghanistan Conflict: How the country became a 
terrorist haven by Deepak Tripathi
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16. 'Staying the Course' in Afghanistan Implications for Afghanistan and 
its Neighbours, the US and its Allies Jeffrey Ellis (Web Publication)

17.Radicalisation of Pakistan and its Impact on India. Afsir Karim This 
Issue Brief has also been printed in Hindi and Urdu.

18.Malaysian Indian Community: Victim of 'Bumiputera' Policy Dilip 
Lahiri

19.International Human Rights Standards: How Does India Measure 
Up? Dilip Lahiri (Web Publication) ORF Discourse (2)

20. Independence for Kosovo: Secession or self-determination? Saeed 
Naqvi

21. Afghanistan: No Sign of End to Instability Summary of a round-
table organized by ORF, New Delhi (Web Publication)

22.Does the War on Terror Strengthen the Idea of Pakhtoonistan? Saeed 
Naqvi

23.Bangladesh Relations: Past, Present and Future Farooq Sobhan

24.The Bhagidari Programme of the Delhi Government Sheila Dikshit 
(Web Publication)

25.US-India Partnership in Drug Discovery and in Generics Report of 
the Interactive workshop organised by Asia Society and Observer 
Research Foundation Falguni Sen

26. Engineering Education in India The interim report was prepared for 
a conference held in Bombay on the subject.

27. "Avoid knee-jerk reactions to tackle inflation" Summary of a 
roundtable on Rising Inflation and Government Policy Responses 
(Web Publication)

28. Security   and   Strategic   Challenges   in   Asia:   Prospects   of  
Japan-India Cooperation Proceedings of a symposium organised by 
ORF
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