IN PERSPECTIVE

Integrated means
of managing water

Need to promote
development of
water, land, other
resourcesina
sustainable manner

SKSarkar

or many years, policymak-
Fers have adopted a top-

down approach in water
management. But this tradition-
al approach is not enough now,
given the complexity of rapidly
ageing water infrastructure,
population growth, rapid eco-
nomic growth, climate change,
and increasing urbanisation.
Thus, an alternative approach
iscalled for.

In the 19th century, the top-
down approach was successful
as the available water resources
wereadequatetomeetthe needs
of the population. The conven-
tional water resource manage-
ment was typically command
and control type, as it aimed to
control generally the hydrolog-
ical cycle through structures
suchasdams.

Withpopulationgrowthinthe
20th century, this approach re-
sultedinthedeteriorationof per
capita water availability, stress
on water supply and increased
degradationofwater resources.

Today, the supply of usable
waterservicesis less than its de-
mand, and this gap is likely to
increase in the coming years.
Itis estimated that by 2050, In-
dia will be categorised as a wa-
ter-scarce country, and its per
capita annual water availability
will be far less than the availa-
ble benchmark of scarce water
supply. There is alsoan ongoing
deterioration of the quality of
available water supply.

To fulfill promises of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals
(SDG) in water and sanitation
by 2030, the need of the houris
achieving universal and equita-
ble access tosafeand affordable
drinking water for all, and also
forachievingaccesstoadequate
and equitablesanitationand hy-
giene for all. These goals also
stipulate the implementation of
integrated waterresource man-
agementatalllevels by 2030.

A holistic approach is called
for. Integrated water resource
management at all levels is an
appropriate framework. It pro-
motes the coordinated develop-
ment and management of wa-
ter,Jand andrelatedresourcesto
maximise economic and social
welfare equitably and sustain-
ably. It is thus a cross-sectoral
policy approach to replace the
traditional and fragmented ap-
proach towater management.

Policymakers should invoke
the Dublin Principles (1992) of
the United Nations on water
and environment, which stipu-
late that the world’s freshwater
resources are finite: water re-
sourcemanagementshouldbea
participatory process involving
all users, planners and policy-
makersatall levels; women play
akey rolein it and they should
be involved in decision-making;
and finally, water should be rec-
ognised as an economic good,
encouraging conservation and
protection of water resources.

This approach is holistic in
nature as it recognises various
dimensions of water, for exam-
ple, water economics, water
quality and environment. This
is also multidisciplinary involv-
ing fields such as engineering,
economicand social sciences.

In effect, the Dublin princi-
ples emphasise the need for
actions at grassroots level for
policy effectiveness, which
results in the participatory ap-
proach to water management
widely known as the bottom-up
approach. Under this, thelocals
themselvesareconsideredasex-
perts of their environment and
their knowledge should be in-
corporated in decision-making.
It provides capacity-building
and empmve11‘nen[ to commu-
nities, enabling them to define
their specific needs, and access
inrelation to local water man-
agement.

While the integrated water
resource management ap-
proach can provide an overar-
ching framework, others can
supplement this approach. For
example, the *nexus approach’
can provide an excellent mech-
anism for facilitating dialogue
between relevant sectors (for
example, food, water, and ener-
gy)inagiven context.

Similarly, the ‘ecosystem’
based approach prioritises
ecosystem functioning and its
related goods and services. In
the context of water resources,
ecosystem approach regulates
water quality and quantity,
habitat resources and offers na-
ture-based solutions.

Critics, however, point out
that there are some pitfalls in
the integrated water resources
management approach: col-
laboration is time-consuming
andresourcesintensive,andthe
level of coordination required
for large projects may make
this framework too complex to
undertake when there is lack of
institutional capacities.

In India, water schemes are
generally supply-driven, notde-
mand-driven. In this case, the
moneydevolves fromtheCentre
tostatesand subsequently from
states to local bodies based on
certain criteria. For example,
‘Namame Gange’ programme
allocates money for undertak-
ing various activities, interalia,
to states/local bodies based on
some criteria. Itis a highly top-
down approach. The schemes
are not designed in consulta-
tion with grassroots stakehold-
ers, such as self-help groups,
panchayati rajinstitutions, etc.

In order to effectively imple-
ment the integrated water re-
source management, there is a
need for willingness to change,
significant institutional inno-
vation from engineer-centric
mindset to management-cen-
tric approach, empowering
various stakeholders, building
capacities of stakeholders, im-
plementing Constitutionalman-
date (Art 243 G) by devolving
power to local bodies for water
management, adopting tech-
nological innovation for decen-
tralised water managementand
designing tools and processes
for achieving coordination.
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