Consolidated YI Position on Rural Water Supply and Sanitation

Based on the 'Background Note on Rural Water Supply and Sanitation' presented to the

National Advisory Council
Based on comments of four peer reviewers a preliminary analysis of the challenges facing rural water supply and the programs offered to tackle them the following conclusions can be drawn - 

· The government's goal of "coverage" without verifiable guidelines (quantitatively AND qualitiatively)

comes across as a statistical cover-up. Before any serious Water Reforms Bill is introduced a definition of "coverage" that includes specific quality standards must be formulated. 'Access/Coverage' vs 'Use and Impact'.

· Current norms of "coverage" too must be broadened. 

· Definition of "poor and weaker" sections must be broadened as well to ensure priority access. 

· If Panchayats are to be an integral part of rural water supply then their financial abilities need to be realistically assessed. Without addressing the question of affordability the demand-driven approach is doomed to failure. 

·  A major investment in Panchayat-level training is a must if competent implementation of programs is desired.

· Program evaluations don't match grassroots reality. The NAC must review critiques of programs mentioned in the background note. 

· Villages should NOT suffer because of the inability of state governments to match funds from the Centre. This lack of matching funds is creating chronically water-deprived states. 

· Groundwater ownership must be clearly defined for effective legislation to regulate its use. 

· Water should be brought under Food Adulteration Act, 1954. 

· The right to clean drinking water goes hand in hand with the right to food. 

· Social mobilization to tackle water segregation is needed. Existing social conditions will make program implementation costlier and more prone to failure. 

· Government should resist over-managing water reforms. Decentralization should be in spirit not just words. Creating complex hierarchies of institutions hinders ground-level work. Non-governmental success stories too should be brought to NAC's notice so that they can be compared with existing government programs. 

· R&D projects must be required to prove sustainability of technologies in the fields and not just in labs. Too many high profile stories of major technological investments producing nothing in return. Failed efforts should be discontinued. 

· States have to be mobilized. The Central government cannot do much in this regard. Without state mobilization most programs will fail. As they already have if one does not fall into the statistical trap.

· Privatization of any part of the water supply must be thoroughly debated at the national level. 

· Levels of expenditures on O&M, quality and sustainability should be FIXED and not be given an upper bound. Many states have not spent any money on some of these areas and have had to face no penalty for it. The people have borne the brunt. 

· Field-level assessment of programs must be critical point of implementation. 

·  Policy-makers should be mindful of fiscal consequences of programs that don't provide desired benefits. 

· Creative ways of incorporating local water wisdom need to be thought of. This would mean that central planning be reduced and more of the program design be given to Panchayats. 
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