INTRODUCTION

I

supporters told us that even as indepth reports, which
focus on specific issues, are needed, we must not
underestimate the importance of reports that provide
an overview of environmental problems. Even as we
look at a focussed picture, it is important to know the
bigger picture.
But reporting the bigger picture is a tough task
today. In 1982, when we had published the First
Report, it was about 200 pages and the Second Report
slightly less than 400 pages. The Fifth Report has not
only crossed 400 pages, it comes with an additional
volume, which provides a statistical database on
India’s environment. Statistics on environment are
scattered all over the place, not easily accessible, and
much less presented in a reader-friendly way. By
compiling as much information as can be found in
one volume, we hope that activists, researchers and
policy-makers will find this publication a help in their
daily work.
And yet we feel that there is so much more we
could have reported in our latest report, but for lack of
space. This is simply because the scale of the

t was in 1985 that we had published an overview of
the State of India’s Environment. Since then we
have produced two more provocative reports, but
both have focussed on specific subjects – one on the
impact of environmental change on the floodplains
and about the unique Himalayan range, and the other
on the dying tradition of rainwater harvesting in
different ecoregions of India. We had moved on to
reporting specific issues because we felt that an
overview tended to focus more on the problems rather
than offering solutions. However, solutions are varied,
given India’s size and ecological diversity, and need
much more indepth understanding and research.
While the First Report published in 1982 was one of
the first studies to point out the problems due to large
dams, it was the Fourth Report published in 1997 that
was able to provide an important component of the
package of solutions needed to manage the country’s
precious water resources.
But as is true with most things in life and nature,
there is almost nothing like an ‘either-or’ approach.
The rule of the game is ‘and’. Numerous friends and
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environmental concern and problems has actually
grown since 1982. In 1982, we felt that we had
captured just about as much as there was to capture.
In 1985, we felt that we were trying to run ahead of
the knowledge that was being generated. But by
1999, there is so much happening that we are swimming in a pool of information, howsoever scattered
and disjointed it may be. We, therefore, now intend to
produce a similar report every year on Mahatma
Gandhi’s death anniversary, January 30, as a tribute to
the memory of the greatest human that this century
has produced. And, hopefully, we will be able to
report everything that is worth reporting promptly.
Since the Centre for Science and Environment
(CSE) got involved with the publishing of the fortnightly newsmagazine Down to Earth, it has become
easier to collect information from across the country.
And, therefore, it has become possible to think of producing such an overview every year. CSE has also
grown in size today and is capable of handling both
approaches to information generation.

COMMENTS: State of India’s Environment 1997—
I convey my appreciation for CSE’s publication Dying Wisdom: Rise, fall
and potential of India’s traditional water harvesting systems, which I think
can only be classified as a classic work. I think the work ranks in range,
scope and importance with CSE’s Citizen’s First Report on the State of
India’s Environment. Our congratulations to you and the CSE team for
bringing out such a fine work. We have found the report extremely useful
in our work, especially as Narmada Bachao Andolan is now trying to
focus more on the “alternative” approaches as the next significant phase
of its struggle. We hope to use it extensively in this regard.
SHRIPAD DHARMADHIKARY
Narmada Bachao Andolan, Vadodhara, Gujarat
Dying Wisdom is another milestone for the entire nation, which has for
long ignored such critical themes like water conservation. Your dedicated
team deserves sincere applause for this great and noble task.
MAHENDRA P LAMA
associate professor, School of International Studies,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi
We got a copy of Dying Wisdom in time for our consultation on “water
harvesting for mountain households” in Chengdu, China. It reinforced our
own ideas that new technologies as promoted by the Chinese should not
overlook indigenous knowledge and age-old practices.
EGBERT PELINK
director general, International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development, Kathmandu, Nepal

The Citizens’ Fourth Report on the State of India’s
Environment received numerous reviews and considerable praise. In order to push the simple message
contained in the report, we had requested non-governmental organisations (NGOs) across the country to
organise book release functions and to discuss the
contents of the book, hopefully, in presence of
eminent political leaders, judges and leaders of the
civil society, so that important decision-makers are
acquainted with environmental issues. As a result,
meetings were held in Kochi, Chennai, Mumbai,
Pune, Hyderabad, Ahmedabad, New Delhi, Jhabua,
Indore, Patna and Leh and leaders like Sonia Gandhi,
Anna
Hazare,
Thupstan
Chhewang
and
M S Swaminathan participated in them. Within a few
months, the book received nearly a hundred press
reports. The book was later purchased by various
organisations for distribution to over a thousand
interested people.
The biggest tribute came from the Chief Minister
of Madhya Pradesh, Digvijay Singh, who requested
for a Hindi edition of the book, so that it could be
distributed to 5,000 village watershed committees
across the state. Cynics often describe environment as
a concern in which urbanites talk about rural areas.
But this time, the message of urbanites was going to
reach out to numerous people in the villages. Nothing
could be more delightful for a writer or an editor. The
Hindi edition of the book became possible because of
untiring efforts of Arvind Mohan and Sanjay Kumar.
The nicest tribute to the book was paid by a

I must compliment you on the publication of Dying Wisdom, which is
indeed of a very high standard. I am sure we will find it useful for our
radio programmes.
O P KEJARIWAL
director-general, News Services Division, All India Radio, New Delhi
The book (Dying Wisdom) as aptly titled, is really a treasure of our
traditional wisdom. I sincerely appreciate the effort made by CSE in
making such an extensive survey and congratulate it for the laudable
achievement.
K VIJAYAKUMARAN
Central Marine Fisheries Research Institute, Visakhapatnam
This report on water harvesting systems of India emphasises the need to
delve into traditional methods to meet the challenges of the next
century at a time when the environment is an issue of grave concern.
Springing from the quest to find a solution to the demands of the
anti-dam movement, the report explores ways and means of alternative
systems and whether they can be found in the country’s traditional
means of water management. The dedication that went into the research,
spanning almost a decade, is evident in this comprehensive volume,
balanced extremely well by complementary pictures. A must addition to
the green crusader’s library.
OUTLOOK, New Delhi
In the course of the last five decades, we have had the Central Water
Commission, the Ministry of Water Resources, and many water authorities
in the states. But none of them has produced a document as detailed as
Dying Wisdom.
INDIAN EXPRESS, New Delhi
Ever since its publication in 1982, with its series — Citizens’ Report on
the State of India’s Environment — CSE has grown into a national
institution as a watchdog in matters relating to environment, conservation of natural resources and to champion the cause of the deprived,
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Dying Wisdom: Rise, fall and potential of India’s traditional water harvesting systems
dispossessed and the disadvantaged. Anil Agarwal and his team in CSE
have become crusaders — as a voice for the voiceless and in
highlighting the drawbacks of many official policies which have aggravated and accentuated ecological degradation and industrial pollution,
which threaten our future.
HINDUSTAN TIMES, Patna
Dying Wisdom, an extensive research carried out by the Delhi-based
Centre for Science and Environment has the most significant revelations
to make. If taken seriously and used by policy-makers, NGOs and water
management agencies, it could almost be the perfect backgrounder for
a sound water management policy for the country.
BUSINESS LINE, New Delhi
One has come to expect a certain degree of quality from all publications
brought out by CSE. Dying Wisdom is no different. The quality of
research is impeccable, the text is reader-friendly and layout and graphics attractive. Many of its earlier publications, like the earlier reports
on the state of India’s environment, make one feel depressed. The tone
of this volume is different, as there is an undercurrent of optimism.
BUSINESS STANDARD, New Delhi
The book does inspire. Our place is very close to the river Pampa and it
flows through the Sabarimala hills which is a centre of pilgrimage. So
during the months of November-February, we have lakhs of devotees
climbing the hills (about 100 kilometres), leading to pollution of the river.
The government is only interested in revenue and is even making the
place as a pilgrimage-tourist spot. People of Kuttanad, where the Pampa
joins the Vembanad lake, face the wrath of cholera, typhoid and jaundice during this period. We are planning to make a study of this river, if
possible starting this season.”
R SRIDHAR
College of Engineering, Chengannur, Kerala
“The detailed study of the past given in Dying Wisdom is very good. All
MPs and MLAs must read it to understand the value of past wisdom in
water harvesting before they decide the action for future.
J P BHATT, Hadapsar, Pune
“I have gone through your book and found it to be very informative
and useful. I can appreciate how much labour and research work has
gone into it by a team of dedicated workers. Water is becoming a
scarce commodity. What are now disputes — intra-village, intra-district,
intra-state and intra-nation, can become disputes of inter-village,
inter-district and so on. Wars and bloodshed for water cannot be
ruled out. If many voluntary organisations and governments make use
of the data available in your book, water-related disputes may come
down.”
M R RAJAGOPALAN,
Gandhigram Trust, Gandhigram, Tamil Nadu
“The CSE publication Dying Wisdom is not only helping me in my
academic researches, but it has also encouraged me to take up
public awareness campaign on the water situation in Midnapore,
West Bengal.
ABHIJIT GUHA,
Department of Anthropology, Vidya Sagar University,
Midnapore, West Bengal
“Once convinced by my Kenyan friends in 1993, I am now a strong
supporter of rainwater harvesting. I liked the book Dying Wisdom very
much. One copy was immediately taken from me by an ethnologist,

who studies traditional water management. I think it is just a perfect
book. Congratulations!!”
HANS HARTUNG, Weikersheim, Germany
“There is surely no other book on water management well-researched
and comprehensive as your Citizens’ Fourth Report. Need one say
more? Please keep up the good work, despite all the odds.”
D N MAZUMDAR, Director
Guru Nanak V B T Polytechnic, Mohali
“C P R Environmental Education Centre is working among NGOs and
farmers to create awareness about the prevailing environmental conditions in the rural areas. We find the book Dying Wisdom a very useful
book. It is well researched and documented.”
V BHAVANI SHANKAR, Assistant Director
C P R Environmental Education Centre, Chennai
“I am convinced of the entire effort that has been put into producing
this report. It contains a complete data of indigenous wisdom across the
country. I think it is a unique effort.”
JYOTIBHAI DESAI, Vedchhi, Surat, Gujarat
“I have gone through the book very carefully and must congratulate you
for this excellent piece of compilation. The wisdom of our ancestors
has been presented in an extremely convincing manner.“
B P RADHAKRISHNA, Geological Society of India, Bangalore
“I am interested in watershed management, water harvesting, irrigation,
soil and water conservation. Dying Wisdom is a painstakingly prepared
book with very good presentation. I appreciate your efforts to conserve
and document the traditional wisdom in water harvesting.”
B VISHUNU, Indian Institute of Technology, New Delhi
“I went through the contents of the Citizens’ Fourth Report, which
describes the country’s traditional water harvesting system without damaging the eco-system, and found it to be elaborate, but precise. But I got
disheartened not to find the traditional water harvesting system in my
native place, Bargarh district (previously known as Sambalpur district)
in Orissa. Though Barpali (part of Bijepur assembly constituency) is
extensively irrigated by the Hirakud dam, the traditional system — katas
— still exist and are used for storage of water to be distributed later for
summer crops. The area which was totally dry and barren about 30
years back, is now totally green with crops as well as a trees. In this
area, people prefer to bury the dead bodies instead of burning then in
order to avoid felling of trees.”
BIJOY KUMAR SAHU, Vesaj Patel Hospital, Rourkela, Orissa
“I have come across your book Dying Wisdom, and found it very useful in planning water resources and water management projects. I am
working with the Rajiv Gandhi National Drinking Water Mission, under
which we have made detailed studies on traditional water harvesting
and water conservation systems, and have developed improved designs
of some of these structures for better storage and management of rainwater. I feel this book will help as a reference book to our activities.”
M A KHAN, Central Arid Zone Research Institute, Jodhpur
“I am sure that this (publishing Dying Wisdom) was not an easy task. In
fact, in Hyderabad as well as in other cities, I have seen that natural
drainage systems of rivers and streams have been allotted for construction of houses by the municipal corporation, and there is a need to discourage this practice.”
A A FIRDAUSI, Administrative Staff College of India, Hyderabad
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Grassroots movements in rural areas like Sukhomajri and Jhabua took destiny in their own hands and made possible regeneration of land...
...but cities have abused the environment to the extreme, and fewer people are bothered about it.

foreign hydrogeologist, who said that the book was
wrongly titled Dying Wisdom. It should have been
called Emerging Wisdom, he said.
At the same time, during a visit to India, Mostafa
Tolba, former executive director of the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP), told us that we
should not restrict ourselves to spreading the message
within India. We should also spread the message
globally, he advised us. We were, therefore, very
grateful to UN Development Programme (UNDP) and
Heinrich Boll Foundation for helping us distribute
over 500 copies to various countries of South Asia and
other parts of the world. Since then, we have also
organised a National Conference on the Potential of
Water Harvesting, which was attended by over 250
activists, academics and officials. A few leading advocates of water harvesting from other parts of the world
also attended. President K R Narayanan’s decision to
inaugurate the conference gave it the importance and
stature it needed to get the message across. It is our
fervent hope that the Fifth Report will receive the
same attention as the earlier reports.
What is the message of this report? If anything, it is
that the Indian government has no ability as yet to
deal with emerging problems. The government starts
to deal with a problem only when it has become a
crisis. Since the early 1980s, when the country began

to appreciate the unfolding disaster because of the
extent of deforestation and land degradation, there
has been some success in dealing with these problems. But new environmental problems like that of
pollution and waste generation are now beginning to
hit the country, especially its urban area, because of
rapid economic growth. But even as India’s cities and
rivers are becoming extremely polluted and filthy, no
serious attempt is being made to reverse the process.
Indian politicians are finding it difficult to bring about
the discipline that is needed to reconcile population
and economic growth with environmental
conservation.
We can be confident that these new problems
will also be solved in two to three decades or so, but
we can be equally sure that at least for a decade to
come many millions will perish because of uncontrolled air and water pollution. It is sad that even
though Indians are amongst the most entrepreneurial
and innovative people on Earth, they today have a
form of governance that is probably the most wooden in the world. The message that this report conveys is, therefore, both heartening and frightening
at the same time.
Anil Agarwal
Sunita Narain
Srabani Sen
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