GRAVIS' water security activities 
Water brings life to all parts of the earth - the Thar Desert included - and is vital for our survival.  Without water a human can perish in only three days.  Yet, seemingly unlimited and viewed as a public commodity, water can be taken for granted.  Not so in the Thar Desert.  Here, water is sacred and most of its natural sources have become holy sites.  Violent protests have been staged by the rural populations over water rights.  As the privatization of water resources has started, water rights and access to water to all sections of population equally have become headlines all over the world, the lessons learned here are poignant. 

Over the centuries, people have been living in the desert in a sustainable manner and have devised indigenous methods for dealing with water scarcity.  Underground rainwater harvesting structures, such as the taanka, nadi, and beri, were developed by the people to store rainwater for use during the driest parts of the year.  However, when the Government of India introduced piped water and hand pumps into villages in the name of safe drinking water, the traditional rainwater harvesting methods were left by the wayside.  Today, in Rajasthan, 90% of the water used by the population comes from government pipes or hand pumps.  Not until faced with severe drought, inadequate supplies of piped water and depleted or contaminated ground water were the traditional methods remembered and by then too late.

GRAVIS believes that a revival of the traditional rain harvesting systems is essential to the survival of the people of the Thar Desert.  These structures are technologically sustainable and can be built at a low cost.  Moreover, by using these structures the people are able to achieve water security and therefore self-reliance.  GRAVIS has been assisting the people of the Thar Desert to achieve water security since its founding and uses the majority of its resources to this end. 

On the issue of water security, GRAVIS organized wide range of activities in 2004 with the support of its partners such as Catholic Relief Services (CRS), European Commission, Help Age International (UK), Help Age India, Indian Friends Association (US), MISEREOR (Germany), Ministry of Rural Development – Govt. of India, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Wells for India (UK). In addition, GRAVIS developed a comprehensive documentation of its water harvesting techniques with the support of Global Green Grants (US).   

Taanka (underground water storage tank) construction 


GRAVIS first constructed a taanka in the village of Shekhasar in 1986 and has continued to build more each year since.  For the many marginalized communities that GRAVIS works with, taankas mean eased workloads for the women who would otherwise walk at least one kilometer balancing pots of water on their heads twice a day.  Taankas also mean substantial saving of money otherwise spent on buying water from distant sources.  Moreover, a readily available water source allows families to consume more nutritious food, cultivate their own resources and maintain good hygiene.  In 2003-2004, GRAVIS has constructed 273 taankas that have benefited over 3,000 persons.  
Detailed components of a Taanka:

· Circular Catchment – 15 to 25m in diameter, paved with locally available murrum (stone fragments) sloping toward silt catchers

· Silt Catchers – inlets into the underground tank, lined to prevent sand and suspended material to enter along with the rainwater,   covered by an iron mesh guard to prevent birds and rodents from entering the tank.

· Storage Tank – 3 x 3.3 m circular pit holding up to 25,000 liters of water, 60 x 60 cm opening at the top for the people to draw water from, iron lid protects the tank against pilfering, tank constructed in cement and stone and roofed with stone slabs.  

· Outlets – 30 x 30cm covered vents allow excessive water to be released.

	Case study  of a taanka -  Kutli’s taanka
Sixty-five years old Kutli belongs to Kumhar community under Gram Panchayat Mungeriya, of Shiv tehsil in Barmer district. Kutli, widow of Baksharam, lives in a household of three members and owns two goats. Eight years back over her husband’s death she was forced to organise a community feast in order to keep up with community tradition, this extravagant expenditure left under heavy debts with no reliable source of income. Since her daughter in law is occupied in other household chores and hence, in spite of her old age she had to walk 3-5 kilometres to fetch water.

When a Village Older People’s Organisation (VOPA) was formed in Kutli’s village by GRAVIS , inquisitively she also attended its meeting.  A few days prior to the meeting GRAVIS animators had surveyed her home and her drudgery to fetch water was noticed. Keeping in view, her household and economic condition there was consensus from all present in the meeting to approve Kutli’s application for taanka construction. VOPA visited her house after the meeting to spot appropriate location for taanka and construction work followed thereafter. Kutli filled the taanka with water of four camel cart tankers for INR 400.00. Kutli said this water would be sufficient for the family for four months and once the rain comes, taanka would be filled with rainwater, which would be, suffice for 6-7 months.   Kutli beams with happiness of overcoming shortage of drinking water and have water for bathing and washing purposes on alternate days.




Naadi (village pond) construction and desilting

Naadis are a very old desert tradition – a Rajput landlord reportedly built a naadi in memory of his wife Sunderi at Akhadhana village some five hundred years ago.  Many villages were originally established near areas that could easily be made into a naadi, which would often serve as the only source of drinking water.  With the introduction of piped water, however, many naadis have been left to silt up and remained unused or forgotten and the naadi tradition was not carried on as new villages were established.  GRAVIS works tirelessly to revive the naadi by promoting the desilting and repairing of old naadis, as well as the construction of new naadis where possible.  Including the 39 naadis constructed and desilted last year, GRAVIS has constructed and desilted 155 naadis since its founding. 

Beri (small well) reconstruction and Desilting

Beries are an important water harvesting technique promoted by GRAVIS. Some beries can hold up to 250,000 liters of water – a year’s supply for 10 families.  Those beries which are more productive, and thus more permanent, tend to have a raised concrete platform with a covered opening for the convenience of drawing water and to disallow sand and rocks from entering.  Periodic silt removal is necessary for beries, especially for those built directly into naadis.  Last year, GRAVIS has helped in construction and desilting of 144 beries.  

Drinking water tube well Construction 

Traditional methods of rainwater harvesting are the most sustainable means of maintaining a water supply.  However, during severe droughts the lack of potable water necessitates the transportation of water into remote areas, for which the inhabitants must pay enormous sums of money.  The construction of tube wells is a viable alternative to this problem.  Still, GRAVIS is reluctant to build these because the electrical pumps draw water from underground aquifers that have only finite amounts of water and have little chance of ever being recharged.  As water is essential to the survival of the remote villages, GRAVIS has taken the task of funding the boring of tube wells, but only for potable water and household use.  GRAVIS has aided in the construction of a total of 5 drinking water tube wells tube wells since 1984. 

Water harvesting structures and drinking water tube wells constructed by GRAVIS 

	S. No
	Particulars 
	Constructed during 2003-04
	Constructed till date (1983-2004)
	Number of villages covered  
	Households benefited (till date)

	1.
	Taankas
	273
	2,240
	207
	7,486

	2.
	Naadis Construction and desilting
	39
	155
	181
	19,649

	3.
	Beries construction and desilting 
	144
	210
	75
	2,640

	4.
	Drinking water  tube wells
	00
	05
	16
	5,988


Water Rights Advocacy
With a growing population of both humans and animals, access to clean, potable water is less and less assured.  The most marginalized communities in the Thar Desert are increasingly facing a lack of water rights.  During droughts especially, they have no access to clean drinking water.  Working closely with the media, local and national government agencies and other NGOs in Rajasthan, GRAVIS and its partner organization HEDCON, actively work to promote water rights for the poor and also promote water conservation in other rural areas and cities in Rajasthan.  GRAVIS and HEDCON have published many reports on the status of water rights in Rajasthan, including “Harvesting the Rains in the Thar” newly published in November 2003, “Drinking Water Crisis in Rural Rajasthan” and “Flurosis in Rajasthan.”  GRAVIS and HEDCON also publish two periodicals on drinking water issues; Soch Paani Ki in Hindi and Water Wheel in English.  In addition, together they have organized frequent workshops on water conservation in schools and villages, and water management workshops in urban areas.

Taanka:  small underground rainwater storage cistern. Rainwater from rooftops, a courtyard or natural or artificially prepared catchment flows into the paved underground pit where it is stored and can be used by one family or a small group of families for 4 to 6 months.











Naadi:  man-made village pond.  Rainwater from surface runoff is collected in a natural depression in the land and an embankment to hold the water in is built behind.  The nadi or pond is accessible to all people in the village, livestock and wildlife and is also used for replenishing taankas that have been depleted of rainwater.  





A Beri is a small well. These beries are rainwater-collecting wells, which aim to collect rainwater from a catchment specially created for the purpose for supply of drinking water.





Tube well: an electrical pump that procures drinking water from beneath the earth’s surface and can supply an abundant amount of water to a group of villages and hamlets within a 1 to 10 km radius.








