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Appendix A General Comment 15 

 

SUBSTANTIVE ISSUES ARISING IN THE IMPLEMENTATION OF 
THE INTERNATIONAL COVENANT ON ECONOMIC, SOCIAL 

AND CULTURAL RIGHTS    

General Comment No. 15 (2002)    

The right to water (arts. 11 and 12 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) 

  

I. INTRODUCTION 

1. Water is a limited natural resource and a public good fundamental for life and health. 
The human right to water is indispensable for leading a life in human dignity. It is a 
prerequisite for the realization of other human rights. The Committee has been 
confronted continually with the widespread denial of the right to water in developing as 
well as developed countries. Over one billion persons lack access to a basic water supply, 
while several billion do not have access to adequate sanitation, which is the primary 
cause of water contamination and diseases linked to water1. The continuing 
contamination, depletion and unequal distribution of water is exacerbating existing 
poverty. States parties have to adopt effective measures to realize, without discrimination, 
the right to water, as set out in this general comment.  

The legal bases of the right to water  

2. The human right to water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically 
accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic uses. An adequate amount of 
safe water is necessary to prevent death from dehydration, to reduce the risk of water-
related disease and to provide for consumption, cooking, personal and domestic hygienic 
requirements.  

 3. Article 11, paragraph 1, of the Covenant specifies a number of rights emanating from, 
and indispensable for, the realization of the right to an adequate standard of living 
“including adequate food, clothing and housing”. The use of the word “including” 
indicates that this catalogue of rights was not intended to be exhaustive. The right to 
water clearly falls within the category of guarantees essential for securing an adequate 
standard of living, particularly since it is one of the most fundamental conditions for 
survival. Moreover, the Committee has previously recognized that water is a human right 
contained in article 11, paragraph 1, (see General Comment No. 6 (1995))1. The right to 
water is also inextricably related to the right to the highest attainable standard of health 
(art. 12, para. 1)1 and the rights to adequate housing and adequate food (art. 11, para. 
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1)1.The right should also be seen in conjunction with other rights enshrined in the 
International Bill of Human Rights, foremost amongst them the right to life and human 
dignity.  

4. The right to water has been recognized in a wide range of international documents, 
including treaties, declarations and other standards1. For instance, Article 14, paragraph 
2, of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
stipulates that States parties shall ensure to women the right to “enjoy adequate living 
conditions, particularly in relation to […]  water supply”. Article 24, paragraph 2, of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child requires States parties to combat disease and 
malnutrition “through the provision of adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking-
water”.   

5. The right to water has been consistently addressed by the Committee during its 
consideration of States parties’ reports, in accordance with its revised general guidelines 
regarding the form and content of reports to be submitted by States parties under articles 
16 and 17 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and its 
general comments.  

6. Water is required for a range of different purposes, besides personal and domestic uses, 
to realize many of the Covenant rights. For instance, water is necessary to produce food 
(right to adequate food) and ensure environmental hygiene (right to health). Water is 
essential for securing livelihoods (right to gain a living by work) and enjoying certain 
cultural practices (right to take part in cultural life). Nevertheless, priority in the 
allocation of water must be given to the right to water for personal and domestic uses. 
Priority should also be given to the water resources required to prevent starvation and 
disease, as well as water required to meet the core obligations of each of the Covenant 
rights1.    

Water and Covenant rights  

7. The Committee notes the importance of ensuring sustainable access to water resources 
for agriculture to realize the right to adequate food (see General Comment                                                                                                                                             
Plata Action Plan of the United Nations Water Conference; see para. 18.47 of Agenda 21, 
Report of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, Rio de 
Janeiro, 3-14 June 1992 (A/CONF.151/26/Rev.1 (Vol. I and Vol. I/Corr.1, Vol. II, Vol. 
III and Vol. III/Corr.1) (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.93.I.8), vol  I: 
Resolutions adopted by the Conference, resolution 1, annex II; Principle No. 3, The 
Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development, International Conference on 
Water and the Environment (A/CONF.151/PC/112); Principle No. 2, Programme of 
Action, Report of the United Nations International Conference on Population and  
Development,  Cairo, 5-13 September 1994 (United Nations publication, Sales No. 
E.95.XIII.18), chap. I, resolution 1, annex;  paras. 5 and 19, Recommendation (2001) 14 
of the Committee of Ministers to Member States on the European Charter on Water 
Resources; resolution 2002/6 of the United Nations Sub-Commission on the Promotion 
and Protection of Human Rights on the promotion of the realization of the right to 
drinking water. See also the report on the relationship between the enjoyment of 
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economic, social and cultural rights and the promotion of the realization of the right to 
drinking water supply and sanitation (E/CN.4/Sub.2/2002/10) submitted by the Special 
Rapporteur of the Sub-Commission on the right to drinking water supply and sanitation, 
Mr. El Hadji Guissé. No.12 (1999))1.  Attention should be given to ensuring that 
disadvantaged and marginalized farmers, including women farmers, have equitable 
access to water and water management systems, including sustainable rain harvesting and 
irrigation technology. Taking note of the duty in article 1, paragraph 2, of the Covenant, 
which provides that a people may not “be deprived of its means of subsistence”, States 
parties should ensure that there is adequate access to water for subsistence farming and 
for securing the livelihoods of indigenous peoples1. 

8. Environmental hygiene, as an aspect of the right to health under article 12, paragraph 2 
(b), of the Covenant, encompasses taking steps on a non-discriminatory basis to prevent 
threats to health from unsafe and toxic water conditions1.9 For example, States parties 
should ensure that natural water resources are protected from contamination by harmful 
substances and pathogenic microbes. Likewise, States parties should monitor and combat 
situations where aquatic eco-systems serve as a habitat for vectors of diseases wherever 
they pose a risk to human living environments1. 

9. With a view to assisting States parties' implementation of the Covenant and the 
fulfilment of their reporting obligations, this General Comment focuses in Part II  on the 
normative content of the right to water in articles 11, paragraph 1, and 12, on States 
parties' obligations (Part III), on violations (Part IV) and on implementation at the 
national level (Part V), while the obligations of actors other than States parties are 
addressed in Part VI.  

II. NORMATIVE CONTENT OF THE RIGHT TO WATER  

10. The right to water contains both freedoms and entitlements. The freedoms include the 
right to maintain access to existing water supplies necessary for the right to water, and the 
right to be free from interference, such as the right to be free from arbitrary 
disconnections or contamination of water supplies. By contrast, the entitlements include 
the right to a system of water supply and management that provides equality of 
opportunity for people to enjoy the right to water.                                                    

11. The elements of the right to water must be adequate for human dignity, life and 
health, in accordance with articles 11, paragraph 1, and 12. The adequacy of water should 
not be interpreted narrowly, by mere reference to volumetric quantities and technologies. 
Water should be treated as a social and cultural good, and not primarily as an economic 
good. The manner of the realization of the right to water must also be sustainable, 
ensuring that the right can be realized for present and future generations1. 

 12. While the adequacy of water required for the right to water may vary according to 
different conditions, the following factors apply in all circumstances:  

 (a) Availability. The water supply for each person must be sufficient and continuous for 
personal and domestic uses1. These uses ordinarily include drinking, personal sanitation, 
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washing of clothes, food preparation, personal and household hygiene1.The quantity of 
water available for each person should correspond to World Health Organization (WHO) 
guidelines1. Some individuals and groups may also require additional water due to health, 
climate, and work conditions;  

(b) Quality. The water required for each personal or domestic use must be safe, therefore 
free from micro-organisms, chemical substances and radiological hazards that constitute 
a threat to a person’s health1. Furthermore, water should be of an acceptable colour, 
odour and taste for each personal or domestic use.                                                    

(c) Accessibility. Water and water facilities and services have to be accessible to 
everyone without discrimination, within the jurisdiction of the State party. Accessibility 
has four overlapping dimensions:  

(i)  Physical accessibility: water, and adequate water facilities and services, must be 
within safe physical reach for all sections of the population. Sufficient, safe and 
acceptable water must be accessible within, or in the immediate vicinity, of each 
household, educational institution and workplace1. All water facilities and services must 
be of sufficient quality, culturally appropriate and sensitive to gender, lifecycle and 
privacy requirements. Physical security should not be threatened during access to water 
facilities and services;  

(ii)  Economic accessibility: Water, and water facilities and services, must be affordable 
for all. The direct and indirect costs and charges associated with securing water must be 
affordable, and must not compromise or threaten the realization of other Covenant rights;   

(iii) Non-discrimination: Water and water facilities and services must be accessible to all, 
including the most vulnerable or marginalized sections of the population, in law and in 
fact, without discrimination on any of the prohibited grounds; and  

(iv)  Information accessibility: accessibility includes the right to seek, receive and impart 
information concerning water issues1. 

Special topics of broad application Non-discrimination and equality  

13. The obligation of States parties to guarantee that the right to water is enjoyed without 
discrimination (art. 2, para. 2), and equally between men and women (art. 3), pervades all 
of the Covenant obligations. The Covenant thus proscribes any discrimination on the 
grounds of race, colour, sex, age, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth, physical or mental disability, health status (including 
HIV/AIDS), sexual orientation and civil, political, social or other status, which has the 
intention or effect of nullifying or impairing the equal enjoyment or exercise of the right 
to water. The Committee recalls paragraph 12 of General Comment No. 3 (1990), which 
states that even in times of severe resource constraints, the vulnerable members of society 
must be protected by the adoption of relatively low-cost targeted programmes.                                                                                                                                
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14. States parties should take steps to remove de facto discrimination on prohibited 
grounds, where individuals and groups are deprived of the means or entitlements 
necessary for achieving the right to water. States parties should ensure that the allocation 
of water resources, and investments in water, facilitate access to water for all members of 
society. Inappropriate resource allocation can lead to discrimination that may not be 
overt. For example, investments should not disproportionately favour expensive water 
supply services and facilities that are often accessible only to a small, privileged fraction 
of the population, rather than investing in services and facilities that benefit a far larger 
part of the population.  

15. With respect to the right to water, States parties have a special obligation to provide 
those who do not have sufficient means with the necessary water and water facilities and 
to prevent any discrimination on internationally prohibited grounds in the provision of 
water and water services.  

16. Whereas the right to water applies to everyone, States parties should give special 
attention to those individuals and groups who have traditionally faced difficulties in 
exercising this right, including women, children, minority groups, indigenous peoples, 
refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced persons, migrant workers, prisoners and 
detainees. In particular, States parties should take steps to ensure that:  

 (a)  Women are not excluded from decision-making processes concerning water 
resources and entitlements. The disproportionate burden women bear in the collection of 
water should be alleviated;  

(b)  Children are not prevented from enjoying their human rights due to the lack of 
adequate water in educational institutions and households or through the burden of 
collecting water. Provision of adequate water to educational institutions currently without 
adequate drinking water should be addressed as a matter of urgency;   

(c)  Rural and deprived urban areas have access to properly maintained water facilities. 
Access to traditional water sources in rural areas should be protected from unlawful 
encroachment and pollution. Deprived urban areas, including informal human 
settlements, and homeless persons, should have access to properly maintained water 
facilities. No household should be denied the right to water on the grounds of their 
housing or land status;  

(d)  Indigenous peoples’ access to water resources on their ancestral lands is protected 
from encroachment and unlawful pollution. States should provide resources for 
indigenous peoples to design, deliver and control their access to water;  

(e)  Nomadic and traveller communities have access to adequate water at traditional and 
designated halting sites;  

(f)  Refugees, asylum-seekers, internally displaced persons and returnees have access to 
adequate water whether they stay in camps or in urban and rural areas.  
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Refugees and asylum-seekers should be granted the right to water on the same conditions 
as granted to nationals;  

(g)  Prisoners and detainees are provided with sufficient and safe water for their daily 
individual requirements, taking note of the requirements of international humanitarian 
law and the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners1; 

(h)  Groups facing difficulties with physical access to water, such as older persons, 
persons with disabilities, victims of natural disasters, persons living in disaster-prone 
areas, and those living in arid and semi-arid areas, or on small islands are provided with 
safe and sufficient water.   

III. STATES PARTIES’ OBLIGATIONS   

General legal obligations  

17. While the Covenant provides for progressive realization and acknowledges the 
constraints due to the limits of available resources, it also imposes on States parties 
various obligations which are of immediate effect. States parties have immediate 
obligations in relation to the right to water, such as the guarantee that the right will be 
exercised without discrimination of any kind (art. 2, para. 2) and the obligation to take 
steps (art. 2, para.1) towards the full realization of articles 11, paragraph 1, and 12. Such 
steps must be deliberate, concrete and targeted towards the full realization of the right to 
water.   

18. States parties have a constant and continuing duty under the Covenant to move as 
expeditiously and effectively as possible towards the full realization of the right to water. 
Realization of the right should be feasible and practicable, since all States parties exercise 
control over a broad range of resources, including water, technology, financial resources 
and international assistance, as with all other rights in the Covenant.  

19. There is a strong presumption that retrogressive measures taken in relation to the right 
to water are prohibited under the Covenant1. If any deliberately retrogressive measures 
are taken, the State party has the burden of proving that they have been introduced after 
the most careful consideration of all alternatives and that they are duly justified by 
reference to the totality of the rights provided for in the Covenant in the context of the 
full use of the State party's maximum available resources.  

Specific legal obligations   

20. The right to water, like any human right, imposes three types of obligations on States 
parties: obligations to respect, obligations to protect and obligations to fulfil.  

 (a) Obligations to respect  

21. The obligation to respect requires that States parties refrain from interfering directly 
or indirectly with the enjoyment of the right to water. The obligation includes, inter alia, 
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refraining from engaging in any practice or activity that denies or limits equal access to 
adequate  water; arbitrarily interfering with customary or traditional arrangements for 
water allocation; unlawfully diminishing or polluting water, for example through waste 
from State-owned facilities or through use and testing of weapons; and limiting access to, 
or destroying, water services and infrastructure as a punitive measure, for example, 
during armed conflicts in violation of international humanitarian law.  

22. The Committee notes that during armed conflicts, emergency situations and natural 
disasters, the right to water embraces those obligations by which States parties are bound 
under international humanitarian law1.This includes protection of objects indispensable 
for survival of the civilian population, including drinking water installations and supplies 
and irrigation works, protection of the natural environment against widespread, long-term 
and severe damage and ensuring that civilians, internees and prisoners have access to 
adequate water1. 

(b) Obligations to protect   

23. The obligation to protect requires State parties to prevent third parties from 
interfering in any way with the enjoyment of the right to water. Third parties include 
individuals, groups, corporations and other entities as well as agents acting under their 
authority. The obligation includes, inter alia, adopting the necessary and effective 
legislative and other measures to restrain, for example, third parties from denying equal 
access to adequate water; and polluting and inequitably extracting from water resources, 
including natural sources, wells and other water distribution systems.  

24. Where water services (such as piped water networks, water tankers, access to rivers 
and wells) are operated or controlled by third parties, States parties must prevent them 
from compromising equal, affordable, and physical access to sufficient, safe and 
acceptable water. To prevent such abuses an effective regulatory system must be 
established, in conformity with the Covenant and this General Comment, which includes 
independent monitoring, genuine public participation and imposition of penalties for non-
compliance.  

(c) Obligations to fulfil  

25. The obligation to fulfil can be disaggregated into the obligations to facilitate, promote 
and provide. The obligation to facilitate requires the State to take positive measures to 
assist individuals and communities to enjoy the right. The obligation to promote obliges 
the State party to take steps to ensure that there is appropriate education concerning the 
hygienic use of water, protection of water sources and methods to minimize water 
wastage. States parties are also obliged to fulfil (provide) the right when individuals or a 
group are unable, for reasons beyond their control, to realize that right themselves by the 
means at their disposal.  

26. The obligation to fulfil requires States parties to adopt the necessary measures 
directed towards the full realization of the right to water. The obligation includes, inter 
alia, according sufficient recognition of this right within the national political and legal 
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systems, preferably by way of legislative implementation; adopting a national water 
strategy and plan of action to realize this right; ensuring that water is affordable for 
everyone; and facilitating improved and sustainable access to water, particularly in rural 
and deprived urban areas.  

27. To ensure that water is affordable, States parties must adopt the necessary measures 
that may include, inter alia: (a) use of a range of appropriate low-cost techniques and 
technologies; (b) appropriate pricing policies such as free or low-cost water; and (c) 
income supplements. Any payment for water services has to be based on the principle of 
equity, ensuring that these services, whether privately or publicly provided, are affordable 
for all, including socially disadvantaged groups. Equity demands that poorer households 
should not be disproportionately burdened with water expenses as compared to richer 
households.  

28. States parties should adopt comprehensive and integrated strategies and programmes 
to ensure that there is sufficient and safe water for present and future generations1. Such 
strategies and programmes may include: (a) reducing depletion of water resources 
through unsustainable extraction, diversion and damming; (b) reducing and eliminating 
contamination of watersheds and water-related eco-systems by substances such as 
radiation, harmful chemicals and human excreta; (c) monitoring water reserves; (d) 
ensuring that proposed developments do not interfere with access to adequate  water; (e) 
assessing the impacts of actions that may impinge upon water availability and natural-
ecosystems watersheds, such as climate changes, desertification and increased soil 
salinity, deforestation and loss of biodiversity;1 (f)                                                   

increasing the efficient use of water by end-users; (g) reducing water wastage in its 
distribution; (h) response mechanisms for emergency situations; (i) and establishing 
competent institutions and appropriate institutional arrangements to carry out the 
strategies and programmes.  

29. Ensuring that everyone has access to adequate sanitation is not only fundamental for 
human dignity and privacy, but is one of the principal mechanisms for protecting the 
quality of drinking water supplies and resources1. In accordance with the rights to health 
and adequate housing (see General Comments No. 4 (1991) and 14 (2000)) States parties 
have an obligation to progressively extend safe sanitation services, particularly to rural 
and deprived urban areas, taking into account the needs of women and children.   

International obligations  

 30. Article 2, paragraph 1, and articles 11, paragraph 1, and 23 of the Covenant require 
that States parties recognize the essential role of international cooperation and assistance 
and take joint and separate action to achieve the full realization of the right to water.  

31. To comply with their international obligations in relation to the right to water, States 
parties have to respect the enjoyment of the right in other countries. International 
cooperation requires States parties to refrain from actions that interfere, directly or 
indirectly, with the enjoyment of the right to water in other countries. Any activities 
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undertaken within the State party’s jurisdiction should not deprive another country of the 
ability to realize the right to water for persons in its jurisdiction1.  

32. States parties should refrain at all times from imposing embargoes or similar 
measures, that prevent the supply of water, as well as goods and services essential for 
securing the right to  water1.Water should never be used as an instrument of political  and 
economic pressure. In this regard, the Committee recalls its position, stated in its General 
Comment No. 8 (1997), on the relationship between economic sanctions and respect for 
economic, social and cultural rights.  

33. Steps should be taken by States parties to prevent their own citizens and companies 
from violating the right to water of individuals and communities in other countries. 
Where States parties can take steps to influence other third parties to respect the right, 
through legal or political means, such steps should be taken in accordance with the 
Charter of the United Nations and applicable international law.  

34. Depending on the availability of resources, States should facilitate realization of the 
right to water in other countries, for example through provision of water resources, 
financial and technical assistance, and provide the necessary aid whenrequired. In 
disaster relief and emergency assistance, including assistance to refugees and displaced 
persons, priority should be given to Covenant rights, including the provision of adequate 
water. International assistance should be provided in a manner that is consistent with the 
Covenant and other human rights standards, and sustainable and culturally appropriate. 
The economically developed States parties have a special responsibility and interest to 
assist the poorer developing States in this regard.  

35. States parties should ensure that the right to water is given due attention in 
international agreements and, to that end, should consider the development of further 
legal instruments. With regard to the conclusion and implementation of other 
international and regional agreements, States parties should take steps to ensure that these 
instruments do not adversely impact upon the right to water. Agreements concerning 
trade liberalization should not curtail or inhibit a country’s capacity to ensure the full 
realization of the right to water.  

36. States parties should ensure that their actions as members of international 
organizations take due account of the right to water.  Accordingly, States parties that are 
members of international financial institutions, notably the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Bank, and regional development banks, should take steps to ensure that the 
right to water is taken into account in their lending policies, credit agreements and other 
international measures.   

Core obligations  

37. In General Comment No. 3 (1990), the Committee confirms that States parties have a 
core obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very least, minimum essential levels of 
each of the rights enunciated in the Covenant. In the Committee’s view, at least a number 
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of core obligations in relation to the right to water can be identified, which are of 
immediate effect:   

(a)  To ensure access to the minimum essential amount of water, that is sufficient and 
safe for personal and domestic uses to prevent disease;  

(b)  To ensure the right of access to water and water facilities and services on a non-
discriminatory basis, especially for disadvantaged or marginalized groups;  

(c) To ensure physical access to water facilities or services that provide sufficient, safe 
and regular water; that have a sufficient number of water outlets to avoid prohibitive 
waiting times; and that are at a reasonable distance from the household;  

(d)  To ensure personal security is not threatened when having to physically access to 
water;  

(e)  To ensure equitable distribution of all available water facilities and services;  

(f)  To adopt and implement a national water strategy and plan of action addressing the 
whole population; the strategy and plan of action should be devised, and periodically 
reviewed, on the basis of a participatory and transparent process; it should include 
methods, such as right to water indicators and benchmarks, by which progress can be 
closely monitored; the process by which the strategy and plan of action are devised, as 
well as their content, shall give particular attention to all disadvantaged or marginalized 
groups;  

(g)  To monitor the extent of the realization, or the non-realization, of the right to water;  

(h)  To adopt relatively low-cost targeted water programmes to protect vulnerable and 
marginalized groups;  

(i)  To take measures to prevent, treat and control diseases linked to water, in particular 
ensuring access to adequate sanitation;  

38. For the avoidance of any doubt, the Committee wishes to emphasize that it is 
particularly incumbent on States parties, and other actors in a position to assist, to provide 
international assistance and cooperation, especially economic and technical which 
enables developing countries to fulfil their core obligations indicated in paragraph 37 
above.  

IV. VIOLATIONS  

39. When the normative content of the right to water (see Part II) is applied to the 
obligations of States parties (Part III), a process is set in motion, which facilitates 
identification of violations of the right to water. The following paragraphs provide 
illustrations of violations of the right to water.  
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40. To demonstrate compliance with their general and specific obligations, States parties 
must establish that they have taken the necessary and feasible steps towards the 
realization of the right to water. In accordance with international law, a failure to act in 
good faith to take such steps amounts to a violation of the right. It should be stressed that 
a State party cannot justify its non-compliance with the core obligations set out in 
paragraph 37 above, which are non-derogable.   

41. In determining which actions or omissions amount to a violation of the right to water, 
it is important to distinguish the inability from the unwillingness of a State party to 
comply with its obligations in relation to the right to water. This follows from articles 11, 
paragraph 1, and 12, which speak of the right to an adequate standard of living and the 
right to health, as well as from article 2, paragraph 1, of the Covenant, which obliges each 
State party to take the necessary steps to the maximum of its available resources. A State 
which is unwilling to use the maximum of its available resources for the realization of the 
right to water is in violation of its obligations under the Covenant. If resource constraints 
render it impossible for a State party to comply fully with its Covenant obligations, it has 
the burden of justifying that every effort has nevertheless been made to use all available 
resources at its disposal in order to satisfy, as a matter of priority, the obligations outlined 
above.   

42. Violations of the right to water can occur through acts of commission, the direct 
actions of States parties or other entities insufficiently regulated by States. Violations 
include, for example, the adoption of retrogressive measures incompatible with the core 
obligations (outlined in para. 37 above), the formal repeal or suspension of legislation 
necessary for the continued enjoyment of the right to water, or the adoption of legislation 
or policies which are manifestly incompatible with pre-existing domestic or international 
legal obligations in relation to the right to water.  

43. Violations through acts of omission include the failure to take appropriate steps 
towards the full realization of everyone's right to water, the failure to have a national 
policy on water, and the failure to enforce relevant laws.  

44. While it is not possible to specify a complete list of violations in advance, a number 
of typical examples relating to the levels of obligations, emanating from the Committee’s 
work, may be identified:  

(a)  Violations of the obligation to respect follow from the State party’s interference with 
the right to water. This includes, inter alia: (i) (i) arbitrary or unjustified disconnection or 
exclusion from water services or facilities; (ii) discriminatory or unaffordable increases in 
the price of water; and (iii) pollution and diminution of water resources affecting human 
health;  

(b)  Violations of the obligation to protect follow from the failure of a State to take all 
necessary measures to safeguard persons within their jurisdiction from infringements of 
the right to water by third parties1. This includes, inter alia: (i) failure to enact or enforce 
laws to prevent the contamination and inequitable extraction of water; (ii) failure to 
effectively regulate and control water services providers; (iv) failure to protect water 
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distribution systems (e.g., piped networks and wells) from interference, damage and 
destruction; and  

(c)  Violations of the obligation to fulfil occur through the failure of States parties to take 
all necessary steps to ensure the realization of the right to water. Examples includes, inter 
alia: (i) failure to adopt or implement a national water policy designed to ensure the right 
to water for everyone; (ii) insufficient expenditure or misallocation of public resources 
which results in the non-enjoyment of the right to  water by individuals or groups, 
particularly the vulnerable or marginalized; (iii)  failure to monitor the realization of the 
right to water at the national level, for example by identifying right-to-water indicators 
and benchmarks; (iv) failure to take measures to reduce the inequitable distribution of 
water facilities and services;  (v) failure to adopt mechanisms for emergency relief; (vi) 
failure to ensure that the minimum essential level of the right is enjoyed by everyone (vii) 
failure of a State to take into account its international legal obligations regarding the right 
to water when entering into agreements with other States or with international 
organizations.  

V. IMPLEMENTATION AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL   

45. In accordance with article 2, paragraph 1, of the Covenant, States parties are required 
to utilize “all appropriate means, including particularly the adoption of legislative 
measures” in the implementation of their Covenant obligations. Every State party has a 
margin of discretion in assessing which measures are most suitable to meet its specific 
circumstances. The Covenant, however, clearly imposes a duty on each State party to 
take whatever steps are necessary to ensure that everyone enjoys the right to water, as 
soon as possible. Any national measures designed to realize the right to water should not 
interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights.   

Legislation, strategies and policies  

46. Existing legislation, strategies and policies should be reviewed to ensure that they are 
compatible with obligations arising from the right to water, and should be repealed, 
amended or changed if inconsistent with Covenant requirements.   

47. The duty to take steps clearly imposes on States parties an obligation to adopt a 
national strategy or plan of action to realize the right to water. The strategy must: (a) be 
based upon human rights law and principles; (b) cover all aspects of the right to water 
and the corresponding obligations of States parties; (c) define clear objectives; (d) set 
targets or goals to be achieved and the time-frame for their achievement; (e) formulate 
adequate policies and corresponding benchmarks and indicators. The strategy should also 
establish institutional responsibility for the process; identify resources available to attain 
the objectives, targets and goals; allocate resources appropriately according to 
institutional responsibility; and establish accountability mechanisms to ensure the 
implementation of the strategy. When formulating and implementing their right to water 
national strategies, States parties should avail themselves of technical assistance and 
cooperation of the United Nations specialized agencies (see Part VI below).  
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48. The formulation and implementation of national water strategies and plans of action 
should respect, inter alia, the principles of non-discrimination and people's participation. 
The right of individuals and groups to participate in decision-making processes that may 
affect their exercise of the right to  water must be an integral part of any policy, 
programme or strategy concerning water. Individuals and groups should be given full and 
equal access to information concerning water, water services and the environment, held 
by public authorities or third parties.  

49. The national water strategy and plan of action should also be based on the principles 
of accountability, transparency and independence of the judiciary, since  good 
governance is essential to the effective implementation of all human rights, including the 
realization of the right to water. In order to create a favourable climate for the realization 
of the right, States parties should take appropriate steps to ensure that the private business 
sector and civil society are aware of, and consider the importance of, the right to water in 
pursuing their activities.   

50. States parties may find it advantageous to adopt framework legislation to 
operationalize their right to water strategy. Such legislation should include: (a) targets or 
goals to be attained and the time-frame for their achievement; (b) the means by which the 
purpose could be achieved; (c) the intended collaboration with civil society, private 
sector and international organizations; (d) institutional responsibility for the process; (e) 
national mechanisms for its monitoring; and (f) remedies and recourse procedures.  

51. Steps should be taken to ensure there is sufficient coordination between the national 
ministries, regional and local authorities in order to reconcile water-related policies. 
Where implementation of the right to water has been delegated to regional or local 
authorities, the State party still retains the responsibility to comply with its Covenant 
obligations, and therefore should ensure that these authorities have at their disposal 
sufficient resources to maintain and extend the necessary water services and facilities. 
The States parties must further ensure that such authorities do not deny access to services 
on a discriminatory basis.  

52. States parties are obliged to monitor effectively the realization of the right to water. In 
monitoring progress towards the realization of the right to water, States parties should 
identify the factors and difficulties affecting implementation of their obligations.   

Indicators and benchmarks  

53. To assist the monitoring process, right to water indicators should be identified in the 
national water strategies or plans of action. The indicators should be designed to monitor, 
at the national and international levels, the State party's obligations under articles 11, 
paragraph 1, and 12. Indicators should address the different components of adequate  
water (such as sufficiency, safety and acceptability, affordability and physical 
accessibility), be disaggregated by the prohibited grounds of discrimination, and cover all 
persons residing in the State party’s territorial jurisdiction or under their control. States 
parties may obtain guidance on appropriate indicators from the ongoing work of WHO, 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the United Nations 
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Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat), the International Labour Organization (ILO), 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights.  

54. Having identified appropriate right to water indicators, States parties are invited to set 
appropriate national benchmarks in relation to each indicator1.29 During the periodic 
reporting procedure, the Committee will engage in a process of “scoping”  with the State 
party. Scoping involves the joint consideration by the State party and the Committee of 
the indicators and national benchmarks which will then provide the targets to be achieved 
during the next reporting period. In the following five years, the State party will use these 
national benchmarks to help monitor its implementation of the right to water. Thereafter, 
in the subsequent reporting process, the State party and the Committee will consider 
whether or not the benchmarks have been achieved, and the reasons for any difficulties 
that may have been encountered (see General Comment No.14 (2000), para. 58). Further, 
when setting benchmarks and preparing their reports, States parties should utilize the 
extensive information and advisory services of specialized agencies with regard to data 
collection and disaggregation.  

 Remedies and accountability  

55. Any persons or groups who have been denied their right to water should have access 
to effective judicial or other appropriate remedies at both national and international levels 
(see General Comment No. 9 (1998), para. 4, and Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development)1. The Committee notes that the right has been 
constitutionally entrenched by a number of States and has been subject to litigation 
before national courts. All victims of violations of the right to water should be entitled to 
adequate reparation, including restitution, compensation, satisfaction or guarantees of 
non-repetition. National ombudsmen, human rights commissions, and similar institutions 
should be permitted to address violations of the right.  

 56. Before any action that interferes with an individual’s right to  water is carried out by 
the State party, or by any other third party, the relevant authorities must ensure that such 
actions are performed in a manner warranted by law, compatible with the Covenant, and 
that comprises: (a) opportunity for genuine consultation with those affected; (b) timely 
and full disclosure of information on the proposed measures; (c) reasonable notice of 
proposed actions; (d) legal recourse and remedies for those affected; and (e) legal 
assistance for obtaining legal remedies (see also Comments No. 4 (1991) and No. 7 
(1997)). Where such action is based on a person’s failure to pay for water their capacity 
to pay must be taken into account. Under no circumstances shall an individual be 
deprived of the minimum essential level of water.  

57. The incorporation in the domestic legal order of international instruments recognizing 
the right to water can significantly enhance the scope and effectiveness of remedial 
measures and should be encouraged in all cases. Incorporation enables courts to 
adjudicate violations of the right to water, or at least the core obligations, by direct 
reference to the Covenant.  
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58. Judges, adjudicators and members of the legal profession should be encouraged by 
States parties to pay greater attention to violations of the right to water in the exercise of 
their functions.   

59. States parties should respect, protect, facilitate and promote the work of human rights 
advocates and other members of civil society with a view to assisting vulnerable or 
marginalized groups in the realization of their right to water.  

VI. OBLIGATIONS OF ACTORS OTHER THAN STATES  

60. United Nations agencies and other international organizations concerned with water, 
such as WHO, FAO, UNICEF, UNEP, UN-Habitat, ILO, UNDP, the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development (IFAD), as well as international organizations concerned 
with trade such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), should cooperate effectively 
with States parties, building on their respective expertise, in relation to the 
implementation of the right to water at the national level. The international financial 
institutions, notably the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, should take 
into account the right to water in their lending policies, credit agreements, structural 
adjustment programmes and other development projects (see General Comment No. 2 
(1990)), so that the enjoyment of the right to water is promoted. When examining the 
reports of States parties and their ability to meet the obligations to realize the right to 
water, the Committee will consider the effects of the assistance provided by all other 
actors. The incorporation of human rights law and principles in the programmes and 
policies by international organizations will greatly facilitate implementation of the right 
to water. The role of the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, International Committee of the Red Cross, the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), WHO and UNICEF, as well as non-
governmental organizations and other associations, is of particular importance in relation 
to disaster relief and humanitarian assistance in times of emergencies. Priority in the 
provision of aid, distribution and management of water and water facilities should be 
given to the most vulnerable or marginalized groups of the population. 
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Appendices B: India’s National Water Policy – 1987 

MINISTRY OF WATER RESOURCES 

National Water Policy, 1987 

 

Need for a National Water Policy 

Water is a prime natural resource, a basic human need and a precious national asset. 
Planning and development of water resources need to be governed by national 
perspectives. 

It has been estimated that out of the total precipitation of around 400 million hectare 
meters in the country, the surface water availability is about 178 million hectare meters. 
Out of this about 50% can be put to beneficial use because of topographical and other 
constraints. In addition there is a ground water potential of about 42 million hectare 
meters. The availability of water is highly uneven in both space and time. Precipitation is 
confined to only about three or four months in the year and varies from 10 cm in the 
western parts of Rajasthan to over 1000 cm at Cherrapunji in Meghalaya. Further, water 
does not respect state boundaries. Not merely rivers but even under ground aquifers often 
cut across state boundaries. Water as a resource is one and indivisible: rainfall, river 
waters, surface ponds and lakes and ground water are all part of one system; water is a 
part of a larger ecological system. 

Floods and drought affect vast areas of the country, transcending state boundaries. A 
third of the country is drought-prone. Floods affect an average area of around 9 million 
hectares per year. According to the National Commission on floods, the area susceptible 
to floods is around 40 million hectares. The approach to the management of drought and 
floods has to be coordinated and guided at the national level. 

Even the planning and implementation of individual irrigation or multi-purpose projects, 
though done at the State level, involve a number of aspects and issues such as 
environmental protection, rehabilitation of project-affected people and livestock, public 
health consequences of water impoundment, dam safety, etc. On these matters common 
approaches and guidelines are necessary. Moreover, certain problems and weaknesses 
have affected a large number of projects all over the country. There have been substantial 
time and cost overruns on projects. In some irrigation commands, problems of water-
logging and soil salinity have emerged, leading to the degradation of good agricultural 
land. There are also complex problems of equity and social justice in regard to water 
distribution. The development and exploitation of the country’s groundwater resources 
also give rise to questions of judicious and scientific resource management and 
conservation. All these questions need to be tackled on the basis of common policies and 
strategies. 
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The growth process and the expansion of economic activities inevitably lead to increasing 
demands for water for diverse purposes: domestic, industrial, agricultural, hydro-power, 
navigation, recreation, etc. So far, the principal consumptive use of water has been for 
irrigation. While the irrigation potential is estimated to have increased from 19.5 million 
hectares at the time of Independence to about 68 million hectares at the end of the Sixth 
Plan, further development of a substantial order is necessary if the food and fiber needs of 
a growing population are to be met. The country’s population which is over 750 million 
at present is expected to reach a level of around 1000 million by the turn of the century. 

The production of food grains has increased from around 50 million tons in the fifties to 
about 150 million tons at present, but this will have to be raised to around 240 million 
tons by the year 2000 A.D. The drinking water needs of people and livestock have also to 
be met. In keeping with the objectives of the International Drinking Water Supply and 
Sanitation Decade Programme (1981-1991), adequate drinking water facilities have to be 
provided to the entire population in both urban and rural areas and sanitation facilities to 
80 % of the urban population and 25 % of the rural population by the end of the decade. 
Domestic and industrial water needs have largely been concentrated in or near the 
principal cities, but the demand from rural society is expected to increase sharply as the 
development programmes improve  economic conditions in the rural areas. The demand 
for water for Hydro & Thermal power generation and for other industrial uses is also 
likely to increase substantially. As a result what which is already a scarcer in future. This 
underscores the need for the utmost efficiency in water utilisation and a public awareness 
of the importance of its conservation. 

1.7 Another important aspect is water quality. Improvements in existing strategies and the 
innovation of new techniques resting on a strong science and technology base will be 
needed to eliminate the pollution of surface and ground water resources, to improve water 
quality and to step up the recycling and re- use of water. Science and technology and 
training have also important roles to play in water resources development in general. 

1.8 Water is one of the most crucial elements in developmental planning. As the country 
prepares itself to enter the 21st century, efforts to develop, conserve, utilise and manage 
this important resource have to be guided by national perspectives. The need for a 
national water policy is thus abundantly clear: water is a scarce and precious national 
resource to be planned, developed and conserved as such, and on an integrated and 
environmentally sound basis, keeping in view the needs of the States concerned. 

Information System 

2. The prime requisite for resource planning is a well-developed information system. A 
standardized national information system should be established with a network of data 
banks and data bases, integrating and strengthening the existing Central and State level 
agencies and improving the quality of data and the processing capabilities. There should 
be free exchange of data among the various agencies and duplication in data collection 
should be avoided. Apart from the data regarding water availability and actual water use, 
the system should also include comprehensive and reasonably reliable projections of 
future demands for water for diverse purposes. 
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Maximizing availability 

3.1 The water resources available to the country should be brought within the category of 
utilizable resources to the maximum possible extent. The resources should be conserved 
and the availability augmented by measures for maximizing retention and minimizing 
losses. 

3.2 Resource planning in the case of water has to be done for a hydrological unit such as 
a drainage basin as a whole, or for a sub-basin. All individual developmental projects and 
proposals should be formulated by the States and considered within the framework of 
such an overall plan for a basin or sub-basin, so that the best possible combination of 
options can be made. 

3.3 Appropriate organisations should be established for the planned development and 
management of a river basin as a whole. Special multidisciplinary units should be set up 
in each state to prepare comprehensive plans taking into account not only the needs of 
irrigation but also harmonizing various other water uses, so that the available water 
resources are determined and put to optimum use having regard to subsisting agreements 
or awards of Tribunals under the relevant laws. 

3.4 Water should be made available to water short areas by transfer from other areas 
including transfers from one river basin to another, based on a national perspective, after 
taking into account the requirements of the areas/basins. 

3.5 Recycling and re-use of water should be an integral part of water resource 
development 

Project Planning 

4.1 Water resource development projects should as far as possible be planned and 
developed as multipurpose projects. Provision for drinking water should be a primary 
consideration. The projects should provide for irrigation, flood mitigation, hydro-electric 
power generation, navigation, pisciculture and recreation wherever possible 

4.2 The study of the impact of a project during construction and later on human lives, 
settlements, occupations, economic and other aspects should be an essential component 
of project planning. 

4.3 In the planning, implementation and operation of projects, the preservation of the 
quality of environment and the ecological balance should be a primary consideration. The 
adverse impact, if any, on the environment should be minimised and should be off-set by 
adequate compensatory measures. 

4.4 There should be an integrated and multi-disciplinary approach to the planning, 
formulation, clearance and implementation of projects, including catchment treatment 
and management, environmental and ecological aspects, the rehabilitation of affected 
people and command area development. 
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4.5 Special efforts should be made to investigate and formulate projects either in, or for 
the benefit of, areas inhabited by tribal or other specially disadvantaged groups such as 
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. In other areas also, project planning should pay 
special attention to the needs of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and other weaker 
sections of society. 

4.6 The planning of projects in hilly areas should take into account the need to provide 
assured drinking water, possibilities of hydro-power development and the proper 
approach to irrigation in such areas, in the context of physical features and constraints 
such as steep slopes, rapid run-off and the incidence of soil erosion. The economic 
evaluation of projects in such areas should also take these factors into account. 

4.7 Time and cost overruns and deficient realization of benefits characterizing most 
irrigation projects should be overcome by upgrading the quality of project preparation 
and management. The under-funding of projects should be obviated by an optimal 
allocation of resources, having regard to the early completion of on-going projects as well 
as the need to reduce regional imbalances. 

Maintenance and Modernisation 

5.1 Structures and systems created through massive investments should be properly 
maintained in good health. Appropriate annual provisions should be made for this 
purpose in the budgets. 

5.2 There should be a regular monitoring of structures and systems and necessary 
rehabilitation and modernisation programmes should be undertaken. 

Safety of Structures 

6. There should be proper organizational arrangements at the national and state levels for 
ensuring the safety of storage dams and other water-related structures. The Central 
guidelines on the subject should be kept under constant review and periodically updated 
and reformulated. There should be a system of continuous surveillance and regular visits 
by experts. 

Ground water Development 

7.1 There should be a periodical reassessment on a scientific basis of the ground water 
potential, taking into consideration the quality of the water available and economic 
viability. 

7.2 Exploitation of ground water resources should be so regulated as not to exceed the 
recharging possibilities, as also to ensure social equity. Ground water recharge projects 
should be developed and implemented for augmenting the available supplies. 
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7.3 Integrated and coordinated development of surface water and ground water and their 
conjunctive use, should be envisaged right from the project planning stage and should 
form an essential part of the project. 

7.4 Over exploitation of ground water should be avoided near the coast to prevent ingress 
of sea water into sweet water aquifers. 

Water Allocation Priorities 

8. In the planning and operation of systems, water allocation priorities should be broadly 
as follows: 

_ Drinking water 

_ Irrigation 

_ Hydro-power 

_ Navigation 

_ Industrial and other uses. 

However these priorities might be modified if necessary in particular regions with 
reference to area specific considerations. 

Drinking Water 

9. Adequate drinking water facilities should be provided to the entire population both in 
urban and in rural areas by 1991. Irrigation and multipurpose projects should invariably 
include a drinking water component, wherever there is no alternative source of drinking 
water. Drinking water needs of human beings and animals should be the first charge on 
any available water. 

Irrigation 

10.1 Irrigation planning either in an individual project or in a basin as a whole should 
take into account the irrigability of land, cost-effective irrigation options possible from all 
available sources of water and appropriate irrigation techniques. The irrigation intensity 
should be such as to extend the benefits of irrigation to as large a number of farm families 
as possible, keeping in view the need to maximize production. 

10.2 There should be a close integration of water-use and land-use policies. 

10.3 Water allocation in an irrigation system should be done with due regard to equity 
and social justice. Disparities in the availability of water between head-reach and tail-end 
farms and between large and small farms should be obviated by adoption of a rotational 
water distribution system and supply of water on a volumetric basis subject to certain 
ceilings. 



384 

 

10.4 Concerted efforts should be made to ensure that the irrigation potential created is 
fully utilised and the gap between the potential created and its utilisation is removed. For 
this purpose, the command area development approach should be adopted in all irrigation 
projects. 

Water Rates 

11. Water rates should be such as to convey the scarcity value of the resource to the users 
and to foster the motivation for economy in wateruse. They should be adequate to cover 
the annual maintenance and operation charges and a part of the fixed costs. Efforts should 
be made to reach this ideal over a period, while ensuring the assured and timely supplies 
of irrigation water. The water rates for surface water and ground water should be 
rationalized with due regard to the interests of small and marginal farmers. 

Participation of farmers and voluntary agencies 

12. Efforts should be made to involve farmers progressively in various aspects of 
management of irrigation systems, particularly in water distribution and collection of 
water rates. Assistance of voluntary agencies should be enlisted in educating the farmers 
in efficient water use and water management. 

Water Quality 

13. Both surface water and ground water should be regularly monitored for quality. A 
phased programme should be undertaken for improvements in water quality. 

Water Zoning 

14. Economic development and activities including agricultural, industrial and urban 
development, should be planned with due regard to the constraints imposed by the 
configuration of water availability. There should be a water zoning of the country and the 
economic activities should be guided and regulated in accordance with such zoning. 

Conservation of Water 

15. The efficiency of utilisation in all the diverse uses of water should be improved and 
an awareness of water as a scarce resource should be fostered. Conservation 
consciousness should be promoted through education, regulation, incentives and 
disincentives. 

Flood Control and Management 

16. There should be a master plan for flood control and management for each flood prone 
basin. Sound watershed management through extensive soil conservation, catchment-area 
treatment, preservation of 

forests and increasing the forest area and the construction of checkdams should be 
promoted to reduce the intensity of floods. Adequate flood-cushion should be provided in 
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water storage projects wherever feasible to facilitate better flood management. An 
extensive network for flood forecasting should be established for timely warning to the 
settlements in the flood plains, along with the regulation of settlements and economic 
activity in the flood plain zones, to minimize the loss of life and property on account of 
floods. While physical flood protection works like embankments and dykes will continue 
to be necessary, the emphasis should be on non-structural measures for the minimization 
of losses, such as flood forecasting and warning and flood plain zoning, so as to reduce 
the recurring expenditure on flood relief. 

Land erosion by sea or river 

17. The erosion of land, whether by the sea in coastal areas or by river waters inland, 
should be minimized by suitable cost-effective measures. The States and Union territories 
should also undertake all requisite steps to ensure that indiscriminate occupation and 
exploitation of coastal strips of land are discouraged and that the location of economic 
activities in areas adjacent to the sea is regulated. 

Drought Management 

18.1 Drought-prone areas should be made less vulnerable to drought associated problems 
through soil-moisture conservation measures, water harvesting practices, the 
minimization of evaporation losses, the development of the ground water potential and 
the transfer of surface water from surplus areas where feasible and appropriate. Pastures, 
forestry or other modes of development which are relatively less water demanding should 
be encouraged. In planning water resource development projects, the needs of drought-
prone areas should be given priority. 

18.2 Relief works undertaken for providing employment to droughtstricken populations 
should preferably be for drought proofing. 

Science and Technology 

19. For effective and economical management of our water resources, the frontiers of 
knowledge need to be pushed forward in several directions by intensifying research 
efforts in various areas, including the following : 

• hydro-meteorology; 

• assessment of water resources; 

• snow and lake hydrology; 

• ground water hydrology and recharge; 

• prevention of salinity ingress; 

• water-harvesting; 
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• evaporation and seepage losses; 

• economical designs for water resource projects; 

• crops and cropping systems; 

• sedimentation of reservoirs; 

• the safety and longevity of water-related structures; 

• river morphology and hydraulics; 

• soils and material research; 

• better water management practices and improvements in 

• operational technology; 

• recycling and re-use; 

• use of sea water resources. 

Training 

20. A perspective plan for standardized training should be an integral part of water 
resource development. It should cover training in information systems, sector planning, 
project planning and formulation, project management, operation of projects and their 
physical structures and systems and the management of the water distribution systems. 
The training should extend to all the categories of personnel involved in these activities 
as also the farmers. 

Conclusion 

21. In view of the vital importance of water for human and animal life, for maintaining 
ecological balance and for economic and developmental activities of all kinds, and 
considering its increasing scarcity, the planning and management of this resource and its 
optimal, economical and equitable use has become a matter of the utmost urgency. The 
success of the national water policy will depend entirely on the development and 
maintenance of a national consensus and commitments to its underlying principles and 
objectives. 
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Appendices C: India’s National Water Policy – 2002 

Ministry of Water Resources April 1, 2002 

Government of India 

Ministry of Water Resources 

NATIONAL WATER POLICY 

New Delhi 

 

Need for a National Water Policy 

1.1 Water is a prime natural resource, a basic human need and a precious national asset. 
Planning,development and management of water resources need to be governed by 
national perspectives. 

1.2 As per the latest assessment (1993), out of the total precipitation, including snowfall, 
of around 

4000 billion cubic metre in the country, the availability from surface water and 
replenishable ground water is put at 1869 billion cubic metre. Because of topographical 
and other constraints, about 60% of this i.e. 690 billion cubic metre from surface water 
and 432 billion cubic metre from ground water, can be put tobeneficial use. Availability 
of water is highly uneven in both space and time. Precipitation is confined to only about 
three or four months in a year and varies from 100 mm in the western parts of Rajasthan 
to over 10000 mm at Cherrapunji in Meghalaya. Rivers and under ground aquifers often 
cut across state boundaries. Water, as a resource is one and indivisible: rainfall, river 
waters, surface ponds and lakes and ground water are all part of one system. 

1.3 Water is part of a larger ecological system. Realising the importance and scarcity 
attached to the fresh water, it has to be treated as an essential environment for sustaining 
all life forms. 

1.4 Water is a scarce and precious national resource to be planned, developed, conserved 
and managed as such, and on an integrated and environmentally sound basis, keeping in 
view the socio-economic aspects and needs of the States. It is one of the most crucial 
elements in developmental planning. As the country has entered the 21st century, efforts 
to develop, conserve, utilise and manage this important resource in a sustainable manner, 
have to be guided by the national perspective. 
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1.5 Floods and droughts affect vast areas of the country, transcending state boundaries. 
One-sixth area of the country is drought-prone. Out of 40 million hectare of the flood 
prone area in the country, on an 

average, floods affect an area of around 7.5 million hectare per year. Approach to 
management of droughts and floods has to be co-ordinated and guided at the national 
level. 

1.6 Planning and implementation of water resources projects involve a number of socio-
economic aspects and issues such as environmental sustainability, appropriate 
resettlement and rehabilitation of project-affected people and livestock, public health 
concerns of water impoundment, dam safety etc. Common approaches and guidelines are 
necessary on these matters. Moreover, certain problems and weaknesses have affected a 
large number of water resources projects all over the country. There have been substantial 
time and cost overruns on projects. Problems of water logging and soil salinity have 
emerged in some irrigation commands, leading to the degradation of agricultural land. 
Complex issues of equity and social justice in regard to water distribution are required to 
be addressed. The development, and overexploitation of groundwater resources in certain 
parts of the country have raised the concern and need for judicious and scientific resource 
management and conservation. All these concerns need to be addressed on the basis of 
common policies and strategies. 

1.7 Growth process and the expansion of economic activities inevitably lead to increasing 
demands for water for diverse purposes: domestic, industrial, agricultural, hydro-power, 
thermal-power, navigation, recreation, etc. So far, the major consumptive use of water 
has been for irrigation. While the gross irrigation potential is estimated to have increased 
from 19.5 million hectare at the time of independence to about 95 million hectare by the 
end of the Year 1999-2000, further development of a substantial order is necessary if the 
food and fiber needs of our growing population are to be met with. The country’s 
population which is over 1027 million (2001 AD) at present is expected to reach a level 
of around 1390 million by 2025 AD. 

1.8 Production of food grains has increased from around 50 million tonnes in the fifties to 
about 208 million tonnes in the Year 1999-2000. This will have to be raised to around 
350 million tonnes by the year 2025 AD. The drinking water needs of people and 
livestock have also to be met. Domestic and industrial water needs have largely been 
concentrated in or near major cities. However, the demand in rural areas is expected to 
increase sharply as the development programmes improve economic conditions of the 
rural masses. Demand for water for hydro and thermal power generation and for other 
industrial uses is also increasing substantially. As a result, water, which is already a 
scarce resource, will become even scarcer in future. This underscores the need for the 
utmost efficiency in water utilisation and a public awareness of the importance of its 
conservation. 

1.9 Another important aspect is water quality. Improvements in existing strategies, 
innovation of new techniques resting on a strong science and technology base are needed 
to eliminate the pollution of surface and ground water resources, to improve water 
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quality. Science and technology and training have to play important roles in water 
resources development and management in general. 

1.10 National Water Policy was adopted in September, 1987. Since then, a number of 
issues and challenges have emerged in the development and management of the water 
resources. Therefore, theNational Water Policy (1987) has been reviewed and updated. 

Information System 

2.1 A well developed information system, for water related data in its entirety, at the 
national / state level, is a prime requisite for resource planning. A standardised national 
information system should be established with a network of data banks and data bases, 
integrating and strengthening the existing Central and State level agencies and improving 
the quality of data and the processing capabilities. 

2.2 Standards for coding, classification, processing of data and methods / procedures for 
its collection should be adopted. Advances in information technology must be introduced 
to create a modern information system promoting free exchange of data among various 
agencies. Special efforts should be made to develop and continuously upgrade 
technological capability to collect, process and disseminate reliable data in the desired 
time frame. 

2.3 Apart from the data regarding water availability and actual water use, the system 
should also include comprehensive and reliable projections of future demands of water 
for diverse purposes. 

Water Resources Planning 

3.1 Water resources available to the country should be brought within the category of 
utilizable resources to the maximum possible extent. 

3.2 Non-conventional methods for utilisation of water such as through inter-basin 
transfers, artificial recharge of ground water and desalination of brackish or sea water as 
well as traditional water conservation practices like rainwater harvesting, including roof-
top rainwater harvesting, need to be practiced to further increase the utilisable water 
resources. Promotion of frontier research and development, in a focused manner, for 
these techniques is necessary. 

3.3 Water resources development and management will have to be planned for a 
hydrological unit such as drainage basin as a whole or for a sub-basin, multi-sectorally, 
taking into account surface and ground water for sustainable use incorporating quantity 
and quality aspects as well as environmental considerations. All individual 
developmental projects and proposals should be formulated and considered within the 
framework of such an overall plan keeping in view the existing agreements / awards for a 
basin or a subbasin so that the best possible combination of options can be selected and 
sustained. 
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3.4 Watershed management through extensive soil conservation, catchment-area 
treatment, preservation of forests and increasing the forest cover and the construction of 
check-dams should be promoted. Efforts shall be to conserve the water in the catchment. 

3.5 Water should be made available to water short areas by transfer from other areas 
including transfers from one river basin to another, based on a national perspective, after 
taking into account the requirements of the areas / basins. 

Institutional Mechanism 

4.1 With a view to give effect to the planning, development and management of the water 
resources on a hydrological unit basis, along with a multi-sectoral, multi-disciplinary and 
participatory approach as well as integrating quality, quantity and the environmental 
aspects, the existing institutions at various levels under the water resources sector will 
have to be appropriately reoriented / reorganised and even created, wherever ,necessary. 
As maintenance of water resource schemes is under non-plan budget, it is generally being 
neglected. The institutional arrangements should be such that this vital aspect is given 
importance equal or even more than that of new constructions. 

4.2 Appropriate river basin organisations should be established for the planned 
development and management of a river basin as a whole or sub-basins, wherever 
necessary. Special multi-disciplinary units should be set up to prepare comprehensive 
plans taking into account not only the needs of irrigation but also harmonising various 
other water uses, so that the available water resources are determined and put to optimum 
use having regard to existing agreements or awards of Tribunals under the relevant laws. 
The scope and powers of the river basin organisations shall be decided by the basin states 
themselves. 

Water Allocation Priorities 

5. In the planning and operation of systems, water allocation priorities should be broadly 
as follows: 

• Drinking water 

• Irrigation 

• Hydro-power 

• Ecology 

• Agro-industries and non-agricultural industries 

• Navigation and other uses. 

• However, the priorities could be modified or added if warranted by the area / 
region specific considerations. 
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Project Planning 

6.1 Water resource development projects should as far as possible be planned and 
developed as multipurpose projects. Provision for drinking water should be a primary 
consideration. 

6.2 The study of the likely impact of a project during construction and later on human 
lives, settlements, occupations, socio-economic, environment and other aspects shall 
form an essential component of project planning. 

6.3 In the planning, implementation and operation of a project, the preservation of the 
quality of environment and the ecological balance should be a primary consideration. The 
adverse impact on the environment, if any, should be minimised and should be offset by 
adequate compensatory measures. The project should, nevertheless, be sustainable. 

6.4 There should be an integrated and multi-disciplinary approach to the planning, 
formulation, clearance and implementation of projects, including catchment area 
treatment and management, environmental and ecological aspects, the rehabilitation of 
affected people and command area development. The planning of projects in hilly areas 
should take into account the need to provide assured drinking water, possibilities of 
hydro-power development and the proper approach to irrigation in such areas, in the 
context of physical features and constraints of the basin such as steep slopes, rapid run-
off and the incidence of soil erosion. The economic evaluation of projects in such areas 
should also take these factors into account. 

6.5 Special efforts should be made to investigate and formulate projects either in, or for 
the benefit of, areas inhabited by tribal or other specially disadvantaged groups such as 
socially weak, scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. In other areas also, project planning 
should pay special attention to the needs of scheduled castes and scheduled tribes and 
other weaker sections of the society. The economic evaluation of projects benefiting such 
disadvantaged sections should also take these factors into account. 

6.6 The drainage system should form an integral part of any irrigation project right from 
the planning stage. 

6.7 Time and cost overruns and deficient realisation of benefits characterising most water 
related projects should be overcome by upgrading the quality of project preparation and 
management. The inadequate funding of projects should be obviated by an optimal 
allocation of resources on the basis of prioritisation, having regard to the early 
completion of on-going projects as well as the need to reduce regional imbalances. 

 

6.8 The involvement and participation of beneficiaries and other stakeholders should be 
encouraged right from the project planning stage itself. 

Ground Water Development 
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7.1 There should be a periodical reassessment of the ground water potential on a 
scientific basis, taking into consideration the qualit y of the water available and economic 
viability of its extraction. 

7.2 Exploitation of ground water resources should be so regulated as not to exceed the 
recharging 

possibilities, as also to ensure social equity. The detrimental environmental consequences 
of overexploitation of ground water need to be effectively prevented by the Central and 
State Governments. Ground water recharge projects should be developed and 
implemented for improving both the quality and availability of ground water resource. 

7.3 Integrated and coordinated development of surface water and ground water resources 
and their conjunctive use, should be envisaged right from the project planning stage and 
should form an integral part of the project implementation. 

7.4 Over exploitation of ground water should be avoided especially near the coast to 
prevent ingress of seawater into sweet water aquifers. 

Drinking Water 

8. Adequate safe drinking water facilities should be provided to the entire population both 
in urban and in rural areas. Irrigation and multipurpose projects should invariably include 
a drinking water component, wherever there is no alternative source of drinking water. 
Drinking water needs of human beings and animals should be the first charge on any 
available water. 

Irrigation 

9.1 Irrigation planning either in an individual project or in a basin as a whole should take 
into account the irrigability of land, cost-effective irrigation options possible from all 
available sources of water andappropriate irrigation techniques for optimising water use 
efficiency. Irrigation intensity should be such as to extend the benefits of irrigation to as 
large a number of farm families as possible, keeping in view the need to maximise 
production. 

9.2 There should be a close integration of water-use and land-use policies. 

9.3 Water allocation in an irrigation system should be done with due regard to equity and 
social justice. Disparities in the availability of water between head-reach and tail-end 
farms and between large and small farms should be obviated by adoption of a rotational 
water distribution system and supply of water on a volumetric basis subject to certain 
ceilings and rational pricing. 

9.4 Concerted efforts should be made to ensure that the irrigation potential created is 
fully utilised. For this purpose, the command area development approach should be 
adopted in all irrigation projects. 
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9.5 Irrigation being the largest consumer of fresh water, the aim should be to get optimal 
productivity per unit of water. Scientific water management, farm practices and sprinkler 
and drip system of irrigation should be adopted wherever feasible. 

9.6 Reclamation of water logged / saline affected land by scientific and cost-effective 
methods should form a part of command area development programme. 

Resettlement and Rehabilitation 

10. Optimal use of water resources necessitates construction of storages and the 
consequent resettlement and rehabilitation of population. A skeletal national policy in this 
regard needs to be formulated so that the project affected persons share the benefits 
through proper rehabilitation. States should accordingly evolve their own detailed 
resettlement and rehabilitation policies for the sector, taking into account the local 
conditions. Careful planning is necessary to ensure that the construction and 
rehabilitation activities proceed simultaneously and smoothly. 

Financial and Physical Sustainability 

11. Besides creating additional water resources facilities for various uses, adequate 
emphasis needs to be given to the physical and financial sustainability of existing 
facilities. There is, therefore, a need to ensure that the water charges for various uses 
should be fixed in such a way that they cover at least the operation and maintenance 
charges of providing the service initially and a part of the capital costs subsequently. 
These rates should be linked directly to the quality of service provided. The subsidy on 
water rates to the disadvantaged and poorer sections of the society should be well 
targeted and transparent. 

Participatory Approach to Water Resources Management 

12. Management of the water resources for diverse uses should incorporate a 
participatory approach; by involving not only the various governmental agencies but also 
the users and other stakeholders, in an effective and decisive manner, in various aspects 
of planning, design, development and management of the water resources schemes. 
Necessary legal and institutional changes should be made at various levels for the 
purpose, duly ensuring appropr iate role for women. Water Users’ Associations and the 
local bodies such as municipalities and gram panchayats should particularly be involved 
in the operation, maintenance and management of water infrastructures / facilities at 
appropriate levels progressively, with a view to eventually transfer the management of 
such facilities to the user groups / local bodies. 

 

Private Sector Participation 

13. Private sector participation should be encouraged in planning, development and 
management of water resources projects for diverse uses, wherever feasible. Private 
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sector participation may help in introducing innovative ideas, generating financial 
resources and introducing corporate management and improving service efficiency and 
accountability to users. Depending upon the specific situations, various combinations of 
private sector participation, in building, owning, operating, leasing and transferring of 
water resources facilities, may be considered. 

Water Quality 

14.1 Both surface water and ground water should be regularly monitored for quality. A 
phased programme should be undertaken for improvements in water quality. 

14.2 Effluents should be treated to acceptable levels and standards before discharging 
them into natural streams. 

14.3 Minimum flow should be ensured in the perennial streams for maintaining ecology 
and social considerations. 

14.4 Principle of ‘polluter pays’ should be followed in management of polluted water. 

14.5 Necessary legislation is to be made for preservation of existing water bodies by 
preventing encroachment and deterioration of water quality. 

Water Zoning 

15. Economic development and activities including agricultural, industrial and urban 
development,should be planned with due regard to the constraints imposed by the 
configuration of water availability. There should be a water zoning of the country and the 
economic activities should be guided and regulated in accordance with such zoning. 

Conservation of Water 

16.1 Efficiency of utilisation in all the diverse uses of water should be optimised and an 
awareness of water as a scarce resource should be fostered. Conservation consciousness 
should be promoted through education, regulation, incentives and disincentives. 

16.2 The resources should be conserved and the availability augmented by maximising 
retention, eliminating pollution and minimising losses. For this, measures like selective 
linings in the conveyance system, modernisation and rehabilitation of existing systems 
including tanks, recycling and re-use of treated effluents and adoption of traditional 
techniques like mulching or pitcher irrigation and new techniques like drip and sprinkler 
may be promoted, wherever feasible. 

Flood Control and Management 

17.1 There should be a master plan for flood control and management for each flood 
prone basin. 
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17.2 Adequate flood-cushion should be provided in water storage projects, wherever 
feasible, to facilitate better flood management. In highly flood prone areas, flood control 
should be given overriding consideration in reservoir regulation policy even at the cost of 
sacrificing some irrigation or power benefits. 

17.3 While physical flood protection works like embankments and dykes will continue to 
be necessary, increased emphasis should be laid on non-structural measures such as flood 
forecasting and warning, flood plain zoning and flood proofing for the minimisation of 
losses and to reduce the recurring expenditure on flood relief. 

17.4 There should be strict regulation of settlements and economic activity in the flood 
plain zones along with flood proofing, to minimise the loss of life and property on 
account of floods. 

17.5 The flood forecasting activities should be modernised, value added and extended to 
other uncovered areas. Inflow forecasting to reservoirs should be instituted for their 
effective regulation. 

Land Erosion by Sea or River 

18.1 The erosion of land, whether by the sea in coastal areas or by river waters inland, 
should be minimised by suitable cost-effective measures. The States and Union 
Territories should also undertake all requisite steps to ensure that indiscriminate 
occupation and exploitation of coastal strips of land are discouraged and that the location 
of economic activities in areas adjacent to the sea is regulated. 

18.2 Each coastal State should prepare a comprehensive coastal land management plan, 
keeping in view the environmental and ecological impacts, and regulate the 
developmental activities accordingly. 

Drought-prone Area Development 

19.1 Drought-prone areas should be made less vulnerable to drought-associated problems 
through soilmoisture conservation measures, water harvesting practices, minimisation of 
evaporation losses, development of the ground water potential including recharging and 
the transfer of surface water fromsurplus areas where feasible and appropriate. Pastures, 
forestry or other modes of development which are relatively less water demanding should 
be encouraged. In planning water resource development projects, the needs of drought-
prone areas should be given priority. 

 

19.2 Relief works undertaken for providing employment to drought-stricken population 
should preferably be for drought proofing. 

Monitoring of Projects 
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20.1 A close monitoring of projects to identify bottlenecks and to adopt timely measures 
to obviate time and cost overrun should form part of project planning and execution. 

20.2 There should be a system to monitor and evaluate the performance and socio-
economic impact of the project. 

Water Sharing / Distribution amongst the States 

21.1 The water sharing / distribution amongst the states should be guided by a national 
perspective with due regard to water resources availability and needs within the river 
basin. Necessary guidelines, including for water short states even outside the basin, need 
to be evolved for facilitating future agreements amongst the basin states. 

21.2 The Inter-State Water Disputes Act of 1956 may be suitably reviewed and amended 
for timely adjudication of water disputes referred to the Tribunal. 

Performance Improvement 

22. There is an urgent need of paradigm shift in the emphasis in the management of water 
resources sector. From the present emphasis on the creation and expansion of water 
resources infrastructures for diverse uses, there is now a need to give greater emphasis on 
the improvement of the performance of the existing water resources facilities. Therefore, 
allocation of funds under the water resources sector should be re-prioritised to ensure that 
the needs for development as well as operation and maintenance of the facilitiesare met. 

Maintenance and Modernisation 

23.1 Structures and systems created through massive investments should be properly 
maintained in good health. Appropriate annual provisions should be made for this 
purpose in the budgets. 

23.2 There should be a regular monitoring of structures and systems and necessary 
rehabilitation and modernisation programmes should be undertaken. 

23.3 Formation of Water Users' Association with authority and responsibility should be 
encouraged to facilitate the management including maintenance of irrigation system in a 
time bound manner. 

 

Safety of Structures 

24. There should be proper organisational arrangements at the national and state levels 
for ensuring the safety of storage dams and other water-related structures consisting of 
specialists in investigation, design, construction, hydrology, geology, etc. A dam safety 
legislation may be enacted to ensure proper inspection, maintenance and surveillance of 
existing dams and also to ensure proper planning, investigation, design and construction 
for safety of new dams. The Guidelines on the subject should be periodically updated and 
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reformulated. There should be a system of continuous surveillance and regular visits by 
experts. 

Science and Technology 

25. For effective and economical management of our water resources, the frontiers of 
knowledge need to be pushed forward in several directions by intensifying research 
efforts in various areas, including the following: 

• hydrometeorology; 

• snow and lake hydrology; 

• surface and ground water hydrology; 

• river morphology and hydraulics; 

• assessment of water resources; 

• water harvesting and ground water recharge; 

• water quality; 

• water conservation; 

• evaporation and seepage losses; 

• recycling and re-use; 

• better water management practices and improvements in operational technology; 

• crops and cropping systems; 

• soils and material research; 

• new construction materials and technology (with particular reference to roller 
compacted concrete, fiber reinforced concrete, new methodologies in tunneling 
technologies, instrumentation, advanced numerical analysis in structures and 
back analysis); 

• seismology and seismic design of structures; 

• the safety and longevity of water-related structures; 

• economical designs for water resource projects; 

• risk analysis and disaster management; 
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• use of remote sensing techniques in development and management; 

• use of static ground water resource as a crisis management measure; 

• sedimentation of reservoirs; 

• use of sea water resources; 

• prevention of salinity ingress; 

• prevention of water logging and soil salinity; 

• reclamation of water logged and saline lands; 

• environmental impact; 

• regional equity. 

Training 

26. A perspective plan for standardised training should be an integral part of water 
resource development. It should cover trainin g in information systems, sectoral planning, 
project planning and formulation, project management, operation of projects and their 
physical structures and systems and the management of the water distribution systems. 
The training should extend to all the categories of personnel involved in these activities 
as also the farmers. 

Conclusion 

27. In view of the vital importance of water for human and animal life, for maintaining 
ecological 

balance and for economic and developmental activities of all kinds, and considering its 
increasing scarcity, the planning and management of this resource and its optimal, 
economical and equitable use has become a matter of the utmost urgency. Concerns of 
the community needs to be taken into account for water resources development and 
management. The success of the National Water Policy will depend entirely on evolving 
and maintaining a national consensus and commitment to its underlying principles and 
objectives. To achieve the desired objectives, State Water Policy backed with an 
operational action plan shall be formulated in a time bound manner say in two years. 
National Water Policy may be revised periodically as and when need arise. 
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Appendices D: India’s National Water Policy - 2012 

Government of India 

Ministry of Water Resources 

NATIONAL WATER POLICY (2012) 

 

1. PREAMBLE 

1.1 A scarce natural resource, water is fundamental to life, livelihood, food security and 
sustainable development. India has more than 18 % of the world’s population, but has 
only 4% of world’s renewable water resources and 2.4% of world’s land area. There are 
further limits on utilizable quantities of water owing to uneven distribution over time and 
space. In addition, there are challenges of frequent floods and droughts in one or the other 
part of the country. With a growing population and rising needs of a fast developing 
nation as well as the given indications of the impact of climate change, availability of 
utilizable water will be under further strain in future with the possibility of deepening 
water conflicts among different user groups. Low consciousness about the scarcity of 
water and its life sustaining and economic value results in its mismanagement, wastage, 
and inefficient use, as also pollution and reduction of flows below minimum ecological 
needs. In addition, there are inequities in distribution and lack of a unified perspective in 
planning, management and use of water resources. The objective of the National Water 
Policy is to take cognizance of the existing situation, to propose a framework for creation 
of a system of laws and institutions and for a plan of action with a unified national 
perspective. 

1.2 The present scenario of water resources and their management in India has given rise 
to several concerns, important amongst them are; 

(i) Large parts of India have already become water stressed. Rapid growth in demand for 
water due to population growth, urbanization and changing lifestyle pose serious 
challenges to water security. 

(ii) Issues related to water governance have not been addressed adequately. 
Mismanagement of water resources has led to a critical situation in many parts of the 
country. 

(iii) There is wide temporal and spatial variation in availability of water, which may 
increase substantially due to a combination of climate change, causing deepening of 
water crisis and incidences of water related disasters, i.e., floods, increased erosion and 
increased frequency of droughts, etc. 
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(iv) Climate change may also increase the sea levels. This may lead to salinity intrusion 
in ground water aquifers / surface waters and increased coastal inundation in coastal 
regions, adversely impacting habitations, agriculture and industry in such regions. 

(v) Access to safe water for drinking and other domestic needs still continues to be a 
problem in many areas. Skewed availability of water between different regions and 
different people in the same region and also the intermittent and unreliable water supply 
system has the potential of causing social unrest. 

(vi) Groundwater, though part of hydrological cycle and a community resource, is still 
perceived as an individual property and is exploited inequitably and without any 
consideration to its sustainability leading to its over-exploitation in several areas. 

(vii) Water resources projects, though multi-disciplinary with multiple stakeholders, are 
being planned and implemented in a fragmented manner without giving due 
consideration to optimum utilization, environment sustainability and holistic benefit to 
the people. 

(viii) Inter-regional, inter-State, intra-State, as also inter-sectoral disputes in sharing of 
water, strain relationships and hamper the optimal utilization of water through scientific 
planning on basin/sub-basin basis. 

(ix) Grossly inadequate maintenance of existing irrigation infrastructure has resulted in 
wastage and under-utilization of available resources. There is a widening gap between 
irrigation potential created and utilized. 

(x) Natural water bodies and drainage channels are being encroached upon, and diverted 
for other purposes. Groundwater recharge zones are often blocked. 

(xi) Growing pollution of water sources, especially through industrial effluents, is 
affecting the availability of safe water besides causing environmental and health hazards. 
In many parts of the country, large stretches of rivers are both heavily polluted and 
devoid of flows to support aquatic ecology, cultural needs and aesthetics. 

(xii) Access to water for sanitation and hygiene is an even more serious problem. 
Inadequate sanitation and lack of sewage treatment are polluting the water sources. 

(xiii) Low consciousness about the overall scarcity and economic value of water results 
in its wastage and inefficient use. 

(xiv) The lack of adequate trained personnel for scientific planning, utilizing modern 
techniques and analytical capabilities incorporating information technology constrains 
good water management. 

(xv) A holistic and inter-disciplinary approach at water related problems is missing. 
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(xvi) The public agencies in charge of taking water related decisions tend to take these on 
their own without consultation with stakeholders, often resulting in poor and unreliable 
service characterized by inequities of various kinds. 

(xvii) Characteristics of catchment areas of streams, rivers and recharge zones of aquifers 
are changing as a consequence of land use and land cover changes, affecting water 
resource availability and quality. 

1.3 Public policies on water resources need to be governed by certain basic principles, so 
that there is some commonality in approaches in dealing with planning, development and 
management of water resources. These basic principles are: 

(i) Planning, development and management of water resources need to be governed by 
common integrated perspective considering local, regional, State and national context, 
having an environmentally sound basis, keeping in view the human, social and economic 
needs. 

(ii) Principle of equity and social justice must inform use and allocation of water. 

(iii) Good governance through transparent informed decision making is crucial to the 
objectives of equity, social justice and sustainability. Meaningful intensive participation, 
transparency and accountability should guide decision making and regulation of water 
resources. 

(iv) Water needs to be managed as a common pool community resource held, by the 
state, under public trust doctrine to achieve food security, support livelihood, and ensure 
equitable and sustainable development for all. 

(v) Water is essential for sustenance of eco-system, and therefore, minimum ecological 
needs should be given due consideration. 

(vi) Safe Water for drinking and sanitation should be considered as pre-emptive needs, 
followed by high priority allocation for other basic domestic needs (including needs of 
animals), achieving food security, supporting sustenance agriculture and minimum eco-
system needs. Available water, after meeting the above needs, should be allocated in a 
manner to promote its conservation and efficient use. 

(vii) All the elements of the water cycle, i.e., evapo-transpiration, precipitation, runoff, 
river, lakes, soil moisture, and ground water, sea, etc., are interdependent and the basic 
hydrological unit is the river basin, which should be considered as the basic hydrological 
unit for planning. 

(viii) Given the limits on enhancing the availability of utilizable water resources and 
increased variability in supplies due to climate change, meeting the future needs will 
depend more on demand management, and hence, this needs to be given priority, 
especially through (a) evolving an agricultural system which economizes on water use 
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and maximizes value from water, and (b) bringing in maximum efficiency in use of water 
and avoiding wastages. 

(ix) Water quality and quantity are interlinked and need to be managed in an integrated 
manner, consistent with broader environmental management approaches inter-alia 
including the use of economic incentives and penalties to reduce pollution and wastage. 

(x) The impact of climate change on water resources availability must be factored into 
water management related decisions. Water using activities need to be regulated keeping 
in mind the local geo climatic and hydrological situation. 

2. WATER FRAMEWORK LAW 

2.1 There is a need to evolve a National Framework Law as an umbrella statement of 
general principles governing the exercise of legislative and/or executive (or devolved) 
powers by the Centre, the States and the local governing bodies. This should lead the way 
for essential legislation on water governance in every State of the Union and devolution 
of necessary authority to the lower tiers of government to deal with the local water 
situation. 

2.2 Such a framework law must recognize water not only as a scarce resource but also as 
a sustainer of life and ecology. Therefore, water, particularly, groundwater, needs to be 
managed as a community resource held, by the state, under public trust doctrine to 
achieve food security, livelihood, and equitable and sustainable development for all. 
Existing Acts may have to be modified accordingly. 

2.3 There is a need for comprehensive legislation for optimum development of inter- 
State rivers and river valleys to facilitate inter-State coordination ensuring scientific 
planning of land and water resources taking basin/sub-basin as unit with unified 
perspectives of water in all its forms (including precipitation, soil moisture, ground and 
surface water) and ensuring holistic and balanced development of both the catchment and 
the command areas. Such legislation needs, inter alia, to deal with and enable 
establishment of basin authorities, comprising party States, with appropriate powers to 
plan, manage and regulate utilization of water resource in the basins. 

3. USES OF WATER 

3.1 Water is required for domestic, agricultural, hydro-power, thermal power, navigation, 
recreation, etc. Utilisation in all these diverse uses of water should be optimized and an 
awareness of water as a scarce resource should be fostered. 

3.2 The Centre, the States and the local bodies (governance institutions) must ensure 
access to a minimum quantity of potable water for essential health and hygiene to all its 
citizens, available within easy reach of the household. 

3.3 Ecological needs of the river should be determined, through scientific study, 
recognizing that the natural river flows are characterized by low or no flows, small floods 
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(freshets), large floods, etc., and should accommodate developmental needs. A portion of 
river flows should be kept aside to meet ecological needs ensuring that the low and high 
flow releases are proportional to the natural flow regime, including base flow 
contribution in the low flow season through regulated ground water use. 

3.4 Rivers and other water bodies should be considered for development for navigation as 
far as possible and all multipurpose projects over water bodies should keep navigation in 
mind right from the planning stage 

3.5 In the water rich eastern and north eastern regions of India, the water use 
infrastructure is weak and needs to be strengthened in the interest of food security. 

3.6 Community should be sensitized and encouraged to adapt first to utilization of water 
as per local availability of waters, before providing water through long distance transfer. 
Community based water management should be institutionalized and strengthened. 

4. ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE 

4.1 Climate change is likely to increase the variability of water resources affecting human 
health and livelihoods. Therefore, special impetus should be given towards mitigation at 
micro level by enhancing the capabilities of community to adopt climate resilient 
technological options. 

4.2 The anticipated increase in variability in availability of water because of climate 
change should be dealt with by increasing water storage in its various forms, namely, soil 
moisture, ponds, ground water, small and large reservoirs and their combination. States 
should be incentivized to increase water storage capacity, which inter-alia should include 
revival of traditional water harvesting structures and water bodies. 

4.3 The adaptation strategies could also include better demand management, particularly, 
through adoption of compatible agricultural strategies and cropping patterns and 
improved water application methods, such as land leveling and/or drip / sprinkler 
irrigation as they enhance the water use efficiency, as also, the capability for dealing with 
increased variability because of climate change. Similarly, industrial processes should be 
made more water efficient. 

4.4 Stakeholder participation in land-soil-water management with scientific inputs from 
local research and academic institutions for evolving different agricultural strategies, 
reducing soil erosion and improving soil fertility should be promoted. The specific 
problems of hilly areas like sudden run off, weak water holding capacity of soil, erosion 
and sediment transport and recharging of hill slope aquifers should be adequately 
addressed. 

4.5 Planning and management of water resources structures, such as, dams, flood 
embankments, tidal embankments, etc., should incorporate coping strategies for possible 
climate changes. The acceptability criteria in regard to new water resources projects need 
to be re-worked in view of the likely climate change. 
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5. ENHANCING WATER AVAILABLE FOR USE 

5.1 The availability of water resources and its use by various sectors in various basin and 
States in the country need to be assessed scientifically and reviewed at periodic intervals, 
say, every five years. The trends in water availability due to various factors including 
climate change must be assessed and accounted for during water resources planning. 

5.2 The availability of water is limited but the demand of water is increasing rapidly due 
to growing population, rapid urbanization, rapid industrialization and economic 
development. Therefore, availability of water for utilization needs to be augmented to 
meet increasing demands of water. Direct use of rainfall, desalination and avoidance of 
inadvertent evapo-transpiration are the new additional strategies for augmenting 
utilizable water resources. 

5.3 There is a need to map the aquifers to know the quantum and quality of ground water 
resources (replenishable as well as non-replenishable) in the country. This process should 
be fully participatory involving local communities. This may be periodically updated. 

5.4 Declining ground water levels in over-exploited areas need to be arrested by 
introducing improved technologies of water use, incentivizing efficient water use and 
encouraging community based management of aquifers. In addition, where necessary, 
artificial recharging projects should be undertaken so that extraction is less than the 
recharge. This would allow the aquifers to provide base flows to the surface system, and 
maintain ecology. 

5.5 Inter-basin transfers are not merely for increasing production but also for meeting 
basic human need and achieving equity and social justice. Inter-basin transfers of water 
should be considered on the basis of merits of each case after evaluating the 
environmental, economic and social impacts of such transfers. 

5.6 Integrated Watershed development activities with groundwater perspectives need to 
be taken in a comprehensive manner to increase soil moisture, reduce sediment yield and 
increase overall land and water productivity. To the extent possible, existing programs 
like MGNREGA may be used by farmers to harvest rain water using farm ponds and 
other soil and water conservation measures. 

6. DEMAND MANAGEMENT AND WATER USE EFFICIENCY 

6.1 A system to evolve benchmarks for water uses for different purposes, i.e., water 
footprints, and water auditing should be developed to promote and incentivize efficient 
use of water. The ‘project’ and the ‘basin’ water use efficiencies need to be improved 
through continuous water balance and water accounting studies. An institutional 
arrangement for promotion, regulation and evolving mechanisms for efficient use of 
water at basin/sub-basin level will be established for this purpose at the national level. 
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6.2 The project appraisal and environment impact assessment for water uses, particularly 
for industrial projects, should, inter-alia, include the analysis of the water footprints for 
the use. 

6.3 Recycle and reuse of water, including return flows, should be the general norm. 

6.4 Project financing should be structured to incentivize efficient & economic use of 
water and facilitate early completion of ongoing projects. 

6.5 Water saving in irrigation use is of paramount importance. Methods like aligning 
cropping pattern with natural resource endowments, micro irrigation (drip, sprinkler, 
etc.), automated irrigation operation, evaporation-transpiration reduction, etc., should be 
encouraged and incentivized. Recycling of canal seepage water through conjunctive 
ground water use may also be considered. 

6.6 Use of very small local level irrigation through small bunds, field ponds, agricultural 
and engineering methods and practices for watershed development, etc, need to be 
encouraged. However, their externalities, both positive and negative, like reduction of 
sediments and reduction of water availability, downstream, may be kept in view. 

6.7 There should be concurrent mechanism involving users for monitoring if the water 
use pattern is causing problems like unacceptable depletion or building up of ground 
waters, salinity, alkalinity or similar quality problems, etc., with a view to planning 
appropriate interventions. 

7. WATER PRICING 

7.1 Pricing of water should ensure its efficient use and reward conservation. Equitable 
access to water for all and its fair pricing, for drinking and other uses such as sanitation, 
agricultural and industrial, should be arrived at through independent statutory Water 
Regulatory Authority, set up by each State, after wide ranging consultation with all 
stakeholders. 

7.2 In order to meet equity, efficiency and economic principles, the water charges should 
preferably / as a rule be determined on volumetric basis. Such charges should be 
reviewed periodically. 

7.3 Recycle and reuse of water, after treatment to specified standards, should also be 
incentivized through a properly planned tariff system. 

7.4 The principle of differential pricing may be retained for the pre-emptive uses of water 
for drinking and sanitation; and high priority allocation for ensuring food security and 
supporting livelihood for the poor. Available water, after meeting the above needs, 
should increasingly be subjected to allocation and pricing on economic principles so that 
water is not wasted in unnecessary uses and could be utilized more gainfully. 
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7.5 Water Users Associations (WUAs) should be given statutory powers to collect and 
retain a portion of water charges, manage the volumetric quantum of water allotted to 
them and maintain the distribution system in their jurisdiction. WUAs should be given 
the freedom to fix rates subject to floor rates determined by WRAs. 

7.6 The over-drawal of groundwater should be minimized by regulating the use of 
electricity for its extraction. Separate electric feeders for pumping ground water for 
agricultural use should be considered. 

8. CONSERVATION OF RIVER CORRIDORS, WATER BODIES AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

8.1 Conservation of rivers, river corridors, water bodies and infrastructure should be 
undertaken in a scientifically planned manner through community participation. The 
storage capacities of water bodies and water courses and/or associated wetlands, the flood 
plains, ecological buffer and areas required for specific aesthetic recreational and/or 
social needs may be managed to the extent possible in an integrated manner to balance 
the flooding, environment and social issues as per prevalent laws through planned 
development of urban areas, in particular. 

8.2 Encroachments and diversion of water bodies (like rivers, lakes, tanks, ponds, etc.) 
and drainage channels (irrigated area as well as urban area drainage) must not be allowed, 
and wherever it has taken place, it should be restored to the extent feasible and 
maintained properly. 

8.3 Urban settlements, encroachments and any developmental activities in the protected 
upstream areas of reservoirs/water bodies, key aquifer recharge areas that pose a potential 
threat of contamination, pollution, reduced recharge and those endanger wild and human 
life should be strictly regulated. 

8.4 Environmental needs of Himalayan regions, aquatic eco-system, wet lands and 
embanked flood plains need to be recognized and taken into consideration while 
planning. 

8.5 Sources of water and water bodies should not be allowed to get polluted. System of 
third party periodic inspection should be evolved and stringent punitive actions be taken 
against the persons responsible for pollution. 

8.6 Quality conservation and improvements are even more important for ground waters, 
since cleaning up is very difficult. It needs to be ensured that industrial effluents, local 
cess pools, residues of fertilizers and chemicals, etc., do not reach the ground water. 

8.7 The water resources infrastructure should be maintained properly to continue to get 
the intended benefits. A suitable percentage of the costs of infrastructure development 
may be set aside along with collected water charges, for repair and maintenance. Contract 
for construction of projects should have inbuilt provision for longer periods of proper 
maintenance and handing over back the infrastructure in good condition. 
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8.8 Legally empowered dam safety services need to be ensured in the States as well as at 
the Centre. Appropriate safety measures, including downstream flood management, for 
each dam should be undertaken on top priority. 

9. PROJECT PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 

9.1 Considering the existing water stress conditions in India and the likelihood of further 
worsening situation due to climate change and other factors, water resources projects 
should be planned as per the efficiency benchmarks to be prescribed for various 
situations. 

9.2 Being inter-disciplinary in nature, water resources projects should be planned 
considering social and environmental aspects also in addition to techno-economic 
considerations in consultation with project affected and beneficiary families. The 
integrated water resources management with emphasis on finding reasonable and 
generally acceptable solutions for most of the stakeholders should be followed for 
planning and management of water resources projects. 

9.3 Considering the heavy economic loss due to delay in implementation of projects, all 
clearances, including environmental and investment clearances, be made time bound. 

9.4 Concurrent monitoring at project, State and the Central level should be undertaken for 
timely interventions to avoid time and cost over-runs. 

9.5 All components of water resources projects should be planned and executed in a pari-
passu manner so that intended benefits start accruing immediately and there is no gap 
between potential created and potential utilized. 

9.6 Local governing bodies like Panchayats, Municipalities, Corporations, etc., and Water 
Users Associations, wherever applicable, should be involved in planning of the projects. 
The unique needs and aspirations of the Scheduled caste and Scheduled Tribes, women 
and other weaker sections of the society should be givendue consideration. 

9.7 All water resources projects, including hydro power projects, should be planned to the 
extent feasible as multi-purpose projects with provision of storage to derive maximum 
benefit from available topology and water resources. 

10. MANAGEMENT OF FLOOD & DROUGHT 

10.1 While every effort should be made to avert water related disasters like floods and 
droughts, through structural and non-structural measures, emphasis should be on 
preparedness for flood / drought with coping mechanisms as an option. Greater emphasis 
should be placed on rehabilitation of natural drainage system. 

10.2 Land, soil, energy and water management with scientific inputs from local, research 
and scientific institutions should be used to evolve different agricultural strategies and 
improve soil and water productivity to manage droughts. Integrated farming systems and 
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non-agricultural developments may also be considered for livelihood support and poverty 
alleviation. 

10.3 In order to prevent loss of land eroded by the river, which causes permanentloss, 
revetments, spurs, embankments, etc., should be planned, executed, monitored and 
maintained on the basis of morphological studies. This will become increasingly more 
important, since climate change is likely to increase the rainfall intensity, and hence, soil 
erosion. 

10.4 Flood forecasting is very important for flood preparedness and should be expanded 
extensively across the country and modernized using real time data acquisition system 
and linked to forecasting models. Efforts should be towards developing physical models 
for various basin sections, which should be linked to each other and to medium range 
weather forecasts to enhance lead time. 

10.5 Operating procedures for reservoirs should be evolved and implemented in such a 
manner to have flood cushion and to reduce trapping of sediment during flood season. 
These procedures should be based on sound decision support system. 

10.6 Protecting all areas prone to floods and droughts may not be practicable; hence, 
methods for coping with floods and droughts have to be encouraged. Frequency based 
flood inundation maps should be prepared to evolve coping strategies, including 
preparedness to supply safe water during and immediately after flood events. 
Communities need to be involved in preparing an action plan for dealing with the flood/ 
drought situations. 

10.7 To increase preparedness for sudden and unexpected flood related disasters, 
dam/embankment break studies, as also preparation and periodic updating of emergency 
action plans / disaster management plans should be evolved after involving affected 
communities. In hilly reaches, glacial lake outburst flood and landslide dam break floods 
studies with periodic monitoring along with instrumentation, etc., should be carried out. 

11. WATER SUPPLY AND SANITATION 

11.1 There is a need to remove the large disparity between stipulations for water supply 
in urban areas and in rural areas. Efforts should be made to provide improved water 
supply in rural areas with proper sewerage facilities. Least water intensive sanitation and 
sewerage systems with decentralized sewage treatment plants should be incentivized. 

11.2 Urban and rural domestic water supply should preferably be from surface water in 
conjunction with groundwater and rainwater. Where alternate supplies are available, a 
source with better reliability and quality needs to be assigned to domestic water supply. 
Exchange of sources between uses, giving preference to domestic water supply should be 
possible. Also, reuse of urban water effluents from kitchens and bathrooms, after primary 
treatment, in flush toilets should be encouraged, ensuring no human contact. 
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11.3 Urban domestic water systems need to collect and publish water accounts and water 
audit reports indicating leakages and pilferages, which should be reduced taking into due 
consideration social issues. 

11.4 In urban and industrial areas, rainwater harvesting and de-salinization, wherever 
techno-economically feasible, should be encouraged to increase availability of utilizable 
water. Implementation of rainwater harvesting should include scientific monitoring of 
parameters like hydrogeology, groundwater contamination, pollution and spring 
discharges. 

11.5 Urban water supply and sewage treatment schemes should be integrated and 
executed simultaneously. Water supply bills should include sewerage charges. 

11.6 Industries in water short regions may be allowed to either withdraw only the make 
up water or should have an obligation to return treated effluent to a specified standard 
back to the hydrologic system. Tendencies to unnecessarily use more water within the 
plant to avoid treatment or to pollute ground water need to be prevented. 

11.7 Subsidies and incentives should be implemented to encourage recovery of industrial 
pollutants and recycling / reuse, which are otherwise capital intensive. 

12. INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS 

12.1 There should be a forum at the national level to deliberate upon issues relating to 
water and evolve consensus, co-operation and reconciliation amongst party States. A 
similar mechanism should be established within each State to amicably resolve 
differences in competing demands for water amongst different users of water, as also 
between different parts of the State. 

12.2 A permanent Water Disputes Tribunal at the Centre should be established toresolve 
the disputes expeditiously in an equitable manner. Apart from using the „good offices‟ of 
the Union or the State Governments, as the case may be, the paths of arbitration and 
mediation may also to be tried in dispute resolution. 

12.3 Water resources projects and services should be managed with community 
participation. For improved service delivery on sustainable basis, the State Governments / 
urban local bodies may associate private sector in public private partnership mode with 
penalties for failure, under regulatory control on prices charged and service standards 
with full accountability to democratically elected local bodies. 

12.4 Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) taking river basin / sub-basin as a 
unit should be the main principle for planning, development and management of water 
resources. The departments / organizations at Centre / State Governments levels should 
be restructured and made multi-disciplinary accordingly. 

12.5 Appropriate institutional arrangements for each river basin should be developed to 
collect and collate all data on regular basis with regard to rainfall, river flows, area 
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irrigated by crops and by source, utilizations for various uses by both surface and ground 
water and to publish water accounts on ten daily basis every year for each river basin 
with appropriate water budgets and water accounts based on the hydrologic balances. In 
addition, water budgeting and water accounting should be carried out for each aquifers. 

12.6 Appropriate institutional arrangements for each river basin should also be developed 
for monitoring water quality in both surface and ground waters. 

12.7 States should be encouraged and incentivized to undertake reforms and progressive 
measures for innovations, conservation and efficient utilization of water resources. 

13. TRANS-BOUNDARY RIVERS 

13.1 Even while accepting the principle of basin as a unit of development, on the basis of 
practicability and easy implementability, efforts should be made to enter into 
international agreements with neighbouring countries on bilateral basis for exchange of 
hydrological data of international rivers on near real time basis. 

13.2 Negotiations about sharing and management of water of international rivers should 
be done on bilateral basis in consultative association with riparian States keeping 
paramount the national interest. Adequate institutional arrangements at the Center should 
be set up to implement international agreements. 

14. DATABASE & INFORMATION SYSTEM 

14.1 All hydrological data, other than those classified on national security consideration, 
should be in public domain. However, a periodic review for further declassification of 
data may be carried out. A National Water Informatics Center should be established to 
collect, collate and process hydrologic data regularly from all over the country, conduct 
the preliminary processing, and maintain in open and transparent manner on a GIS 
platform. 

14.2 In view of the likely climate change, much more data about snow and glaciers, 
evaporation, tidal hydrology and hydraulics, river geometry changes, erosion, 
sedimentation, etc. needs to be collected. A programme of such data collection needs to 
be developed and implemented. 

14.3 All water related data, like rainfall, snowfall, geo-morphological, climatic, 
geological, surface water, ground water, water quality, ecological, water extraction and 
use, irrigated area, glaciers, etc., should be integrated with well defined procedures and 
formats to ensure online updating and transfer of data to facilitate development of 
database for informed decision making in the management of water. 

15. RESEARCH & TRAINING NEEDS 
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15.1 Continuing research and advancement in technology shall be promoted to address 
issues in the water sector in a scientific manner. Innovations in water resources sector 
should be encouraged, recognized and awarded. 

15.2 It is necessary to give adequate grants to the States to update technology, design 
practices, planning and management practices, preparation of annual water balances and 
accounts for the site and basin, preparation of hydrologic balances for water systems, 
benchmarking and performance evaluation. 

15.3 It needs to be recognized that the field practices in the water sector in advanced 
countries have been revolutionized by advances in information technology and analytical 
capabilities. A re-training and quality improvement programme for water planners and 
managers at all levels in India, both in private and public sectors, needs to be undertaken. 

15.4 An autonomous center for research in water policy should also be established to 
evaluate impacts of policy decisions and to evolve policy directives for changing scenario 
of water resources. 

15.5 To meet the need of the skilled manpower in the water sector, regular training and 
academic courses in water management should be promoted. These training and 
academic institutions should be regularly updated by developing infrastructure and 
promoting applied research, which would help to improve the current procedures of 
analysis and informed decision making in the line departments and by the community. A 
national campaign for water literacy needs to be started for capacity building of different 
stakeholders in the water sector. 

16. IMPLEMENTATION OF NATIONAL WATER POLICY 

16.1 National Water Board should prepare a plan of action based on the National Water 
Policy, as approved by the National Water Resources Council, and to regularly monitor 
its implementation. 

16.2 The State Water Policies may need to be drafted/revised in accordance with this 
policy keeping in mind the basic concerns and principles as also a unified national 
perspective. 

 

 

 

 

 
 


