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Animpending water crisis can cripple our agriculture sector if collaborative actionisn't taken ASAP

Its Still World Water Day

he world is heating up as cli-
mate change looms large,
destroyinglivesand liveliho-
ods. From a significant drop
infood and water security, to
energy crisesand erosion of naturalli-
fe, global warming isa bane impacting
every aspect of human life. According
to an India-specific fact derived from
data in an October 2022 Lancet report,
between 200004and 2017-21, Indiasawa
35% increaseinannual heat-refated dea
thsof peopleolder than 65 due toextre-
meheat. Globally, heat-related mortali-
ty for the same vulnerable cohort rose
by about 68% during the same period.
Then thereisthedualissueof frequ-
ent floods and extreme droughts that
hasseenthe subcontinent’s poorsuffer
the mostas most recently witnessed in
Pakistan's devastating floods last year
In India, this twin menace directly af-
fectsover60% of itspopulationdepend-
entonagriculture for their livelihood.
All this makes it critical for nations to
take concrete action to tackle climate
change. And a large part of thataction
is focused on water resources,
Consuming over 80% of the count-
ry's freshwater; agriculture in India is
oneof thekeyareasbeingdisrupted by
climate change. Farmers often rely on
groundwater resources to secure their
crops against uncertain weather pat-
terns. According to the Water Resour-
ces Group (WRG), by 2080, India will
only have 50% of the water it needs,
This imminent crisis is likely to be the
worst in India’s history and will dis-
proportionately impact agriculture,
Golhasalready takenupseveral ini-
tiatives to address this approaching

crisis. Ithaslaunched initiatives rang-  +

ingfromnational actionschemes such
as the National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme and National Wat-
er Mission, groundwater manageme-
nt programmes like the Atal Bhujal
Yojana, and schemes to promote res-

ponsible water use inagriculturesuch
as the Pradhan Mantri Krighi Sincha-
yee Yojana (PMKSY).

Businesses, too, are increasingly
adopting responsible and sustainable
practicestolessen theirenvironmental
and water footprint, Hindustan Unilev-
er Limited (HUL), through the Hindus-
tan Unilever Foundation(HUF)and its
partners, for instance, is working with
farmers in agriculture and waterde-
pendent communities, and has creat-
ed nearly 693 billion litres of water po-
tential in 2021:22.

Whilethisisasmallstep towards se-
curinga water future in agriculture, a
lot more needs to be done. Significant
actionmustbetakentodrive behaviour
change among communities, Helping
promoteregenerativefarmingsystems
is another way to achieve large-scale
benefits and deliver better outcomes,
especially tosmall farmers.

About 2.5 million farmers in India
are already practising regenerative
agriculture, which reduces dependen-
ceonexternal inputs by adopting indi-
genous and locally relevant farming
techniques. Industry and the private
sector need to back up government
schemes by developing and sustaining
local markets where farmers produce
cropsecologically suited to the region.

Any work donearound waterand fo-
od security requires farmersand villa:
gecommunitiestochangetheirbehavi-
our and approach to cultivation. This

Globally, heat-related
mortality for people
above 65 rose by about
68% between 2000-04
and 2017-21

takes time. But the impact it leaves be-
hind is lasting. If we de-risk farmers’
produceand help them get a good price,
they will be more willing to adopt sus-
tainable practicesand technologies, re-
duce water intakeandmake agriculture
viable in the long term. The concerted
focus on crops such as millets, which
are Known o be hardy, nutritious and
waterefficient, isastep in thisdirection,

Collaborative action involving mul-
tiple stakeholders, right from govern-
ment departments to grassroots-level
organisations, isnecessary for building
scale around models that have been ef-
fective inregional contexts. For instan-
ce, the MGNREGA scheme approach
of leveraging technology through Bhu:
van, the Indian Space Research Orga-
nisation(Isro)developed web-based uti-
lity that allows users toexploreaset of
map-based content, using remote sen-
sing (RS) and global information sys-
tems (GIS) to plan water conservation
structuresalong with effective govern-
mentand community engagement mo-
dels needs to be replicated across the
country

Thestartupecosystem isnimbleand
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B According to the Water
% Resources Group, by
' 2030, India will only have

50% of the water it needs
for agriculture

throws up innovative solutions that di-
rectly impact water consumption in
farming. An Internet-of-Things (IoT)-
enabled soil moisture tool, for instan-
ce, switches off pumps when the desi-
red level of saturation is reached, In-
dustry, which often has a close involve-
ment with relevant local stakeholders,
can help these startups reach the far-
mers with theirsolution.

Finally, thereisimmense wisdom in
many indigenous practices. Marrying
these with best practices and technolo-
gy hasbeen apotent mix of enhancing
productivity while consuming signifi-
cantly lower levels of water. With con-
certed, integrated efforts, we will be
abletohelpand supportourfarmersto
make informed choices on what they
produce and how, alongside enabling
the right networks that fetch them fair
prices for their produce,

Let's work towards ensuring that
WRG's 2080 projection remains just that
— a projection, and not dire, impend-
ingreality
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