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“India needs to drastically cut the amount of water
used in agriculture without compromising food
production” — Biksham Guijja

At the LSE India Summit 2017 Biksham Gujja emphasised the need for taking measures for improving India’s
agricultural productivity while reducing its water footprint. After the panel, Sonali Campion asked him to
elaborate on India’s success in producing food to date and why new approaches to agriculture are now urgently
needed.

You said on the panel that India has done well in terms of water management since independence. What
did you mean by that?

Consider all the odds when India became independent. Every expert at that time said it would not be possible to
produce enough food to feed all 250 million people, especially as the rate of population growth was much higher
than today.

However, using the soil, water and the internal technologies, and with meagre financial resources, India has done
a remarkable job of producing food. It is now able to support 1.2-3 billion people and export a surplus. This has
not been achieved without costs, to ecosystems and forests and so on. However, if India had not achieved this
level of food production the consequences would have been much worse for the country, and indeed the world.

With hindsight one could have done things differently to protect the environment and create more sustainable
agriculture, but at that time experts were advocating approaches which relied on using more water, fertilisers and
pesticides. These practices were not invented in India but the farmers followed the path. Now we are coming to
the conclusion that this path is not going to work but the problem is people are still investing in these approaches.
That’'s what we need to discuss, and where we need to reorient the country’s priorities and policies.

What can be done if India wants to use water more efficiently in agriculture, and how is your company
AgSri helping with that?

India does not have the resources to support its current approach to agriculture and it needs to adjust its planning
accordingly. It can’t supply more water to irrigation, or even to the most crucial domestic uses. It has more or less
reached the limit of its renewable water resources and therefore has to use water much more productively.
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It is possible to drastically cut the amount of water used in agriculture without compromising food production or
the productivity of the land. AgSri specialises in this, bringing grassroots research experiences and scales
agricultural innovations with the aim of making farming more profitable and sustainable.

Paddy, sugar cane, wheat and a few other crops together constitute more that 90 per cent of the total volume of
water allocated to agriculture. AgSri has done some pretty amazing things around cultivation, particularly of
paddy. Using rice intensification, we have developed a system where you could basically cut the water required
by 20-25 per cent. It is still possible produce the same quantity of rice, and even use the same varieties, with
simple soil, water, and planting techniques. These methods also help to make agriculture more climate resilient.

However, these alternative approaches require significant investment in training, soft skill development and so on,
and they are not getting the financial support they need. That is why India is not able to focus on climate-friendly
agriculture. They are still trying to increase productivity by throwing more resources at farming, but it is not
working.

You’ve also worked on establishing dialogues around water conflicts in India. How do you bridge the
tensions around major infrastructure projects, and how do you promote better water sharing?

India is investing heavily in massive infrastructure projects, such as interlinking rivers, damming the remaining
rivers wherever possible, or pumping water from the rivers and transporting it long distances to where it is
needed. These are not only expensive propositions; they also have serious consequences for the people living
nearby and their livelihoods. For example, building a dam requires large swathes of private land, so the
government is confiscating the land for this so-called ‘public purpose’. Similarly, canals require a lot of private
land.

We establish dialogues around these major projects, for example the Polavaram and Mullaperiyar dams and the
Babhli reservoir. We look at who loses, who wins and the different ways of doing things to minimise the damage
or avoid the projects. We are providing a tool for dialogue, rather than creating confrontation or allowing the land
to simply be confiscated using the law. To some extent we have succeeded but it is an ongoing process.

Watch the India @ 70: LSE India Summit Water Security Panel here or read an overview on the blog here.

This article gives the views of the authors, and not the position of the South Asia @ LSE blog, nor of the London
School of Economics. Please read our_.comments policy before posting.
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