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Introduction  
Background: 

 “This is a saga of complete ecological change through community 
action, brought about by water harvesting”     

Rajendra Singh (Waterman of India) 

 The Aravali mountain range (one of the oldest in the world) in 
western India runs approximately 482 km from northeast to southwest 
across the State of Rajasthan. Until the 1930s and 1940s, the Aravali 
range had verdant forest cover. A multitude of traditional water-harvesting 
systems ensured that the low rainfall was optimally utilized to provide an 
adequate water supply to the village community throughout the year. 
However, due to large-scale logging in later years, surface runoff increased 
every year, resulting in considerable depletion of groundwater recharge. 
The complete transfer of water management from community to 
government created a cycle of neglect and scorn for time-tested traditions 
and a dependency-syndrome among the village community. The synergy 
between humankind and nature that was the legacy of centuries of tradition 
was destroyed in a matter of decades. Drought became a recurring and 
grim reality in the region (Kishore, 2003). 
 The Alwar district, nestled among the hill ranges in northeastern 
Rajasthan, falls in the semi-arid zone with an average rainfall measuring 
620 mm. The temperatures fluctuate from 0 C in winters to 49 C in 
summers. The region was hard hit by one of the worst droughts in 1985-86. 
The water table receded below critical levels and rivers and wells dried up. 
Crop failure became common, the lack of vegetation led to soil degradation 
and monsoon run off caused soil erosion. 
Building Johda’s   

 In these circumstances Rajendra Singh with the help of a Non-
Governmental Organization Tarun Bharat Sangh started building Johda‟s 
(Johda‟s are earthen structures built across a slope to retain run off and 
sediments) and rejuvenating old ones. 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract
In India, small water reservoirs in the desert area are a part of a 

complex inter-linking natural resource management system. Traditional 
methods of water harvesting were employed by the local communities led 
by TBS (Taruna Bharat Sang) to rejuvenate a local river, recharge the 
ground water and re-green villages. In Alwar district, 8600 small water 
harvesting talabs in 1086 villages have been built since 1985. This has 
resulted in rise of water level in the shallow aquifer, increase of area under 
single and double crop, and increase in forest cover through social 
forestry and agro forestry. The villagers have also formed an „Arvari 
Sansad‟ to frame rules of water use. The efforts towards water 
conservation have numerous positive impacts on the communities 
inhabiting the area. Employment opportunities have increased and 
migration has reduced substantially. The paper outlines the community 
driven approach for artificial recharge using traditional techniques of water 
harvesting. The paper emphasizes that mobilization of civil society and the 
community for action on natural resource management and conservation 
for rural uplift in India is the way to save the environment and bring 
prosperity to farmers in Indian villages. 
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 The first one was in Gopalpur village of alwar 
district. In the next rainy season these structures filled 
with water and this led to ground water recharge, 
availability of water for domestic and agriculture 
purposes and revival of ecology. Slowly the whole 
scenario of village got transformed.  
 This success story trigged off a movement to 
build these structures in nearby villages. This spread 
like wildfire.The connection between water, forests 
and wildlife was made and this also led to the revival 
of traditional rules. In this whole movement the role of 
TBS was commendable. In early 1986, a padayatra 
(foot march) was organized by the TBS in the region. 
It was an awareness campaign with a slogan 
johadbanao, jungle bachao (build johads, save forest). 
Revival of Arvari River   

 Inspired by the story of Gopalpur village the 
people of Bhanota-Kolyala village approached to TBS 
and sought their help to replicate the phenomena in 
their village also. The Arvari River was used to flow 
through Bhanota-Kolyala village but it was a lost river 
by1985. The turnaround started in 1986, people of 
Bhanota-Kolyala village constructed a johad, earthen 
check dam at the source of the dried river, following 
this villages that lay in its catchment area, and along it 
also built tiny earthen dams in the Aravalli hills; 
eventually when the number of dams reached 375, 
the river started to flow again in 1990, after remaining 
dry for over 60 years, and by 1995 it had become a 
perennial river. 
 In this process of constructing traditional 
structures the role of local populace was very 
enthusiastic. The village community chose the site of 
the dams and TBS members calculated the cost of 
construction. In a series of gram Sabha meetings, the 
amount to be paid by each household as cash or 
labour (shramdaan) was calculated. Over the years, 
meeting this 25 per cent of the cost in the form of 
either labour or cash from each family was 
coordinated by the Gram Sabha  
 Forest conservation was an integral part of 
this initiative. Peoples vowed to protect and conserve 
the forest resources of the village with regulated use 
of resources.The gram Sabha evolved a pattern of 
regulations and penalties. These rules were formed 
keeping in mind the needs of the village community 
and sustainable use of the forest. Overgrazing and 
tree felling were perceived to be the prime reasons for 
degeneration of forests, but grazing is an important 
activity and a total prohibition was impossible. A 
mutual decision was taken to allow the grazing of 
village goats in the forest. Shepherds were asked not 

to cut any trees while their goats were grazing. The 
village community also tried to reduce the number of 
goats in the village. Only wood that was dry or on the 
forest floor was allowed to be collected for fuel.  
Impact of Community Initiative  

 The community led efforts led to visible 
impart on the economy, society and ecology of the 
region. The River Arvari is perennial now that‟s a 
miracle in itself. This has resulted in the shallow 
aquifer recharge in ground water bringing up the 
water table from about 100‐120 meters depth to 3‐13 

meters at present. The region has become a surplus 
water zone from dark zone.  
 The Perennial nature of river has 
tremendous impart on the agriculture practices of the 
region. The area under single cropping increased 
from 11 per cent to 70 per cent out of which area 
under double cropping increased from 3 per cent to 
50 per cent bringing prosperity to the farmers. This 
has contributed to increased agriculture productivity in 
areas and has ensured food and economic security. 
 The forest cover, which used to be around 7 
per cent increased to 40 per cent through 
agro‐forestry and social forestry, providing sufficient 
fuel wood and sequestering carbon from atmosphere. 
The success of forest protection and the consequent 
improvement in the soil, villagers are thinking of ways 
to develop unutilized lands as alternative sources for 
fuel and fodder. A pasture is being proposed as part 
of this effort. The livestock has become more 
productive due to the increased availability and 
security of fodder. The fodder was available even in 
the pre-protection days, but it was decreasing every 
year and there was no sense of security. The people 
now feel secure with the regeneration of the forest. 
 During the period of resource shortage, 
many men were compelled to serve as seasonal 
labourers in bigger towns. Most worked as manual 
labourers in mills and factories. There has reportedly 
been a decrease in migration in recent years and very 
few villagers seek employment elsewhere out of 
compulsion. Agriculture and animal husbandry seems 
to suffice for most households. Fishery also 
developed in these structures and many people are 
involved in fishing activities, thus this has secured 
their livelihood opportunities.  
Conclusion 

 The people of Alwar with the help of 
Rajendra Singh and TBS have shown the way forward 
in increasingly water insecure times.  
 India has a tradition of water harvesting 
(Mishra, 1994, 1995) which in modern times seems to 
havebeen lost. In the past ownership of community 
resources had been taken over by the State, leading 
to alienation of the people and loss of traditions of 
conservation–making it difficult to bring people 
together again. 
 Thus the society can learn from Arvari river 
rejuvenation efforts that we have to respect our 
tradition knowledge for water harvesting. With the 
help of state or civil society ensuring peoples 
participation a water revolution can be brought in 
deficit regions of India. The state need to respect 
community rights over common resources only then 
one can expect their effectiveness and conservation. 
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