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The idea of Congressfree India
His new Council

H

is selfassurance boosted by a massive popular
mandate, Prime Minister Narendra Modi consti
tuted a 58member Council of Ministers, with
more than 20 fresh faces, on Thursday. In a group far
outshone by its leader, analysing individual talent is not
easy, and may be irrelevant too. Mr. Modi, characteristi
cally, sees to it that his imprimatur on all executive deci
sions is unmistakable. Still, the composition of the
council throws light on Mr. Modi’s thinking. The induc
tion of his longtime lieutenant and BJP president Amit
Shah as Home Minister not only fortiﬁes the Prime Mi
nister’s authority, it might be the precursor to further
changes in the party organisation and the national se
curity architecture. While Mr. Shah’s entry into the Ca
binet was expected, the surprise induction of former
Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar as the External Aﬀairs
Minister is evidently meant to deal with the choppy in
ternational waters that rock India’s sailing. Mr. Jaishan
kar has been a close conﬁdant of Mr. Modi. He has his
task cut out, as India faces challenges with its most im
portant international partner, the U.S. The spillover ef
fects impact the country’s interests in multiple ways, in
cluding its objectives of economic and technological
advancement. By placing the two conﬁdants in critical
Ministries, Mr. Modi appears to loosen the grip of his
own oﬃce on the government; the eﬀects will be felt by
National Security Adviser Ajit Doval if he continues into
a second term, as is widely expected. The triumvirate of
Mr. Modi, Mr. Shah and Mr. Jaishankar will form the
centre of power.
Rajnath Singh as Defence Minister and Nirmala Sith
araman as Finance Minister are next in the pecking or
der. While the top layer of the Council is infused with
fresh talent and is expected to generate new momen
tum, its representative character is skewed. It has only
six women, one less than the previous one; the major
ity community and the Hindi heartland States have dis
proportionate representation. While Mr. Modi reward
ed the upper caste groups that supported him
wholeheartedly, the OBCs and Dalits who shifted to his
party signiﬁcantly in 2019 have had to be content with
lower representation, at least for now. There is an argu
ment that it is healthy that Mr. Modi does not bargain
with caste, linguistic and regionoriented interests
groups. Apna Dal leader Anupriya Patel from Uttar Pra
desh was dropped; the Janata Dal (United) from Bihar
was oﬀered only one berth, which it refused to accept;
and the Shiv Sena wanted at least three but has had to
be content with one. As equations change, Mr. Modi
might have to rethink these positions and there is scope
to expand. A Council more representative in nature, in
terms of gender, social and linguistic backgrounds and
religion, will better reﬂect the mosaic that is India.

Varghese K. George

A

fashionable school of
soundbite intellectualism
seeks to reduce the outcome
of the election to the 17th Lok Sab
ha into the success of one indivi
dual and the failure of another.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
oratory, marketing, cunning, etc.
and the massive funds available to
him were factors in his success
while Congress president Rahul
Gandhi’s untrained oratory and in
eﬀective command over the limit
ed human and material resources
under him were factors in his de
feat. But the ModiGandhi binary
is ahistorical, as 2019 has been in
the making for a century — the ad
vance of Hindutva through metic
ulous organisation building and
ideological training, and a corres
ponding retreat of the Congress on
both counts. The contest between
the themes, Mr. Gandhi’s ‘love all’
and Mr. Modi’s ‘I will hit you at
home’, could not have been timed
worse for the former historically,
though this slogan was never an ir
resistible one. That creed cost Ma
hatma Gandhi his life; ‘death to
Gandhi’ was a slogan of many Hin
du fundamentalists before his as
sassination in 1948, by one of
them.

Not a new leitmotif
‘Death to Congress’ — or a Con
gressfree India — is not a new leit
motif in the country’s politics,
though the idea appears to have
acquired a new urgency for some.
This call for a Congressfree India
comes from diametrically oppo
site perspectives. For instance,
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) presi
dent, and now Union Home Minis

Israel goes back to voters within six months
in a changing political landscape

W

hen the results of the April elections in Israel
were announced, Benjamin Netanyahu,
whose Likud party won 35 seats in the 120
member Parliament, was the winner. He was set to
form a government with support from rightwing and
religious parties to kick oﬀ a record term as Prime Mi
nister. But his plans crumbled as the ultraorthodox
Jewish parties and rightwing nationalist Yisrael Beitei
nu failed to come on board. When the deadline to form
the government expired on May 29, Mr. Netanyahu had
the support of 60 lawmakers, one short of majority. For
the ﬁrst time in Israel’s history, a Prime Ministerdesig
nate failed to form a government, and the country will
go to the polls again in September. The issue at stake is a
military service bill. The ultraorthodox Jews, the Hare
dim, are exempt from mandatory military service. Yis
rael Beiteinu leader Avigdor Lieberman, a former Neta
nyahu aide, has submitted a bill to the Knesset that
would enable the government to draft them. Mr. Lieber
man, who has ﬁve lawmakers, made it a precondition
for his support that the bill be passed. On the other
side, the orthodox parties, which have 16 legislators,
wanted the bill to be amended. Mr. Netanyahu’s right
wing religious coalition collapsed before his eyes.
Mr. Netanyahu is a survivor. He will continue to lead
the Likud in the September elections and appears bet
terplaced than his rivals to form a coalition govern
ment. However, his challenges are rising. The new elec
tion will be held around two weeks before his
preindictment hearing on corruption charges. The al
legations have already dented Mr. Netanyahu’s image.
For decades, he had presented himself as a stronger,
better alternative to Israel’s old establishment elite. His
war rhetoric, strongman policies and appeasement of
orthodox Jews all burnished his appeal at a time when
the Israeli electorate was steadily moving to the right.
But the April election and the subsequent rift within Mr.
Netanyahu’s coalition suggest that the political land
scape may be changing. The Israeli left is no longer Mr.
Netanyahu’s main political threat. The Labor party won
only 4.43% votes and six seats in the April elections,
while the Blue and White, a centrist coalition that is as
hawkish on national security as the Likud, won 35 seats.
The Blue and White didn’t stand a chance to form the
government this time because it lacked allies. By refus
ing to back Mr. Netanyahu over the conscription bill,
Mr. Lieberman is further trying to weaken this leftright
battle and bring into focus secularversusreligious is
sues. Mr. Lieberman says he is ﬁghting to prevent Israel
becoming a religious state, and by saying so he is attack
ing Mr. Netanyahu’s ties with religious parties. The chal
lenge before Mr. Netanyahu is to ﬁght growing political
and legal odds in an election just months away.
CM

sary gained more traction with the
spread of global Islamism. The
Sangh Parivar patronage network
also grew stronger. Though a dy
nast himself, and hence part of the
problem, Mr. Gandhi has an
awareness of the problem. The
current crisis in the Congress is a
standoﬀ between Mr. Gandhi and
the party old guard. Mr. Gandhi
believes that the old guard has
failed his reformative agenda; the
latter believes that Mr. Gandhi has
disrupted the wheels of the party’s
election winning machine.
Mr. Gandhi has told members of
the Congress Working Committee
that he would step aside and work
as a moral force in politics. He says
he does not want to seek positions
of power. His desire may be ho
nourable and salutary. But in the
current context, that may not be
his destiny. Being a political ascet
ic these days needs ﬁlm directors,
multiple camera angles, attractive
and colourful costumes, etc.,
which is not his forte. Being a dy
nast may be his biggest burden,
but that is also his biggest advan
tage — the paradox is that only the
dynast can rescue the Congress
from this abyss, if at all. Nobody
else in the party has the moral
authority that the rest of the party
will defer to.
An inescapable reality
Calling for a Congress without the
dynasty is comparable to calling
for a BJP disconnected from the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, a
Republican Party minus the evan
gelicals, or a Labour party de
linked from trade unions. There
may be many things that you dis
approve of in these arrangements,
but that is an inescapable reality.
Calling for a Congress today with
out a NehruGandhi at its helm is
tantamount to calling for a Con
gressfree India, at least for now.
varghese.g@thehindu.co.in

There must be a revamp of how government services are delivered, and how India does business

A

full majority government
has been reelected in India
after many years. A young,
aspirational India has identiﬁed it
self with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and his “idea of India”. Here
is a nonexhaustive agenda for Mr.
Modi’s ﬁrst 100 days. India is on
the cusp of overtaking the United
States to becoming the world’s se
cond largest economy, with a con
sumer spending of $5.7 trillion,
77% of the population under 44
(80% among the middle class),
and a billion Internet users, all by
2030, according to the World Eco
nomic Forum.
In mission mode, Mr. Modi
needs to expand his “home deliv
ery of services” model (cooking
gas, health care, multiple citizens’
services) to cover major govern
ment services. Separating the
“point of decision” of a govern
ment service from “point of deliv
ery” will be a necessary condition
to get red tape out of the way.
Technology as the lifeblood has to
ﬂow through every major govern
ment programme, especially in
agriculture and health care,
through the ambitious ‘Digital In
dia’ programme, which cannot re
main a stapledtogether version of

the schemes of previous years; it
needs to become genuinely trans
formational. An ‘AAA’ Govern
ment or “AnytimeAnywhereAny
how” (or on any device or
platform) delivery of services is
still far away, which Mr. Modi
needs to accelerate in deep collab
oration with the private sector.
Loan waivers and input subsi
dies have not ameliorated rural
distress, so the key policy shift is to
move away from production to in
come. Having promised $85 per
small farmer as a direct transfer,
he needs to move from an ineﬃ
cient, ossiﬁed crosssector subsidy
regime to an incomesupport mo
del. This is possible by expanding
this to cover all farmers in terms of
both value and volume. This un
conditional cash transfer should
be an electronic transfer (banks,
primary agricultural credit socie
ties and post oﬃces, with an area
cap) keeping an eye on the ﬁscal
deﬁcit.
Harnessing data
India is emerging as a major ‘data
economy’ with over 800 million
mobile phone users, half of whom
own a smartphone. India needs to
leverage the enormous data it pro
duces and deepen use of an ‘India
Stack’ everywhere. However, India
is way behind the U.S. and China
in terms of artiﬁcial intelligence,
data analytics and blockchain. It
needs to pump in millions of dol
lars to make itself future ready,
perhaps by ﬁrst completing the
ﬁbre optic pipe that it begun to lay

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Team Modi
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s careful selection of
Ministers for the various
cabinet portfolios,
especially important ones
such as Home, Foreign
Aﬀairs, Defence and
Finance, deserves
appreciation. There is no
question of favouring the
socalled heavyweights in
terms of seniority or
regional considerations,
which were the norms
followed earlier. Merit
seems to come come ﬁrst in
Mr. Modi’s scheme of
things. I hope that the new
Ministers perform well. An
interesting portfolio to
watch would be Home
Aﬀairs and how it aids in
federalism, under strain
now.
V.S. Ganeshan,
Bengaluru
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A post-2002 binary
So, while it is understandable why
Mr. Shah wants a Congressfree In
dia, it is diﬃcult to comprehend
why anyone antiBJP would like
the Congress to die. In fact, the
2002 Gujarat riots appeared to bu
ry antiCongressism among anti
BJP parties forever, as UPAI took
shape on the principle of a valid
binary: that the fundamental fault
line of Indian politics is whether
India shall remain an inclusive and
nonsectarian country or become
a Hindu rashtra.
While one call is for the death of

the Congress party; another is for
the end of its dynastic leadership,
which sounds reasonable and
even desirable. Here, the problem
is only practical. Some thought JD
(U) leader Nitish Kumar could be
made Congress president. Apart
from the fact that Mr. Kumar land
ed in the BJP camp soon after the
suggestion was made, it is incon
ceivable that he could have any ap
peal in, say, Tamil Nadu, where
Mr. Gandhi still has a certain in
ﬂuence. The Congress’s emotional
connect with the Indian public is
through the curated memory of
the freedom struggle, Nehru,
Gandhi, Indira Gandhi, Rajiv
Gandhi, etc., while it also deve
loped a network of material pa
tronage. Over the years, the me
mory and the NehruGandhi
family became inseparable as
most other icons were ejected
from the Congress pantheon — P.V.
Narasimha Rao is a relatively re
cent case in point. If memories are
the lifeline of the Congress, the
fact that they are all embodied in
one family helped the Sangh Pari
var politics of dismantling it.
Sangh politics seeks to manage the
collective memory to its advantage
— by manipulation or, in some cas
es, complete erasure.
The other tool of Congress pop
ularity, patronage, turned from
patronage of social groups to pa
tronage of individual vested inter
ests ﬁrst and crony capitalism
postliberalisation. This streng
thened the hands of power brok
ers, who besieged the family and
acted on their behalf with arro
gance. They could even deliver
electoral victories. Its ideological
vacuum has been expanding in the
meanwhile, and the Congress’s ad
versarial ﬁgure of imperialism be
came a fading and irrelevant me
mory for each successive
generation in the era of globalisa
tion — while the Sangh Parivar’s
imagination of an internal adver

Outlining the ﬁrst 100 days
Srivatsa Krishna

A second election

2011 that sought sweeping anti
corruption measures and painted
politics and politicians as univer
sally corrupt. The widely held
claim of populists all around the
world today is that they speak for
the authentic people without the
institutional mediation of popular
will in representative democracy
has a history in India. We have
rarely witnessed a bottomup mo
bilisation against communal and
caste violence, and this selective
nature of ‘people’s mobilisation’ is
also revelatory. At each stage of an
tiCongress mobilisation, and elec
toral alliances in 1967, 1977 and
1989, all individual constituents
imagined they were using the oth
ers, but it was always the Hindutva
groups that came on top. The An
na movement was the prefect pre
cursor to the rise of Mr. Modi in
2014.

ﬁve years ago. It needs to make it
extremely simple for startups to
start and die (should they wish to).
India received about $11 billion in
venture capital through 748 deals
in 2018 (of $29 billion private equi
ty inﬂows) but there is much more
capital waiting to come if its un
icorns and ‘soon’icorns (soon to
be unicorns) beneﬁt from an ea
sier regulatory framework.
Mr. Modi needs to set up an “In
dia First” Investment Agency di
rectly in his oﬃce which should
reach out to select ‘Fortune 1000’
companies to set up shop in India.
For example, why shouldn’t a Tes
la set up its next gigafactory in In
dia if it can be done at half the cost
of doing it in Nevada? After a deep
dive into their annual reports, he
needs to send empowered envoys
to attract them for marquee invest
ments (in exchange for assured job
creation). Credible incentives
must include an exemption from
India’s notoriously opaque land
laws and bureaucratic maze. This
should not and must not be out
sourced to any Ministry, for only
the credibility of the highest oﬃce
will make investors take such calls

and commitments seriously.
There are 200odd labour laws
that mandate companies with 100
or more workers to get govern
ment permission to lay oﬀ or even
change job descriptions (which
never comes). Thus, India does
not get the beneﬁts of scale of huge
factories with over 75% ﬁrms em
ploying less than 50 workers, to
escape such regressive laws. There
is a golden opportunity to com
pete with and take business away
from Bangladesh (garments), Chi
na (toys, electronics and manufac
turing) as their wages rise. India
can turn attractive by abolishing
such restrictive labour laws, which
will enhance employment by eras
ing a key factor that throttles In
dia’s global competitiveness.
There are an estimated three
million vacancies in government
jobs in India and these are often
left unﬁlled to keep the ﬁscal deﬁ
cit low. While many of these jobs
are redundant for a “New India” in
overstaﬀed sectors such as rail
ways recruitment needs to start
now through employment ex
changes to buttress the dismal
number of doctors, teachers, pol
ice oﬃcials to keep the ship
moving.
Fast tracking privatisation
There must be a start to the priva
tisation of Air India and the other
top 10 public sector entities with
out the restrictive covenants that
discouraged bidders the last time.
It should not be a tinkering on the
margins with privatisation as has

been the case so far. The bold re
classiﬁcation of bad loans (of
about $190 billion) to reveal their
true picture needs to be followed
by recapitalisation, a merging of
banks, narrowing down priority
sector lending, and, ﬁnally, at least
some privatisation. This will stop
bleeding coﬀers and send out a
strong signal to the world that the
Modi government means business.
Last but not the least, the focus
needs to be on execution and de
livery. Mr. Modi should set up a de
livery unit inside the Prime Minis
ter’s Oﬃce
using modern
technology tools (OmniFocus and
Slack), for deep monitoring and
followup, programmewise and
oﬃcewise. The government’s re
lentless focus should be on results
and not only on process and ef
fort. This can be the next avatar of
the ProActive Governance And
Timely Implementation (PRAGA
TI) system.
A surging 1.3 billionstrong
“New India” identiﬁes itself with
Mr. Modi. Economic super perfor
mance should become a causal ef
fect for election victories and the
perpetual intellectual and execu
tion gridlock needs to be broken.
Mr. Modi has to deliver India victo
ry in its war against poverty, the
bureaucracy and every antipros
perity force that holds it back.
Make no mistake. This mandate is
for transformational and not in
cremental change.
Srivatsa Krishna is an IAS oﬃcer. The
views expressed are personal
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Modi 2.0 appears to be
quite similar to Modi 1.0.
Distilled to its core, the
mandate of 2019 was about
an element of faith — a faith
in Mr. Modi and his ability to
defend the interests of the
Indian state and advance the
goals of growth,
development, national
security and stability. Now
that the new government has
taken charge, he cannot keep
harping on national security
as there are a host of issues
that require immediate
attention. The expectations
are even higher this time as
the National Democratic
Alliance has had a stable
ﬁveyear run, unencumbered
by the whims of selfseeking
allies. A stable and strong
government should be
synonymous with peaceful
coexistence, with absolutely
no space for lynch mobs,

■

R.V. MOORTHY

There is a clear realignment of power
in the second Modi government

ter, Amit Shah’s call for a Con
gressfree India is for the
advancement of Hindutva, while
Swaraj India president Yogendra
Yadav wants the Congress dead for
the exact opposite reason. Mr. Ya
dav believes the Congress is the
only obstruction in the emergence
of an alternative to the BJP, pre
sumably his own party which is
now TV studiobased.
This certainly sounds ironical,
but is neither surprising nor un
precedented. Those who dreamed
of reviving India to its pristine Hin
du glory and those who vowed to
build India into a utopia — of so
cialist, anarchist or market varie
ties — all thought the only force
that obstructed them in their pur
suit was the Congress. They dis
liked the Congress, variously, for
not being Hindu enough, socialist
enough
or
marketfriendly
enough. They joined hands in
waves of antiCongress mobilisa
tions on diﬀerent occasions for
several decades. While consti
tuents of antiCongress coalitions
had their legitimate grievances
about the dominant party, a streak
of selfrighteous egotism of leaders
also contributed to them. Succes
sive waves of antiCongress mobil
isations progressively weakened
the party, and opened political
avenues for excluded social
groups. But they also contributed
to an erosion of public trust in par
liamentary democracy, party pol
itics, the rule of law and constitu
tionalism.
The Navnirman Movement in
Gujarat in the early 1970s that at
tacked MLAs to force their resigna
tions, and on its model the Bihar
movement led by Jayaprakash Na
rayan to force legislators to resign,
were attempts to overcome the
Congress electoral majority in
street ﬁghts. The latest among
these — and India’s ﬁrst mob agita
tion raised through social media —
was the Anna Hazare movement of

AP

The party has been the biggest hurdle for those devoted to remaking India into a ‘Hindu rashtra’ or into a socialist utopia

selfstyled vigilantes and
hatemongers. To deliver on
the expectations of the
electorate, Mr. Modi would
do well to continue with the
discipline he instituted in his
last term, but make way for
autonomy and transparency.
Padmini Raghavendra,
Secunderabad

As the Home Minister, Amit
Shah should ‘do right by all
manner of people’ without
being swayed by any
extraneous consideration. He
will be watched closely to see
how he handles domestic
aﬀairs ‘without fear or favour
and without aﬀection or
illwill’.
He must ensure that no one
is persecuted in the name of
‘internal security’. He has a
constitutional and moral
obligation to provide
protection to India’s religious

■
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minorities, which he must
fulﬁl.
G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

augments India’s aspiration
to be a global leader will be
the task for the new
government.
Seshadri Ramkumar,

With a strong leader,
backed by an overwhelming
majority, come decisive and
bold decisions. This has been
clear in the selection of
cabinet picks. The selection
of a trained foreign service
diplomat, not a party man,
shows that business will not
be usual in New Delhi. The
agenda since the ﬁrst term of
Mr. Modi, to raise the global
proﬁle of India as a serious
player, will be well served
with the selection of a
former career oﬃcer. There
is also a balancing act as far
as rewarding supporters, as
is evident by the picks from
Odisha, Telangana and
Rajasthan. Domestic, job
oriented growth that
■

Lubbock, Texas, U.S.

Laying out priorities
The hard work and
determined approach of Y.S.
Jagan Mohan Reddy are what
have fetched him rewards in
terms of his resounding
electoral win in the Andhra
Pradesh Asembly polls. .
Besides these it is also the
mistakes and blunders of his

predecessor that have made
a sizeable contribution to the
result. The perception is that
Mr. Reddy will be more
careful in ensuring a people
oriented regime in a State
that has a number of social
welfare issues (Page 1, “In his
ﬁrst order, Jagan hikes old
age pension”, May 31). Any
trace of arrogance would
make his triumph an
ephemeral one.
A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh

more letters online:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

corrections & clarifications:
In the frontpage story titled “T.N. fails to ﬁnd a place in Min
istry” (May 31, 2019), there was a reference to Atal Bihari Vajpayee
becoming Prime Minister for the second time in March 1999. It
should have been March 1998.
It is the policy of The Hindu to correct signiﬁcant errors as soon as possible. Please specify
the edition (place of publication), date and page. The Readers’ Editor’s office can be
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Raichur, a thirsty land between two rivers
Northern Karnataka is in the grip of a severe water shortage. As wells dry up, Serish Nanisetti reports on the struggle of the people in the region

Despite being located between two rivers, the Krishna and the Tungabhadra, Raichur is a dust bowl. (Above and below) Braving the heat, villagers go in search of water in Raichur, Karnataka.

E

the programme from planning, fund
management, monitoring and grie
vance redress.
The failure of the NRDWP has also hit
the Swacch Bharat Abhiyan. “Only 25%
of people who have borewells use toilets
at home. All the others go out in the
open ﬁelds,” says Narsappa. Between
1971 and 2017, Raichur had deﬁcit rain
fall. So struggle for water has become a
part of the residents’ daily life. In a good
year, the area gets 450 mm rain with
southwest monsoons. In 46 years, only
18 have been good years.

very morning, Simalamma, 35,
and her eightyearold son, Ga
nesh, trek half a kilometre from
their home in Janakiramnagar Camp on
the outskirts of Raichur in northern Kar
nataka in search of water. The land is
cracked and the sun is harsh. Their des
tination is a pond owned by a wealthy
farmer, Anil Gouda, who sometimes us
es the water to irrigate his ﬁelds. Unlike
borewell water, which is laced with ar
senic, the water from Gouda’s pond,
though muddy, is free of arsenic.
Raichur is the land that the medieval
Persian rulers of the region called Doab.
Despite being located between two riv
ers, the Krishna and the Tungabhadra,
it is a dust bowl in the ﬁrst week of May.

In search of water
“I do this thrice a day,” says Simalamma.
Ganesh pushes a twowheeled cart,
which has space for six empty plastic
pots, to the edge of the small fenced
pond. His mother walks down to the
edge of the pond and ﬁlls each pot with
about 10 litres of water. Other women
from the surrounding area do the same.
The people from the shanty town
have to go further aﬁeld to get their
drinking water when Gouda irrigates his
lands. Janakiramnagar Camp has three
water tanks, or ponds. Of these, the
community of about 150 families that
live in this area owns one. The muddy
brown water is used for drinking. Some
times cattle reach the edge of the pond
to drink water, and the villagers shoo
them away. “We have no choice. If we
use the borewell water for cooking, the
rice turns brownish yellow. It tastes dif
ferent. If we have a bath, the water
sticks to our hair. This water may look
dirty but it is better than the borewell
water,” says A. Narsappa, a farm hand,
while collecting water for domestic use.
Multiple studies have found arsenic
contamination of groundwater in the re
gion. A study in the Journal of Neurosciences in Rural Practice in 2017 even
linked the low intelligence quotient of
children in the Hutti region of Raichur
to groundwater contamination.
However, water was not an election
issue during either the Karnataka As
sembly election in 2018 or the Lok Sab
ha election this year. Voter turnout in
Raichur was below 60%, perhaps an in
dication of the indiﬀerence of the vo
ters. A week after polling for the general
election, not a single poster can be spot
ted in the town. It appears as if the elec
tion fever bypassed the city and its sur
rounding areas.
“The MLA from Raichur, Shivaraj Pa
til [who was ﬁrst with the JD(S) and then
joined the BJP], got us the overhead wa
ter tank here. In his ﬁrst term, a founda
tion stone was laid. In his second term,
a tank has been built. Just before these
elections, it was painted. By the next As
sembly elections we hope the pipes will
be connected and we will get water sup
CM

ply from this tank,” says K. Srinivas, a
farmer. “Nobody came here for cam
paigning. We have 750 votes in this area
but the candidates didn’t want to face
us.”
Failure of programme
The Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG) has tracked the systemic failure of
supplying drinking water across the
country in its performance audit. Kar
nataka lost the share of funds it received
as part of the National Rural Drinking
Water Programme (NRDWP) because of
mismanagement and not spending the
money allocated to it. The Central go
vernment stipulation is that States must
maintain two accounts for managing
fund disbursal for the various projects
under the NRDWP. But between 2010
and 2017, Karnataka was found to be op
erating 108 accounts. Citing inﬂated
bills and unauthorised parking of funds,
the monies were sent back to the Cen
tral treasury.
The NRDWP guidelines were modi
ﬁed in 2013 to focus on piped water sup
ply, increasing household tap connec
tions and improving drinking water
supply norms. The objective of the pro
gramme was to provide safe and adeq
uate water for drinking, cooking and
other domestic needs to every rural per
son on a sustainable basis.
But implementation of the NRDWP
has been disastrous over the past ﬁve
years. The programme used ₹81,168
crore in ﬁve years to improve rural wa
ter supply but, according to the CAG au
dit, only an additional 5.5% rural habita
tions have been impacted. At the end of
ﬁve years, 82% of the rural population
and 83% of rural households did not
have access to the adequate water sup
ply of 55 litres per capita per day as en
visaged. At least 15% of rural schools did
not have access to safe drinking water.
The audit shows failure at every stage of
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Wells without water
A hundred years ago, a suspected El Ni
ño event led to one of the biggest fa
mines in the region that killed thou
sands and displaced lakhs of people.
The Nizam of Hyderabad, Mir Osman
Ali Khan, drafted a British mining engi
neer, Leonard Munn, to bring succour
to the region. Munn was appointed Spe
cial Oﬃcer in charge of Well Sinking and
Geological Survey Departments. Till his
death in 1935, Munn and his staﬀ dug
1,200 wells in Raichur. Munn thought
that the hexagonal concrete wells were
a cheaper solution than handpumps
and borewells. Most of these wells, with
their six ﬁxed pulley systems, exist till
today. “The water from these wells is
sweet unlike borewell water. We can
draw this water whenever we want. But
this is the ﬁrst time there is no water in
the well,” says Laxmamma, a villager
from Wandali near the Hutti Gold
Mines. In Chinchergi, a few kilometres
away, another Munn well is still being
used. There is water, but not enough to
be drawn out. Two women sit near the
well washing clothes with water drawn
from a tap. The women guide us to
another ‘Munn sahib bawi’. Only clumps
of leaves and stones are at the bottom of
the dry well.
In his lifetime Munn became known
as ‘Saavira Bhavigala Saradara’ (master
of thousand wells) in the region. Munn’s

belief that community wells were better
than handpumps has helped genera
tions of water hunters. The logic is be
ing followed now too. The Public Works
Department in Atanur is building a
drinking water tank that is 1,400 ft long
and 700 ft wide. “We have dug up to 17
ft. We plan to dig up to 20 ft. This tank
will get ﬁlled up when water from the
Bangarappa reservoir is released
through the canal,” says Khaja Hussain,
who is executing the work on the tank at
Atanur on the RaichurBagalkot Road.
At the centre of the tank is a pulley sys
tem which the villagers can use to draw
water without contaminating the water
body, just as they did with the wells dug
by Munn. Villagers stop and watch the
progress of the work and chat with the
workers while they eat lunch.
Sitting near a shrub that gives no
shade, three women, Sivamma, Malam
ma and Kupamma, open their food bags
that contain three paperthin bajra rotis
each, a small bowl of boiled string beans
and a slice of onion. The women pick
stones from the area; they are preparing
to grow millets there. They sell the
stones and get ₹100 a day. “It’s been ﬁve
months since we have had any work. If a
couple has grownup children, they
emigrate to big cities and send money to
their families. Since we have small chil
dren we have to stay home and ﬁnd
work in the village,” says Sivamma of
Chinchergi. She says she struggles to get
water home before rushing for work as
a daily wage labourer every morning.
A few metres ahead, a tractor tills a
rolling hillock covered with small
stones. The soil is barely visible bet
ween the stones. “I am preparing the
ground for the monsoon. I am planning
to grow millets here. Last year there was
no rain. But this year, I am expecting a
better crop,” says Erramma. Tilling a
rocky terrain for a single crop of millets
is possible for her as her son lives and
works in Bengaluru and sends money
home.
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The man who built countless wells
Lingsugur is a small village between
Raichur and Bagalkot. A plaque on a
small building on the main road of
the village reads, ‘Captain Leonard
Munn Memorial Hall’. Behind it is a
Britishera cemetery where Munn is
buried under a ﬂat pink granite with
an inscription that reads: “April 1928
to October 1935, Director Geological
Survey and Special Oﬃcer Well Sink
ing Department. He and his staﬀ
sank or remodelled more than 1,200
wells in the Famine Zone of this Rai

It doesn’t help that the quality of soil
is rated poor in the district. “We issue a
soil health survey card which shows
what agricultural inputs are needed for
a good crop. All the key minerals like ni
trogen, phosphorus, potassium and
iron are low in this region. A good crop
can be harvested only if agricultural in
puts like fertilizers are used on a big
scale and the monsoon is normal,” says
Rahman, a scientist at the Soil Research
Centre in Raichur. The borewell water is
of limited use for agricultural purposes
as the groundwater is ‘moderately alka
line’. “This is a land of two rivers but
there is no water. This has been the case
from my childhood,” says Laxmanna
Gouda, a farmer and an agricultural ac
tivist from Raichur.
In 1993, the Karnataka government
took up work on the Ganekal balancing
reservoir (locals call it the Bangarappa
tank) on the Tungabhadra left bank ca
nal. The 0.75 TMC reservoir was a life
line for the residents of Lingsugur and
Raichur during drought years. Water
from the reservoir is released every two
days through canals to ﬁll small water
ponds used for drinking purposes.
Gouda pins hope on the proposed na
tional riverlinking project to help make
a living out of his 13acre land. “When all
the rivers are linked there will be no wa
ter shortage in the country. Now a lot of
water ﬂows into the sea while farmers
are left high and dry. We have become
single crop farmers. My grandfather
used to tell us how they used to grow
two crops. But due to mismanagement
of water, we have been reduced to this
state,” says Gouda. On a smaller scale,
there is a project to link the Gugal bar
rage on the Krishna river with the Ban
garappa tank on the Tungabhadra river.
This will supply water to 120 villages.
“Yes, there is a plan to link the two wa
ter bodies. We have done a preliminary
survey but work is yet to begin as clea
rances have to be secured,” says an ex
ecutive engineer of Krishna Bhagya Jala
Nigam Limited, which manages the wa
ter resource.
“Raichur and other areas of Karnata
ka have many traditional systems of wa

chur District where his name is a
household word. Blessed is the man
who passing through the valley of
weeping make it a well”. The inscrip
tion records that Munn passed away
on October 21, 1935. The area known
as the Christian cemetery is mostly
unknown to outsiders. But the
countless wells that dot the region
keep alive the name of the man who
was born in Madresﬁeld, Worcester
shire, in 1878 and came to ﬁnally rest
on dry, dusty land.

ter harvesting and storage which re
plenish the water table. Big water
projects are unsustainable. Before a riv
erlinking project is planned, we need to
think about the people and the poten
tial of the rivers. Both the Krishna and
the Tungabhadra are nonperennial
rainfed systems that emerge out of the
Western Ghats. There is no way to as
sess the water supply or ﬁnd out when
there will be extra supply,” says V.G. Go
vindankutty, a geographer who has stu
died water bodies and their use in the
region. He says only community water
management can help the villagers.
Munn too favoured a communitybased
approach to solve the water crisis in Rai
chur. He calculated that one well is suﬃ
cient for 500 people and one pulley for
100 people. But his proposal has few
takers in the age of big multicrore pro
jects.
A subject of conﬂict
Linking the water bodies is easier said
than done as the Krishna river water has
been a subject of conﬂict among the
four States through which it passes.
Starting as a small stream in the upper
reaches of the Western Ghats in Maha
baleshwar, the river ﬂows through Mah
arashtra, Karnataka, Telangana and into
the Bay of Bengal through Andhra Pra
desh. It traverses a journey of about
1,400 km. In Karnataka, it ﬂows for
about 480 km before entering Telanga
na. Almatti is one of the biggest dams on
the river with a gross storage capacity of
123.08 TMC. Only after water is released
from this dam does it reach the Na
rayanpur project. A hundred kilometres
downstream is the Gugal barrage in Rai
chur, and then it travels another 20 km
to Girjapur, before reaching the Jurala
project in Telangana. The parched land
soaks up the water. And then there are a
series of dams and reservoirs that hold
the key to water security to the region.
But they are also potential triggers for
water wars as the lower riparian States
get inadequate ﬂows.
As its thirst remains unquenched,
Raichur may well be the battleground
for water wars in the region.
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