India’s Drought in 150 Years – Conserving Forests and Effective Use of Floodplains Can Quell Water Shortage
by Rashme Sehgal
May 16, 2017 – India is facing the worst drought it has seen in the last 150 years, affecting the lives of millions of people across the subcontinent.  Vikram Soni, professor emeritus at Jawaharlal Nehru University and Jamia Milia Islamia, came into prominence with his efforts to save the Delhi Ridge.
An unconventional physicist, he has also been working on non-invasive solutions to curb water shortage for the last 3 decades.  A lot of his work is focussed on rivers and their floodplains, particularly on 'conserve and use' solutions that can provide a perennial and sustainable source of water for river bank cities.
In an interview with Firstpost, Soni discusses the drought, the problems going forward, and various schemes to mitigate the water crisis.  Here are excerpts from the interview:
India is facing an unprecedented drought – 100s of farmers are committing suicide and large numbers of animals are dying.  What immediate steps should the Center and state governments take to tackle this situation?
Out of all the water on the planet, only about 2% is fresh water.  A large portion of this water worldwide is already contaminated by chemicals, industrial effluents, sewage, and fertilizers.  We have overexploited groundwater, rivers and lakes.  Only fresh water can be used for human consumption and agriculture.  But this water is not just for human beings.  We forget that there are others – plants, birds, animals.
In the last few decades, nearly 50% of the wild species on land, rivers and in the oceans are now endangered.  We are losing forests which hold fresh water, at an alarming rate.  This is bad news.  There are too many of us and limited natural resources.  Yet, we use our waters in a profligate way.  We must conserve our natural water resources and only use what is replenished by nature.
We need to take the following steps to ensure that we conserve our freshwater supplies:
- All natural resources and sources of water – mountains, lakes, rivers, floodplains, forests, hills must be declared as inviolate.  A huge penalty should be charged for destruction of these resources.
- At the same time, there is a need to augment water.  This can be done by planting more forests – move it towards the norm, which is 33%.  All rivers and their floodplains, streams and lakes, must be forested along their boundaries for at least half a kilometer on all sides and declared as water sanctuaries.
- Water consumption – whether in cities, industries or for agriculture – must be strictly regulated.  We need to move to a more sustainable way of living.
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