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Introduction: 

Equity in access to water is a significant problem in urban India. Different kinds of settlements are 

supplied water in accordance with certain standards based on differential living standards. While 

these standards may not truly reflect the water needs of different segments, what is alarming is that 

even these stratified standards fail to be met, the worst to suffer being the marginalized 

communities. An in-depth study was carried out in the capital city of Delhi where the standard needs 

are estimated to range between 130 lpcd (litres per capita per day) and 200 lpcd. Accordingly, the 

water supply targets range between 225 lpcd for all planned colonies and 50 lpcd for slum clusters. 

However, in reality, while 5-star hotels and top politicians’ residences consume several thousands of 

litres per day, the slum clusters remain in a state of perpetual water crisis. What drives this inequity 

and what are the opportunities and constraints for ensuring greater equity in water supply? 

RESULTS: 

i) Nature of the problem: 

Almost 3/4th of the city’s 16 million population is estimated to be marginalized, distributed in >1100 

slum clusters, 1500 unauthorized colonies, 52 resettlement colonies and 216 urban villages. These 

are largely the ones that face water crisis on a day-to-day basis. Most of these settlements are not 

served by pipelines managed by the 'Delhi Jal Board' (DJB) that is also responsible for supplying water 

on a daily basis to the unconnected areas through >1200 tankers. However, these water tankers 

come to the marginalized colonies only once or twice a week without any regular time schedule, and 

when they do, these allotted domestic consumers have to buy the water. Rest of the time, the tanker 

water is illegally sold out to hotels, guest houses, & other non-domestic consumers at higher prices.  

In some of the resettlement and unauthorized colonies, public tapstands have been provided 

especially for drinking water, but the supply at these tapstands is extremely erratic. The residents 

have installed their own shallow handpumps for other domestic uses, but due to the erratic drinking 

water supply, they are also forced to use the groundwater for drinking. The groundwater in the areas 

close to the Yamuna riverbed is unsafe, and the residents have to either spend much on medical 

treatment or procure potable water from other sources, often at a good price.  

On the whole, inadequate and irregular water supply brings great hardships to the people, especially 

women & children, who have to either waste several hours waiting for the water or resort to buying 

'unsafe' water from alternate sources. In turn, this thwarts their economic well-being and 

development, hampers education of children, and adversely affects everyone’s health.  
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ii) Opportunities: 

In response to the lacunae of the water supply system faced by the marginalized urban communities 

of Delhi, a number of alternate water supply systems have been developed, which however, fall 

outside the legalized framework. In some areas, water mafias have stepped in to rescue people from 

their woes: by laying down their own pipelines and supplying groundwater directly into households 

from their illegal borewells, for which a regular fee is charged.  

In some other areas, the water supply business is run through tankers that illegally draw water either 

from the DJB water-filling points or from illegal private borewells and supply to the needy public at a 

good price. A third option is opened by those indulging in bottled water business, which in many 

cases is run through illegal units. These units sell large cans of supposedly safe water at cheaper 

prices to the residents of the marginalized urban settlements. At a number of places, the residents 

have organized themselves into pressure groups that have successfully brought water supply 

alternatives to their colonies. 

iii) Constraints:  

The opportunities available for addressing the deficiencies in the water supply system of Delhi from 

equity perspective suffer from some significant constraints. On the one hand is the physical 

constraint of a dangerously low water table which makes the option of water provision using 

groundwater clearly unsustainable. Due to high rate of groundwater withdrawal and low recharge 

rates, Delhi is fast becoming water-scarce and this makes the borewells run dry especially in the dry 

season. On the other hand is the resultant mandatory requirement for any individual or agency to 

seek a formal permission from the Central Groundwater Board before sinking a borewell. All private 

agencies that provide different water supply options to the marginalized urban residents 

undoubtedly flout this rule. Also, since these options have been privately developed on a large scale 

without any sanction from concerned authorities and these indulge in large-scale profit-making 

business without any accountability, the legality is put to further question. Further, the bottled water 

entrepreneurs do not fulfill the basic water treatment requirements and run illegal units. The 

challenge lies in initiating all these hitherto unauthorized private water service providers to 

meaningfully contribute to equitable, just, accountable and sustainable water supply provision in the 

city. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY: 

Given the limitations of DJB in supplying water to all users across the city, working together with the 

hitherto unauthorized private water suppliers provides a viable option. These can be brought into the 

legal fold through development of public-private partnerships at the local level. While on the one 

hand, this would help reduce corruption at various levels, on the other hand this would promote 

improved quality of services and enable some control over prices which largely becomes 

unaffordable for the economically weaker marginalized urban communities. These should be 

adequately regulated & made more accountable through promotion of public supervision by 

residents’/users’ groups. 

 


