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=n the third of Mint's "Joy Of
Giving Week” interview se-
ries, Rohini Nilekani, chairper-
son and founder of Arghyam,
talks about the foundation she
set up to address the problem
of one of India’s scarcest re-
sources—water.

What does Arghyam do?
Arghyam is a grant-making
foundation; so, technically,
our job is to find the right lead-
ers and institutions that are
working in (the area of) do-
mestic water and sanitation.
Our mission is safe, sustaina-
ble water for all. We started
work on water in April
2005—it's been six years now
—and it’s really been an in-
credible learning journey be-
Juse 1 didn’t know much
about the complex state of wa-
ter before then.
What prompted you to start the
foundation?
| set up the foundation to
practise giving back—at
that time, we didn’t
have that much mon-
ey; but | came into
some money selling
shares  from Info-
sys—"100 crore ($32
million)—and 1 wanted
to put all of it into the foun-
dation, but it begged the ques-
tion, 'What will you do with it?’
The idea came just like that;
I suddenly thought of water—it

THE CAUSE

Arghyam works as a funding agency,
primarily through partnerships-with
government, non-governmental
organizations and various types of
institutions-for impact and scale.
Projects address issues of quantity,
quality and access to domestic water
in communities. It also started the
India Water Portal, an online forum
through which information and best
practices can be shared.

WHERE; Across 18 states in
India through 80 projects.
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was obvious. And we found
that there was no other Indian
institution working on it. With-
in a few months we were giving
our first donations, and we
were hiring fast.
What are the challenges for man-
aging water in India?
W ater is such a key resource
in ecology and economy. Mer-
cifully, it’s a renewable re-
source; but it’s amazing
how badly we use it.

Delhi, technically,
could be self-suffi-
cient in water, using
simple practices; but

because our cities do not
contain demand, or reuse,
we have high-cost schemes to
bring water from far away. We
use it, pollute it, and send it
away. That model is disas-

trous.

India has reasonably bounti-
ful water supplies—a lot of the
problem is a governance defi-
cit. The government has the
money and the mandate, but
it’s not really happening. It’s
about access, empowering
having a voice; water is a deep-
ly political issue in many parts
of the county. Water is just
bang there, in the middle.
There will be a big revamp of
policy. The Planning Commis-
sion has set up several com-
mittees to rework the laws and
the regulation and the financ-
ing of water. This is welcome.
At Arghyam, to date, we have
financed more than 85 projects
and programmes across 19
states; plus we have our own
programmes like the India Wa-
ter Portal and our urban initia-
tive.

How did you attempt to grow the

foundation from its original form?

We are still a small founda-
tion and, out of ~150 crore, we
get about ~12-15 crore a year;
and, therefore, we can’t scal®
further than our budgets allow.
But we are able to leverage a
bit more ifwe are able to repli-
cate good practices. So we are
looking for innovations, new
responses to new challenges.
The focus in many places is
changing from quantity to
quality now—we have really
contaminated our water sup-
plies. But whatever we support
has to be low-cost, you cannot
have expensive solutions.

How much of your time has been
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Building resources: Nilekani says Arghyam is lookingfor innovations,

low-cost solutions to grow.

devoted to research?

We did a survey called
Ashwas (a survey of household
water and sanitation) in Kar-

nataka and it was massive;
17,000 households.
We realized how little the

gram panchavats and villagers

ould reall” ) about their
wn water issues. Often, they
did not have the means; there
was corruption; or people sim-
ply didn't make the connection
between sanitation and public
health. All that came through
loud and clear. From there we
said, “Let’s take these reports
back to the villages,” and then
we helped them to make their
own action plans. So what be-
gan as a citizen survey ended
up as a structural analysis on
the gram panchayat.

How involved have you been in the

cause? Is it just giving money or

are you taking a more active role?

Well, I do a lot of cheque-
writing; once | research an in-
stitution, I'm very happy to
give to it. But with Arghyam |
feel more involved—even in
the way | look at water in my
life today. Years ago | installed
a bathtub in my bathroom but
I haven’t used it since | started
to understand water issues. |
can’t use it now. Never will |
leave a tap on without think-
ing. It does change the way you
live.

The joy of giving comes from
being involved in seeing where
that giving goes; when | see a
child reading a book published
by Pratham Books (another
cause Nilekani supports) | am

happy. You have to go to the
heart of it. Why do you want to
give?

What is your view on the future of

Indian philanthropy?

I meet many young people
who are turning on its head the
idea that you first make your
money and then start giving it
back. The way you make your
money itself is the new
thing—where has this social
entrepreneurship come from?
Many people are challenging
the very idea of the corpora-
tion and its role in society.
That is a real change.

There’s a tectonic shift hap-
pening in the NGO (non-gov-
ernmental organization) sec-
tor. For the older NGOs, their
leadership may have moved on
and succession planning is dif-
ficult.

There are far too many
NGOs in some places, and it is
going to be harder for them to
sustain themselves as Western
donors have receded and the
State is taking back some ofthe
space that it had yielded to
NGOs.

We are expecting to see a lot
of mergers, a lot who are fad-
ing away; and we are watching
the space, because the changes
on the ground are going to af-
fect what we do in the future.

There’s also a huge policy
push (new laws, regulations,
pending court judgements, is-
sues of public doctrine). So
there’s a lot of churn happen-
ing from the government side
and the foundation is, in some
ways, in the middle of that.
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To read the earlier interviews
in this series, go to
www.livemint.com/
philanthropy.htm
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