
ROHINI NILEKANI

Our mission is safe and 
sustainable water for all
B y  C o r d e l i a  J e n k i n s

cordelia.j@livemint.com

•̂ W DELHI

in th e  th ird  of M in t's  "Joy Of 
G iving W eek” in te rv iew  s e 

ries, R ohin i N ilekani, c h a irp e r
so n  an d  fo u n d e r  o f A rghyam , 
ta lks ab o u t th e  fo u n d a tio n  she  
se t up  to  a d d re ss  th e  p ro b lem  
of o n e  of In d ia ’s sca rces t r e 
so u rc e s—w ater.

What does Arghyam do?
A rghyam  is a g ran t-m a k in g  

fo u n d a tio n ; so, techn ica lly , 
o u r job  is to  find  th e  rig h t le a d 
ers a n d  in s ti tu tio n s  th a t a re  
w ork ing  in  ( th e  a rea  of) d o 
m estic  w a te r an d  san ita tio n . 
O ur m iss io n  is safe, s u s ta in a 
b le  w a te r for all. W e s ta r te d  
w ork  o n  w a te r in  A pril 
2005—it 's  b e e n  six years now  
—an d  i t ’s rea lly  b e e n  an  in 
c red ib le  le a rn in g  jo u rn ey  be- 

)use 1 d id n ’t know  m u ch  
a b o u t th e  com plex  s ta te  o f w a
te r  befo re  th en .

What prompted you to start the 
foundation?
I se t up  th e  fo u n d a tio n  to 

p rac tise  giving b ack —at 
th a t tim e , we d id n ’t 
have th a t m u ch  m o n 
ey; b u t I c am e  in to  
som e m o n ey  selling  
sh a re s  from  Info- 
sys—^100 c ro re  ($32 
m illio n )—a n d  1 w an ted  
to  p u t all of it in to  th e  fo u n 
da tio n , b u t it begged  th e  q u e s 
tion , 'W hat w ill you  do w ith  it? ’ 

T he id ea  cam e ju s t like tha t; 
I su d d en ly  th o u g h t o f w a te r—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.

SINCE WHEN; 2005
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w as obvious. A nd w e found  
th a t th e re  w as no o th e r In d ian  
in s ti tu tio n  w ork ing  on  it. W ith 
in a few m o n th s  we w ere  giving 
o u r first d o n a tio n s , an d  we 
w ere  h ir in g  fast.

What are the challenges for man
aging water in India?
W ater is su ch  a key re so u rce  

in  ecology a n d  econom y . M er
cifully, i t ’s a  ren ew ab le  r e 

sou rce ; b u t i t ’s am az ing  
how  b ad ly  w e u se  it. 
D elhi, techn ica lly , 
co u ld  be self-su ffi
c ien t in  w ater, u sing  

s im p le  p rac tices ; b u t 
b e cau se  o u r c ities do n o t 

co n ta in  d e m a n d , or reuse , 
w e have  h ig h -co s t sch em es to  
b rin g  w a te r from  far aw ay. We 
u se  it, p o llu te  it, an d  sen d  it 
aw ay. T h a t m o d e l is d isa s 

trous.
In d ia  h as rea so n ab ly  b o u n ti

ful w a te r su p p lie s—a lo t of th e  
p ro b lem  is a go v ern an ce  d efi
cit. T he  g o v e rn m en t h a s  th e  
m o n ey  an d  th e  m a n d a te , b u t 
i t ’s n o t really  h a p p e n in g . I t’s 
a b o u t access, e m p o w e rin g  
hav in g  a voice; w a te r is a d e e p 
ly p o litica l issue  in  m an y  p a rts  
o f th e  co un ty . W ate r is ju s t 
b a n g  th e re , in  th e  m idd le . 
T h ere  w ill be a b ig  revam p  of 
policy . T he P lan n in g  C o m m is
sion  h a s  se t u p  severa l c o m 
m itte e s  to  rew ork  th e  law s and  
th e  reg u la tio n  a n d  th e  fin a n c 
ing  of w ater. This is w elcom e. 
At A rghyam , to  d a te , w e have 
fin an ced  m ore  th a n  85 p ro jec ts  
an d  p ro g ram m e s acro ss  19 
s ta tes; p lu s w e have o u r ow n 
p ro g ram m e s like th e  In d ia  W a
te r  P orta l an d  o u r u rb a n  in itia 
tive.

How did you attempt to grow the
foundation from its original form?
We are  still a sm all fo u n d a 

tion  and , o u t o f ^150 cro re , we 
get a b o u t ^12-15 c ro re  a year; 
an d , th e re fo re , w e c a n ’t scal^  
fu r th e r th a n  o u r b u d g e ts  allow. 
But we are  ab le  to leverage a 
b it m ore  if w e a re  ab le  to  re p li
ca te  good  p rac tic e s . So w e are  
look ing  for in n o v a tio n s , new  
re sp o n se s  to  new  cha llenges. 
T he focus in  m an y  p lace s  is 
ch an g in g  from  q u a n tity  to  
q u a lity  n o w —w e have really  
c o n ta m in a te d  o u r w a te r su p 
plies. But w h a tev e r w e su p p o rt 
h as  to  be  low -cost, you  can n o t 
have  expensive so lu tions.

How much of your time has been
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Building resources: Nilekani says Arghyam  is looking for innovations, 
low-cost solutions to grow.

devoted to research?
W e d id  a su rvey  ca lled  

A shw as (a survey  o f h o u seh o ld  
w a te r a n d  sa n ita tio n )  in  K ar
n a ta k a  a n d  it w as m assive; 
17,000 h o u seh o ld s .

W e rea lized  h ow  little  the  
gram  p a n ch a va ts  a n d  v illagers 

o u ld  rea ll’ ))o a b o u t th e ir  
w n w a te r issues. O ften , th ey  

d id  n o t have  th e  m ean s ; th e re  
w as co rru p tio n ; o r p eo p le  s im 
ply d id n 't  m ake th e  co n n ec tio n  
b e tw een  sa n ita tio n  an d  pub lic  
h ea lth . All th a t cam e th ro u g h  
lo u d  an d  c lear. F rom  th e re  we 
said , “L et’s tak e  th e se  rep o rts  
b ack  to  th e  v illages," a n d  th e n  
w e h e lp e d  th e m  to  m ak e  th e ir  
ow n ac tio n  p lan s . So w h a t b e 
gan  as a c itizen  survey  en d ed  
up  as a s tru c tu ra l analysis on 
th e  gram  pa n ch a ya t.

How involved have you been in the 
cause? Is it just giving money or 
are you taking a more active role?
W ell, I do a lo t o f c h e q u e 

w riting ; o nce  I re se a rc h  a n  in 
s titu tio n , I’m  very  h a p p y  to  
give to  it. B ut w ith  A rghyam  I 
feel m o re  in v o lv ed —even  in  
th e  w ay I look a t w a te r in  m y 
life today . Y ears ago I in s ta lled  
a b a th tu b  in  m y b a th ro o m  b u t 
I h a v e n ’t u se d  it s ince  I s ta rted  
to  u n d e rs ta n d  w a te r issues. I 
c a n ’t u se  it now . N ever w ill I 
leave  a tap  on  w ith o u t th in k 
ing. It d o es ch an g e  th e  w ay you 
live.

T he joy of giving co m es from  
b e in g  invo lved  in  see ing  w here  
th a t giving goes; w h en  I see a 
ch ild  read in g  a book  p u b lish ed  
by P ra th a m  Books (a n o th e r  
c au se  N ilekan i su p p o r ts )  I am

happy . You have to  go to  th e  
h e a rt o f it. W hy do you  w an t to
give?

What is your view on the future of
Indian philanthropy?
I m ee t m an y  yo u n g  p eo p le  

w ho a re  tu rn in g  on  its h e a d  th e  
id ea  th a t you  first m ake  yo u r 
m o n ey  a n d  th e n  s ta rt giving it 
back . T he w ay you  m ake  yo u r 
m o n ey  itse lf  is th e  new  
th in g —w h ere  has th is  social 
e n tre p re n e u rs h ip  com e from ? 
M any p eo p le  a re  cha llen g in g  
th e  very  id ea  of th e  c o rp o ra 
tio n  a n d  its ro le  in  society . 
T h a t is a rea l ch an g e .

T h e re ’s a te c to n ic  sh ift h a p 
p e n in g  in  th e  NGO (n o n -g o v 
e rn m e n ta l o rg an iza tio n ) se c 
to r. F o r th e  o ld e r NGOs, th e ir  
le a d e rsh ip  m ay  have m oved  on 
an d  su ccess io n  p la n n in g  is d if
ficult.

T h ere  a re  far too  m an y  
NGOs in  som e p laces, a n d  it is 
go ing  to  b e  h a rd e r  for th e m  to 
su s ta in  th em se lv e s  as W este rn  
d o n o rs  have  reced ed  an d  th e  
S tate is tak in g  b ack  som e of th e  
sp ace  th a t  it h a d  y ie ld ed  to 
NGOs.

W e are  ex p ec tin g  to  see a lo t 
o f m ergers , a lo t w ho a re  fa d 
ing  aw ay; an d  w e a re  w a tch in g  
th e  space , b e c a u se  th e  ch an g es 
on  th e  g ro u n d  a re  go ing  to  af
fect w h a t w e do  in  th e  fu tu re .

T h e re ’s a lso  a h u g e  po licy  
p u sh  (n ew  law s, reg u la tio n s , 
p e n d in g  c o u rt ju d g em en ts , is 
su es o f p u b lic  d o c tr in e ) . So 
th e r e ’s a lo t o f c h u rn  h a p p e n 
ing  from  th e  g o v e rn m en t side 
a n d  th e  fo u n d a tio n  is, in  som e 
w ays, in  th e  m id d le  o f th a t.
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To read the earlier interviews 
in this series, go to 
www.livemint.com/ 
philanthropy.htm
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