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Q&A With...

Rohini Nilekani

TWO DECADES OF GIVING HAVE TAUGHT PHILANTHROPIST
ROHINI NILEKANI THE VALUE OF PURSUING UNCONVEN-
TIONAL APPROACHES TO TACKLING SOCIAL PROBLEMS,

uthor and former journalist by choice, and shareholder of IT giant
Infosys by chance, Rohini Nilekani entered philanthropy two decades
agowhen she began providing financial support foryoung girls. Today,
herphilanthropyis atworkacross Indian society, through the Akshara
.Foundation, which makes education accessible in government-run
primary schools; Arghyam, which supports organizations in groundwatetodmelpalitied, not in the traditional sense
tion; and other initiatives in governance, independent media, and the arts. She believes
that one ofthe important things that acomplex country like India needs is an intellec-
tual infrastructure ofideas; ofbrave pilot programs ofsoaring ambition; and ofthink
tanks battling poverty, class, and disease. In the following conversation with Neera
Nundy, Dasra co-founder, and Pakzan Dastoor, manager ofadvisory research and due
diligence at Dasra, Nilekani speaks about her evolution as aphilanthropist, the critical
role ofwomen in giving, and why Indian philanthropy needs to be more audacious.

Neera Nundy and Pakzan Dastoor;
When didyoufirst become engaged in
philanthropy?

Rohini Nilekani: My giving started a
long time ago when | didnthave that
much to give in terms ofmoney. | began
by supportingyoung girls with scholar-
ships. Itwasnt until around 2004when
we [Rohiniand her husband, Nandan
Nilekani] came into serious wealth that

I could begin to callwhatwe do philan-
thropy, rather than traditional charity. |
then had to find away to be more strate-
gicin my giving, soin 20051decided that
Arghyam [afoundation she started in
2001] would focus entirely on the water
sector in India. Thatswhen my personal
strategic philanthropy started. ltwas a
steep learning curve because like many
others who do philanthropy, we were not
familiar with the sectorwe decided to in-
vest in—water. We had to spend alot of
time getting familiarwith the sector and
figuring out the bestway to leverage our
resources so thatwe would have a dis-
proportionately beneficial social impact.
(See “Case Study: Arghyam” on page 10.)

IMPACT INDIA. SPRING 2017

« You have been veryforthcoming about
yourphilanthropy, something that
notmanyphilanthropists in India are.
Why is itimportant to talk aboutyour
philanthropy?

The philanthropy sector in Indiaisjust
afew decades old. So itsnotaconversa-
tion that people have with each other. In
the West, the rich do talk about their phi-
lanthropy both in their own circles and
publicly That needs to happen in India as
well. People need to use their circles ofin-
fluence to talk about howwealth in India
should be used. We live in acountrywhere
there are 600 million people waiting to be
in the same room as us, so the responsibil-
ity ofthe wealthy in Indiais very different
from other countries in the West. People
need to talk alotmore abouthow they are
using theirwealth for the public good, and
make that an intellectually and socially in-
terestingway ofbeing wealthy.

« Whatare some ofthe biggest barriers
togiving in India today?

There are ofcourse personal reasons why

people dontgive, but there are also things

that canbe done in the ecosystem and
through policy thatwill open up the phil-
anthropic sector in India. If you look at
policy other countries do things like have
an inheritance tax, which certainly causes
the purse strings to open up rapidly. But |
am notsure ifIndiais ready for that now.
Other things can be done to make it
easier to set up nonprofit institutions and
reduce the regulatory cholesterol around
them. Today we are seeing a crackdown
on nonprofits by making it difficult for
nonprofits to do political work. Thatis a
mistake. After all, ifyou wantto change
things in society, a lot ofthe work is going

ofpolitical parties, but political grass-
roots work. Whichever governmentisin
power needs to feel secure enough to
allow nonprofits to do human rights-
based political work. We also need eco-
system players to come in, who can build
the capacity ofthe nonprofit sectorand
draw more professionals into it.

» How doyou go aboutchoosing the
causesyou give to?

I believe in supporting people with high
commitment, with very good ideas and
good integrity, in areaswhere | can see a
possibility ofreal change happening. At
whatever scale the people are working

in, ifl see real commitment, ifl can see
the power ofthose people and their ideas,
and | can see they are building good in-
stitutions, | feel very tempted to go into
that sector. | often need to hold myself
back. The areas | have funded, apart from
education and water, are the environ-
ment, access to justice, independent me-
dia, cultural arts—because that isahuge
areathatisunderfunded in India—and a
few other exciting spaces, like policy ad-
vocacy and think tanks.

I believe India needs to build out its
intellectual infrastructure. Itisthe most
complex country in the world to man-
age. Governments can do things alone.
They need ideas. They need pilots that
are executed outside government. They
need evidence to make better policy and
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better law. Philanthropic capital— espe-
cially domestic philanthropic capital—is
best suited to help build out awhole new
range ofinstitutions, like think tanks and
evidence-making institutions, that do
research and advocacy that can feed into
effective policy.

» Couldyou talk aboutyour experiences
working with the government?

Many ofthe societal problems that philan-
thropic capital aims to play arole in solv-
ing often have to do with public services,
whether itiswater, health, sanitation, or
education. These services are often either
provided by the state orregulated by the
state. So when philanthropists come in
andworkin any ofthese areas, at some
pointtheywill encounter the state in one
form or another. Look at Arghyam, for ex-
ample. You cannotwork in water, which
isakind ofpublic service thatwe mostly
depend on the state to provide, and stay
away from negotiating with the state. If
youte serious inyourwork, youwillin-
evitably encounter some policy areas
that you wantto have aninfluence on. It
isvery important for philanthropists to
startthinking about this from the get-go.
Sowhen you design your philanthropy,
think about the role that the state plays in
that particular sector.

Photograph courtesy of Rohini Nilekani

Having said that, itisnot easy to work
with the government. It ismuch easier,
for example, to identify five students
thatyou wantto help with scholarships
and not have to worry about education
policy. But ifyou want to do anything at
scale, ifyou want to have real impact be-
yond your own resources and your own
philanthropy, then you have to creatively
and patiently engage with the state.

e Whatisthe role ofwomen infamily
giving in India today?

Sometimes womenwho have notbeen
working outside the home, because
they have been homemakers and doing
the other important things to build a
family, wonder ifit is okay to be philan-
thropic with the family wealth because it
isnttheir personal wealth. | believe that
women should not hesitate to be phil-
anthropicwith the family wealth. Once
there is a consensus within the family to
engage in philanthropy, women should
be bold: They should use their passion,
they should use their heart, they should
use theirtime, and they should use
theirimagination. Giving forward sets
as much ofatone for the family, for the
children, and for the future as any other
thing that you would do together. In fact,
its more important. So 1think that we

should get over this now. After all, every-
body contributes to the accumulation
ofwealth in a family, and women should
not hesitate to give. Besides, itis really

so much fun—intellectually, spiritu-
ally, mentally—there is just so much joy
in giving that it cantbut be good for the
family to get engaged.

 Ifthere was one thingyou would like
to see Indian philanthropists do differ-
ently, what would that be?

Iworry sometimes that Indian philan-
thropy isnot edgy enough. Not taking
enough risks. Not grappling with the big-
gerproblems. Letstake areallybigprob-
lem like climate change. In 10years, if
some ofthese climate predictions come
true, canyou imagine what will be hap-
pening in North India? Ifthe monsoon
patterns change, can you imagine how
thatwill impact the lives ofmillions of
people in this country? Wouldntitbe
great ifIndian philanthropy looked out
10years and asked: W hat are the big
and audacious things that we can start
tackling now? I worry that Indian phi-
lanthropywill get stuck tinkering on the
sidelines, alittle bit ofincremental work
in education, alittle bit ofincremental
work in health, and not tackle the really
big problems that we face.

I believe thatwe do know how to
tackle big problems. Ifall the people who
were so creative asto build these huge
business empires, applied a little bit of
that attention to the big problems that
are facing this country, I am sure itwould
yield much more innovative philan-
thropy. We dont have to copy the West.
Todaywe have problems in India that the
West never faced. We have to build an
indigenous model ofinnovative philan-
thropy taking bigger risks, taking the risk
ofcollaboration, being more audacious,
and givingmore. Thatswhatwill make
this country go forward in away that
is different from the bad predictions of
whatwill happen in the future. We have a
huge responsibility on our shoulders, and
we should enjoy taking it on! #
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Case Study

ARGHYAM A GRANTMAKING
FOUNDATION, TAKES A DATA-
DRIVEN APPROACH TO HELPING
INDIA’S WATER
AND SANITATION SYSTEMS.

TRANSFORM

ft By Esha Chhabra

ndiaisin desperate need ofmore and betterwater systems
capable ofmeeting the needs ofits people. The Indian gov-
ernmentestimates that 330 million Indians were affected
by drought conditions throughout the country in 2016.
To say that the country’s water problems are persistent
and considerable would be an understatement.

Butaccordingto Rohini Nilekani, founder ofArghyam, agrant-
making foundation focused on water and sanitation in India, the
country cannotbuild water systems like those in the West. Rather,
ithasto find alternative solutionsbased on the resources and capac-
ity available in India. “I think we Ve realized that India cannot rely
only on surface water,” says Nilekani. “Itsjust not ecologically or
economically possible. We have to look at groundwater manage-
ment and reimagine our water infrastructure with that in mind.”

A longtime philanthropist and former journalist, Nilekani
began homing in on water projects in 2005. Married to Nandan
Nilekani, one ofIndiasmostnotable tech entrepreneurs, Rohini has
taken adata-driven approach to water and sanitation. She started
Arghyam with her own personal endowment in 2001, and since
then, the foundation (whose name means “offering” in Sanskrit)
has deployed more than IN R 120 crores ($18 million) supporting
projects and programs in 22 Indian states.

Arghyam has two flagship programs: the India Water Portal
(iWP) and the Participatory Groundwater Management program
(PGWM). The former serves as a knowledge database for all things
pertaining to water. The latter focuses on supporting small com-
munities to manage depleting water resources.

INFORMING INDIA ON ITS WATER CRISIS

Established in 2007, the IWP has attracted a significant follow-
ing: Available in multiple languages, it receives more than 6,500
visitors on its English-language website and more
than 10,700 visitors on its Hindi site each day.
The website provides access to working papers,
reports, data, articles, news, events, and discus-
sions onwater. A team 0f20 people spread across
Indiaidentifylocalwater stories and solutions for
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thewebsite. Each person focuses on
a particular region ofthe country,
producing stories and doing out-
reach with local press, journalists,
and changemakers.

MalaSubramaniam, Arghyam$
CEO, saysthatthe portal has been
catalyticinbringing forward stories
that otherwise dont get attention
in the media. Consider one IWP
report that covered the activities
of Ultratech Cement, a mining
companyin Chhattisgarh thathad
promised avillagejobs, health care,
andwater. The company didntkeep itspromise; instead, increased
mining for limestone has depleted freshwater, leaving villagers to
relyon polluted waterto irrigate their fields and raise livestock. As
Lakhanlal Dhritlahare, aresident ofChhattisgarh, told IWP, “In the
1990s, therewere more than 2,500 cattle in ourvillage, butwithin
two decades, their population was reduced by 60 percent due to
contaminated water and cattle fodder due to mining activities.”

After IWP published its story about the pollution, printjour-
naliststook notice and visited the village to investigate further. The
increased media scrutiny compelled Ultratech executives to hold
atown hall meeting with the villagers to discuss mitigating mea-
sures. Ultimately, the government withdrew Ultratech’ license
to operate in the area.

Tushaar Shah, aseniorfellowatthe International Water M an-
agement Institute, says that the portal is “energetic, resourceful,
and has awide usership.” Shah, who has been researching water
systems in South Asiafor 35 years, is an active user of IWP, refer-
ring to it for case studies, literature, and data, and also sharing his
own research through the portal.

LOCAL SOLUTIONS FOR GROUNDWATER
MANAGEMENT

The World Resources Institute estimates that more than half of
Indias groundwater wells are decreasing. That’ leading to more
high-risk zones ofwater in the country where water-related stress
is dangerously high. In fact, the national supply of groundwater
is predicted to drop 50 percent below demand by 2030. W hat’
more, as people increasingly move to the city, the need for water
systems will become even more acute.

This iswhy, in recentyears, Nilekani has become quite vocal
about Indias need to manage its groundwater. Groundwater has
been exploited because itsinvisible,pumped from
below Indiasgrowing towns and vast agricultural
fields, Nilekani explains. “[Its] acommon poolre-
source. Ifone uses too much, it affects everyone in
the community. Butitsmanagementdoesntreflect
those common pool principles.”
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Nilekanibelievesthatthe solutionto the groundwaterproblem
liesin simpler, back-to-basics tactics, driven by local resources and
populations. “Our hypothesis is that when the right knowledge,
orthe science ofhydrogeology, is provided at the right local level,
communitieswill rallyaround to build ownership and manage the
resource sustainably and equitably,” says Subramaniam.

To that end, Arghyams PGWM program is operating in 500
locations around the country. Consider, for example, its work in
the village of Randullabad, in Maharashtra. Randullabad sits in
a drought-prone region, and three years ago, its drinking water
sources were rapidly depleting. Then Arghyam lentits supportto
aproject by the Advanced Center for Water Resource Develop-
ment and Management, a PGWM partner. The program focused
on recharging regional aquifers, geological mapping, testing wa-
ter quality, and developing usage protocols for
drinking and irrigation. It also discouraged
farmers from drilling private borewells, which
affectwaterlevelsin local aquifers and take away
fromthe idea oftreatingwaterasacommunity
resource. As a result ofthe program’s efforts,
farmers agreed to use 90 percent ofthe wells
inthe communities on asharingbasis. PGWM
helped the village go from being on the verge
of crisis to self-sufficiency.

The experience offivevillagesinthe north-
ern hilly state of Himachal Pradesh provides
another example. While some communities are
dealingwith water scarcity, these villages were
facing acrisisbrought on by water contamina-
tion. (According to WaterAid, 80 percent of
Indias surface water iscontaminated, much of
itcorrupted by untreated sewage.)

Itturned out that the five villages, which sit
in opposite sides ofthe valley, shared acommon
aquifer. Localsfrom eachvillage didntknowthat
theywere accessingthe samewater source asthe
others; theyalsodidntrealizethattheirindividual
wastepracticeswere infectingthe source theyall shared. The situation
beganto improvewhenPSI, an Arghyam partner, helpedputtogether
a cross-valley committee, sharing knowledge about the reasons for
the contaminationand givingvillagersthe responsibility ofcleaning
up theirwater quality and improvingsanitation inthe areaasawhole.

The participatory nature ofthese programs means that locals
take ownership. They decide how to solve their water problems,
andtheyfollowthrough.Arghyamspartners are enablers, educat-
ing local people on the issues and advising them on bestpractices.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

Creating water programs that work isimportant, butjust as criti-
cal is scaling up those programs. To that end, Arghyam tries to
getdonors and the government to scale up proven practices. The

Photograph by Usha Dewani Das for India Water Portal, courtesy ofArghyam

foundation targetsthe governmentbecause 90 percent offunding
for development comes from the government, says Subramaniam.
ArghyamsPGWMprogram hasbeenrecognizedatthe highestlevels
ofgovernment. In 2012, India’s 12th Planning Commission Report
(issued everyfiveyearsbythe government) recommended PGWM
practices. The Central Groundwater Board hasalso included PGWM
principles in its National Aquifer Mapping Program.

D espite those notable successes, Arghyam still faces significant
hurdles when it comes to engaging with the government. “Since
the core of our work is about knowledge transfer and building
community processes, it has been particularly difficult because
governmentdoes notknow how to manage and monitor the fund-
ing for this type ofwork,” says Subramaniam.

Forhispart, ShahworriesthatArghyamsgroundwaterprogram

is“too idealistand unrealistic.”He argues that educating farmers on
aquifersand localwatersystemsisnotlikelyto create radical change.
Rather, he wants to see Arghyam “work towards practical solutions
ratherthan changingthe mind-set offarmers.” Thatmeans funding
innovative solutions. For example, he saysthere isrenewed interest
among farmers and governments to convert irrigation tanks into
groundwater recharge tanks. “As a foundation, Arghyam can play
around with this ideaand explore arange ofoptionsto improve the
tank-groundwater agro-ecology.”

Nilekani, however, believes that Arghyams participatory ap-
proach hasproventhatithas greatpotential, and thatsmall, localized
actions can help address Indiaswater shortage. In fact, she notes,
in most ofthe locations where the PGWM principles have been
implemented, the communities have become more “resilient.” 81
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