
‘India has a rich tradition of its ancestors conserving water’

Vessela Monta is the executive head
of the International Rainwater Har-
vesting Alliance (IRHA), based in

Geneva. A civil engineer, from Sofia Univer-
sity in Bulgaria, Vessela was instrumental in
the formation of the umbrella organisation
and is in-charge of its policy and strategy, be-
sides its administrative management. She is
also responsible for the advocacy at high in-
ternational meets and awareness raising
campaigns in the field of rainwater harvest-
ing. She is the author of the ‘Blue Schools’
programme, whose main objective is to cre-
ate healthy conditions in schools and train-
ing in hygiene and environmental protec-
tion. She spoke to Marianne de Nazareth
of Deccan Herald with regard to the impor-
tance of rainwater harvesting in India.
What is the primary reason for the for-
mation of the Rainwater Forum of

which you are the head?
Rainwater harvesting has been prac-

ticed for millennia.  India has a rich tradi-
tion of its ancestors in conserving rainwa-
ter. New scientific research and
technologies have enriched this ancient
knowledge, making it more adaptive to the
requirements of today. This is proof that
rainwater harvesting can be an answer to
the progressing water scarcity, which faces
the world today. However, the knowledge
and usefulness of this practice is underes-
timated by politicians and decision makers.

The World Summit for Sustainable De-
velopment held in Johannesburg in 2002
formulated the Millennium Goals, which
channelled the efforts of the international
development community into reducing
world poverty. The evident link between
poverty and access to water brought into
the discussion the topic of rainwater har-
vesting. A clear need was expressed  for an
umbrella organisation, which would pro-
mote at the local, national and internation-
al level, the reinforcement and unification
of the relatively weak rainwater harvesting

movement. Thus, the idea of creating the
International Rainwater Harvesting Al-
liance (IRHA) was born in Johannesburg
and its formation as an international non-
governmental organisation followed in No-
vember 2002.
The stress of water scarcity is being

felt in our emerging economies. What
is your suggestion to help ourselves?

Water scarcity is progressing more rapid-
ly than foreseen.  The most affected by this
phenomenon, unfortunately, will be regions
of the world where drought has already long
been a reality. These areas are also regions
were emerging economies are showing ev-
ident progress. Each part of the globe will live
through more or less dramatic changes, but
stronger economies will support these
changes more easily than those, where free
market development has just begun.
What can developing countries do?

Don’t repeat the mistakes committed by
the developed countries. In the face of
growing water problems (water scarcity, as
well floods), it is necessary to introduce
laws and regulations facilitating the use of
rainwater harvesting in all sectors: in the
economy, for agriculture and for domestic
use. This will relieve stress on the local in-
frastructure (sewers and mains), and will
help mitigate acute ecological problems
like soil erosion. These actions, although
implemented at governmental levels,

should also become a peoples movement.
Groundwater is being drained in our
country India faster than we can han-
dle, what must be done to recharge it?

We can remember the words of the fa-
mous spiritual and social leader Pandurang
Athawale who taught: “If you quench the
thirst of Mother Earth, she will quench
yours”. Very often rainwater harvesting is
understood in a very narrow sense: what we
call ‘rooftop catchment’, or collecting water
for direct use.  People forget that the
ground is the largest reservoir and despite
its immensity, its water levels sink constant-
ly. To stop this process and start filling this
reservoir, to “quench Mother Earth”the ba-
sic idea is simple —  create ponds or trench-
es, designed to trap rain runoff and then
gradually allow water to seep back into the
ground; when water flashes off the earth’s
surface at a rapid pace it doesn’t really have
the chance to seep back into the ground wa-
ter (especially in deforested and hilly re-
gions). The IRHA is using, groundwater
recharge currently in India, in collaboration
with the Sulabh International Academy of

Environmental Sanitation (SIAES); this
particular project is based at the Ramakr-
ishna Hospital in Lucknow, and is intend-
ed to become a showcase for this region of
India. Another good example is the project
work undertaken by the Pan Himalayan
Grassroots Development Foundation,
which has employed very efficient method-
ologies for groundwater recharge. Politi-
cians and governmental bodies should
learn from this experience and create a
snowball effect throughout India.
Rainwater is a source we need to tap.
Your advice on harvesting it in India?

My advice is to follow the example of
some of your ancestors, who had the intel-
ligence to “see the ocean in a drop”. Let chil-
dren be trained in rainwater harvesting in
the frame of school programmes; let the
media promote each project, each achieve-
ment so that many people will hear, see and
understand the benefit of it; let the state
governments build on the progress made
already by some of them and then create
the necessary framework of regulations
and incentives for its promotion.
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