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MULTIPLE FIRES CONTINUE TO RAVAGE MOUNT
KILIMANJARO IN TANZANIA

Relevant for: Geography | Topic: Important Geophysical phenomena - Earthquakes, Tsunamis & Volcanoes

Multiple fires on Mount Kilimanjaro have ravaged vegetation and wildlife, Tanzania’s Prime
Minister Kassim Majaliwa said on Thursday as hundreds of soldiers and volunteers try to defuse
the blaze that broke out two weeks ago. The fire started on October 21 near the Karanga site, at
about 4,000 m altitude.REUTERS
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LEVEL OF GROUNDWATER EXTRACTION LOWEST IN
18 YEARS, FINDS STUDY
Relevant for: Geography | Topic: Distribution of key natural resources - Water Resources incl. Rivers & related

issues in world & India

Promising data:The last time groundwater extraction was this low was in 2004, at 231
bcm.AKHILESH KUMARAKHILESH KUMAR

Groundwater extraction in India saw an 18-year decline, according to an assessment by the
Central Ground Water Board (CGWB) made public on Wednesday.

The total annual groundwater recharge for the entire country is 437.60 billion cubic metres (bcm)
and annual groundwater extraction for the entire country is 239.16 bcm, according to the 2022
assessment report. Further, out of the total 7,089 assessment units in the country, 1,006 units
have been categorised as “over-exploited” in the report.

By comparison, an assessment in 2020 found that the annual groundwater recharge was 436
bcm and extraction 245 bcm. In 2017, recharge was 432 bcm and extraction 249 bcm. The 2022
assessment suggests that groundwater extraction is the lowest since 2004, when it was 231
bcm.

Such joint exercises between the CGWB and States/Union Territories were carried out earlier in
1980, 1995, 2004, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2017 and 2020.

“A detailed analysis of the information collected from the assessment indicates increase in
ground water recharge which may mainly be attributed to increase in recharge from canal
seepage, return flow of irrigation water and recharges from water bodies/tanks & water
conservation structures. Further, analysis indicates improvement in ground water conditions in
909 assessment units in the country when compared with 2017 assessment data. In addition,
overall decrease in number of over-exploited units and decrease in stage of groundwater
extraction level have also been observed,” the Ministry of Water Resources said in a statement.

The full report wasn’t made public by the Ministry.
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The Ministry of Water Resources recently made public a report that gives a snapshot of India’s
groundwater situation. On the surface, there is good news: the total annual groundwater
recharge — defined as the groundwater stored — for the entire country is 437.60 billion cubic
metres (bcm) out of which the quantity extracted was 239.16 bcm. A similar assessment in 2020
found that the annual groundwater recharge was 436 bcm and extraction 245 bcm. In 2017,
recharge was 432 bcm and extraction 249 bcm. The 2022 assessment suggests that
groundwater extraction is the lowest since 2004, when it was 231 bcm. A decrease in
groundwater extraction may indicate better water management; however, the report — called
the National Compilation on Dynamic Ground water Resources of India — itself says that the
improvement is only “marginal” and may be explained by natural conditions and changes in
methodology that the Central Ground Water Board and States, which conduct the survey, adopt.
In fact, the number of groundwater blocks, or wells, used for estimation were more than those in
previous years and it turns out that the percentage of blocks where groundwater was ‘critically’
low was around 14%, or roughly similar to that in previous years.

Regions with the most blocks with critical groundwater levels are in Punjab, Haryana, Delhi and
western Uttar Pradesh, where, despite replenishable systems, indiscriminate groundwater
withdrawal has depressed the water table. Other endangered blocks are in Rajasthan and
Gujarat, where due to an arid climate, groundwater recharge itself is limited, and finally, parts of
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, where due to inherent characteristics
of crystalline water-storing aquifers, groundwater availability is low. That much more needs to be
done to conserve groundwater is a foregone conclusion. There is no central law governing the
use of groundwater and various States have their own laws on regulating its extraction that are
deployed in a perfunctory manner. A draft National Water Policy has recommended a shift in
usage from water-guzzling crops and prioritising recycled over freshwater for industrial
purposes. Water ought not to be considered a free, private resource but one whose costs must
be measured and borne equitably. While water remains a politically contentious subject in India,
the climate crisis should inspire consensus across the political spectrum on disincentivising
wasteful consumption of this precious resource.
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Net gain: There is a net positive impact in the water table status in Saurashtra after check dams
were built | Photo Credit: AFP

When looking for a new home, one issue that is never forgotten is “how deep is the water table
there”. The water table defines the depth at which cracks and pores in rocks are saturated with
water. Such water, stored in subterranean spaces, is called groundwater and the water-bearing
rock strata are called aquifers. 

Groundwater is the principal water source for a fourth of the world’s population. India is the
world’s largest groundwater user; nearly 250 cubic kilometre was taken out in 2017. About 90%
of this was used for irrigation, the rest went to towns and villages.

The agrarian economy of the Indo-Gangetic plains is sustained by groundwater. But there are
fears that the Indo-Gangetic basin aquifer may soon be incapable of supporting so much
irrigation. This is very noticeable in Punjab, Haryana and Rajasthan (Joshi et al,  Journal of
Hydrology, 598 (2021)). The Green Revolution has been sustained by using tube wells. The
lowering of the water table forces farmers to use high-powered submersible pumps, which has
worsened the situation. 

Satellite gravimetry has provided convincing evidence in support of the alarming rates of
groundwater depletion. The data are reinforced with local-level water table measurements in
wells. The average rate of groundwater decline in this part of India has been 1.4 cm per year in
this century. Depletion is not so acute in regions where groundwater is brackish.

Aquifers are recharged with water from rainfall and rivers. Post-Independence, India saw an
increase in the construction of canals for distributing water. These canals leak water, which also
augments groundwater levels. 

An important factor contributing to the good health of aquifers in some parts of our country is
community-based movements to recharge groundwater. A good example is seen in the semi-
arid regions of Saurashtra. Here, thousands of small and large check dams have been built
across seasonal rivers and streams. These slow the flow of water and contribute to groundwater
recharge as well as to check soil erosion. In villages, bori bandhs are built, which are essentially
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sand-filled bags placed in the path of rainwater runoffs.

Have these small-scale water harvesting measures made a difference? Studies comparing the
water table status in Saurashtra with the climatically similar regions of Marathwada and
Vidarbha show a net positive impact. It is heartening to note that in the last decade, these
regions of Maharashtra have also started their own Managed Aquifer Recharge programmes
such as the Jalyukt Shivar. 

Another part of the country facing a marked decline in groundwater levels is a region
overlapping Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, where the aquifers are located in crystalline bedrock. In
such rocks, water is found only in cracks and fissures as the rock itself is not porous. Under
these circumstances, tanks and ponds do not contribute much to groundwater recharge.

In rural areas of this region, recharge is mostly affected from rainfall and irrigation-related
recycling. Interestingly, the major source of groundwater recharge in an urban area (Bengaluru)
is from leaks in water distribution pipes.

(The article was written in collaboration with Sushil Chandani who works in molecular modelling.
sushilchandani@gmail.com)
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The Ministry of Water Resources recently made public a report that gives a snapshot of India’s
groundwater situation. On the surface, there is good news: the total annual groundwater
recharge — defined as the groundwater stored — for the entire country is 437.60 billion cubic
metres (bcm) out of which the quantity extracted was 239.16 bcm. A similar assessment in 2020
found that the annual groundwater recharge was 436 bcm and extraction 245 bcm. In 2017,
recharge was 432 bcm and extraction 249 bcm. The 2022 assessment suggests that
groundwater extraction is the lowest since 2004, when it was 231 bcm. A decrease in
groundwater extraction may indicate better water management; however, the report — called
the National Compilation on Dynamic Ground water Resources of India — itself says that the
improvement is only “marginal” and may be explained by natural conditions and changes in
methodology that the Central Ground Water Board and States, which conduct the survey, adopt.
In fact, the number of groundwater blocks, or wells, used for estimation were more than those in
previous years and it turns out that the percentage of blocks where groundwater was ‘critically’
low was around 14%, or roughly similar to that in previous years.

Regions with the most blocks with critical groundwater levels are in Punjab, Haryana, Delhi and
western Uttar Pradesh, where, despite replenishable systems, indiscriminate groundwater
withdrawal has depressed the water table. Other endangered blocks are in Rajasthan and
Gujarat, where due to an arid climate, groundwater recharge itself is limited, and finally, parts of
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, where due to inherent characteristics
of crystalline water-storing aquifers, groundwater availability is low. That much more needs to be
done to conserve groundwater is a foregone conclusion. There is no central law governing the
use of groundwater and various States have their own laws on regulating its extraction that are
deployed in a perfunctory manner. A draft National Water Policy has recommended a shift in
usage from water-guzzling crops and prioritising recycled over freshwater for industrial
purposes. Water ought not to be considered a free, private resource but one whose costs must
be measured and borne equitably. While water remains a politically contentious subject in India,
the climate crisis should inspire consensus across the political spectrum on disincentivising
wasteful consumption of this precious resource.

To read this editorial in Tamil, click here.

To read this editorial in Hindi, click here.

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/level-of-groundwater-extraction-lowest-in-18-years-finds-study/article66116836.ece
http://cgwb.gov.in/documents/2022-11-11-GWRA%202022.pdf
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Representational image only. | Photo Credit: PTI

The United Nations estimates that the world population will reach 8 billion on November 15,
2022. Our minds had barely wrapped around a global population of 7 billion in 2011, and now,
only 12 years later, we are looking at a population of 8 billion. To put this in historical
perspective, it took from the dawn of humankind to about 1800 AD to reach a global population
of 1 billion, and only 200-plus years to add the next 7 billion. If the present trends continue, the
world population will probably stabilise at about 10.5 billion.

Behind this bare outline lies a vast transformation in the global balance of power. The coming
century belongs to Asia and Africa if strength lies in numbers. In 1900, Europe and North
America combined were home to 31% of humankind. The UN estimates that its share in the
global population has declined to 14% today, and is expected to go below 12% by 2050. China,
which formed 25% of the world population in 1900, will decline to 14% by 2050.  

In contrast, the global population share of undivided India was 17%, while the combined
population of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh is now 23%. India alone will form 17% of the
global population in 2050. Global discourse has yet to recognise what demographers have long
predicted: Africa’s share in the global population will rise from nearly 6% in 1900 to over 21% in
2050. 

How this massive change in the population’s centre of gravity will change the international power
balance remains open to speculation. However, one thing is clear, Asia and Africa will have an
important role in determining our shared future. It would be surprising if, despite its military and
economic might, the West would not feel threatened in a world where it accounts for an
increasingly small proportion of the global population. 

The changing age distribution complicates adjusting to this changing geographical centre of
population gravity. Declining fertility in the West has led to the rapid ageing of the population.
Immigration remains the only option to reduce the dependency ratio imposed by the rising
proportion of the elderly and declining fertility among the native-born population. Already
immigrants form a large proportion of the people in many developed countries. Nearly 30% of
Australians were born in other countries, as were 21% of Canadians, and about 14% of
Americans. While this gives rise to tremendous ethnic tensions, it also increases the power of

https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/welcoming-earths-8-billionth-living-person/article66106502.ece
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minorities in these host countries. We should expect the emergence of more leaders like British
Prime Minister Rishi Sunak and U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris.

Also read | Explained | Where is population growth taking place?

This global tension between changing geographic and generational power balance is also
mirrored in India. Differential population growth has led to a decline in the share of the Indian
population in the southern States from 26% in 1951 to 21% in 2011. Labour force consequences
of this declining population share are further aggravated by population ageing. As with the global
experience, this void of workers is filled by migrants from other States with interesting
consequences. For example, Chhath, a Bihari festival, leads to labour shortages in Kerala as
migrant workers return home. While the proportion of migrant workers in southern States is still
tiny, it can be expected to grow as the economy in South India expands and home-grown
workers age. 

These parallels between global and internal transformations challenge us to contemplate the
implications of population change. We must first grapple with whether size has any meaning
regarding power-sharing arrangements. Few Indians will question that India’s size entitles it to a
permanent seat on the UN Security Council. Does the same notion of representation carry over
to our internal power-sharing arrangement? Article 81 of the Indian Constitution mandated the
allocation of Lok Sabha seats across States in proportion to their population. However, in 1976
the fear of overpopulation led to a constitutional amendment freezing the seat allocation based
on population figures of the 1971 Census until 2001; this was further extended to 2026. Milan
Vaishnav and Jamie Hintson from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace estimate
that if seat allocation were based on the Census of 2011, four north Indian states (Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh) would collectively gain 22 seats, while four
southern States (Andhra Pradesh, Kerala, Telangana and Tamil Nadu) would lose 17 seats. 

Adjusting to migration created by changing age composition and labour demands poses a
different challenge. With a growing influx of culturally diverse migrants, host cultures find
themselves between a rock and a hard place. About 22% of Germany’s population is age 65 and
above, leading to labour shortages. Germany needs workers in diverse occupations that require
people with high education as well as those with vocational skills like carpentry and nursing.
However, far-right populist politicians continue to engage in anti-immigrant rhetoric despite this
need for immigrant workers. This, too, has its parallel in locals-only legislation in Andhra
Pradesh and protectionist demands in Tamil Nadu. As Chinmay Tumbe notes, Marwari
merchants, moving from trade and banking to industry and cultural and educational philanthropy,
played a vital role in the economy of Kolkata. Still, widespread protests led by trade unions and
political interest groups drove many Marwaris away during a period that coincided with the
decline of Bengali industries.

Also read | World population to decrease from 2064: researchers

Host cultures’ challenge in assimilating migrants is mirrored in how origin countries and regions
capitalise on their diasporic communities. Israel is the most striking example of the soft power of
its extended community. Jewish individuals worldwide, particularly in America, are seen to  carry
a little piece of Israel within their hearts, whether they have ever lived in Israel. Birthright
citizenship and welcoming policies cement these ties. India has welcomed the philanthropic
contributions of its diasporic community and its soft power in specific instances — for example,
in garnering political support in the U.S. for the India-U.S. nuclear agreement. However, India’s
relationship with her diaspora remains uneasy at best. Most recently, it was reflected in the
comments on Indian social media questioning the Indian connection of Mr. Sunak. With
population growth in Africa, it will likely emerge as a region of strategic interest. A long history of

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/explained-where-is-population-growth-taking-place/article65647143.ece?homepage=true
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the Indian diaspora in various parts of Africa makes it imperative that New Delhi find a way of
mobilising this untapped resource and overcoming its ambivalence.

These challenges suggest that we need to reflect on the implications of a world population of  8
billion and learn to address the changing geographic and generational transformations if we are
to navigate our demographic destiny successfully. 

( Sonalde Desai is Distinguished University Professor, the University of Maryland and Professor
and Centre Director, NCAER-National Data Innovation Centre. Views are personal.)
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