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Abstract

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, primarily recognized for his pioneering work in social justice, law,
and the upliftment of the marginalized communities in India, also made significant contributions to the
field of water management. Ambedkar's vision extended beyond social reform, encompassing areas of
economic development, urbanization, and natural resource management, including water. His ideas and
initiatives provided a foundational framework for understanding the importance of water as both a public
good and a catalyst for social and economic transformation. This paper delves into Dr. Ambedkar's
contributions to water management in India, emphasizing his work in the context of the governance of
water resources, the importance of equitable access to water, and the integration of water management with

social justice principles.

Introduction

Water has always been a crucial element
in the growth and sustainability of civilizations,
and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar understood its
significance in the socio-economic development
of India. His contributions to water management,
however, are often overshadowed by his more
famous work related to caste-based social reform
and the drafting of the Indian Constitution.
Nevertheless, his ideas about water management
resonate in contemporary debates around
equitable distribution, social inclusion, and the
role of governance in managing natural
resources.
This paper aims to explore Dr. Ambedkar’s
engagement with water issues, looking at his
thoughts on water access, his role in the
development of water policies, and his
contributions to projects focused on water
resource management.
The Concept of Water as a Social Justice
Issue

Dr. Ambedkar's advocacy for the
marginalized sections of society was deeply
connected to his understanding of water as a
basic need and a critical resource for survival.
His focus was on making water available to all
communities, particularly the "untouchables"
(Dalits), who faced social and economic
exclusion in various ways, including access to
water resources.
Ambedkar's engagement with water issues can
be seen through his leadership in the struggle for

the rights of the oppressed classes to access
water from public wells, tanks, and other
community resources. One of the most notable
instances of his involvement in water-related
activism occurred during his time in the town of
Mahad, where he led the famous Mahad
Satyagraha in 1927. This movement was aimed
at breaking the caste-based restrictions that
prevented Dalits from accessing the public water
tank, which was seen as a symbol of social
inequality and discrimination.
By leading this struggle, Ambedkar highlighted
the intersection of water access with social
justice, asserting that denying water to
marginalized communities was not only an
economic injustice but also a form of social
oppression. His actions in Mahad contributed to
the larger movement for Dalit rights and also laid
the groundwork for more  systematic,
institutional approaches  to addressing
inequalities in access to natural resources.
Ambedkar’s Views on Water Infrastructure
and Development

Dr. Ambedkar’s contributions to water
management were not confined to social
activism alone but also extended to policy and
governance. His vision of an inclusive, modern
India necessitated the development of water
infrastructure that would be accessible to all
sections of society, particularly the poor and
disenfranchised.
Ambedkar's  perspective  on infrastructure
development can be analysed through his role in
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shaping the Indian Constitution, which
established the foundation for the state's role in
managing resources for public welfare. Though
he did not directly draft policies on water
management, his principles regarding the state's
responsibility to ensure the welfare of
marginalized communities influenced many
post-independence policies and programs.
Ambedkar recognized the necessity  of
developing sustainable irrigation  systems,
equitable distribution of water, and ensuring that
water was managed not just as a commaodity, but
as a public resource that needed to be fairly
distributed. In this context, his thoughts align
with  contemporary concerns about water
scarcity, the over-extraction of groundwater, and
the need for decentralized governance in
managing water resources.
Dr. Ambedkar and the Development of the
Socially Inclusive Water Governance Model

One of the key aspects of Dr.
Ambedkar’s vision was the idea of a just society
in which all citizens, regardless of caste, had
equal rights to essential services, including
water. His thoughts on governance and water
management influenced the way modern India
has approached water allocation and rural water
supply schemes.
Ambedkar’s emphasis on the role of the state in
protecting the interests of marginalized
communities can be seen in the evolution of
water management policies in post-independence
India. The National Water Policy of 1987, for
example, emphasized equitable  water
distribution as a core principle, aligning with
Ambedkar's broader vision of social justice and
inclusivity.
In this sense, Ambedkar’s framework
contributed indirectly to shaping the policies of
water management at both the national and state
levels. His insistence on the rights of the
marginalized extended beyond land and social
issues to include environmental resources,
positioning water as a critical element in
addressing economic disparities.
Key Water Management Initiatives and
Ambedkar’s Influence

While Dr. Ambedkar did not directly
oversee specific large-scale water management
projects, his influence can be traced through
various initiatives and institutions created post-
independence. His legacy indirectly shaped key
infrastructure  projects in water resources
management, particularly in areas like irrigation,
rural water supply, and public health.
1. Irrigation Development
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Ambedkar’s understanding of the
importance of irrigation for agricultural
development is reflected in the later expansion of
irrigation systems across India. He recognized
that access to water for agriculture was essential
for the economic empowerment of rural
communities, particularly those from
marginalized backgrounds. His ideas laid the
foundation for the development of extensive
irrigation networks in states like Maharashtra,
Andhra Pradesh, and Punjab, which would later
become crucial to India’s agricultural economy.
2. The Creation of Water Management
Institutions

Post-independence, Ambedkar’s
advocacy for more decentralized governance
influenced the creation of institutions that would
promote equitable water distribution. Notably,
Ambedkar’s work with the Bombay Presidency
and his role in creating various local government
reforms pointed to the need for local bodies to
manage water resources effectively.

Ambedkar’s commitment to  democratic
governance also laid the intellectual groundwork
for the later formation of institutions like the
Central Water Commission (CWC), which
began to play a major role in planning,
development, and regulation of water resources
across India.

Dr. Ambedkar’s Legacy in Modern Water
Management

Today, India continues to face
challenges related to water scarcity, pollution,
and inequality in access to water. Dr.
Ambedkar's contributions, particularly his ideas
on social justice and equitable distribution,
provide a framework for addressing these
challenges in a way that prioritizes the needs of
marginalized communities.

As India grapples with climate change and water
crises in various regions, Ambedkar’s emphasis
on public ownership and equitable
distribution of water resources remains relevant.
His legacy provides a blueprint for addressing
current  water  management  challenges,
particularly in ensuring that the marginalized
communities—especially Dalits, Adivasis, and
other backward classes—have equal access to
clean and safe water.

Conclusion

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s contributions to
water management in India are an integral but
often overlooked part of his wider social and
political vision. His work laid the foundation for
a just, equitable approach to water access and
governance, stressing the importance of state
responsibility in ensuring water for all citizens,
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particularly the marginalized. By examining his

life and work in the context of water

management, we can appreciate the depth of his

vision and the enduring relevance of his ideas in

solving the water-related challenges facing India

today.
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