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‘50 Years of Water Laws in India: Looking Back & The Future’

India has a long history of explicit water laws rooted in its colonial past. However, in the 1970s, India became one of the first countries of the global South to establish extensive water legislation that focused on environmental aspects and formulated rules for abatement of water pollution, contesting water uses and integrated science-based governance of water resources. These water laws led to the establishment of regulatory and intermediary institutions, the setting up of formal rules, the evolution of governance norms and the rise of an extensive water bureaucracy. During the initial years, the water laws and policies were largely state-driven and state-centric, based on command-and-control principles. Eventually, after the 1990s, the focus shifted to more hybrid and market-based arrangements and ideals. The water laws and policies have significantly shaped India’s waterscape, economy and society. After 50 years, it is pertinent to examine the water laws and policies’ capacity to achieve the stated goals and reflect on the missed opportunities and neglected spheres, especially from the environmental and developmental perspectives. These reflections are crucial in a context where India wishes to achieve the SDGs by 2030 at a time when developmental policies are becoming more polarised, emphatic and human-centric. India is among the top five economies in terms of total GDP and number one in terms of population; however, it still accounts for a vast marginalised and vulnerable population. The growing economy, industry, and society need access to adequate and ‘safe’ water resources in an era greatly altered by climate change, mega-disasters and uncertainties.

This special issue will be a multi-disciplinary attempt to collectively reflect on the social life of water laws formulated during the last five decades in India and their impact on society, economy and environment. What are the current states of water resources in India, and how have the legislation and other socio-economic and political factors shaped the use and governance of water? How are legislations viewed in a changed political economy (dominated by neo-liberal and populist values) by the dominant (state-based, business, international actors, scientists) and other actors (common public, civil society, indigenous groups)? Using the socio-legal lens and the capacity of these laws to bring positive developmental and regulatory changes, we will analyse the role and effectiveness of law in promoting socio-economic goals and helping achieve scientific and environmental objectives for science-based integrated water governance. How will the landscape of water legislation evolve in future? In a nutshell, apart from examining the past, this endeavour will reflect on the future challenges for effective water governance and legislation-making in a rapidly transforming emerging economy.

The themes which it will cover:

1. State capacity and in-capacity to formulate and implement water laws
1. Market-based governance and water laws
1. Judiciary and water laws
1. Implementation gap
1. Emerging pollutants
1. Plastic pollution and laws
1. Climate change laws and water
1. Cross-cutting water governance
1. Law communication
1. Traditional values vs. legal regimes
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