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Water, Water...
Indore’s tragedy a familiar story of apathy pan-India
TOI Editorial

In India when something seems too good to be true, mostly and unfortunately it is. The tragedy unfolding
in Indore - repeatedly ranked as India’s cleanest city - due to contaminated tap water exposes the huge
gap between rankings and civic realities. As of going to print, 10 people have died, 272 have been
hospitalised, and over 2,000 have fallen ill in Indore’s Bhagirathpura area over the past 10 days. The
culprit? Leakage from a toilet built at a local police check post. The outlet from the toilet emptied into a
pit constructed directly above the main water supply pipeline in the area - the point of contamination.

Of course, MP govt has said the guilty won’t be spared. But explain that to the mother of a six-month-old
who succumbed to contaminated water. Safe, potable water ought to be a basic utility across the country.
That even the cleanest city can’t ensure this exemplifies apathy and lack of accountability. Plus, safe
drinking water simply isn’t an election issue. NITI Aayog’s Composite Water Management Index in 2018
highlighted that India ranked 120 out of 122 countries on the water quality index with nearly 70% of
water being contaminated.

And not only is the problem always at source. A huge proportion of tapped water is actually transported
through old pipes running next to sewage lines. This not only increases chances of contamination, but
also sees groundwater seepage into supply pipes due to lack of pressure in them. Societies like Indore
that may appear clean actually have a lot of problems just beneath the surface. Recall that in Nov, Indore’s
75-year-old Shastri Bridge had seen a section cave in due to rat infestation that hollowed out the
foundation. Maybe Indore’s doing a Ratatouille and embracing its vermin problem. But unlike the Pixar-
Disney production, real lives are at stake.
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Transforming a waste-ridden urban India
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India needs to move away from a linear to circular mode of waste management,
minimising waste and also recovering energy and other resources.

Akshay Rout, [ Former Director General, Swachh Bharat Mission. ]

At the 30th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(COP30), at Belem, in November 2025, host Brazil quite fittingly placed waste at the heart of the climate
agenda. Sizeable funds were committed to a new global initiative, No Organic Waste, NOW, to cut
methane emissions. The Conference noted Circularity as the way to inclusive growth, cleaner air, and
healthier populations. COP30 called upon cities to accelerate circularity initiatives where waste is
recognised as a resource. Mission LiFE (Lifestyle for Environment), espoused by India at COP26, in
Glasgow in 2021, calling for “deliberate utilisation, instead of mindless and destructive consumption” was
strongly premised on the idea of circularity as well.

Urban India, its growing problem of waste

Expanding cities and towns are an irreversible reality in growing India. The choice is between good and
bad cities. Often, this choice gets translated into clean and pollution-free cities or waste-ridden, ugly
urban areas. A number of studies suggest that Indian cities do not match up to global standards in
providing a clean and healthy environment. Pollution is the talk of the town, posing questions to an
aspirational India.

The National Capital Region (NCR) as well as many other cities in the country are also among the world’s
most polluted. Governments and regulators are at work, with courts also stepping in, but with limited
effect. Citizen grievance is at its peak. The Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), that ended open defecation in
India within a specific timeframe, has the active goal of making the cities clean and garbage free.

It is estimated that cities in India will generate 165 million tonnes of waste annually by 2030, and emit
over 41 million tonnes of greenhouse gases. By 2050, as the urban population grows to about 814 million,
the waste burden could rise to 436 million tonnes. Without early solutions, these will result in grave
levels of emissions, and creating havoc with peoples’ health, the economy and the overall climate. The
goal of Garbage Free Cities (GFC) by 2026 is an existential necessity, not a matter of aesthetics.

Under SBM Urban 2.0, about 1,100 cities and towns have been rated free of dumpsites, if not exactly free
of garbage. Complete freedom from garbage, fortified by sustainable waste management and resource
optimisation, is possible when all 5,000 cities and towns adopt the circular economy model, which
underlines waste as a resource. India needs to move away from a linear to circular mode of waste
management, with the twin objectives of minimising waste and recovering energy and other resources.

Plastic, construction and demolition waste

The good thing is that more than half of municipal waste is organic that can be managed through
composting from a house to large bio-methanation plants. Compressed Biogas Plants (CBG) have created
possibilities of generating green fuel from municipal wet waste, whereas complete combustion of this
also yields power. More than a third of the waste piled in cities is dry, all of which is not recyclable. The
demon in this category is plastic, posing a threat to the ecosystem and human health.
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Plastic waste also poses the toughest challenge to waste management. Dry waste is dependent on the
critical habit of efficient segregation at households before recycling is done through material recovery
facilities, which need to be constantly augmented with the rise in the waste burden. Refuse derived fuel
from dry waste, as a source of energy for cement and other industries, is still under consolidation. But
there is much distance to cover for entrepreneurship and market linkages in these modes of circularity.

Construction and demolition waste — about 12 million tonnes is generated in a year — is a major city
spoiler, as it causes pollution in urban centres. It is collateral damage from relentless construction, at
times unplanned, in India’s fast-growing economy. Unauthorised dumping of construction discards
wherever there is space, by the roadside, or even city lanes, is a common sight in India.

Much of this waste can be reused or recycled as cost-efficient raw materials of substantial value. This will
also cause less damage to the environment. Minor construction and demolition waste mixed up with
other unsegregated household waste and dumped in waste bins do not help processing. The recycling
capacity in India is rising but is not sufficient to match the rate of construction and demolition waste
being generated.

What could help is ensuring more serious compliance with the Construction and Demolition Waste
Management Rules, 2016, which seek to levy a charge on generators of high volumes of construction and
demolition waste, besides setting out other parameters. The Environment (Construction and Demolition)
Waste Management Rules, 2025 are to come into effect from April 1, 2026.

Wastewater is the other thread in waste management and circularity. Water and sanitation are state
subjects and States need to take proactive steps to recycle wastewater and reuse it in agriculture,
horticulture, and for industrial purposes. Water security in cities has a causal link with complete used
water and faecal sludge management, as outlined under urban missions such as Atal Mission for
Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT) and SBM. With India’s water stock inadequate to meet
the needs of its population, recycling and reuse are the only ways out to meet increasing water demand.

Hurdles before circularity

The path to achieving circularity is not an easy one, considering the multiplicity of actors. The smooth
functioning of segregation of waste at source, collection logistics and processing, and aggregation and
distribution are far from ideal. Recycled products face quality issues, marketing challenges and
consequential financial feasibility.

Besides infrastructure, there are shortfalls in testing and monitoring. Extended Producer Responsibility
(EPR) has yet to extend to all categories of dry waste. Construction and demolition waste has issues of
identification, tracing and tracking of its origin. This is an issue that has not been integrated in an ideal
way with construction and building laws to ensure proper accountability. Inter-departmental
coordination, stakeholder awareness, and incentive and penalty systems must vastly improve, with
sharper focus to make meaningful circularity possible in city societies.

Resource shortfalls with municipalities for taking up circularity projects require early resolution. It is
heartening that policymakers, experts and industrial houses deliberated on these issues at a national
urban conclave in New Delhi recently while working out an agenda for urban rejuvenation. Last year,
Asia-Pacific nations, at their meeting in Jaipur endorsed an Indian initiative of ‘Cities Coalition for
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Circularity (C-3)’ for efficient knowledge and expertise sharing among cities and institutions of the
region.

Citizens need to get a clear sense of profit and a true cause in order to be partners in the circularity
movement. In a society that is becoming increasingly consumerist, the first R of the three Rs — ‘Reduce,
Reuse, Recycle’ — looks a difficult proposition to achieve. With products and consumable items arriving
in new incarnations each day, ‘reuse’ may become a tall order too. ‘Recycling’, aided by technology and
private enterprise and with sound policy backup, could emerge as a pillar of circularity. It could also be
an assured way of helping India’s cities and towns move away from swamps of waste while adding to
national resources.

Date: 03-01-26

Recasting sanitation with urban-rural partnerships

The model in Satara district in Maharashtra is an innovative experiment.

Aasim Mansuri, [ Principal Researcher and Center Head-Strategy, Center for Water and Sanitation,
CRDF-CEPT University. ]

Dhruv Bhavsar, [ Principal Researcher and Center Head, Center for Water and Sanitation, CRDF-
CEPT University. |

Upasana Yadav, [ Senior Program Lead, Center for Water and Sanitation, CRDF-CEPT University. |
Kasturi Joshi, [ Program Lead, Center for Water and Sanitation, CRDF-CEPT University. |

Jinal Chheda, [ Senior Research Associate, Center for Water and Sanitation, CRDF-CEPT University.

]

When the Swachh Bharat Mission (‘Clean India Mission’) was launched in 2014, its vision was both
simple and transformative; to ensure that every household in India had access to a toilet. In just a decade,
this vision has become reality. More than 12 crore household toilets have been built in rural India, and
every village has declared itself Open Defecation Free (ODF). This achievement has improved public
health, reduced indignities faced by women and vulnerable groups, and marked a turning point in India’s
development journey.

Focus on waste management

Yet, the success of the sanitation mission has also revealed the next frontier. Toilets are only the starting
point. The real challenge lies in managing the resultant faecal waste. In most rural households, septic
tanks and pits serve as the primary form of containment. Over time, these fill up and must be desludged
at regular intervals. Without safe systems for collection, transport, and treatment, the gains of the ODF
movement risk being undermined. It is this challenge that defines the transition to Swachh Bharat
Mission (Grameen), or SBM-G, Phase II, with its focus on ODF Plus.
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ODF Plus goes beyond toilet construction to ensure the sustainability of outcomes through solid and
liquid waste management, behavioural change, and safe sanitation service chains. The progress has been
encouraging. As of October 2025, more than 5.68 lakh villages, nearly 97% of India’s total, have been
declared ODF Plus. But faecal sludge management remains one of the most critical gaps in the sanitation
chain, especially in peri-urban and rural areas.

Maharashtra has been at the forefront of experimenting with innovative approaches to address this gap.
The State has invested in more than 200 faecal sludge treatment plants in urban areas and encouraged
co-treatment in 41 sewage treatment plants. These facilities are a backbone of treatment infrastructure
to cities, but the challenge lies in extending their benefits to the villages that surround them. It is here
that urban-rural partnerships show great promise.

At the gram panchayat level

In Satara district, Maharashtra, such a partnership was put into practice. Satara city’s faecal sludge
treatment plant, with a capacity of 65 kilo litres a day (KLD), was operating below full capacity.
Recognising this, four villages, Jakatwadi, Songaon, Kodoli, and Degaon, have been brought under an
arrangement that will allow them to access the city’s treatment plant.

Their septic tanks, often never desludged or emptied only at exorbitant rates by informal operators, will
be serviced at regular intervals and in a safe way. A private service provider is to be engaged by the gram
panchayats, under a contract, to provide scheduled desludging services every five years.

The costs will be recovered through a modest sanitation tax levied by the gram panchayats, ensuring
affordability and accountability. A formal agreement between the Satara Panchayat Samiti and the Satara
Municipal Council will allow authorised desludging vehicles from the gram panchayats to access the
faecal sludge treatment plant and treat the sludge at no cost , making the arrangement sustainable and
mutually beneficial.

But not every village can be linked to a treatment system of a city. Some will have to treat their waste
independently. An example is Mayani, a large village in Khatav taluka. With the high demand for
desludging services, the gram panchayat has agreed to introduce scheduled desludging every five to
seven years, managed by either a private operator or local self-help groups.

In addition, Mayani has been selected for the development of a cluster-level faecal sludge treatment plant
under the SBM-G, designed to serve around 80 surrounding villages. This approach shows that rural
clusters can pool resources to develop standalone treatment infrastructure that meets their needs, while
remaining financially and technically viable.

The demonstration of urban-rural linkages and the standalone faecal sludge management business model
in Satara district will promote the adoption and the institutionalisation of safe, sustainable sanitation
services across rural Maharashtra. It also aims to show that sustaining the gains of ODF and effectively
integrating faecal sludge management into rural sanitation require strong collaboration between urban
and rural governments, private and public actors, and citizens and institutions.

A model that can be scaled up
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If scaled up, such models have the potential to transform not only villages in Maharashtra but also rural
communities across the country. By doing so, India can ensure that its sanitation gains are not only
celebrated today but can be sustained for generations to come. The true measure of Swachh Bharat will

not only be the toilets built but also the systems created to manage them — systems that protect peoples’
health, preserve the environment, and uphold the dignity that this mission set out to achieve.
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3T YeRIUT T SIS 7FAT TAGId oTel, Sfodh dg ITET 8l &, S 9t Ad A el deb aF aldl gl Fs e
F RE qard & & AR a1 9 IS qguarsal § AT S &1 I8 U8 AT T Tk SAe-ugdre
famerdr g1 FRaiferer fasmer e Th-gEl ¥ Fead FH A gl g5d AT wefir e Sa 3R
vt fasmn @ aweag e gars & o €1

AT 3TN & &% R e FF2’ & 3HE A A AW o gt @ A & § 3R AR
ST T &faaed X &l &1 300 WG &7 Il Uil STl Uisal & dell Sl § 3R AT a9 qea 37ar
€, 519 T STeIgliel 81 Tehl Bl &1 T HHA-AIRIAc AL AT hRishA! & Thdleadel & AR gl &
ST gl

S I A5 UrUess fer & S §, Seafe A A e, R R SoR dead sgawdr Wyt
€1 g T SIr| 3R QgLRIOT Yl Serar & T 8, ofehel 3TH FI&T Melprdl, R fFRmeE 3R
TN AT P AT F fear §1 ol &9 T o 937 Hal Taad [ga =T &1 JAT g1 oot &
A Uo7 fegd AHS HRENT §1C 910, difeh AT 9erd 3R fATHT i 3rerer fhar S @ 3R Al Fr
gaceT & T A STer 3MIft 7 W FS FAT cHaEAr 7

AIRUTTIRT €1 IIelt &l &, 87 S il & 3N ad aF Xl § o a9 8 § a1 81?7 A Hafad T
AR s 3 T € 5HS B §1 S9 RIS Fadd e Fg gl dr 7 o TaH JE&d @ on) g 8
AR & & e R Tl Al &1 gl B ST & A Sl & 9 @ & IR GGqWr H dd AT SHer
g, S AT fIAR USeT AT FT 9T gl

MU TWHR T8l ¥ UPATH Fld o Sold gled & a6 & AFAT al ¢l Jg HasHs sAsr &
dile =T & o ST B STET #RA & Wieg # AR o durfas 3f¥eR giafRad fev ¢ adl gufera
Agoiel 39 o U AR SR & S dfAuUET & gede 21 & dgd Sl & IfReR Hr Faride
grEAT ¥ foehell §, o fob TUSC QT ATl dTed 8T Jacdeid &gt

¥ 9TSTel Hhe @ AU & T gIqd & d1g dlchiileh 3URI il YATCH 761 g1 ST THT cTaedm H
g, o THEAT YeT g9 & ugd & 3% Ud THh| 5T% fov SHT & A T Isudrssar H el ST gler
AIRT, Ulell ol 3Tfel &l aTell 3R 3HHT S it dTeil Sl 3oldl @M S I1eT 3R 37d 2.0 # &l &
| 3R GRIET 91l g R SAR AT

ek &1 Al #S gH FGT, VA § HRA o SGF dHRAT @ gar d Auraar AT @G g, 39 3@
AT & 38 39 el & gl H GRaT FARTT FEh gl 38 FedUHRT Igag w61, dioh HIuTfAs
aridcd 3R AT e raegehdr & &9 H W G|
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o @ IANHT deh gTelld doil F def ® & AN 38 o vRr g gfaror o ar fAuigs gk @ e
T 8 HRA &1 Afdl # 8 FT deelia & Tohd ¢ AR TE SR ST §| ey H wh WA deena fewn
g, forgehr =af arferearer & o & W& 81 O & A e o & fader AN FoeAvgH SO o 9
foram, St TR T gey, Afger 3R 375719 Thche EAT A FT THT Ugel doh FA F FolhR AT feam T
3egld Taolfeleh &9 & Teh ifhedia oar ar gfafafr O g Bern seer i aifeedsr i A
3Tl & 37EJeT 37Tl TIfeeh dFAGT H S MHA-THT 30, o g1 Ao &1 #Hidr 3mar| 589 dAlh &
BT T SR & FET HellghR HAgeAe Id - ot aren fhar § 3R ge 3marer arfes o o gry Aeme
T Hcloldl HIFHAG Jord 1 81 9T § 3R urfeneat & o 58 @ @it 1 Al oo =1 &1 7S & &7 @
& UIfhEdT & TY doAd SIRT g1 AT 379 39 delld & 319 FHAT 3o drell g7

SEXETel, SITCCY H g TUTAAA @iider forar & 3ifaH @EhR @1 AT Red UR & Al A geo @
ofTclT g1 aoFd & HcIoeh, FHealld & da heaR deolel Ield =il ¢ G 21 &1 g o qrfehedre=ir adr
W 3Flg A6 oA AR fader #A A 3 o 3FAG @ qU e fRmnn B, df 39 3FAe €
qIfREd & 3G H FS 3elhel deolld HT| Tg@Tel, TIfhediel & Y & o7el, dfesh siveneer & ary s
HRA I 3T AT FHeahifddr dreffiel S0 I@AT AIfRT| S @ SA1ET gRAT 8 aR #Agal usar g
sTH FS BRI A& 6 3w afFaar W € S oRT A 3T e TRRET ¥ ¥ AT A &1 R
feett & STaemeer 7 ¥W #7el §gd T T &, W R 3§ AT &0 & AT g1 AR facer #:# o o
H

Tqse gl & & 'O TRl & Fis gEEar §, aF 39 R F R e ¥ A ST AR FH A FA
T AATHR HET &, TATdr 7 T T & GIH HET, 3 Th 37 & FT F gH T N I g1’ arhs,
§H 37T SYAGR FHRACIAT T AT IWeAT g H FgT A R & 8T FHAl iy g HT v gger 1 8
SEr AIfRU| 7S e RUd deemcell gaEar Se 3w Mh IR T FEAER F §U Ak o
forar g1 @ifeer foar & aRaR AR deaeREl & 9fd 3oel ddead saed @1 g1 3§ @Aed, fhg
39S Ul FI UAET gt Ayl

WWWW%%WWW%&WW&WN%%mﬂmﬁmaﬁ@ﬁaraﬂ
T &1 S 2 gH I &1 Wed €, S §AR T Aok fotd | 8, 3o ol & uid ¢ Fgfeid ¥R
TEAT AR T HAHAAG &1 Blelilh, §H HIHAAAGA I HGhcl H HIg Slecdloll A d Tl M|
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SR o 3T & FET 8, §HA O e F IR &l §U F$ W Ul Y ST WY Fr oA 5w
3 HEHTAT HT 3fefehel 3R Agl A, dF R HI 3 R IS & & A Fie P A gl 97|
3R FE A IR HTAHAIG & T@T 8, o 96 gAN Tl AT 37G FAT Far §? 92h, FHeahid erdiel I8,
WA e focdl & wHSlr A e Al




