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Across water-stressed regions of India, the difference between a community that manages its water
well and one that doesn’t, rarely comes down to rainfall alone. It comes down to governance; to
whether communities, institutions, and /local leadership are working together with clarity,
accountability, and shared purpose.

With demand continuing to outstrip supply, groundwater levels steadily declining, and climate
change compounding existing pressures, the need for a framework that could measure, incentivise,
and guide this kind of collective action had never been more urgent. Two persistent challenges
stood in the way: a lack of motivation for communities to adopt water-smart practices, and the
absence of a system to surface water investment opportunities and risks. Addressing both required
not just a technical tool, but a collaborative one.
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Water remains a scarce resource in many
parts of India, where demand continues to
outstrip supply and groundwater levels are
steadily declining. To fulfil the aspirations of
a young and growing population, while also
meeting nature’s needs sustainably, we must
transform our attitude toward water and
learn to use it judiciously. Groundwater
management in India faces a wide range of
problems, along with mainly two persistent
challenges: a lack of motivation and
incentives for communities to adopt water -
smart practices and the absence of a system
to reveal water investment opportunities
and risks. With climate change further
compounding India’s water crisis, the need
for sustainable water use has never been
more urgent.

Recently, in November 2025, the Ministry of
Jal Shakti organised, and the Hon. President
of India presented the 6% National Water
Awards for different categories for taking
measures for water conservation and
management. Maharashtra state won the
first award under the ‘Best State’ category. A
recent assessment made by WOTR by
applying the Water Governance Standard
(WGS), developed by WOTR, in multiple
states, also substantiates that Maharashtra’s
performance is outstanding compared to
Madhya Pradesh and Jharkhand. While
water, both surface water and groundwater,
is a state subject, investment in water
infrastructure comes from various sources,
including states, the centre governments,
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investors, donors, international agencies,
and community initiatives. The vast
infrastructure built through small, medium,
and major irrigation projects, along with the
implementation of soil and water
conservation measures such as watershed
development in thousands of villages across
Maharashtra, is a testament to this effort.

Here, the critical question arises as which are
the available benchmarks or yardsticks to
assess the performance of water resource
development and management, as well as
overall water governance at different levels
like village, watershed, block, region or
state? To address this question, different
agencies have come up with various
standards and benchmarks. For example, the
National Institute for Transforming India
(NITI) Aayog developed the Composite
Water Management Index (CWMD)
framework and created the first state-wide
CWMI for 2015 - 2016 and followed it
subsequently. Alternatively, the Alliance for
Water Stewardship (AWS), an international
agency, has developed the Water
Stewardship Standard, which primarily
assesses companies, industries, and
businesses’ water use patterns and
management and certifies them at various
levels of water neutrality. However, there
was no standard or benchmark which can
help assess the performance of water
management at the level of villages and
Gram Panchayats, the lowest administrative
unit in India.

Water Governance Standard

The Water Governance Standard (WGS), a pioneering rating and
certification framework developed by the Watershed Organisation
Trust (WOTR) and the WOTR Centre for Resilience Studies (W-CReS).

WATR

While national and global benchmarks such as NITI Aayog’s Composite
Water Management Index (CWMI) and the Alliance for Water
Stewardship (AWS) Standard assess water performance at state or
corporate levels, a critical gap has existed at the Gram Panchayat and
village level. The WGS fills this gap by offering a modular, evidence -
based framework that evaluates water governance across four

" dimensions and assigns villages a score leading to Bronze, Silver, Gold,
or Platinum certification.

Application of WGS across 94 villages in Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh,
and Jharkhand reveals stark inter - state differences, with Maharashtra
emerging as a leader due to its long - standing investments in
watershed development, enabling policy environment, and strong
community engagement. The article argues that WGS has strong policy
relevance and adoption potential, offering a scalable, transparent, and
incentive - linked mechanism to aquide investments promote
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Modules Number of Number of Number of Number of | Scoring
Components Sub-components | Assessment Criteria | Indicators Points
Governance and Institutions 4 5 14 16 27
Supply-side Water Management 4 9 27 43 45
Demand-Side Water Management 3 4 10 15 18
Sustainability and Equity 2 5 7 n 10
Total 4 13 23 58 85 100

Table 1: Modules and Scoring System

On the basis of the water scores the villages
receive, they are rated at four levels: Bronze,
Silver, Gold, and Platinum. By providing clear
action plans based on assessment, linking
progress in water management to preferential
access to investments and benefits, the WGS
encourages communities to adopt water - smart
attitudes and behaviours. It also guides investors
in identifying water investment opportunities
that can deliver sustained benefits to both
communities and investors. Another crucial
application of the standard is to serve as a tool to
assess the effectiveness of investments made by
government or private companies in community
- led water management projects. The goal of
WGS is to foster healthy competition among
rural communities, revealing promising water
investment opportunities that can deliver lasting
social, environmental, and economic benefits.

Maharashtra: Where Collaboration Ran
Deepest

To roll out WGS on the ground, we applied
it in 94 villages across Maharashtra (30
villages), Madhya Pradesh (34 villages), and
Jharkhand (30 villages). To ensure a true
representation of villages, we selected them
from different regions in the state and
across various types of projects on water
management, including those initiated by
the government, NGOs, and civil societies.
The results were surprising!

Out of the 94 villages assessed, 71 villages (76%)

received a score of less than 50, making them
ineligible for the certification. Jharkhand had
the largest number of ineligible villages at
97%, followed by Madhya Pradesh at 94%,
and Maharashtra had the least at 33%. Despite
receiving more rainfall and having better
water resources than Maharashtra, Jharkhand
and Madhya Pradesh, where many communities
face socio - economic vulnerabilities, fared
comparatively poorly in water resource
management.

Regarding ranking and certification, Jharkhand
received only one Bronze citation, and Madhya
Pradesh received two Bronze citations. In
contrast, Maharashtra received 20 citations,
comprising 87% of the total citations of 23. Out
of these, three were Bronze, ten were Silver, six
were Gold, and one was Platinum. The
remarkable performance of villages in
Maharashtra is the result of a rich history of
engagement between communities, government,
NGOs, Community - based Organisations
(CBOs), and Civil Society Organisations
(CSOs) in the water conservation and
development sector.

What made this particularly telling was that
Maharashtra's advantage was not one of
geography or rainfall. Jharkhand and Madhya
Pradesh both receive more rainfall and hold
better water resources. The difference lay in
decades of sustained collaboration between
communities, government bodies, NGOs,
community - based organisations, and civil
society, all working together in the water
conservation and development sector.

WGS Ranking and Certification Levels
State Not Eligible Bronze Silver ‘ Gold ‘ Platinum Total
Score
1-50 51-60 61-70 71-80 81-100
Jharkhand 29 1 (0] (¢} ¢} 30
Madhya Pradesh 32 2 (0] 0 0 34
Maharashtra 10 3 10 6 1 30
Total 71 6 10 6 1 94

Table 2: State-wise Performance of WGS Ranking
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Maharashtra has made significant efforts and
investments in soil and water conservation,
watershed development, irrigation projects,
and water management over decades.
This includes not only creating physical
infrastructure but also raising awareness and
mobilising communities, building stakeholder
ownership, strengthening the capacities of
local leadership and institutions, and fostering
collaborative partnerships across stakeholders.

Furthermore, Maharashtra has been a pioneer in
formulating policies and promoting water
efficiency - enhancing technologies in the farm
sector, such as the Maharashtra Water Resource
Regulatory Authority Act, 2005, Maharashtra
Management of Irrigation Systems by Farmers
Act, 2005, the Maharashtra Groundwater
Act 1993 and 2009. These factors, among
others, have contributed to 67% of villages
assessed in Maharashtra receiving a citation,
compared to only 6% in Madhya Pradesh and
3% in Jharkhand.

A Tool for Collective Action at Scale

WGS provides a scalable, transparent, and
measurable framework to track water
governance performance at the village /
Gram Panchayat level, catalyse the healthy
competitive dynamics among villages. At the
same time, it facilitates investors and donors as
well as government agencies to make informed
decisions regarding prioritising the investment.
WGS can be embedded in state and national
water programmes (such as PMKSY-WSD
(IWMP), Atal Bhujal, Jal Jeevan Mission) for
monitoring, inspiring local communities by
facilitating awards and recognitions to villages to
perform better, thus it enables governments to
identify ‘low - hanging fruit’ and promote
behavioural change for achieving water security.

WGS can be customised to suit various
regional conditions and adopted by different
Indian states. Although the present version
of WGS is best suited to rainfed and
groundwater - dependent villages, with the
relevant modifications, it can also be adapted
for use in regions considered ‘water abundant’
or in command areas of dams through Water
Users Associations. To summarise, WGS is
immensely useful for rural communities,
government agencies, private and social
investors, donors, philanthropies, social impact
funds, development practitioners, researchers,
and evaluators in the water sector.

Governance Is a Collective Achievement

What the WGS ultimately demonstrates is
something that water professionals have long
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understood but policy has been slow to
reflect: that water security is not primarily a
technical problem. It is a governance problem,
and governance is always, at its core, a
collaborative one.

The villages that scored highest were not
necessarily the ones with the most infrastructure
or the most rainfall. They were the ones where
communities had learned to manage a shared
resource together, where institutions had
earned trust, where local leadership had been
built up over time, and where the habit of
working across stakeholder lines had become
second nature.

Scaling that habit and giving it a framework,
a score, and a pathway to recognition and
investment is precisely what the WGS was
designed to do. The results from Maharashtra
suggest it can. The opportunity now is to take
those lessons further, across more states,
more villages, and more of the collaborative
partnerships that make water security not just
measurable, but achievable.
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