Water-Land-Poverty Nexus in the IGB

Opportunities exist in IGB countries for reducing rural poverty through agricultural growth. Data across Indian states in 1990/2000 shows that, on average, 1% increase in GDP/person can decrease total HCR by 1.4% and a 1% increase in agriculture GDP shall reduce rural HCR by about 1%. A reliable irrigation supply is a key determinant for better inputs use, such better seed varieties, fertilizer, pesticide etc, thereby aiding in productivity increase and reduce poverty, as evident in the case of Punjab and Haryana. Although not as high as in western parts of the IGB, the access to irrigation in eastern IGB, comprising Bihar, eastern parts of Uttar Pradesh and in western Bangladesh is substantially high, but poverty is also high there.  Low productivity due to recurrent floods, and inadequate infrastructure facilities, such as roads, markets, electricity, are major constraints in this area.

Adequate access to quality land is also a major determinant of low rural poverty. While, the incidence of poverty among the marginal to small land-holders in central and eastern IGB states (Bihar, West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh) is very high, it is not strikingly lower among the large land holders in these states. Poverty among the medium to large landholders in the states of western IGB is almost non-existent. In Bangladesh, more than 50% of the landless people are poor, and the poverty among the small land holders are three-times higher than the large land holders. The incidence of poverty in the near landless (0-0.5ha) and marginal land holders (0.5-1.5ha), 48 and 33%, are more than twice the poverty levels of small (1.5-2.5 acres) and marginal (2.5-7.5 acres) land holders respectively. In Pakistan, more than half of the landless population, whose livelihood depends on agriculture, is poor and in Nepal, more than half the population in landless to small land holders is poor, but poverty among the large land-holders is not strikingly lower either.

Although access to irrigated land, is a major determinant of decreasing rural poverty, intensive irrigation could also contribute to land degradation and threaten the very benefits that irrigation has delivered to the rural people.

Linkages of water for domestic purposes and poverty

Quality of drinking water supply is also a major constraint in some location. A major part of the rural population depend their domestic water supply from groundwater. There is clear evidence that drinking water from groundwater in many regions is contaminated with salt, iron, fluoride, arsenic etc. Also, drinking water supply from canals and stream are contaminated with industrial waste and agriculture runoff. Majority of the households using canal water for drinking are short of adequate supply for healthy conditions during the canal closure.

An analysis of NSS data of 23 NSS regions in 7 riparian states of Indian IGB shows that large scope exists for reducing rural poverty by increasing water productivity as evident from the increase in elasticity of rural HCR with water productivity. In Bihar, a 1% increase in water productivity will reduce rural HCR by 6% and on the other hand. A 1% reduction in rural poverty can bring a 0.27% growth in water productivity. It is also noted that lower access to land acts as a constraint in reducing rural poverty. From the analysis, it is clear that Eastern IGB has greater opportunities in increasing water productivity higher input use, given its low level of input use at present. In western IGB, WP increases can be obtained by shifting to high-value crops.
