
The Upper Doab region between the 
Ganges and Yamuna has traditionally 
been extremely fertile with many rivers 
and their tributaries flowing in this 
region. Over the last decade, this belt has 
started facing water shortages along with 
contamination of water bodies. At the 
root of this problem is the disappearance 
and stagnant village ponds. The growing 
population in the region has resulted in 
the encroachment of the ponds while 
those remaining are dirty and in poor 

Progressive farmers in Meerut district 

are adopting an integrated 
approach to farming that comprises 

of pond creation/rejuvenation 

enabling fish farming, organic 

agriculture through composting 

and dairy farming linked with 

bio-gas plants.

shape. The ponds which were once the lifeline 
of the villages have led to health problems. 
Once a water rich area of the state of Uttar 
Pradesh, the Upper Doab region is beginning 
to stare at a water scarcity situation.

One of the first to realize the gravity of the 
situation was a Meerut based NGO named 
Neer Foundation who began a “talaab bachao 
– talaab banao” (Save Ponds, Make Ponds) 
campaign as early as 2004. This campaign 
not only encourages the creation of new 
ponds but also the revival of existing dead 
ponds. Over the years, this campaign has had 
hundreds of ponds freed from encroachment 
while dozens of new ponds have been built. 
As part of the campaign, the foundation has 
nominated Jal Dhoots (Water Ambassadors) 
who take up issues related to ponds in villages 
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and encourage as well as motivate farmers to 
build new ponds. The Jal Dhoots also provide 
technical and financial assistance to farmers 
in digging ponds while also arranging for 
water from the canal to fill the ponds.

Rearing a new breed of ‘Water Farmers’

Their efforts have translated into many 
success stories emerging from the region and 
one that stands out is Satish Kumar, who has 
been a Jal Dhoot for 10 years and happens to 
be sarpanch of Karnawal village in Meerut 
district. He is a prosperous farmer owning 
25 bigha (measure) of land and was growing 
sugarcane like most others in the region. 
When he became self-aware about the long 
term sustainability of the sugarcane crop, 

he built three large ponds with guidance 
from the foundation which brims with water 
today. The ponds are recharged daily with 
water released in the canal. He uses the pond 
to nurture two cycles of marketable fish 
which he plans to sell commercially. During 
the offseason, the pond will be dried and 
the bottom silt will removed to maintain 
its recharge capacity; the silt can be used in 
a compost. He also has a full-fledged milk 
dairy with the dairy feed refuse channelled 
to the pond for the fish to feed. Finally, 
a biogas plant has been operational that 
generates sufficient electricity for domestic as 
well as commercial use. This pond is clearly 
at the centre of his farm enterprise which 
is linked with other aspects. With the help 

Devinder Singh
A farmer in Dola village of Baghpat district 
has three lots of 50 bigha land each. Working 
closely with Rashtriya Jal Biradari network 
he has turned into an organic farmer. 
Although he is yet to bring his entire land 
under organic farming, he is gradually 
increasing his basket of organic crops by 
finding new avenues to market his produce 
for better prices.
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of the foundation, Satish has been able to 
leverage government schemes which offer 
grants/subsidies for agricultural farmers and 
has become the pride of the village. He is 
now providing consultancy services to other 
farmers who are interested in adapting his 
example. Recently, ground water levels have 
been recorded by the foundation as a baseline 
so that recharge levels can be monitored over 
a period of time. According to Satish, you do 
not need large land holding to build your own 
pond, even a 1.5 to 2 bigha plot can have its 
own pond. 

Combating climate change by changing 
the practice of burning the crop residue 

Ending the environmentally degrading 
practice of burning agricultural residue that 
leads to emission of greenhouse gases, the 
Neer Foundation developed a project to 
provide farmers with an alternate composting 
technique that can help increase the soil 
fertility by the use of the compost generated. 
In a pilot demonstration conducted in 2014, 
eight farmers in Meerut district were chosen 
for demonstration of the LR Compost 
technique on the basis of their willingness to 
move towards organic inputs for their crop. 
Post training of the farmers, construction 
of the pits were completed in a few months. 

REFLECTIONS 
• Initiatives such as the 

promotion of an integrated 
model of creating fish ponds 
along with dairy farming and 
bio-gas generation should be 
commended.

• The logic of saving every drop 
of water at the farm/village 
level looks very tempting. 
However, any sustainable water 
resource management will 
have to be looked in the overall 
context of the river basin 
and a comprehensive water 
balance study considering both 
surface as well as ground water 
resource as a unitary resource 
would be required in order to 
achieve the stated objective.

The pits were started up with cow dung, 
field soil, organic matter, waste leaves and 
water. Initially, farmers began using the liquid 
manure extracted from the pits in their fields 
and gradually started noticing improvement 
in the colour of their crops along with a 
reduction in pests; similar results were 
observed with the solid manure which takes 
longer time to produce. Feedback from the 
farmers in the pilot have been positive, the 
technique being simple to use and maintain 
has the added benefit of disposing the waste 
off their fields. By making their own manure, 
they are saving on costs usually spent on 
buying products from the market.

Analysis of the liquid and solid forms of the 
manure were carried out at ICAR-CPRI, 
Meerut to understand composition. While 
the impact of manure on the soil depends on 
the rate of decomposition of manure which 
on an average is a 3 year period, the results 
of soil nutrient analysis has shown a positive 
trend at the end of the one year pilot. The 
pilot study outputs have been shared with an 
Agricultural university in Meerut for further 
research. In the meantime, the initial success 
of the LR compost pit technique is being 
taken to different villages through Jaivik 
panchayats where benefitted farmers share 
their experiences.

R.S. Pathak, Consultant, 
Senior Water Sector Specialist
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