
            

“If not here, then where? 

 If not now, then when? 

 If not you, then who?” 
  

Interview with representatives of Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR) in India 

 

Guided by this principle, Swiss Jesuit priest Hermann Bacher started to help 

poor Indian farmers. He demonstrated how they could overcome the recurring 

devastation caused by droughts and inundations by building structures that 

would enable them to “harvest” rain water during the monsoon period and use it 

during the dry months of the year. The measures would at the same time prevent 

soil erosion. 

Together with Crispino Lobo, Father Bacher later founded the Watershed 

Organisation Trust (WOTR). To date, 1.14 million hectares of desert land have 

been greened through his watershed methods. Inhabitants of 3400 villages in 8 

Indian states have taken part in training courses, which have enabled them to 

become self-sufficient. Father Bacher`s methods and his model of operation 

have been replicated internationally: supported by other NGOs, WOTR has 

developed contacts in 63 countries.  

In a discussion with Renate Müller de Paoli, leading representatives of WOTR 

describe the history and work of this successful greening process. 
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One of the biggest problems India is facing since years are on one side the heavy 

rainfalls and flooding of land areas and villages during monsoon time. On the other side 

heavy drought periods which make agriculture nearly impossible. One of the founders 

of WOTR, Father Hermann Bacher from Switzerland, living in India nearly since 60 

years, tried to fight this problem. What did he try to implement?  

 

We live in watersheds. While villages are defined by political boundaries, the natural 

resource base (land, water and forests) is designed as watersheds. The watershed plays a 

crucial role in the lives of communities living within, as people derive their sustenance from 

the ecosystem they live in. Human action can either deteriorate or strengthen the whole 

ecosystem. Watersheds in semi-arid regions frequently experience long dry spells during 

monsoon rains and droughts, and more recently they also experience short duration high 

intensity rainfall. Thus people living in these watersheds face both droughts as well as floods 

even within the same year. This leads to agriculture and other losses in both the situations. 

Crops cannot be cultivated during drought years, or they wilt during long dry spells as well 

as to due to water logging situations. As these regions face frequent rainfall scarcity, 

rainwater received during the span of 30-40 monsoon days is required to be harvested to meet 

domestic, livestock, agriculture and livelihood needs for 365 days. 

 

Fr. Hermann Bacher, in the 1970s, helped farmers in the drought stricken district of 

Ahmednagar by digging wells and borewells to help farmers take the second or third crop in 

a year with the help of irrigation facilities. This initiative was carried out with the support of 

a local cooperative bank. However, Fr Bacher soon realized that he needed to do something 

different, something more sustainable. 

 

 

 



 
Father Hermann Bacher 

 

 

What were his further steps? 

 

After almost a decade of work in well and borewell digging, Fr. Bacher realized that the 

problems of the farmers remained the same: no water during dry periods; too much during 

heavy rainfall periods! His experience taught him a life time lesson, “We need move from 

resource extraction to resource mobilisation (conservation and management) to address the 

crisis”. In the 1980s, he started experimenting in a village called ‘Pimpalgaon Wagha’ of 

Ahmednagar district on various ways of conserving the natural resources especially water, 

within a watershed. By the year 1987, he saw the positive impacts of the watershed treatments 

in this village. He was then convinced that ‘watershed development is the solution to both, 

drought as well as flood’.  

 

Under watershed development, the structures built across the slope of the land reduce the 

speed of gushing water and hence reduce the erosion of soil and increase ground water re-

charge. The increased vegetation on the waste land in terms of pastures planted and 

plantations raised not only help reduce soil erosion, but also improve soil moisture, besides 

increasing water infiltration into the ground. The water harvesting structures built on the 

streams increased the capture of rain water and helped raise the ground water table. The 

additional area brought under cultivation - double or triple crop cultivation in a year – 

resulting from improved moisture in the soil and increased availability of water in the wells  

due to the above measures helped the farmers in increasing crop production and hence, 

higher farm incomes.  

 

The primary impact of watershed development has been on increased vegetation and water 

availability. Villages in drought hit areas used to depend on water trucks (tankers) for 

drinking water starting from January-February till the monsoon began. With watershed 

interventions, these villages became tanker-free and did not face water problem for drinking 



or domestic use. After experiencing similar impacts in several villages, Fr. Bacher coined a 

slogan, “Without watershed development, there is no solution to drought”.  

 

He went from village to village motivating the villagers to provide voluntary labour 

(shramdan) to build watershed structures. He himself used to carry digging equipment like a 

spade, pick-axe in his jeep, and would start on his own constructing or repairing a water 

conservation structure in any village that he found faced severe water scarcity. The villagers, 

after watching him for some time, would follow him and they joined him on this mission. He 

motivated several NGOs in the state of Maharashtra to participate in the watershed mission. 

He met NABARD (National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development) and Government 

officials in the state as well as in the centre (New Delhi) to push the idea of “participatory 

watershed development”. He was able to convince them to believe in the power of village 

communities and to provide funds directly into the villager panchayat (village council) bank 

account. 

 

 
Father Bacher with villagers 

 

 

So “Without watershed development, there is no solution to drought!” was his famous 

motto. How were the reactions in the poor rural areas? How did f.e. farmers react, since 

most of them were used to loose their harvest? 

 

Fr. Bacher mobilized funds from the Government of Germany through the BMZ to begin a 

large scale watershed mission: the ‘Indo-German Watershed Development Programme 

(IGWDP)’ in the state of Maharashtra. He was able to secure the commitment of the 

Government of India, the Government of Maharashtra, NABARD and civil society actors to 

support and facilitate the implementation of a state-wide watershed program where village 

committees would be in the driver’s seat. This happened between 1989 till 1992.  

 



During those years, the drought stricken villagers across the state were mobilised and were 

ready to participate in the IGWDP; but there was a lack of technical “know-how” required 

for watershed development. About 9 NGOs showed willingness to support the villagers but 

their technical knowledge was very limited. Fr. Bacher then realised that a cadre of technical 

experts at the NGO level as well as at the village or watershed level was needed to provide 

quality techno-social services. Keeping this need to build capacities of villagers and NGOs 

alike, Fr. Bacher, together with his colleague, Crispino Lobo, decided to establish a new 

organisation, the Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR) to service the IGWDP and promote 

participatory watershed development as an approach for development of water-scarce rural 

areas. WOTR took on the responsibility of developing pedagogies and tools to mobilize 

villagers to participate in the IGWDP and also to provide the technical and training support 

to NGOs and villagers to undertake conservation measures in different terrains in accordance 

with the needs of the local communities.  

 

Over a period a decade, WOTR brought over 77 NGOs on board and developed their 

capacities to spread the movement of watershed development across the state. The IGWDP 

made a breakthrough in the drought affected areas through a socio-technological approach 

that could be easily handled by people in a village. The villagers were happy to establish 

watershed committees, who in turn were capacitated on the many aspects of planning, 

monitoring, executing and managing funds in a programme like the IGWDP. 
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But how did Father Bacher convince them to “harvest” also rainwater?  

 

Fr. Bacher, as mentioned above, always carried digging equipment with him wherever he 

would go. He believed in demonstrating, in doing it himself, rather than talking to the 

villagers about water harvesting. As soon as he reached a village, he would start constructing 

stone gully plugs or start digging a trench. He would work for the whole day and for several 

days in a prospective village that was facing water scarcity. He would talk to the persons, 

whoever met him during this time, about the importance of harvesting rainwater where it 

falls. The villagers watched this “foreigner” working on their hills, in the valleys, day-in and 

day-out. Slowly, a few of the villagers would begin working under his guidance in 

constructing many water harvesting structures.  

 

He would then be called to the human settlement (the village or hamlet) to talk to all the 

residents during a Gram Sabha (village general body meeting) on watershed development. He 

always stressed on taking immediate action on activities of drought relief. He would say this 

to the people and also to us the WOTR team: “If not here, then where? If not now, then 

when? If not you, then who?” This would inculcate a sense of responsibility and urgency for 

people to take immediate action. His actions as well as words were so charismatic that the 

villagers, including women and children, would imitate his thoughts and action immediately. 

It was also true for the WOTR team who would work with him. He was so clean hearted and 

transparent that convincing the villagers, for that matter anybody, came naturally to him and 

he did not have to make extra efforts to do so. 

 

 

 

 
Nala Bund 

 



And today, how does WOTR proceed in the rural areas? 

 

WOTR has evolved integrated and comprehensive strategies of watershed development that 

also seek to address the challenge of climate change. These years, it has become more critical 

to work on the demand-side management of water use. Watershed development helped people 

harvest rainwater and increase groundwater levels; but farmers extracted the water 

indiscriminately, leading, in many “treated/ watershed villages” to shortages of water, again. 

Hence, WOTR now also focusses on promoting “water stewardship” at the watershed, village 

and aquifer levels. 

 

Villagers are mobilized to manage groundwater by making a “water budget” of the village 

(i.e. net water available for use), adopting an appropriate crop pattern suited to water 

available (agriculture consumes 83% of available water) and using technologies that enhance 

water use efficiency (drips, sprinklers). The objective is to make the community resilient to the 

vagaries of climate change and also market fluctuations. Hence, climate resilient farming 

practices that involve low external inputs, organic formulations, scientific package of 

practices, water management are being promoted at scale in the farming community. The 

institutional and participatory principles largely remain similar to what we were doing 

earlier on in the watershed development program, but the focus now is towards climate-

resilient and market-oriented holistic and integrated development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Are actually all inhabitants of a village and all social groups, which means also beyond 

the caste system, engaged in the projects and cooperate? Is “watershed” perhaps also a 

way to go beyond and overcome all long lasting social barriers in India?  

 

Fr. Bacher once mentioned this, “Oneness of the people creates the watershed and the 

watershed by itself again gives the people a sense of unity”. Water is an issue of human 

survival. When it comes to bringing the community together around this issue, the whole 

community, especially farmers, are ready to discuss and act. But one cannot take this for 

granted in a village situation where many political, ethnic, caste, class oriented issues are 

very strong. It has been quite difficult for all watershed promoters to bring the people on one 

platform. When asked how we promote watershed development in the complex rural set up in 

India, Fr. Bacher would reply, “We catalyse creative irritants for democratic processes in an 

atmosphere of relaxed tensions.” This statement says it all. It’s do-able; but not without a lot 

of effort. 

 

 

Are there also bigger changes in the planting process and the selection of crop and 

plants, which keep and save more water? What does WOTR recommend for the specific 

areas?  

 

The plantation process (tree planting) that was developed with the help of the Forest 

Department is being still followed. This includes digging and refilling of “continuous contour 

trenches”, participatory selection of local plant species and community shramdan (voluntary 

labour) on actual planting. What has changed is the quantum of plantation. It has drastically 

come down as the donor community now is mostly focussed on farmers’ fields rather than 

what they consider ‘waste and forest’ lands. In regard to climate resilient agriculture, WOTR 

has evolved an integrated approach  that include promoting indigenous and improved 

cultivars, building soil health, adopting nature friendly and integrated crop management 

practices (especially in regard to plant growth and protection measures)  that providing 

farmers with weather based farm and crop specific advisories. In addition, WOTR is 

facilitating farmers to organise themselves into Farmer Producer Companies (FPCs) or 

Producer Groups (PGs) in order to have better access to markets and realise better prices for 

their produce.  

 

 
Watershed view 



How many hectares of land have been so far restored through this method of watershed 

organisation by WOTR until today? How many Indians can make their living now by 

themselves? 

 

WOTR is today working in 7 Indian states (Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Telangana, 

Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Odisha – it has previously also worked in Bihar) and 

provides technical and capacity building services to some countries in Africa (see below-

No.9). 

WOTR’s main focus is on watershed development and eco-systems management, integrated 

water resources management, climate resilient agriculture, sustainable rural livelihoods, 

institutional development and governance and women’s empowerment. 

In 2016, WOTR set up the WOTR Centre for Resilience Studies (W-CReS) which undertakes 

multi-stakeholder, applied research on ground level problems using a trans-disciplinary 

approach. W-CreS’s purpose is to guide its work and that of practitioner organizations, to 

provide evidence to policy making and building capacites of developmental practitioners.  

 

As on date, WOTR has worked/ supported rural development works in over 3,360 villages 

across 8 Indian states. It has impacted more than 3.35 million beneficiaries, trained over 

370,000 persons from across India and abroad and collaborated with 230 NGOs/ Project 

Implementing Agencies (PIAs). Of these villages, WOTR directly and in partnership with 154 

NGOs, has undertaken watershed development works on more than 1.14 million hectare area 

across 1914 villages impacting 1.97 million people.  

 

In addition, WOTR has organized 12,271 learning events that include conferences, 

workshops, Exposure and Dialogue Policy Meetings, training and capacity building events at 

village level and for developmental practitioners, in which around 370,000  persons from 27 

states of India and 63 countries have participated. Of these events, 12,214 are national 

events and 57international events. A large number of knowledge products including research 

papers / impact studies/ socio-technical-economic studies and various motivational and 

didactic material in digital format have been published and disseminated. 

 

 

Your figures show that this method could change to the better also landscapes in other 

areas of the world. Does WOTR cooperate with other countries f. e. in Africa?  

 

Extending the watershed strategies to other countries, especially, the African continent had 

been part of WOTR’s agenda since long. WOTR has extended onsite support in technical and 

managerial aspects to countries like Kenya, Tanzania, Somaliland and Malawi. In 

Somaliland, we provided technical on-site guidance for 2 years in a project being 

implemented by a local agency funded by IFAD. In Malawi we are providing guidance and 

technical support since the past 6-7 years. The visits focus on capacity building of local teams 

and villagers through trainings and practical demonstrations.  

 

 

 

 

We thank you. 
 

 

 

 



VITA: 
 

Prakash Keskar, Executive Director, WOTR 

Prakash Keskar (male), is the Executive Director of Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR) 

and has  over 25 years of experience in the development sector (21 years of which have been 

in WOTR), across various levels and geographies. He has served in key positions of large-

scale watershed projects like the Indo-German Watershed Development (in the Programme 

Coordination Unit) and the Watershed Development Fund (WDF) of the National Bank for 

Agriculture and Rural Development, NABARD (in the Project Sanctioning Committee).   He 

has a Bachelor’s in Technology (Agricultural Engineering) and a Masters in Sociology (MA).   

 

He has executed successful watershed management/ natural resources management projects 

and has initiated projects with new approaches involving multiple stakeholders - local 

communities, government entities, corporates, and research and academic institutions. He has  

been a key resource person in training programs and has also led and participated in several 

consultancy assignments on behalf of WOTR at the national and international level  including 

assignments in Somaliland, Kenya, Tanzania, and Malawi. 

 

Sandipkumar Jadhav, Director, WOTR 

Mr. Sandip Jadhav has over 25 years of experience in NGO, Government and CSR sectors. 

He has a vast experience in Participatory Watershed Development, Rural development, 

Natural Resource Management, Institution building, Training and capacity building, 

Livelihood, Project planning & Management, monitoring and evaluation. He has played key 

role in Indo-German Watershed Development Programme (IGWDP) in Maharashtra, which is 

one of the most successful watershed development programmes in India and abroad. Sandip 

has a Bachelor’s in Technology (Agricultural Engineering) and a Masters in Economics 

(MA).   

He has held various senior management positions in organisations like Lupin Foundation, 

MAVIM (Mahila Arthik Vikas Mahamandal), Mumbai. He has been associated with 

Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR) for more than 20 years now and currently working at 

Pune as Director-WOTR. 

 

Marcella D’Souza 
Marcella D’Souza is the Director of the WOTR Centre for Resilience Studies (W-CReS) and 

former Executive Director of Watershed Organization Trust (WOTR), India from 2006 till 

March 2019. She is a medical doctor by training and a Takemi Fellow of the Harvard School 

of Public Health.  

Marcella spent 6 years in rural communities in South Andean Peru, working in Community 

and Public Health. She joined WOTR in 1995 as Coordinator, Women’s Promotion in the 

bilateral Indo-German Watershed Development Programme.  

As Executive Director she initiated in 2009 the integrated project on “Climate Change 

Adaptation in Semi-arid Regions in 3 states of India” supported by the Swiss Development 

Cooperation and the National Bank for Rural Development, with a view developing 

methodologies, processes, tools and interventions for assessing vulnerability, enhancing 

resilience, and building adaptive capacities to climate change in semi-arid areas. This 

included methodologies for Water Stewardship (community driven groundwater 

management), climate resilient agriculture and locale specific crop weather advisories. Gaps 

in understanding local needs led her to set up the applied research unit W-C ReS, to focus on 

transdisciplinary research that addresses the needs of policy and programme designers, 

practitioners and the farming community.   

 



CRISPINO LOBO 

Has nearly 30 years of engagement in rural development issues at all levels, from ground 

level implementation, program management to policy engagement.  Areas of expertise include 

natural resource management, watershed development, integrated water resources 

management, sustainable agriculture, climate change adaptation, institutional and policy 

development. 

Co-founded 4 non-profit institutions – Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR), the Sampada 

Trust (ST), Sanjeevani Institute of Empowerment and Development (SIED) and Sampada 

Entrepreneurship and Livelihood Foundation (SELF). 

These institutions collectively have impacted the lives of over 3.7 million people in 8 states in 

India; trained over 475,000 people from 27 states and 63 countries and supported 

development works in over 4,800 villages. 

Was the first Program Coordinator of the large-scale and well acclaimed bilateral Indo-

German Watershed Development Program (IGWDP) in Maharashtra for 13 years. 

Initiated, together with NABARD in 1999, the establishment of the Watershed Development 

Fund by the Government of India, which has supported watershed development activities in 

various states through NGOs. 

In 2014 initiated the establishment of the National Adaptation Fund (NAF) by the 

Government of India, now managed by the Ministry of Environment and Forests and Climate 

Change, Govt. of India. 

Alumnus of the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University and Gokhale Institute of 

Politics and Economics, Pune; has 5 academic degrees – 3 under-graduate degrees (BA) in 

philosophy, theology, and psychology and 2 graduate degrees (MA) in economics and public 

administration.  

Has authored/ co-authored/ helmed several articles and 7 books, 3 of which have been 

published internationally.  

Has been a regular participant in the Pre-Budget Consultations on Agriculture since the last 

21 years 

In September 2017, he was appointed to the Expert Working Group on Water Resources 

Management of the NITI Aayog  (successor to India’s Planning Commission) and the Multi-

Stakeholder Platform on Water Governance by the Govt. of Maharashtra.  

 

 

 

 

The questions posed by Renate Müller De Paoli. 

They were answered in written form by Keskar Prakash (Executive Director), 

Sandeep Jadhav (Director, WOTR); Dr. Marcella D'Souza (WOTR’s Trustee 

and Director of W-CReS unit) and Crispino Lobo (Co-founder of WOTR, 

together with Fr Bacher) on 20
th

 of  August 2019 
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