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"Water is the driving force of all nature." | Leonardo da Vinci

"Fierce competition for fresh water may well become a source of conflict and wars in the future."

ZARION ZORY
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When a distressed rural or small-town family sells everything and moves out of their native place to a metropolis in India, their only concern is to earn and raise their family. Not by any stretch of the imagination do they envision what lies ahead of their present web of discomfort. In the big cities, no one knows them except for the physical bodies that help them earn a few hundred rupees a day.

They fail to earn even the minimum wage when half of their family members must spend their time securing water from a community tanker. Yes, it’s not from a movie, but the stark reality in the high and mighty, shining cities of India. 

Earlier, they had a local source of water where they fought a daily battle to fill a few buckets; now, it has been replaced by a tanker that requires them to wage a daily war just to fill a single bucket of fresh water.

In 2018, I was living in Pune and would go to the campus of Pune University for an evening stroll. There, I saw a water ATM that required you to insert a one-rupee coin just to fill a small glass of water. I was shocked and thought this must be some kind of social experiment, as there were other signs of such experiments—Pune is known for them, after all—only to see Patna swarmed by such ATMs in 2026.

When I moved to Delhi from Patna in the late 1990s, I needed to pay a rupee to drink a glass of water from a local vendor, but it actually demanded five rupees because the indifferent Delhi summer heat was too brutal for my student pocket.

Bottled water was in fashion then, but there were other avenues available. Now, however, the situation is so bad that it’s a routine affair in almost every household in India to order twenty-liter bottles of water to meet their daily thirst.

Local water bottling plants are mushrooming like the telecommunication business did in the 1990s.

I recently saw a news item that stopped me cold: a top executive of a water body spending thirty-four crores on his daughter’s wedding, while another hundred crores lay quietly in his bank account—all on a legal, modest salary of one lakh a month. How does an unglamorous bureaucrat on a standard government pay structure amass wealth like a mafia boss?

The answer lies in the dark, invisible pipeline connecting our national water crisis to institutional corruption. We look at dry taps and blame a rising population or a changing climate, but we ignore the human hand choking the supply.

Is this crisis an act of nature, or is it a engineered scarcity? I don’t have all the answers yet, but this book is an attempt to trace those missing lines and understand why a basic human right has been turned into the most lucrative black market in our country.

In the 1990s, there was a sudden rise in the privatization of water across big metros. I saw it happen myself. At the time, I thought it was just a passing fashion of the big cities, but it has now spread across the entire length and breadth of India with lightning speed.

How is it that a poor family, already failing to meet their basic monthly expenses, is forced to spend more than two thousand rupees a month just on drinking water?

On a cursory look, the crisis is transparently man-made; on one hand, local water resources are dying, while on the other, the commercial bottled water business is rising exponentially. Where are these big companies finding endless water tables to tap when our own household taps are running completely dry?

Half of our Indian metropolises run entirely on a rental economy. These cities will collapse the moment their tenants decide to migrate back to their native places—such is the desperate dependency of our big economy on the fragile pockets of migrants. While the economy runs on the sweat of the labor and salaried classes, what is the actual condition of water availability in Delhi right now?

The national capital is living through an absolute breaking point in 2026. The Delhi Jal Board has been forced to increase its emergency tanker trips by a staggering 77% this summer just to ration water. The Yamuna has repeatedly run dry, and groundwater extraction in the city has shot past 137%. 

This isn't a future warning; it is a nightmare unfolding in real-time.

At this moment, I am reminded of the classic movie Chinatown (1974), which was set against a similar, manufactured crisis in 1930s California, where a corrupt water corporation purposely drained a local community's lake for profit.

I want to keep adding whatever comes to my mind while writing this piece, letting the thoughts flow exactly as they arrive. The idea for this book originally sparked when I saw a report about India competing fiercely with global superpowers to establish massive Data Centers. By their very nature, these centers require an astronomical consumption of fresh water just to keep their rows of heating servers cool. What will happen to India's already breaking water supply by 2030, when these centers are fully erected across the country on their strict, scheduled calendar?

When we look back at classic Hindi movies made between the 1970s and the 1990s, we constantly see scenes of local residents in Mumbai fighting with their buckets, lined up at community water points in sprawling jhuggi settlements. Back then, watching it on the screen, I thought it was just fictionalized for dramatic effect—only to see it with my own eyes in the late 1990s when I arrived in Delhi.

In the city's rented pockets, a severe, almost autocratic rationing of water is enforced by landlords. A single 500-liter water tank is routinely shared among multiple families for an entire twenty-four-hour cycle, while drinking water has to be fetched from the market at seventy rupees a bottle.

I started noticing these strange, fractured realities as early as 2004. While working in Jor Bagh back then, I discovered that treated wastewater was supplied through established pipelines just to meet the gardening requirements of Lutyens' Delhi.

That made sense, and I didn't have an issue with it, but what I experienced in 2020s Patna was genuinely alarming. 

There is a posh locality in central Patna known as Chhajju Bagh, surrounded by historical landmarks, government offices, and high-rise residential apartments housing Bihar's upper-middle and wealthy classes.

One day, I was walking down a lane just behind the historic Golghar. Feeling thirsty, I spotted a public water tap along the road. I cupped my hands to drink, only to be hit by the unmistakable, putrid smell of raw sewage coming out of the pipe. 

Disgusted, I turned to the local residents to ask what was wrong. They casually told me that during the early evening, that is exactly the kind of water that comes out because the actual municipal supply doesn't start until late at night.

Pumping contaminated, disease-ridden water through a normal-looking public source is a direct recipe for a public health catastrophe.

It is clear that to scale the commercial water business, a serious crisis was engineered long before any of us actually noticed it; if my memory serves me right, it all started in the mid-1990s. All of a sudden, fresh water—which was once easily, freely, and cheaply available—became an expensive commodity.

How does that happen so abruptly within a short window of a single decade? The monsoons remain regular, our major rivers are not experiencing permanent, severe droughts, and our natural lakes are still holding water. 

Except for a few irregular, seasonal dry spells, we are not facing a nationwide, climatic drought. So, where is this crisis truly emanating from, and who is directly orchestrating it behind the scenes?

Water is the most fundamental foundation of all human life and activity. While the rich and powerful continue to enjoy uninterrupted, luxurious access to it, how is it that a massive chunk of our population is left starving for a drop right in front of our eyes?

When commercial car-washing businesses have endless lines of water, and when private bottling giants have completely unrestricted access to the water tables, why are the poor and the middle class the only ones bearing the brunt of this manufactured scarcity?

In many residential localities, while wealthy landowners routinely wash their cars every Sunday, the rented population is banned from washing their own vehicles, forced instead to visit commercial car washes just to keep them clean.

We are clearly living in a country where the British occupiers look better than our present ruling class. At least the foreign colonizers didn't cut off drinking and cleaning water from our households.

Soon, very soon, water is going to become the primary flashpoint of civil conflict.
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Kofi Annan, former Secretary-General of the United Nations

The exploitation is out in the open now, and I am simply channeling the fast-brewing anger of powerless residents all over India—an anger I have seen firsthand because I have roamed and lived across the major parts of my motherland.

Before this breaks into a chaotic, violent emergency on our streets, we need to address it with the urgency of a national crisis.

In the office, the drinking water supply is heavily restricted unless the company owns the land itself, like the big tech giants like Infosys. If an office is situated within a commercial complex, sharing the building with various other businesses, the entire workforce becomes completely dependent on bottled water. In such environments of scarcity, an employee often cannot drink more than a glass or two across eight to ten exhausting working hours.

It is no coincidence that kidney stones have become a rampant medical issue all over India. Many doctors have told me that one of the absolute biggest triggers for this widespread condition is simply not drinking sufficient water.

Today, a two-liter water bottle is priced between thirty to fifty rupees. If the minimum human body requirement is to drink five to seven liters of water daily, you are easily spending about a hundred rupees a day just to stay hydrated.

Depression is another silent byproduct of this crisis. We face an existential water war every single morning, turning the tap only to find a hollow hiss
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