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ABSTRACT 
 

Water, if not sanitation is part of the mainstream political discourse. This paper analyses 

parliamentary proceedings of the lower house (Lok Sabha) in the period May 2004 to April 

2008 to see how the issues of WATSAN were discussed.  There is a special focus on the 

issues of water quality.  

The paper looks at various kinds of parliamentary discussions including the parliamentary 

questions which are the largest in number. The power to raise questions in the parliament is 

considered one of the most important instruments in the hands of elected representatives to 

monitor and keep a check on the executive.  

A total of 57744 questions have been raised in the Lok Sabha in last four years out which 

about 7% were   on issues related to water.   Most of the questions have been on 1) rivers, 

2) floods, 3) irrigation, 4) Drinking water and related central schemes 5) Sanitation and 

related central schemes 6) ground water and 7) quality of water.  

Some of the most frequently mentioned topics under rules other than questions have been  

1) Floods including infectious diseases – after floods  2) Drought  3) Ground water over 

exploitation 4) Inter Basin water disputes 5) Rivers 6) Climate Change and impact on water 

availability  and  Rainwater Harvesting.   

This simple analysis of the questions raised by MPs in the Lok Sabha reveals some of the 

many gaps that remain in policy discourse. One also finds that a better part of questions as 

well as answers are repetitive or are mere statistical derivations from  financial and physical 

data on the progress of central schemes in the WATSAN sector.  

 

Combined with local and global field level data and trends, this analysis can help in 

identifying variations or otherwise in the policy discourse at the highest level in India.  This 

can go as an input to a variety of civil society organisations as well as political leaders. 

Since such an analysis is generally not undertaken either by parliamentarians or their staff it 

can help them see gaps or overlaps and help formulate their own positions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

DECLINING CREDIBILITY OF LEGISLATURE  

 

There has been a the qualitative erosion in parliamentary proceedings over last few years 

which has meant that the Parliament is increasingly less a source of debate and information 

dissemination and more an agitational body relying on rhetoric and bluster.  Important 

legislations get passed with little or no debates - in 2007, 40 per cent of legislative bills were 

passed with less than one hour of debate.  Speakers of both the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha 

(Upper House of the Parliament) have repeatedly expressed serious concerns on the quality of 

debate in the parliament.  

You (MPs) all are working overtime to murder democracy  

Somnath Chaterjee, Honourable Lok Sabha Speaker in the Lok Sabha, 2008 

Most important issue of concern today is the decreasing credibility of our legislatures as 

effective institutions capable of delivering public goods and contributing to effective 

formulation of laws 

Hamid Ansari, Hon Vice President of India, speaking at the 14th All India Whips Conference 

(AIWC), Mumbai, Feb 2008 

PARLIAMENT QUESTIONS  

  

However answers to parliament questions are largely unaffected by the disruptions in the 

parliament, even if oral answers are not given written answers are prepared and circulated to 

the members. Quantitatively the largest numbers of issues are raised under the rules of starred 

and unstarred questions in the Parliament.  

The power to raise questions in the parliament is considered one of the most important 

instruments in the hands of elected representatives to monitor and keep a check on the 

executive. The purpose of the Question Hour, for instance, is to enable the Government to 

“quickly feel the pulse of the nation and adapt its policies and actions accordingly.” Further, 

“It is through questions in the Parliament that the Government remains in touch with the 

people in as much as members are enabled thereby to ventilate the grievances of the public in 

matters concerning the administration
1
.” 

                                                             
1 Lok Sabhha: http://164.100.24.209/newls/Question.aspx 

http://164.100.24.209/newls/Question.aspx
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Question Hour Members have a right to ask questions to elicit information on matters of 

public importance within the special cognizance of the Ministers concerned. There are two 

types of questions Starred Questions and Unstarred Questions which call for oral and written 

answers respectively. 

RULES OF PARLIAMENTARY DISCUSSION (OTHER THAN QUESTIONS) 

 

The Parliament allows for discussion in various forms, each type supported by a rule that 

determines the time allotted to the issue and the format in which it can be discussed. Issues 

like water can be discussed as “Short Duration Discussions”, “Half hour Discussions”, and 

“Adjournment Motions” and as questions.  

 

 

More detailed note on these rules is in the annexure 1.  

METHODOLOGY 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
 

 

RULES RULE  NUMBER SUMMARY

Questions -
Member may ask written or oral answers from a Minister in 
the form of a Starred Question and Un-starred questions    

Standing Committees -

Calling Attention Rule 197 
Member may call attention of a Minister to any matter or 
public importance

Adjournment Motion Rules 56ɂ63 Considered Extraordinary Procedure

Half hour discussions  Rule 55 
Issues for which discussions take more time than the 
Question format

Short duration discussions Rules 193ɂ196 
Forum to discuss matters of urgent public importance 
without voting

Private Member Resolutions 
and Bills  -

Declarations of opinions or a recommendations, so as to 
record either approval or disapproval by the House  as a 
whole of an act or policy of Government

Matters under Rule 377 Rule 377

Matters which are not points of order or which cannot be 
raised under the rules relating to Questions, Short Notice 
Questions, Calling Attention, Motions etc.

FIGURE 1: RULES OF PARLIAMENTARY DISCUSSION 



5 

 

All parliamentary proceedings are documented and put up on the Lok Sabha website with a 

search function on every kind of debate. The search function allows one to filter by 

member and ministry. It further allows one to specify the answer date, apart from the Lok 

Sabha session. However, a major shortcoming of this facility is the lack of filters in the 

search function. The search was done using a set of key words such as water, water quality, 

drinking water, drinking water quality, quality of drinking water, etc. A similar search was 

done for debates under other rules. The question search can be accessed from Lok Sabha’s 

website- www.loksabha.nic.in.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2: QUESTION SEARCH ON LOK SABHA WEBSITE 

http://www.loksabha.nic.in/
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ANALYSIS OF DISCUSSION ON WATER UNDER VARIOUS RULES (OTHER THAN 

PARLIAMENT QUESTIONS) 

 

Most of the other rules are dominated by discussions on floods and natural calamities, and 

inter-state water disputes and their resolutions. There are also a sizable number of discussions 

on groundwater exploitation and contamination, climate change and water availability, and 

rainwater harvesting. Of the 30 

reports compiled by the 

Standing Committee of Rural 

Development, only 4 looked in 

to water supply, especially 

around on the discussion on 

demand for grants.  

 

As figure 3 illustrates, 9 % of 

the calling attention (Rule 197) 

motions have been on issues related 

to water. These were related to issues 

such as depleting ground water, 

global warming and violations of water tribunal awards in cases of inter-state water disputes.  

     

The Short Duration Discussions (Rule 193-196) were dominated by dialogue on natural 

calamities and floods and droughts situation in the country, while Inter-state water disputes 

were the central theme of Private Members’ Resolutions and Half-hour discussions (Rule 55).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: DISCUSSION ON WATER UNDER VARIOUS RULES IN 

 14TH LOK SABHA 

Excerpt from Calling Attention Motion on Floods (14 th  Aug 2007- Monsoon Session) 

Ȱ3ÉÒ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÏÎ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ 

memory of the country in flood situation, then why only Rs. 1,284 crore has been released?  Why 

has not the entire money been released?  Why is there no extraordinary grant or packages  

for the different States ɀ States like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Assam and North-East, Orissa, 

Maharashtra, Karnataka, Gujarat and Kerala where floods have created havoc? ȱ  
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ANALYSIS OF QUESTIONS ON WATER (STARRED AND UN-STARRED QUESTIONS) 

 

Out of a total of 4242 questions on 

water, a maximum were on rivers 

followed by irrigation. Other 

questions include those about 

floods, drinking water, sanitation, 

and groundwater.   

There were only 204 questions 

(approximately 5 %) on the issue 

of water quality.  

 

WATER – A STATE SUBJECT   

 

Since water is a state subject, many answers invoke this as the reason for the Central 

government’s involvement being limited to providing financial and technical assistance. 

Hence several answers only put forward data on financial support from the centre and 

specific allocations made by the twelfth finance commission. The Twelfth Finance 

Commission has earmarked funds for tackling water quality problems in the acutely affected 

States e.g. Andhra Pradesh (Rs.325 crore), West Bengal (Rs.600 crore), Rajasthan (Rs.150 

crore) and Haryana (Rs.100 crore).   
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FIGURE 4: ISSUE-WISE BREAK UP OF LOK SABHA QUESTIONS 

FIGURE 7: QUESTIONS PER MINISTRY (%) 

Excerpt from answer to the unstarred question no  2857 , answered on 17.12.2004 on 

the issue of ñcontaminated drinking waterò- asked by Shri Adhir Ranjan Choudhury, MP  

 

“Rural drinking water is a State subject. Government of India provides financial and technical 

assistance to States to accelerate coverage of rural habitations through a centrally sponsored scheme, 

namely Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme (ARWSP). Helping State Governments in 

tackling water-quality problems in the rural areas is one of the objectives of Rajiv Gandhi National 

Drinking Water Mission (RGNDWM), Department of Drinking Water Supply” 
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WATER QUALITY – ISSUE WISE BREAK UP  

 

Many questions solicited information on the status of centrally sponsored schemes and 

services available. In particular, they asked for how many habitations were covered under so-

and-so scheme and how many were left uncovered or had slipped-back. Few enquired in to 

the reasons for slip-backs or the choice of a scheme in a particular region. None questioned 

the appropriateness of the schemes or the reason for the lack of progress despite the 

innumerable schemes. These questions have been classified under service providers. 

Additionally there were enquiries on allocations under central government schemes. The 

second highest number of questions (approx 25%) was on the system of water quality 

monitoring.  Further details are given in the following graph.  
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FIGURE 6: ISSUE-WISE BREAK UP OF LOK SABHA QUESTIONS ON WATER 

QUALITY  



9 

 

MINISTRY WISE BREAK UP OF QUESTIONS RAISED ON WATER QUALITY  

 

A majority of questions (38%) on water quality have been addressed to the ministries of rural 

development and urban development.   The questions addressed to the Ministry of health and 

family welfare are only half of this.  Interestingly Railways received more questions related 

to the quality of water they supply than the Ministry of Urban Development looking at urban 

water supply.  
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6%33%
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Environment and Forests
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Urban Development

 

COORDINATION BETWEEN MINISTRIES OF  RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND  HEALTH AND FAMILY 

WELFARE  

 

Questions enquiring after health problems arising out of drinking water contaminated with 

fluoride, arsenic and iron receive answers on a host of rural health schemes. The gap between 

the ministries is best illustrated by the differing answers given by the two ministries to the 

same answer.  

Smt Maneka Gandhi vide unstarred question 1095 asked the Minister of Health and Family 

Welfare  

Will the Minister of HEALTH AND FAMILY WELFARE be pleased to state:-  

 

(a) whether it is a fact that incidents of arsenic contamination of water are increasingly 

coming to light since quite some time ;  

 

(b) if so, the details thereof;  
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(c) the year-wise details of incidents since 1994-95 together with names of districts/villages 

most affected;  

 

(d) whether any special facility of medical treatment has been arranged for the victims and 

for elimination of arsenic contamination in the affected districts and villages of Uttar 

Pradesh; and  

 

(e) if so, the details thereof? 

The answer was given on 09.03.2005 and was as follows-  

a) to (e) : The information is not centrally maintained. 

However a similar answer when addressed to the Ministry of Rural Development evoked a 

detailed response.  

Shri Giridhari Yadav and Suravaram Sudhakar Reddy vide starred question no 257 asked the 

Rural Development Minister  

Will the Minister of RURAL DEVELOPMENT be pleased to state:-  

 

 

(a) whether several lakhs of people residing in rural areas are forced to consume highly 

contaminated drinking water with fluoride, iron, nitrate, arsenic and saline salts;  

 

(b) if so, the areas/districts identified in the country where the contamination is beyond 

permissible limits, State-wise;  

 

(c) whether the Union Government along with State Governments have initiated any schemes 

to reduce the contamination in drinking water;  

 

(d) if so, the details thereof along with the success achieved in this regard;  

 

(e) whether any special package has been announced in this regard and if so, the details 

thereof;  

 

(f) the funds released and utilized for supply of uncontaminated water during each of the last 

3 years and current year, State-wise;  

 

(g) the further action proposed to be taken by the Union Government for supply of safe 

drinking water in the affected areas of the country; and  

 

(h) the details of water testing facilities, State-wise? 
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The answer given on 8.12.2006 quotes data from a water quality survey, it mentions that the 

quality survey was ordered in March 2000.  

CONCLUSION  

 

So what is the significance of such a compendium? It is important to know what gets 

represented in the country’s highest policy making body and how does it represented. It is 

also important in that it helps identify gaps in representation and in policy making. This 

simple analysis of the questions raised by MPs in the Lok Sabha reveals some of the many 

gaps that remain in policy direction. Majority of the questions not unlike the government’s 

response have focussed on coverage as against quality and sustainability. There is a 

conspicuous absence of issues such as operation and maintenance (of coverage and 

infrastructure), defining the legal position (ownership rights and limits to use), and techniques 

to replenish and rejuvenate sources of water. Issues requiring coordinated efforts of two or 

more ministries fall through the crack.   
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ANNEXURE  

 

DISCUSSION ON PARLIAMENTARY RULES  

 

Calling Attention to Matters of Urgent Public Importance A member may, with the prior 

permission of the Speaker, call the attention of a Minister to any matter of urgent public 

importance and the Minister may make a brief statement or ask for time to make a statement 

at a later hour or date. 

Adjournment Motion The primary object of an adjournment motion is to draw the attention of 

the House to a recent matter of urgent public importance having serious consequences and in 

regard to which a motion or a resolution with proper notice will be too late. The matter 

proposed to be raised should be of such a character that something very grave which affects 

the whole country and its security has happened and the House is required to pay its attention 

immediately by interrupting the normal business of the House. The adjournment motion is 

thus an extraordinary procedure which, if admitted, leads to setting aside the normal business 

of the House for discussing a definite matter of urgent public importance. The subject matter 

of the motion must have a direct or indirect relation to the conduct or default on the part of 

the Union Government and must precisely pin-point the failure of the Government of India in 

the performance of its duties in accordance with the provisions of the Constitution and Law.  

Half-Hour Discussions Members have a right to get information from the Government on any 

matter of public concern by means of questions to Ministers. When a member feels that the 

answer given to a question, Starred or Unstarred Short Notice, is not complete or does not 

give the desired information or needs elucidation on a matter fact, he may be allowed by the 

Speaker to raise a discussion in the House for half an hour. 

Short Duration Discussions Prior to 1953, there was no provision in the Rules for raising a 

discussion in the House on a matter of urgent public importance except by way of a 

resolution or a motion. Whenever members wanted to draw the attention of the Government 

to a matter of urgent public importance, they resorted to adjournment motions. As an 
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adjournment motion is in the nature of a censure motion, recourse to such a procedure was 

not considered proper in the new set-up, when the Government became responsible to 

Parliament. To provide opportunities to members to discuss matters of urgent public 

importance, a convention was established in March, 1953 whereby members could raise 

discussions for short duration without a formal motion or vote thereon. The procedure has 

now come to form part of the Rules. 

Private Members’ Resolution A resolution is one of the procedural devices to raise discussion 

in Lok Sabha on a matter of general public interest. A resolution can be moved by a member 

or a Minister. Resolutions which are moved by private members are termed as Private 

Members’ Resolutions. A resolution may be in the form of a declaration of opinion, or a 

recommendation; or may be in a form so as to record either approval or disapproval by the 

House of an act or policy of Government or convey a message; or command, urge or request 

an action; or call attention to a matter or situation for consideration by Government; or in 

such other form as the Speaker may consider appropriate. A resolution must purport to 

convey the opinion of the House as a whole and not only of a section thereof. Moreover, the 

subject-matter of a resolution should relate to a matter of general public interest, and only 

those matters which are primarily the concern of the Government of India can form the 

subject-matter of a resolution. 

Matters under 377 Members resort to this rule when they wish to draw the attention of the 

House to a recent matter of urgent public importance having serious consequences and in 

regard to which a motion or a resolution with proper notice will be too late. These are 

matters, which are not points of order or which cannot be raised under the rules relating to 

Questions, Short Notice Questions, Calling Attention, Motions etc.   


