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 Sri Sathya Sai National Drinking Water Mission in Rural India:  

Exponentially High Economic and Social Benefits 

 

With ₹5.4 crore expenditure for 108 water purification plants, the Mission 

demonstrates a 10x economic benefit annually, and 136x benefit over the lifecycle 

of the Water Purification Plants 

 

 

 

Even as the country is grappling with COVID-19, temperatures are rising, and summer is 

bearing down on us. As predictable as the rising temperatures, are the water woes in much 

of the country. Both urban and rural areas will once again experience the annual water 

shortages. In rural areas especially, women will have to trudge long distances to fetch 

clean water for drinking and other domestic purposes. Contamination of available 

groundwater with various chemicals, minerals and other pollutants makes it even more 

daunting to access clean drinking water every day. It is estimated that about 177 districts 

in 21 states across the country suffer from excessive fluoride in the available water supply, 

impacting more than 6.2 crore people. Other contaminants include nitrates, arsenic and 

other heavy metals.  

Thankfully, residents of 108 villages across six states are saved from having to consume 

and cope with such contaminated water due to the installation of water purification plants 

in their villages. Over the last 14 years, the Sri Sathya Sai National Drinking Water Mission 

has installed 108 water purification systems in as many villages spanning the six states of 
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Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Odisha, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, and Gujarat. With the first 

plant installed in 2006, the Mission has over the years enabled uninterrupted supply of 

pure drinking water to over 40,000 families (over 2,00,000 users) in areas of chronic water 

distress. Most of the installations are in Andhra Pradesh (68) and Telangana (24). Fluoride 

contamination of drinking water is extremely high in several districts of these states 

leading to extreme burden on health of the residents. The design, planning and 

implementation of the Systems was carried out by the Sathya Sai Technology Group under 

the aegis of the Sri Sathya Sai Seva Organisations and supported by the Sri Sathya Sai 

Central Trust, Puttaparthi. 

 

 

Map 1: Location of Water Purification Plants in Six States of India 

 

Sri Sathya Sai Technology Team’s mission has been to ‘reach out to the remote and far-off 

rural locations and provide simple and affordable techno solutions to some of the long-

standing problems faced by them’. With these objectives, the Sri Sathya Sai National 

Drinking Water Mission was born. Based on extensive research, the Technology team 

concluded that a Reverse Osmosis (RO) system is more efficient in eliminating toxins to 

the desired levels. Retaining essential minerals during the process can be done by 

controlling feed pressures and flow rates. So, the RO system has been the chosen method 

in the 108 installations across states. 
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Image 1: Filtration Process Used at the Water Purification Plants – Design and Actual 

onsite 

 

The Water Purification Systems are designed to cater to the needs of approximately 2,000 

residents on a daily basis. This would involve purifying water at the rate of 1,000 litres per 

hour, resulting in 10,000 litres of pure drinking water per day (at a rate of 5 litres per 

person). This assumes that electricity is available for ten hours per day to run the plant. 

The plant and equipment including electrical and civil works costs about ₹ 5 lakhs. 

Maintenance costs amount to approximately ₹ 450 per day. This includes operator’s salary, 

electricity charges and, replacement of cartridges, membranes and other paraphernalia 

involved in the RO system.  

The design of the Water Purification System ensures that the plant has to be self-

sustainable. Each household in the village that opts to use water from the purification 

plant is given a membership card and a jerrycan/container. The membership card can be 

topped up each month for ₹ 60. This amount provides 20 litres of water per day for a 

nominal cost of ₹ 2 resulting in a cost of just 10 paise per litre! If at least 80 to 90 percent of 

the village signs up for the service, the system is able to generate enough resources to pay 

for the costs of running the plant, as well as some money saved as a welfare fund to serve 

the needy in the village as and when required. The Technology Team reports that in some 

villages, the welfare fund has accumulated a few lakh rupees.  

This self-sustaining, self-funding model has resulted in smooth running of the Water 

Purification Systems since funds to pay the electricity bills, spare parts and operator 

salaries are available from the user fee deposits. There is no external funding required to 

keep the plants running. Villagers are also aware that the user fees are important to keep 

the plant operational.  

The Technology Team helps with the setting up of a village committee. The village 

committee is solely responsible for the operation, maintenance and financial record 

keeping of the Water Purification System. The committee comprises two men, two women 
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and youth members, and are chosen by the villagers themselves. A bank account is opened 

with the village name / committee name.  A person from the village is employed to take 

care of the complete operations of the plant on a day-to-day basis. 

Once the plant is installed by the Technology group and is declared functional, the group 

and the Sri Sathya Sai Organisations cease to have a role in the operation and maintenance 

of the System. The village committee is completely empowered to undertake all activities 

related to the functioning of the plant. Audits of the functioning are conducted 

occasionally by the Technology Group, to ensure that the systems are running smoothly 

and as planned.  

 

Key Takeaways and Learnings 

Drinking water cannot be a market commodity for a majority of the Indian population. It 

is possible to provide safe, purified drinking water at a nominal cost, where the intent is 

to cover only the operations and maintenance costs, with a little left over for local village 

welfare activities.  

Community participation in managing water sources is critical to its success. The Sathya 

Sai Water Purification System under its Drinking Water Mission therefore is unique in its 

approach to the management of such water purification units. The plants have been 

running uninterrupted since they started operations. Sustained management of the 

resource involves complete buy-in from the community, management by the users / 

stakeholders through a village committee, and a self-sustaining financial model.  

 

Cost-Benefit Analysis   

The water sector and studies by eminent multi-lateral agencies are replete with data on 

coping costs – where citizens incur costs to cope with the inadequate and unclean water 

available. Coping costs can be direct – such as the money spent to buy water or installing 

borewells and water tanks; or, they can be indirect coping costs – such as time spent to 

fetch water, loss of wages due to ill health or care giving.  

Based on wage data for the region, cost of water, and health care, if purified drinking water 

was not available through the water purification plant, the coping costs incurred by 

members of the 40,000 households in 108 villages would be to the tune of ₹49 crores 

annually! For a one-time investment of ₹5.4 crores by the Sathya Sai Organisations 

therefore, annually the citizens in these villages avoid incurring losses of ₹49 crores as 

measured along the parameters mentioned below:  
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A whopping 77 percent of the annual ₹49 crores coping costs is due to potential losses in 

women’s wages. This includes: 

• Loss of wages due to waterborne illnesses (own): 6.9 crores (14%) 

• Loss of wages due to caregiving for other family members’ waterborne illnesses: 15.6 

crores (32%) and, 

• Workdays lost due to water fetching duties: 15.6 crores (32%).  
 

The rest of the losses are due to: 

• Men’s loss of wages due to waterborne illnesses: 3.5 crores (7%) 

• Household health care costs: 2.2 crores (4%) and,  

• Cost of buying water (estimated for only 10% of the users): 5.5 crores (11%).  
 

Each household pays only ₹720 annually to avail such enormous benefits! Detailed 

calculations and sources of data are provided in the accompanying documents. Over the 

potential 15-year lifecycle of the 108 water purification systems, the coping costs averted 

are ₹738 crores.  

Moreover, the gains experienced by the households in the 108 villages are much more than 

just the monetary numbers outlined above. For example, the time gained due to fewer sick 

days for the entire household, the savings in caregiving days and work days together add 

nearly a 100 days to the household members’ lives each year to do other activities – 

whether economic, social, physical or spiritual. Children can play more, learn more; adults 

can spend more time in family, leisure, skill-building, learning and other productive 

activities. Such gains are invaluable.  

 

The self-sustaining model of Water Purification Systems set up by the Sri Sathya Sai 

National Drinking Water Mission in 108 villages is replicable and amenable to scale up in 

many more villages. Sharing his vision for 2025, Sri Nimish Pandya, All India President, 

Sri Sathya Sai Seva Organisations, underscored the potential of such decentralised water 

purification projects in rural and tribal areas in benefitting lakhs of individuals who are 

deprived of access to pure and safe drinking water. Sri Sathya Sai Seva Organisations 

propose to expand this project through collaborative endeavours as one of its flagship 

initiatives for community wellbeing leading to the centenary year celebrations of Sri 

Sathya Sai Baba in 2025. Through this initiative, the Organisations will also be contributing 

significantly to India’s efforts to achieve the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 

Goal number 6 (SDG-6): availability and sustained management of water and sanitation for all 

by the year 2030.   


