
U P S C  &  S T A T E  P C S  C U R R E N T  A F F A I R S    ·    U J I YA R I . C O M

EDITORIAL ANALYSIS

The Free Pump's Hidden Bill: How
Cheap Power Drains India's

Aquifers
📰 DOWN TO EARTH

14 July 2026 · ENVIRONMENT · GS1 GS3

CURATED & WRITTEN BY

Bharat Choudhary
UPSC Educator & Content Creator

linkedin.com/in/epicbharat

ALSO FROM THE CREATOR

BharatNotes
Free UPSC notes, MCQs, PYQ analysis. 100%
Free.

bharatnotes.com →

📢  ADVERTISE

Advertise with Ujiyari
Reach thousands of UPSC aspirants daily.

✉ epicbharat@gmail.com

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

The Free Pump's Hidden Bill: How Cheap Power Drains India's Aquifers 1 / 7

https://www.linkedin.com/in/epicbharat/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/epicbharat/
https://bharatnotes.com/
https://bharatnotes.com/
mailto:epicbharat@gmail.com?subject=Ad%20Enquiry%20%E2%80%94%20Ujiyari
https://ujiyari.com/


Every fact web-verified against primary sources (https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/)

THE LIFT LINE

When the electricity to pump water costs nothing, the water itself is treated as though it costs nothing, and an

aquifer (https://ujiyari.com/terms/aquifer/) that took centuries to fill is emptied in a single generation to meet a

subsidy no one meant as a licence to mine.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

India is the world’s largest user of groundwater, drawing more from beneath its soil than any other country,

and the Central Ground Water Board estimates that annual extraction runs into hundreds of billion cubic

metres, a pace that outstrips natural recharge across large tracts. The stress is visible in the assessment data.

States such as Rajasthan report that a majority of their groundwater assessment units are over-exploited,

meaning extraction exceeds recharge, and the water table is falling year after year. This matters because

groundwater is not a marginal resource but the backbone of Indian life, supplying most of the country’s rural

drinking water and a large share of its irrigation. A central driver of the crisis is a policy meant to help farmers,

the free or flat-rate supply of farm electricity, which removes the marginal cost of pumping and turns a shared,

finite resource into something drawn without restraint.

GS Paper 1: Distribution of key natural resources across India; geographical features and their changes.

GS Paper 3: Conservation, environment; issues related to agriculture, cropping patterns, and the economics

of animal-rearing; land and water resources.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: the Central Ground Water Board, under the Ministry of Jal Shakti, which

carries out periodic groundwater resource assessment; the four categories used to classify assessment units,

safe, semi-critical, critical and over-exploited, based on the stage of groundwater extraction as a percentage of

the annual extractable resource; the over-exploited category where extraction exceeds one hundred per cent of

recharge; the Atal Bhujal Yojana (https://ujiyari.com/terms/atal-bhujal-yojana/), a centrally sponsored scheme for
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participatory, community-led groundwater management in water-stressed areas; the phenomenon of land

subsidence caused by aquifer depletion; and the link between assured procurement of water-intensive crops

and the depletion of aquifers. For Mains, argue that a free-power subsidy creates a perverse (https://ujiyari.com/

vocab/perverse/) incentive that couples cheap energy to unlimited water, and that fixing groundwater requires

reforming energy pricing, crop choice and community governance together.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Groundwater sustained the Green Revolution. When cheap pumps and cheap power spread across the plains,

farmers gained control over their own irrigation, no longer waiting on canals or rain, and yields rose. But the

same freedom carried a hidden cost. Because electricity for agriculture was made free or charged at a flat rate

unrelated to consumption, the marginal cost of running a pump for one more hour fell to zero. Water became,

in economic terms, a free good, and a free good is used until it runs out. Over decades, the water table in

intensively farmed regions has fallen from a few metres below the surface to hundreds of feet down in the

worst-hit districts.

The CGWB (https://ujiyari.com/terms/cgwb-central-ground-water-board/)’s assessment framework captures the damage.

It classifies every assessment unit by its stage of extraction, and the spread of over-exploited units across the

northwest and parts of the south and west is the map of a slow-motion crisis. Rajasthan, arid to begin with,

now finds most of its units in the critical or over-exploited zones. The consequences run beyond dry wells,

deeper pumping raises energy use, poorer households lose access as the water retreats below the reach of

shallow wells, and in some areas the ground itself subsides as depleted aquifers compact.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Free power was designed as farmer relief, but its effect on water is corrosive. By breaking the link between

using water and paying for the energy to lift it, it removes the one signal that might restrain extraction. A

farmer with a free pump has no reason to stop at what the aquifer can sustainably yield, and no individual

restraint helps when the neighbour keeps pumping. This is the tragedy of the commons written into an

electricity tariff.

The subsidy that mines water
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CGWB CATEGORY WHAT IT MEANS POLICY IMPLICATION

Safe Extraction well below recharge Maintain, monitor

Semi-critical Extraction approaching recharge Caution, promote recharge

Critical Extraction near or at recharge Restrict new wells, manage demand

Over-exploited Extraction exceeds recharge Urgent demand cuts, subsidy reform

The categories are not academic. They should drive where new wells are permitted, where recharge is

prioritised and where the power subsidy most urgently needs redesign. In over-exploited blocks, business as

usual simply deepens the hole.

The subsidy does not act alone. Assured procurement and support prices for water-intensive crops such as

paddy in dry regions push farmers toward exactly the cropping patterns that drain aquifers fastest. Cheap

power and guaranteed markets combine into a signal that says grow thirsty crops and pump without limit,

precisely the opposite of what a water-stressed landscape can bear.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Follow the incentive, not the intention. The free-power subsidy was meant to support farm incomes, a good

aim, but its unintended effect is to price water at zero and invite its exhaustion. The analytical skill is to see the

resource, the energy tariff and the crop pattern as one coupled system, so that a fix in isolation fails. Metering

power without offering farmers an alternative punishes them; changing crops without water pricing does not

stick; community governance without demand restraint is toothless. The transferable rule for GS1 and GS3:

when a subsidy targets one variable but is coupled to a scarce resource, reform must address the coupling, not

just the subsidy. The examiner rewards the candidate who proposes an integrated redesign, decoupling (https://

ujiyari.com/vocab/decoupling/) income support from unlimited pumping, over one who simply calls for ending free

power.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Free or flat-rate farm power -> marginal cost of pumping falls to zero -> water treated

as a free good, drawn without restraint -> extraction outstrips recharge across regions

-> CGWB assessment units slide from safe to critical to over-exploited (Rajasthan:

majority over-exploited) -> water table falls, shallow wells dry, energy use rises, land

subsides -> reinforced by MSP and procurement for water-intensive crops in dry areas ->

Reading the assessment categories

The crop-choice distortion
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groundwater supplies most rural drinking water and much irrigation, so the crisis hits

people first -> fix requires decoupling income support from unlimited pumping: power

pricing, crop shift, Atal Bhujal Yojana community governance and recharge together

WAY FORWARD

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked about groundwater depletion, water conservation and the sustainability of Indian agriculture.

This editorial turns that theme into a question of incentives, showing how a well-meaning power subsidy

becomes an engine of aquifer mining, which is the applied, cause-and-effect analysis the examiner rewards

over a general lament about water scarcity.

Practice question: “Free farm power, intended to support farmers, has become a driver of groundwater

over-extraction in India.” Critically examine, and suggest an integrated strategy for sustainable groundwater

management. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: Down To Earth (https://www.downtoearth.org.in/), Central Ground Water Board (https://cgwb.gov.in/),

Ministry of Jal Shakti (https://jalshakti-dowr.gov.in/)

Source: The Free Pump's Hidden Bill: How Cheap Power Drains India's Aquifers — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &

State PCS Editorial Analysis

📰 RELATED DAILY ARTICLES

14 Jul Indian Grey Hornbill Returns to Gir After Four Years

13 Jul IITM Pune Makes First Observational Estimate of Monsoon...

Decouple support from pumping. Government should replace unlimited free power with direct

income or metered support tied to a sustainable quota, so farmers keep their benefit while the

incentive to over-pump is broken, as pilot direct-benefit models have shown.

1

Strengthen participatory management. Scale the Atal Bhujal Yojana approach of community-

led water budgeting, where villages measure their own recharge and extraction and self-regulate,

because groundwater is a common pool that only local cooperation can protect.

2

Realign crop incentives. Shift procurement and support toward less water-intensive crops in

over-exploited blocks, and back the shift with market assurance, so that the cropping pattern stops

pulling against conservation.

3

Invest in recharge and monitoring. Expand rainwater harvesting, watershed development and

aquifer recharge, and use CGWB category data to target the worst blocks first, so that supply-side

revival supports demand-side restraint.

4
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