


How did people use 
lakes or urban tanks 
in the past?

What we call “Lakes” were mostly man-made irrigation 
tanks. Communities were largely agrarian and 
communities clustered around lakes. These lakes also 
had environmental uses, they were critical to flood 
control management, and stored water. They were not 
always perennial. Lakes recharged groundwater, which 
was accessed through wells and then used for drinking 
and domestic purposes such as washing (both domestic 
and cattle). Of course, most importantly, it had economic 
uses as well, farmers used the water as irrigation, the 
silt as manure, shepherds used the grass for grazing, 
dhobis washed clothes, fishermen fished in the lakes 

Who managed and 
owned these lakes?

Rulers offered patronage and ensured the tanks 
were maintained. The village and community elders 
jointly decided on water use, which the Neeruganti 
implemented and was in charge of distributing water to 
the village or community tank. All this was done with the 
active participation of the community, who took part in 
maintaining, cleaning, and desilting the lake. Finally, other 
groups like fishermen, grazers, farmers or shepherds 
used the lake for various economic uses. 

So how do we reimagine 
these uses in our current 
urban context?

Can we think of community uses? For example, as 
urban communities, we use lakes for recreation (walking, 
boating…) or for cultural purposes. There are also 
environmental uses as lakes lower ambient temperature, 
and are critical for groundwater recharge and biodiversity 
conservation. Lakes and wetlands also treat wastewater 
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and play important roles in flood control and storage. 
And what about livelihoods? Can lakes reclaim their 
value for dhobis, grazers, fishermen, as sources of silt 
and manure…?

However we imagine using our lakes, there will be trade-
offs. Lakes serve many purposes: Lakes are used for 
livelihoods, for waste water management, flood control, 
groundwater recreation, biodiversity, conservation and 
recreation. 

Don’t think too much, start doing!
Start engaging with your lake!

It doesn’t have to be a herculean effort to begin or 
organise events around your lake. Talk to all the 
stakeholders and ensure you work together. 
It’s important to ensure community ownership 
of your lake. You could get in touch with other 
lake groups for information or ideas. 

What can you do?

Firstly, see the lake as a public space for bringing the 
community together! In earlier times, deweeding festivals 
took place where fishermen came together to remove 
weeds when the lake naturally dried in the summer. 
Deweeding competitions were organised. 

What can you do? 

Organise a Kere Habba with activities for kids, 
organic food, NGOs working on environmental issues 
to talk about water, water quality, nature, bird watching, 
competitions, lake walks, music and dance!

Organise at least two community activities every month 
that engages with the lake – cleaning, gardening, 
repairing pathways, tree planting, herpetology survey. 
Each event should not be more than one hour long. 



Do remember that the lakes belongs to us all. We should 
all take responsibility for monitoring, be aware of threats 
and inform the concerned authorities if anything goes 
wrong or if anything unusual happens such as fish kills, 
frothing etc.

How do I build 
a group to engage 
with my lake?

You can engage formally or informally. Individually 
or through a lake group, who bridge the citizen-institution 
conversation.

Broad steps to engage more sustainably with your lake:

Identify like minded people and volunteers 

Identify the agency responsible for maintaining 
the lake

Identify all the important stakeholders

Bring everyone together and discuss fundamental 
questions

Draw up a lake rejuvenation plan and work with 
the lake custodian agency for its implementation

Reach out to other lake groups to learn from and 
support each other

Get in touch with us at 
water@biome-solutions.com 

www.biometrust.org 
https://www.facebook.com/Rainwater-Club-And-Biome-
Environmental-Trust-119756927607/


