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A Filmmaker's Journey Inside
the World Water Crisis

Shalini Kantayya gives a first-person account of the making of her
documentary — A Drop of Life, drawing attention to the importance

of water conservation.

y pasdon  for
water dghts did
not begin with
an Intellectual
sboixdy, bt as all
great adventures of my life begin —
from the heart. The journey o make
A Dirgp OF Life started in Januacy 2001 .
I was tn Indla om a Fulbdght
Fellowship, malking a documentary an
political street theatre. Cin a whim, [
accepied a friend s requsst 4o belp him
docurmenit the largest gathering of
people in human hisiory, at the hdaha
Eumbh bdela. The rmela 1s a religious
gathering in which people come to
talee a bath in the haly comfluence of
three rvers at an mepdms Hme
beszame dodng o 1s belisved to wash
vy 1ns and take the soul closer o
lberwtion. [ fourd myself lving in a
tent at the bark of the Garga with ooy
crew for 80 days — the duratian of the
festival. In the process. [ spent mary
ks allkdng ta pllgrims, watching
prayer dboals, and immersing roys=H.
day after day, in the sacred water. [n
the course of many cold-water baths,
T =1l wildly in Jowe with this dver.
Al anclent civillsatiors flourdshed
at the banks of Iife-glving rivers. and
Inca was no exception — even the
ward Indla decwes from the mame of
the Biver Indus. Water was tradition-
ally revered as a Hfe-glving mother
goddess, infused with the power to
ntan Wfe and purfy thesoul, and the
practce of (o fmp, of laying out clay
cups af water for the thirsy, was
widespread. Many indigenms cul-
tures believe that water cannot be
cwned and is instesd the common

praperty of all people — and in India,
be=fare British colomisation led to

waters being admirisiered by the stabe,
communites were responsible for
being caretakers of thelr own talab (the
collactwe source of water] .

I was mowed by this fatth in waber
s 2 macred and commion resporsibdl-
ity for the preservadcn of all 1ife. And
my love for the dver trspired me to
guestion the cultural practices of offer-
Ings made with paper and plastic. [
thonaght e mys=lf, “We call this dver
mather and then dump all the junk
Into it in the name of reverence!
Hrromm” . 1 began to read fervently on
river systemns and the global story of
water. And = [ atterded the Peoples’
Weorld Water Forum in Mew Cielhl
the World Sectal Forum in Mumbal
ard the Wardd Water Forum in
Blexco City.  Maude Barlow and
Tory Clarke's civeting 2002 boak
Blue Gald: The Fight to Stop the
Carpaorate Theft of the Wiorld's Water
shook me cut of my seat. | found the
statlstlcs alamning. bebwesn one-balf
and two-thirds of the warld's popula-
ton, over four billon peaple. will nat
bave adequate access to clean drnk-
Ing water by the year 20E7.

The mare [ researched and read
about water, the mare [ became con-
winced of the veradiy of Word Bank
wice-president [rmall Sermgeldin's pre=-
diction that, *if the wars of the 2th
cenbury wers fought over all. the wars
of the neat century will be fought over
water . Water scarcity 1s alreadya real-
ity fora hllion world citizers, And in
a past-information, post-IPhone, post-
reality televislan ward, every tme a

child des beravse of water-related 111
nest, | fasl that we have falled aza
world commundty to mamges our
most vital shared human cight. Less
than ore percent of the world s waber
s Fresh and drinkable. And individu-
als and corpombons are over-can-
muming a such a rabe that every speces
cn the phnet &5 in danger. Besides, as
dermand rapldly excesds supply, cor-
poratdons are wyng to oy water
rescurces and sl them, likee ary oth-
er camrmadity, to the highest hidder.

And we can no lomger dre borders
on the crisisand relegate the problem
ta sub-Saharan Africa ar the interior
willages of India. In the LTS we have
sy Ehe dramatic effects of the water
crisls throaghout the South and the
Blidwest, accompanted by a naton-
wide decrease in the water levels of
many civers and lakes, In Atantn, os of
early H10E, there are cnly an estmat-
ed three momths of clean drinking
water left. and a mandatary autdoor
walering ban makes it {ll=gal to water
Lerwsmis and wash cars. Arlzora i suf-
fering a continuing drought that cver
the years has hit fts agriculroral indus-
try with an estimated 2.8 billlon in
cverall economic Josses.

Az | became aware of the mounting
global water crisis, 1reabisad that 1t rep-
resenied a clash of culbures —
betwesn a culure that values waler as
a shared sacred resource and a carpa-
rate culture that regards water as a
ocormmodity to ke bought and sald.
Hecrording 1o the World Bank and the
United MMadons, water 15 a human
reed and not a buman dght. This dis-
tinctiar clactfies that water can be sald

far money, while no one can sell a
hurman right. After Hving mary years
between Indla and Amerea, [ won-
dered how water conflicts In the
Furume will affect the already vast dis-
parities between the 'First Warld and
the Third Warld'.

I made A Drgp OF Lie in cader to
carvey the widening Ufe-threatening
divide betwesn people who canafford
this ¥ital resource and those who can-
mat. As anartiste, [ want to hamess the
viral energy of youth culhare and the
popular form of dramatic ficHom to
insplre new audiences to Fwareness
about water. | wanted to make a fitm
that would reach beyond the tradi-
Haral envronmental movemnent and
social isme documerntary sudiences. |
wanted o create a toal to engage my
peers, mosty urban kids of colour, b=
trarsform water culture,

The water meter in A Dop OF Lie
was arlginally concelved o deplcta
frightening future we are headed
trwards unless we change our ways.
But then | learned, in an intersiew
with Mmsde Barlow, that this fright-
enlng future, a world in which water
15 reserved for only those whao can
affoad it, exists today. In the case of
the Orangs Farm towmship in Sauth
Afdca, a development scheme was
implemented earlier this decade that
offered sach farmdly 6,000 lires per
monih of fres water, after which paint
they would have to pre-pay for water.
About 6,000 Wires split by an mverage
10-persom famdly tn 30 days 1= about
20 lires per day. The Wardd Health
Clrganisation clatms that an indhvid-
1al needs 25 Heres of water per day bo
meet his basic nesds and another 100
litres per day to remaln healthy. Asa
result of the irstalladon of the pre-
pald water reter, residents of the
‘towmship were forced to doink water
from an unclean source. Cher 5000
pecple died of chaolera. Actually, they
died because af the pre-pald water
MEber.

The sctence ficHon water meters |
had imagined already exdst today In
ower 10 countres, including Scuth
Africa, Braxil, Migera, the Phillppines,
Sudan, and LIS,

My documentary smerged from a
dedre to bring attention o this crisis
on which all Iife depends. and a bell=f
that medla can create the spark that
igriies soclal changes, Afrman Water
Merwock, a water advocacy crgandsa-
o that works with commundties @r-
geted by pre-pald water-meter pro-
grammes, has screened the film in
orwer 40 villages across Africa, usng It
asa ool to ingpirs dlalogue about Local
wrater lssues. We spend a hilion dol-
lars a year on botiled water. What i
wee put that money o our pubbc sps-
tems? In partnership with Tth Empire
Medta (a movie producton carmpa-
), A Dirgp OF Lig educatiomal tour
will rals= awareness through screen-
irgs and workshops that challenge sha-
dents to imagine thems=lves in new
sinmtions and develop critical chink-
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irg skills arourd this isaoe,

At present, | am in the process of
hunching the shart verdon of A Drep
of Lif in coder to develop a feature-
length sclence fiction drama on the
subrject of the world watercriss, A fea-
tare-length release would be acoom-
panied by a rouslcal saundirack:, videa
garnes, moblle phone content, and a
vast onlire preseree, 2 well as & sclal
impact plan designed o creats a glob-
al culture of respect for wateras a -
versal lniman dght and a callecte
responsibility.

To attempt 15 to =]l ourselves
that the challenges are too insur-
miountable, or that uldmately water is
“somecne else'’s problem”, 15 stmply
unibinkable. A Dwmpof Life s a step
towvards the converstbons that create
vital snclal change.




