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NONPROFITS USE “HUMAN NETWORK” TO REDUCE ARSENIC POISONING AND HELP SOLVE INDIA WATER CRISIS 

 

The people tackling the most serious water problems in India are learning about a powerful “human network” that could catapult them 

ahead in their quest to provide clean water to needy populations. This web-based network, Peer Water Exchange (PWX), is being 

demonstrated Oct. 30 at the Annual Water Community Forum of India in Kolkata. Attendees will also learn about a modern dugwell 

that addresses the West Bengal arsenic crisis. 

 

Millions of Indians do not have access to potable water and adequate sanitation. Yet water projects in India will not progress 

effectively unless they harness resources to share findings, illuminate failures and eliminate redundancy.  

 

“We really don’t need any new technologies to provide people with clean water,” says Rajesh Shah, PWX architect. “We know what 

works: small projects that are ‘owned’ by a properly trained community that understands the issue. PWX is a new approach in which 

we can select, fund, manage and follow up on thousands of small projects that are needed to solve the water crisis.” 

 

PWX was created by the Blue Planet Run Foundation and now is run out of Bangalore. Groups working on water issues share project 

details and apply for funding on the site. Participants review and grade other organizations, so the traditional responsibilities of the 

funder are eased, administration needs are streamlined, and results are easily scalable. 

 

The more groups join PWX, the more it will truly represent the landscape of water projects. The hope is that the government will also 

participate. “PWX is a hub for water. It’s important that all the major players get involved,” Shah says. 

 

Water expert Ashok Ghosh of A.N. College in Patna agrees. “Right now the NGOs don’t know what the government is doing, the 

work is fragmented and there is no convergence.” 

 

Non-profit Project Well provides safe drinking water to arsenic-afflicted West Bengal villages, and has been active on PWX since 

2006. Project Well has been able to expand its work in the region through the support of PWX. Representatives of its partner in West 

Bengal, Aqua Welfare Society, are giving a demonstration of PWX at the Kolkata conference of water experts in the hopes that other 

groups will take advantage of the online tool.  

 

Aqua Welfare Society will also present a modern dugwell design that is arsenic-safe, chlorinated, easily adaptable and already used in 

the field. Arsenic causes a myriad of potentially fatal diseases, including cancers of the lung, kidney, and liver. Recent studies have 

shown children are especially affected. 

 

“Of all pollutants around the world, with the possible exception of tobacco smoke, arsenic is probably the worst,” says Richard 

Wilson, a Harvard University arsenic expert. 

 

PWX provides knowledge from experience that cannot be gleaned from academic studies. Knowing how to navigate local cultural 

waters is either learned slowly in the field or quickly from other groups who have faced the same challenges. Suggestions from the 

PWX community have led Project Well to hire a local awareness program director who explains the importance of drinking arsenic-

free water and other water issues to villagers. 

 

Tackling an enormous and complex problem such as the water crisis is daunting, but PWX is making great strides in increasing 

synergy among projects and giving small groups a voice. In four years, it has grown to include about 60 organisations worldwide. 

PWX members have peer-reviewed over $2MM (Rs. 8 crores) in applications. Members are using PWX to manage all their projects, 

and PWX handles more than $9MM (Rs. 36 crores) worth of water and sanitation projects in over 600 communities around the world 

– readily seen on its interactive map. Now PWX is seeking additional funders who want to invest in a transparent, efficient, and 

scalable infrastructure, to take the network to the next level. 

 

“PWX is fantastic,” Project Well director Meera Hira-Smith says. “And groups can track their own progress—in 10 years they will be 

able to measure the impact of their good work.” 

 

For more information on PWX, please visit http://www.peerwater.org. 

For more information on Project Well, please visit http://www.projectwellusa.org. 

For more information on Blue Planet Run, please visit http://www.blueplanetrun.org. 


