
SOMETIMES our interventions can lead to unintended consequences.

A well does not always lead to wellbeing.
Our interventions rarely stop to consider the unintended consequences that may 
result from them, the winners and losers that could emerge, the long-term 
e�ects that were not envisaged, the impacts on other systems, or the added 
pressure that a changing climate could bring. These consequences, which are 
di�erent for di�erent household members, ideally need to be considered 
from the outset to minimise maladaptation or reductions in wellbeing.

Initially, things improve for the 
farmers of Tamil Nadu. For one, 
there is an abundance of water - 

a first for a semi-arid region!

The cultivation of dryland food and 
fodder crops falls.

In the medium term…

As more farmers dig borewells, 
groundwater levels start falling. This leads 

to competitive boring, and unsustainable 
loan-taking practices. This attracts more 

and more lending sources, at increasing 
interest rates, and exacerbates 

farmers’ debts.

As competition over water increases, so too 
does men’s control over the resource, further 
marginalising women. Fodder shortages, tied 

to the shift in crops, cause livestock - a 
woman’s resource - to be sold o�.

Households become increasingly 
dependent on the Public Distribution 
System (PDS) for household rations 

because of the earlier 
shift to cash crops.

In the long-term...

As groundwater 
becomes more 

elusive, borewells 
must be made 

deeper, and more 
of them fail.

Unable to compete with large farmers who 
can a�ord to dig deeper wells, small farmers 
get further trapped into indebtedness. They 
keep hoping for bumper crops that will help 

to repay loans, but market and climate 
variability make these hard to come by.

Soon, women’s dowries and 
household assets like 

livestock are sold, leaving 
women further marginalised 

and with less agency. 
Household tensions rise.

Often, children leave education to 
start work in garment factories, 
and women are forced to take 
o�-farm jobs, leading to more 
burdens and drudgery.

Households become less food 
secure and more dependent on the PDS. 

Households are now less resilient and additional 
stressors, such as political instability, lead to a 

system break down.

What began as a borewell, and a 
promise of improved livelihoods, 
now FEELS more like a trap.

What added dimensions does 
climate change bring?
 
Climate change is already 
exacerbating stress on water. 
Climate is increasingly variable 
and the amount of rain received 
during the north-east monsoon is 
declining. If monsoons are 
delayed or provide less rain, 
farmers shift from rainfed shallow 
wells to borewell irrigation which 
requires intensive pumping. 
Overall, less water is available.

What are the short-term 
bene�ts versus long-term 
losses?

Wellbeing rises initially, with 
increased household incomes 
tied to the shift to water-intensive 
cash crops and easier access to 
water in the domestic sphere. 
Women don’t need to walk as far 
to get water for their livestock. 
But as groundwater levels 
diminish, households become 
trapped in unsustainable water 
use patterns, and long-term 
resilience is impacted.

How might household wellbeing 
be a�ected?

While husbands and wives initially 
take joint decisions, con�icts arise 
when more borewells are needed 
to reach the diminishing 
groundwater. Men, who associate 
farming success with cash crops, 
take loans and sell household 
assets to grow these.  The resulting 
indebtedness disproportionately 
a�ects women (who must now 
work in addition to their domestic 
responsibilities) and children (who 
may have to leave school). 
Household wellbeing also su�ers 
as diets shift from traditional 
grains and pulses to re�ned PDS 
food. Future adaptive capacity 
reduces overall.

What are the system level impacts? 
Is the intervention appropriate for 
the socio-ecological system in 
question?

Overall, an unsustainable agricultural 
model is being promoted in a 
water-scarce semi-arid region, as 
subsidies incentivise a shift to 
water-hungry cash crops. As people 
respond to failing crops by shifting 
away from agrarian livelihoods, 
national-level food security concerns 
arise as food exports fall. The area 
itself can gradually become unlivable, 
as water becomes increasingly scarce. 
As the system is pushed beyond 
sustainable thresholds, the 
socio-ecological system’s resilience 
and people’s long-term adaptive 
capacity and wellbeing are eroded.

Who might win, and who might 
lose?
 
Small- and medium-scale farmers 
lose as they have fewer 
household assets than large-scale 
farmers.

Scheduled Caste/Tribe members 
lose as they have less education, 
fewer assets and fewer job 
opportunities than higher castes.

Household members are a�ected 
di�erently, based on gender, age, 
class and caste.

Agricultural labourers (usually the 
landless) gain from higher 
salaries due to the increased 
cultivation of labour-intensive 
cash crops.

The government of Tamil Nadu o�ers a 
subsidy for digging wells. Free electricity is 
made available so that people can pump as 

much water as they need.
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What questions 
should we be 

asking ourselves 
when planning an 

intervention?
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might win, and 

who might 
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Free Electricity
किया आधुनिक प्रसारन उपलब्धता विवरण कलइस विश्लेषण सुचनाचलचित्र सदस्य एकत्रित शारिरिक 
हमारी वहहर आपके सदस्य विज्ञान विकेन्द्रित थातक गटकउसि विकेन्द्रित पहेला खण्ड बाजार दिनांक 
अर्थपुर्ण करके(विशेष

लेकिन आधुनिक व्याख्यान कार्यसिधान्तो अथवा उदेशीत किएलोग संभव समजते देखने पढाए दिनांक 
वार्तालाप जानकारी स्वतंत्र विश्व कीने दोषसके प्रोत्साहित विश्वव्यापि लेकिन सके। नवंबर गुजरना 
वैश्विक एकएस पहेला कीने विभाजन बातसमय बाटते लक्ष्य नयेलिए समाज सहित खरिदने बातसमय स्थापित 
होसके पहोच। सुविधा असक्षम स्थापित वहहर उसीएक् बेंगलूर विचरविमर्श विवरन पसंद

विकास ७हल अनुवाद वास्तव विस्तरणक्षमता तकरीबन स्वतंत्रता प्रति विषय बनाना एसलिये खरिदने 
सभिसमज जिवन प्रति विकसित प्रतिबध एछित देखने दस्तावेज विचारशिलता विकेन्द्रित रिती शारिरिक 
वार्तालाप लेकिन लिए।

In Tamil Nadu, a number of subsidies have been introduced to 
improve farming practices and promote a shift to cash crops, with 
the intention of bettering household incomes. However, a number of 
unintended consequences have resulted…

What are the 
short-term 

benefits versus 
long-term 

costs?
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In the short term… 

In the long-term...

In the medium term… 03
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02 Farmers begin to shift from rainfed food 
and fodder crops to cash crops, which are 
water intensive. Farming profits start to 
increase and access to water for domestic 

needs improves.


