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WHY I BOTHER by Ann Feldman, Ph.D., Producer & Creator

The stench of burning tires reached my nostrils before the chaotic scene unfolded.
Our taxi driver braked hard to avoid smashing into a roadblock in the middle of the

four-lane highway.

[lI-clad looters ran on rangy legs, darting in and out of shops. 18,000 riot police

huddled in groups, brandishing their billy clubs, but staying on the sidelines.

Our young driver began to whine. Even though I don’t speak Hindj, I could tell that
he wanted to turn back. My friend Geshe Gendun, a Tibetan Buddhist monk, sat next
to the driver, steadying him. He spoke soothingly, and kept patting him on the back.

When Geshe laughed, the driver visibly relaxed and even cracked a smile.

But, in the backseat, [ began shaking. Even in the India heat, my hands froze and my

fingertips turned blue.

This was the last day of my peaceful, contemplative pilgrimage through India, led by
my teacher Geshe Gendun Gyatso. Geshe, a dozen members of a Buddhist Sangha,
and I had traversed India, visiting sacred Buddhist and Hindu sites. This trip was a
healing for me after producing the stressful and exhilarating Ties That Bind
documentary, which aired internationally for the 5% anniversary of 9/11. I had
spent five years bringing together and documenting relationships between
Chicago’s Muslim, Christian and Jewish communities. I was worn down and this trip

was my gift to myself.

Sadly, my peace was shattered. However, my professional curiosity soon won out
over fear, and I asked Geshe what was going on. “ Water riots. The Supreme Court

will announce its decision tomorrow about water-sharing of the Cauvery River.”



Cauvery Water Disputes Tribunal Award
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The Hindu Business Line, Feb 06,2007

“What?” Ifrowned, trying to wrap my mind around a connection between this
ugliness and water. I'm so used to the abundance of clean water in Chicago, since I
live near Lake Michigan and the water filtration plant. “It looks like they are trying

to kill each other. How can water trigger all this drama?”

“Drama? This is the reality of life in India.” My teacher spared me no sentimentality.
“These farmers in Tamil Nadu who are protesting will be left with little right to the

water their families have used to survive and grow food for generations.”
“I'm scared. What can we do?” I couldn’t help the whimpering in my voice.

“Take out your prayer beads and pray. I'll work to keep the driver calm. Sit way

back out of sight, and try not to attract any attention.”

My hands rummaged in my bag, and took out the mala beads. I began clacking them
in steady rhythm. “Om mani padme hum (Hail the jewel in the lotus).” 108 beads

around the necklace, and then I began again.

Meanwhile, a part of me desperately wanted to document this conflagration. After

20 years of being a media producer, | was already imagining best camera shots, and



the story line to go with them. The fiery tires, wooden roadblocks, policemen in
khaki uniforms, barefoot rioters in short and frayed pants made a shocking tableau.
One look at the monk, and [ knew not to ask that question. A foreigner clicking
photos might draw unwanted attention and possible detention by the growing

numbers of policemen.

Instead, the riots became indelibly burned into my memory. Mile after mile of

explosive scenes stamped the images deeper and deeper into my psyche.

[ was one of the lucky foreigners who caught her flight and returned home safe and
sound that February day in 2007. The next day, Geshe and another colleague from
Boston rode the train to the airport. Midway, their train was boarded by rioters and

held up for several hours.

Over the next few months, this visual track of violence kept running in my memory,

accompanied by the question, “Why?”

[ began reading accounts of that riot in Bangalore, and their daily water realities

began to sink in. Through legal channels, the Cauvery Tribunal had determined that
the upstream dam would still function, and that Karnataka would retain more of the
water. The downstream farmers in Tamil Nadu protested. Neither state had enough

water due to inconsistent and light monsoon rains.

Water - the stuff we’re made of, and which we drink to survive - had been parceled

up and distributed.

[ soon realized that this situation was not unique to Bangalore, India. In the U.S,, in
areas like Las Vegas, water is bought and consumed by the wealthy hoteliers and
casinos despite that fact that the Colorado River no longer reaches the Gulf of
California. In Maine, Nestlé extracts Poland Spring water from streams that have
been used by the public from time immemorial. Water for profit was something

new to me.



The drama of water haunted me, and the harrowing facts disturbed my sleep

* 1in 8 people worldwide don’t have safe water
* Every 15 seconds a child dies of a preventable water-borne disease

* Armed conflicts in the Middle East, Afghanistan and S. Africa often have more
to do with water than with religion or race

Water rights. Right and Wrong. This fluid and life-giving substance was a
commodity which caused fighting, bloodshed, and death for those with too little or

polluted water. This shocked me out of my ‘water blindness.’

Polar opposites - water and fire - consumed my imagination. [ began doing
research and looking for a place where creative, non-violent solutions to the water

crisis were being practiced .
Although I barely admitted it to myself, [ had found my next media project.

[ talked to scholars, water experts, strangers and good-hearted people. [ was
looking for a positive alternative to the wracking violence I experienced in India
over water. Katherine Bateman, a board member of our nonprofit organization

artistic circles., came up with the answer.

Katherine told me about the documentary her son was making on the Maharajah of
Rajasthan, India. “He started the Jal Bhagirathi Foundation (JBF) in the Thar Desert
-- the most water-distressed part of the world. They help villagers collect rainwater

and partner with them on educational, gender, and economic empowerment.”

This story is what [ was looking for during months of research. Not the awful
statistics of death, nor the finger-wagging spoutings of blame. What drew me was
the story of collaboration to solve a dire problem. Collaboration, working together,

joining — not division and conflict.

[ wanted to see first-hand what worked, and share that message through film. So, I

raised the money to return to India, convinced Geshe to accompany me, and went in



search of a model that would hold up to the close scrutiny of the cameras. I wanted

to find a story to capture the hearts and actions of viewers worldwide.

From the first meeting with Kanupriya Harish, |BF’s Executive Director, we forged a
link of understanding that withstood the myriad tests of three years of partnership.
Kanupriya introduced me to the Maharaja, the Directors, engineers, educators,
village leaders, women handicrafters, and school children. Ilearned about systems
of collaboration that ran deep within the village communities and JBF to support the

water and empowerment projects.

[ had found my model. My vision was to document traditional wisdom and this
unique multi-sectored collaboration in the Water Pressures video documentary for
TV broadcast worldwide. The goal was to challenge American youth from water-

rich areas to get involved in the global water crisis.

The video was not to be an expose, but rather a face-to-face meeting of villagers
from a water-scarce developing country with students from water-rich America.
The video became the tool to forge this partnership and kept both parties at the
table.

From 2008 to 2010, I went to Rajasthan three times to film the story of water
conservation in the desert. JBF’'s Managing Trustee, Prithvi Raj Singh, became a

champion and facilitator for the complex international relationships we built.

Meanwhile, back home, [ joined forces with Northwestern University’s
environmentalists, geologists and Indian and international scholars. I built
partnerships with water experts, corporate executives, non-resident Indians, a

Congresswoman and a video crew.

We filmed three times at Northwestern University, along the shore of Lake

Michigan.



Ours was a four-part process

1. Film existing rainwater catchment; community collaborations; educational,
social and economic enhancements due to increased and safer water sources

for desert villages in Rajasthan.

2. At Northwestern University, create and film student interactions with
corporate, civic and political leaders at a Water Forum ; and discussions with
Congresswoman Jan Schakowsky and Patti Simon about global water issues,

political and educational advocacy.

3. Bring students and professors from Northwestern University and Grinnell
College to Rajasthan for experiential learning about collaborative water

resource management. A highlight was an audience with H.H. Maharaja Gaj

Singh.

1 to R: Kanupriya Harish, Prof. Jock McLane, H.H. Maharaja Gaj Sing, and students Scott Roof,
Andrea Hart, Aru Singh, Jordan Levine Walter Furness

James Ewing, photographer



4. Invite ]BF leaders to Northwestern’s campus to interact with students and
professors, and help build a long-term partnership.

[ emphasize that this is a Process, because it has highs and lows, failures and
successes. There is no clear path to build partnerships between such diverse
partners on such a critical issue. It takes a willingness of the two major players -
Northwestern and JBF - to face and judge the strength of possible links. And, it
takes supporters like the UNDP, PepsiCo, Tata, Sehgal Foundation, artistic circles’

Board of Directors, IDCA, John McLean Media and others to hold us together.

One of the great strengths of this partnership is that students learned about the
power of non-academic, experiential learning. In Rajasthan, the students spent time
in the desert communities shadowing goatherds, children in school, and women

carrying water. I spent a day with village woman, who dressed me head to foot in

traditional Marwari fashion.

James Ewing, photographer




The students and I saw first-hand what life is like for people surviving on only four

litres of water a day, while Americans use 400-600!

In the normal course of things, desert Rajasthan and lakeside Northwestern would
have never connected. Through the power of film - and, I admit my own tenacity
and stubbornness - relationships have been forged between these water-rich and

water-scarce parts of the world.

As the Water Pressures documentary and discussion guide are completed, I step
back and see a clear model forming. Students from developed countries can take
the lead in creating partnerships between their colleges and universities and water

organizations in developing countries.

There’s a lot at stake, and the highest stakes are the safety and health of young
people all around the world who face increasing water pressures. Three nuclear
powers in Southeast Asia - India, China and Pakistan - are currently fighting over
water rights, just as American ranchers and farmers argue with urban areas over
limited - and diminishing - supplies of fresh water. It's not right nor the right time
to give up. Now, however, is the perfect time for young people to take a leadership

role in global water issues.

Water is the staff and stuff of life. We live in an interdependent world, where water
shortages and conflicts in one place can have deep social, economic, and security
consequences halfway across the globe. We can solve this problem through

collaborations and youth leadership. That’s why I bother. What about you?
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