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ARSENIC ROUNDTABLE 
 

Venue: IIT- Guwahati  

(5-6
th

 September, 2014) 

BACKGROUND 

The Arsenic Knowledge and Action Network is a knowledge-driven dynamic collective of individuals 

and organizations, anchored by SaciWATERs and Arghyam in India, established in November 2013. 

Since then, it has worked towards creating a platform for bringing together people to share knowledge 

and learning. As a platform for cross sharing and knowledge generation, the Arsenic Network is 

constantly working towards creating spaces for such sharing to take place. 

The idea of this roundtable emerged though consultations that occurred during and post visits to Assam 

conducted by the Fluoride and Arsenic Network teams in December 2013 and June 2014 respectively. 

Water quality problem in Assam is becoming a growing concern and there is sense of urgency in both 

government and private institutions to address these issues. Within this frame, it was worthwhile for the 

Network to bring together knowledge and provide input where required to assist in resolving these issues 

holistically within the local landscape. 

Some of the important aspects to be addressed within the water quality ambit in Assam, especially with 

regard to arsenic was raised during discussions with some of the important stakeholders in Guwahati and 

also through conversations with officials and individuals in the arsenic contaminated areas in Titabor. 

Through these discussions we were also able to link with others individuals and institutions who have 

been contributing to this field. 

These visits also gave us a perspective of the situation as it exists in Assam and helped identify the areas 

which might require immediate attention. Our experiences during these visits and the further interactions 

with various stakeholders led us to the idea of this roundtable. 

RATIONALE 

Much work has been done on arsenic mitigation in trying to develop technological options and 

assessment at the ground level within Assam. This goes hand in hand with an increasing consciousness of 

the importance of the issue. To bring together concerted efforts along with systematic action requires the 

coming together of different minds and perspectives to work on the problem. 

The network aims to address these activities through three streams, namely knowledge, action and 

advocacy. There needs to be detailed discussions and deliberations with people representing the whole 

wide spectrum before designing interventions and planning further course of action. The Where? What? 

and Who? about the action items needs to be answered. 

Another aim of the network is also to look at policy interventions through the lens of implemented actions 

so that there is a sustained momentum and more importantly a certain level of mainstreaming of the 

initiatives once they begin to show results. A fruitful way of going about with this would be by bringing 
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these initiatives into governmental frameworks of action. This effort would then require detailed analysis 

and identification of spaces within existing policies along with policy gaps and also spaces within present 

frameworks where these ideas can be placed.  

Altogether, the roundtable is an attempt to bring together relevant people and institutions to facilitate 

interactions on highlighted issues along with identification of other avenues of action. It also serves as an 

initial platform to give a head-start to the planned activities. 

OBJECTIVES 

This round table aims to: 

 Act as a common platform for people from various forums, institutions, organizations and 

government bodies working on water quality issues (with a focus on arsenic) together on a common 

platform.  

 Build awareness on the issue of water quality, especially arsenic contamination. 

 Identify and formulate strategies to address existing knowledge gaps. 

 Identifying action/interventions that are the need of the hour in Assam to address water quality issues. 

Seek answers to the Where? What? Who? 

 Get the government on board and make them party to the decisions and activities planned by the 

network. 

 Give visibility to the activities of the network through interaction with the media and preparation of a 

media brief to be shared at the conclusion of the roundtable. 

 Address policy issues to target arsenic contamination: 

o Identify existing structures and policies which can assist in implementation of arsenic 

mitigation activities and programs.  

o Ascertain gaps in current structures and policies which act as a roadblock  

o Use the above mentioned information to advocate either the need for fresh policies or actions 

under existing ones. 

 Reaching out to a wider set of people working on water quality (arsenic) issues in Assam. Our contact 

base has been limited till now to a select people and the roundtable and the media visibility therein is 

aimed to serve the purpose of reaching out to other interested people. 

The roundtable is also an effort to enable collaborative efforts to work on identified action items. The 

main goal of this discussion is to provide a medium where experts, practitioners and interested parties can 

gather and discuss ways forward to mitigate the growing spread of water quality issues, especially 

arsenic.  
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AGENDA 

DAY 1 

INTRODUCTION (10:00 – 10:15) 

SESSION I – KNOWLEDGE 

(10:15 – 12:30) 

 Presentation 1 (10:15 – 10:30)  

o State of existing knowledge 

o Brief account of Arsenic Surveillance Programme (PHED, IIT-G, UNICEF) 

o Idea of State of the Sector (SoS) for Arsenic 

 Precursor to SoS for Assam 

 Table of contents 

o Questions to be addressed during Panel Discussion and Plenary Session 

 Data:  

 What is the level of available data on water quality, status of nutrition, impact on 

health? 

 What is the level of understanding of institutional successes and failure, eg. 

Village User Committees (VUCs) 

 Information:  

 What is the level of information/awareness of communities, bureaucracy, health 

practitioners etc. 

 How can the data gaps and information/awareness gaps be plugged and where? 

 Presentation 2 (10:30 – 11:00) by Prof. Dipankar Chakroborthi 

o An overview of work done in Assam and WB by Prof. Chakroborthi 

o The important issues of concern in terms of arsenic mitigation for Assam. Issues that need to 

be addressed urgently. 

o What Assam can learn from how the arsenic issue has been dealt with in other parts of India 

(both successes and failures), especially WB and Bangladesh 

o Pointers on how successful interventions from other parts can be replicated/adapted to the 

Assam context 

 Panel Discussion (10:45 – 11:30) 
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o Panel – Prof. Dipankar Chakroborthi, Rushabh Hemani, Prof. Chandan Mahanta 

 Plenary Session / Open House (11:30 – 12:30) 

o Moderated for panel discussion and plenary session – Ayan Biswas 

 Summing up the session and building up towards Session II (12:30 – 12:45) 

 

LUNCH (12:45 – 13:45) 

 

SESSION II – ACTION AND CONSOLIDATION 

 Presentation 1 (13:45 – 14:00) 

o Building up on Session I and laying the agenda for Session II 

o Issues to be addressed during Panel Discussion and Plenary Session to revolve around 

need for action on the ground and essential action research areas.  

 Institutional analysis 

 Using grass-root comics as a development communication tool 

 Seeking answers to why there are minimal physical manifestation in arsenic 

exposed populations in Assam 

 Action research on arsenic – nutrition linkages 

 Training needs assessment 

 Panel Discussion (14:00 – 15:00) 

o Panel members – A B Paul, Prof. Dipankar Chakroborthi, PHED representative, Partha 

Jyoti Das 

o Moderator – Ayan Biswas 

 Plenary Session / Open House (15:00 – 16:00)  

o Moderated by Prof. Chandan Mahanta 

 SUMMING UP / WAY FORWARD (16:00 – 16:30) 
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DAY 2  

(11:00 – 13:00) 

MEDIA INTERACTION 

Based on the discussions on Day 1 and the summing up / way forward, the network will interact with 

media representatives from Assam. A brief will be shared with them summarizing the discussions from 

day 1 and the action areas identified. 

This interaction is aimed to serve the purpose of reaching out to a wider audience. The attempt also is to 

reach out to activists, practitioners, and academicians who are not identified as “mainstream” actors in the 

arsenic mitigation plans of Assam but have done substantial work and/or can contribute greatly to the 

larger aim of ensuring safe water and good health to the affected/exposed communities. 

Mass media plays an important role in shaping community perceptions towards issues and this in turn 

informs individuals and institutional responses. Such responses have the tendency to produce ripple 

effects that begin with the immediately affected parties and spread outwards to generate interest and 

questions among public and governments. 


