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THE DEPRIVED

IN THE COMMAND AREA OF AN IRRIGATION SYSTEM

(AN EXPLORATORY STUDY)

Development Support Centre's (DSC) experience in promoting Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM) in command area of Sabarmati Reservoir Project (Dharoi) revealed that the tail end villages are getting water that would provide irrigation to much less area in their command--Rangpur received maximum irrigation on 53% of the command, Thalota 51%, but Kiyadar 18%, Pudgam 13%, and Paldi 10%. DSC assumed that such deprivation of farmers' entitlement would be only at the tail end. Situation would be much better in the head and middle reaches of the project. Field research brought out that villages which are not at the tail end can also be deprived of their right on account of system failure. Water is available in the distributory, but the conveyance system is not capable of taking it into the farms through the minors, sub minors and outlets.

Thus the 'deprived' could be the farmers at the tail end, not only of the main canal system but could be in various parts of the system and "other deprived" on account of the system failure. DSC decided to look at another project, Mahi Irrigation Project, which had a large command area of more than 2,00,000 hectares with ample water to irrigate all the land in the command. In fact, the project has surplus water that is let out into the sea. Exploratory visits, however, brought out that even in Mahi project the farmers are deprived of their share of water either because they are at the tail end or are "other deprived" due to system failure. To make sure that the sample was representative enough, DSC made field studies in 28 villages of Mahi project located in the head and middle reaches and at the tail end.  

This is an exploratory study and we feel that it would be equally true for other major irrigation projects in Gujarat, and in India.
THE FINDINGS

Overall Picture

In the Sabarmati Reservoir Project, the overall tail ender deprivation is 37%, with head reach (30%) and middle reach (36%). The "other deprived" are overall 22%. The other deprived are spread almost uniformly throughout the system to the extent of 1/3 of the command area. In case of Mahi Irrigation Project, the over all tail end deprivation is 7% but it is higher in middle reach (18%) and head (8%) reach. "Other deprived" are overall 20 % though in the head reach (28%) and middle reach (56%). This shows problems of system management in Mahi Irrigation Project. 
Policy Issues

Capacity to Discipline

In the irrigation systems in deficit area such as Sabarmati Reservoir Project, only a portion of land in command area, say 50%, is to be supplied water for irrigation.  If the farmers in the earlier reaches irrigate more area there will be increasing shortage as the canal proceeds. Partial serving of command area, desirable from equity consideration demands better disciplining capacity than what the department presently has been able to demonstrate so far. 

In designing irrigation system, the planners assume certain cropping pattern and water requirement for different seasons. If the farmers raise more water intensive crops like paddy, the water requirements would be more than the carrying capacity of the system. If the farmers in the head reach take all the water they need for water intensive crop, the farmers towards the middle and tail end would be left dry.

Water Rights

Apart from the capacity for governance, there is also the issue of need for deciding the share of water for every piece of land in the command depending upon its size on one hand and availability of water in the system on the other. Experience has shown that if Water Users Association (WUA) manages the system at the local level, each association would insist on securing its share of water depending upon the share of the land in its command area. Department will be then forced to enforce discipline on the farmers taking more than their share.

Design Faults

Wrong planning at the design stage may create perpetual problems.  The farmer’s knowledge of the local terrain needs to be utilized in designing the system at local level.
Pricing of Water on Volumetric Basis

Most logical and not impractical way of dealing with conflict between requirements of water for different crops and for right to water of all farmers decide pricing of water on volumetric basis. This has already been tried in several projects promoted by Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in Maharashtra and Gujarat.

Grant for Maintenance and Operations

Availability of funds for maintenance is getting reduced all the time because larger share is allocated for salaries of irrigation staff. However, whatever repair grant is available seems to be used in an inequitable manner, some getting their share regularly and some not getting at all even though need for repair may be acute. Introduction of PIM may ensure use of funds in more equitable manner. 

Uncertain Supply, Waste and Non-payment of Water Charges

Uncertainty when and how much next watering will be available induce farmers to use maximum water when it flows to their farm. They are also reluctant to apply for irrigation requirement in time because of the uncertainty and just take water with impunity when it is passing near their farm. Undependability of water supply explains to some extent the mounting arrears of water charges. Experience of well-managed PIM system is more satisfactory.

Monitoring

The report discusses several issues emerging about monitoring system of the irrigation projects:

· At present, even if one watering is given the area is considered to be irrigated. An alternative system is suggested. 
· The study could identify a number of problems through scrutiny of the information and reports made available by the department.  The irrigation officers if they also study their information, should be able to quickly identify problem villages, visit them, and take remedial measures. However, it would be good to associate non-departmental stakeholders like NGOs and academics. A monitoring committee with multi-source membership is recommended.

Redressing Grievances

Detailed study of the system for tackling complaints revealed absence of system.  The case study of handling of complaints in one office clearly brings out that the department has not developed either system or sensitivity to quickly respond to problems conveyed. 
Lifting of Canal Water---Authorized Nominally, Unauthorized Substantially

Lifting water by pump sets from the canal is a serious problem. Even the farmers who are authorized to lift water from canal, if they lift much more water than permitted, the department is not able to discipline them nor does it take into account the impact of such diversion of water on the availability of water in the authorized command area. This is one more contributory factor to the deprivation of the farmers in the command area. 

	An Overall Lesson Emerging from this Exploratory Study
Taking care of the “Deprived” of the irrigation system, preferably through participatory management, is the surest way to reform the irrigation sector.
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