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FARMER-MANAGED IRRIGATION SYSTEMS IN NEPAL. 
Prachanda Pradhan. 

I.INTRODUCTION. 

Nepalese farmers have recognized the importance of water resources for 
centuries and have been constructing irrigation systems at their own 
initiative to intensify their agriculture production. Irrigation development 
in the country remained in the hands of the people for many years. This 
tradition gave birth to the farmer-managed irrigation systems ( FNIS ) 
scattered allover the country. Historically, irrigation development h~s 

fallen uftder the domain of either a religious trust, individual initiatives or 
community effort. The legal tradition and local administrative structures over 
period of time have permitted farm!r managed irrigation systems to operate 
without interference from an irrigation agency or other administrative units. 
However,they have been assisted by the government from time to time when 
natural calamities required resources beyond the capacity of the farmers. 

Irrigation systems can broadly be categorized into two groups according 
to where the responsibility for their management lies: those that are agency 

'managed and - farmer managed systems. In the farmer-managed systems, farmers are 
responsible for all activities encompassing water acquisition from the 
source to delivery to the plant in the field. 

70 percent of total irrigable area in Nepal i, presently under farmer 
management. It is estimated that there are about 1700 farmer managed 
irrigation units in the Tarai and over 20000 in the hills of Nepal.AII these 
systems are managed by the farmers themselves. FHIS are not necessarily small 
systems. They include command areas ranging from less than 10 ha to 15000 
ha.There are many FHIS systems ranging from 3000 to 5000 haw in Nepal. 
Despite the pressure of changes in the environment, landslides ,and 
deforestation, many systems have made incremental improvements and only a few 
have fallen into disuse. 1 

Farmers have developed their own irrigation systems taking account of 
geographical impediments and limited services from the government in the 
past.They have managed their systems by adjusting the operation to the 
soils,climate , topography and social structure of the particular location 
over a period of many years. These environmental conditions, which vary 
tremendously throughout Nepal, have contributed to different pattern of 
irrigation organization.In addition to distinctively different organizational 
patterns for the well defined tasks of water acquisition,allocation, and 
distribution, methods of system operation and maintenance! and organizational 
activities regarding conflict management, communication, resource mobilization 
and decision making vary. 

It is proposed to present the examples of FHIS in the following 
sections. These examples represent both large and small systems. Irrigation 
water resource is being managed by the beneficiaries on the basis of the 
collective decisions. The organization of the beneficiary farmers is motivated 
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by different factors of the environment. However, the farmers have 
demonstrated the capacity to make those resources even under very difficult 
situations.Appropriate norms and values were developed by those farmers over 
period of time. They have managed and maintained the systems and used for 
productive purpose. 

II. EXAMPLES OF FMIS IN NEPAL; 

The example systems given in the following section have gone through different 
stages of organizational transformations influenced by the change in the 
physical condition, accessibility ,socral and political changes. One of the 
example systems has transformed its management from agency to farmer managed 
mode. Other system has changed from family ownership to community management. 
The farmer managed systems have adjusted and attempted to match with changed 
environment. Hence, these examples focus more on the organizational 
transformation and capacity develgpment of the farmers to manage the common 
resource H Water H for agriculture. 

1.Chattis Mauia Irrigation System. 

2.Bhanu Bahara Irrigation System•. 

3.Satras8yaPhant Irrigation System. 

4.Pithuwa Irrigation System. 

5.Karnali Irrigation Systems. 

1.CHHATIS MAUJA IRRIGATION SYSTEM. ~ 

This irrigation system, one of the larger farmer managed systems with 
3000 ha command area, extends to b village and Nagar Panchayats with a 
population of about 25,000 in Rupendehi District.This system is over 100 years 
old. It operates through a tier organizational structure and specific job 
descriptions are given to each tier - a Village Committee in each Mauja and 
Regional Committees, each covering b village committees and one Central 
Committee. The written regulations to administer the system were approved by 
a general assembly of the water users and were put into effect in 1979. 

Water Users Group 

The land holders or operators within the defined service area of the 
irrigation system are the members of the water users group. The landholder or 
the operator has to furnish the committee with a record of the share of water 
entitled to him and the local committee registers his or her land area and 
entitlement of the share of water. He or she then becomes the member of the 
water users group, and of the collective decision making process for the 
management of the system and is made responsible for the maintenance of the 
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system in proportion to the land he or she holds. 

The responsibilities of the members of the water users group are: 

Ii} to provide labor in proportion to 
the main canal and village canal; 

his land for the maintenance of 

(2) to attend the meetings of the water users 
level as well as at the central level; 

group at the village 

(31 to approve, 
meetings; 

disapprove, or amend the regulations in the annual 

(4) to elect the officials of the water users committe~; 

(5) to 
if 

pay the fine for not 
he breaks a rule. 

complying with the rules of the committe!? 

(6) 	 to get grievances,redressed either through the village level 
committee or the central level committee. 

Village level Committee 

Village level committees are connected to the higher levels of the 
irrigation management organization and responsible for making irrigation 
system functional, consisting of two to five members. The old villages 
usually have only two members, whereas in new villages t~ere are up to five 
members on the committee. 

In the new village, the Chief of the Committee is called the Chairman 
and in the old villages the chief is called Muktiyar. The Muktiyar or 
Chairman is elected annually by the water users of each village. Other 
members also are selected by the water users. Often times the same person 
will be reelected chairman or Muktiyar and Chaukidar unless the water users 
feel strongly against the incumbent functionaries. 

In many village committees, the chairman or Muktiyar and the Chaukidar 
are remunerated by the villagers either in cash or kind. The range of 
remuneration is between Rs 500 and Rs 1000 annually. 

Regional Committee 

The regional committee is the link between the central committee and the 
village committees. The regional committee is composed of the Chairmen or 
Muktiyars of six maujas. From among these members, one will be elected as the 
Chairman of the regional committee. There are altogether nine Regional 
Committees in the Chhatis Mauja Irrigation System. The chairmen of these nine 
committees are the ex-officio members of the central committee. 

Central Committee 
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The Central Committee is the most powerful body in the management of 
chhatis Hauja Irrigation System. Previously, the decisions regarding the 
activities to be undertaken for the management of the irrigation system were 
made by the central committee meeting. In 1979 the central committee framed 
written rules and regulations which were approved by the general body of water 
users. 

The central committee is composed of a chairman~ vice Chairman, nine 
regional members and a committee-appoi~ted secretary, two Meth Muktiyars and 
two messengers. The functions and responsibilities of these officials are 
spelled out in the irrigation regulation of Chhatis Mauja. 

Water Distribution System 

The whole irrigation system including its maintenance is aimed at 
providing water to the entire command area for paddy cultivation. 

Each village canal has a direct inlet connected to the main canal. As 
far as possible, the system has avoided the sharing of water among the 
villages through the same canal. The main canal and most of the village 
canals are mud structures. Only a few village inlets have permanent 
structures which have been made through the contributions of concerned 
villages. 

The inlet size is fixed by the central committee on the basis of the 
land to be irrigated within the village. fwo wooden poles are placed at the 
entry point of the inlet to fix the size of the hole. Frequent inspection is 
made to check whether the hole of the inlet has been tampered with. The 
central committee can punish in accordance to the gravity of the tampering 
done by the village. 

When there is enough water in the main canal, water distribution is 
easy. However, rigorous rules and regulations have been framed, keeping in 
mind the problems of water distribution management when there is a scarcity of 
water.Elaborate procedure of water distribution for different occasions has 
been developed and followed by the water users. 

Maintenance of the System 

The village level canals are the responsibility of the village level 
committee. As far as the main canal is concerned, it is the responsibility of 
the central committee to plan. to prepare the schedule, to mobilize human and 
material resources and to specify the types of work to be done. The village 
committee then complies with these plans. 

In April, the annual meeting of the general assembly is convened. 
Thousands of people participate in the meeting. The meeting is held in a 
central location within the command area, often in one of the local high 
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schools. Those members who are absent from the meeting have to pay a fine, 
fhe annual progress report, work schedule for maintenance and desilting, and 
financial accounts are presented by the secretary to the general meeting. 
Progress is reviewed, new proposals are discussed. iFor example, who is to 
get the water first, from tail end or head end) Accounts are settled and the 
date for maintenanc~ and desilting is fixed. In the same meeting, the 
election for the chairman and vice-chairman are also be discussed. If the 
assembly feels that the incumbent chairman and vice-chairman should continue 
for the next term as well it is decided so. If they feel otherwise the date 
for the election is fixed. 

The desilting activity in the main canal is considered the most 
important event of irrigation management. Now, this activity takes place 
during winter season. 

Each village is assigned the-amount of work to be done. Such work is 
assigned within easy reach of each village so that they do not have to walk 
far and do not have to work in other villagers' water inlet areas. However, 
the construction of the diversions in the Tinau river is the responsibility of 
all the villages.In an average, 60,000 people would be mobilized for the 
maintenance of the system in a year. 

2. BHANU BAHARA IRRISAJION SYSTEM 3 

The local people associate Bhanu Bharah with Bhanu Bhakta Acharya, a 
classical Nepalese poet, for his contribution to constructing the irrigation 
canal that feeds the plains of Chundi River valley in Tanahau District. 
Over time, the Bhanu Bharah area under irrigation expanded. Currently, the 
command area is estimated to be about 120 ha. 

Until 1961, the system was managed by the family of Bhanu Bhakta. In 
1961, rules and regulations were codified. The preamble of the regulation 
book mentions that for over four generations, the Bhanu family have looked 
after the system, but that the time had come for all farmers in the system to 
participate in managing the system. 

A committee of seven members elected from among the farmers of the 
system was formed in 1961. These members have terms of one year which are 
subject to renewal based on job performance. The committee consists of a 
chairman, a vice-chairman, a secretary, a treasurer, and three other members. 
They meet once every fortnight. 

fhere are currently 92 farmers in the system. Thirty years ago, only 12 
farmers were members of the system. The irrigation command area is divided 
into five regions. Five of the committee members are responsible for 
communicating with the farmer in each region, each member represents one 
region. 

The written regulations of Bhanu Bharah irrigation system mention the 
work division of the members, facilities for the committee members, resource 
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mobilization. water distribution in normal times, water distribution during 
stress times, and punishment and fines. 

The Bhanu Bharah irrigation organization seems to have effectively made 
the transition from a family-managed system to farmer-managed system. Bhanu 
Bharah is quite effective in implementing the decisions reached during the 
general farmer's meetings. Since Bhanu Bharah has only one source of water to 
irrigate 120 ha, strict discipline is imposed and maintained for repair and 
maintenance. The brush dam and mud bunds have dictated that the organization 
be effective to compensate for structur~l deficiencies in the system. 

Water Allocation and Distribution 

During the paddy season, the water in the river is sufficient to supply 
a continuous flow of water throughout the system. The farmers make outlets on 
the main canal to get water, and during the monsoon season, farmers take water 
as they need it. Water is not ~llocated in proportion to cropped land. 

However, if there is a shortage of water during the paddy season ( or 
during the wheat and early paddy season), a rotation system is introduced 
throughout the system. The irrigation committee meets at these times and 
decides the rotation schedule. During times of water stress. each outlet has 
only a specified amount of water flow in proportion to the land to be 
irrigated. Therefore, the type of water allocation system depends on the 
availability of water. 

Maintenance 

Maintenance is divided into dam construction and main canal repair. The 
farmers have to contribute to both activities separately. Those who fail to 
participate are fined. The fine is fixed at 50 percent more than the current 
wage rate in the area. Committee members are exempt from contributing labor 
for their land up to 20 mato muri (0.25 hal. In addition to maintenance, 
labor is mobilized during crises (i.e. if a bund breaches or the brush dam 
washes out). 

The main canal \s cleaned at least once a year. The main canal is 
cleaned first, and then the farmers on the separate field channels clean those 
channels. The irrigation committee supervises the maintenance on the main 
system. 

Each year, the canal is strengthened and enlarged to bring more area 
under irrigation. Bringing more area un~er irrigation means increasing labor 
mobilization for repair and maintenance. landowners are not compensated for 
the land used to realign the canal. 

Maintenance during the wheat or early paddy season is not considered a 
group activity. The farmers who grow crops during these seasons are 
responsible for system. 






























