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GOVERNMENT'S PARTICIPATION IN PEOPLE'S PROGRAMS: 


AN INTERMEDIARY ROLE FOR NGOS IN DEVELOPING 


VIABLE INSTITUTIONS FOR WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT 


Abstract 

In current "participatory irrigation management" efforts, the governments playa dominant role 

and the government-sponsored water users associations often become mere extensions of the 

public bureaucracy. As these efforts are rarely based on any intrinsic demand from the water 

users, they usually fail to. create viable organizations at the local level. With a change in 

attitudes, the water users can take a greater initiative and playa more significant role than they 

do now in the design and implementation of participatory management mechanisms, and the 

governments can gainfully playa more accommodating role in this process. The NGOs have 

a tailor-made role to playas an intermediary between the water users and the government 

officials to assist both the groups. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

A persistently low return on investment in irrigation has been one of the major concerns among 

the donors and governments of developing countries. Although some may argue that the major 

causes of this low return relate to the decline in real prices of commodities (Figure 1) and the 

increasing trends in real capital costs for irrigation development (Table 1), the effect of stagnant 

or declining productivity as.another important contributing factor cannot be discounted. Tracing 

the cause of this problem to a lack of institutional performance in these countries, the donors 

are now increasingly convinced that the solutions should necessarily be sought in some 

institutional reform. The governments see an additional interest in institutional restructuring, 

to find ways and means of reducing budgetary allocations for operation and maintenance of 

irrigation systems. Among the various options under consideration by both groups are the 

participatory mechanisms in which the users would take greater responsibility. 
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Will the new participatory mechanisms under consideration be substantially different from the 

past experience with water users associations and other farmer organizations? Instead of the 

governments trying to "turn-over" the irrigation systems to the water users, will there be water 

user groups willing to "take-over" the responsibility? The purpose of this paper is not to attempt 

giving exhaustive answers to these or any other related questions, but to briefly discuss them 

and highlight the need to search for viable institutional options. 

This paper refers only to the management of water resources for irrigation purposes, but the 

coverage of its intent may include the natural resources management in general. The reasons 

for its focus on irrigation are clear. While most of the world's poor are in rural areas, the main 

infrastructure that serves the 'rural poor for their economic endeavors is linked'with irrigation. 

Among countries grouped according to their income levels, irrigation takes the highest place 

in the stock of infrastructure of low-income countries (Figure 2). 

The paper's focus on South Asia corresponds to an identifiable peculiarity in the region's 

institutional framework for irrigation management, which seems to demand a special 

consideration in the current thinking and action towards institutional changes for participatory 

management. An additional justification for this focus rests with the fact that roughly one-third 

of the world's population and nearly half of the world's poor live in South Asia (Figure 3). While 

focusing on South Asia, the paper derives mainly from, and makes special references to, the 

experience of Pakistan's water resources management. 

The theme of this paper is also directly related to the programmatic interests of the 

International Irrigation Management Institute (IIMI) 1 and its current priorities. Particularly for 

Pakistan, IIMI's planned program recognizes the critical nature of Pakistan's food production 

situation and emphasizes in its medium term strategy the need to strengthen 'the local capacity 

and to maximize the role of farmers and rural communities for increasing agricultural 

The International Irrigation Management Institute (lIMI) is an autonomous, nonprofit international 
research and training institute supported by the Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR), IIMl's mission is to foster the development, dissemination and adoption of 
lasting improvements in the performance of irrigated agriculture in developing countries. 
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production. In Pakistan, irrigated agriculture is both the largest user of its limited water 

resources, which are unevenly distributed in terms of time and space, and its vast land 

resources much of which is environmentally fragile, and therefore, the way irrigated agriculture 

and its infrastructure are managed is of special significance to Pakistan's economic 

development. In a similar assessment, the quality of irrigation management can be seen as 

a major issue for the economic security of the whole of South Asia. 

In the following sections of the paper, an attempt is made to isolate some important features 

of the respective roles played by the governments and the water users in present participatory 

irrigation management approaches, and based on them and their institutional constraints, to 

identify 'the main characteristics of a new approach. 

2. PARTICIPATORY IRRIGATION MANAGEMENT 

The term "Participatory Irrigation Management" is popularly used to refer to the involvement of 

water users in the management of irrigation systems. In the context of its current usage, the 

term seems to imply a dominant role to be played by the government, not only in the act of 

"managing" irrigation, but also in the act of "involving" the water users. 

The character of a participatory management approach depends on the nature and the scope 

of participation. Literally, "to partiCipate" means "to take part", or, "to share". In water 

resources management, participation would mean shared control of water resources, or the 

sharing of decision-making power on issues related to acquisition, conveyance, distribution and 

use of water. For most of these issues, the power to make decisions currently rests with the 

government, and the water users have little voice in decision making processes for irrigation 

management. Obviously then, participatory irrigation management implies that the government 

and the water users have to share this power and that the governments are willing to transfer 

part of its power to the water users. 
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3. GOVERNMENT'S DOMINANCE IN CURRENT APPROACHES 

A number of countries has 'attempted, with varying degrees of success, to have the water users 

involved in irrigation management. This is part of a global shift towards a reduction in public 

sector involvement in the management of economic infrastructure. Attention is increasingly 

being focused on developing countries, where investment on irrigation has been substantial as 

a proportion of their national budgets. 

Some countries in Asia (Philippines, Indonesia, Sri Lanka), Africa (Morocco, Nigeria) and Latin 

America (Mexico, Colombia) have started national programs to transfer part of management 

responsibility for irrigation systems to local irrigation institutions. Research has shown that 

strategies to establish local irrigation institutions can be highly cost-effective and can result in 

immediate impacts. However, these positive results have been mostly in higher rates of cost 

recoveries, reduced overall O&M costs, reduced incidence of water thefts and water-related 

disputes, and some improvements in joint-management. Instances of successful organization 

to take over the actual management irrigation systems are rare. 

In none of the Asian countries whose participatory irrigation management attempts were 

reviewed, do the water users appear to have taken the initiative for taking over any 

management responsibility. Table 2 gives a comparative assessment of the interests shown 

by the various actors in a few Asian countries. The dominant role of the government and the 

passive role of the water users can be seen in this assessment. 

Most frequently, it is the government that decides to transfer part of its responsibility, and 

perhaps part of its power, to the water users. Some of the terms associated with this 

participatory approach, such as "maintenance contracts", "transfer of management 

responsibility", and "turnover" also confirm that the advocated change reflects a decision by the 

government to hand over management responsibility to some passive group of water users. 

Usually, the government decides what part of management responsibility should be transferred, 
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and how it should be exercised. Further, the government tends to use various social 

engineering methods to mobilize popular support for "organizing" the water users. The 

government would then use the organized groups for easing out its own burden in the 

management of irrigation systems. 

This way, the government-sponsored farmer organizations, water users associations and their 

federations have often tended to become mere extensions of the government's own 

organization, acting as facilitators of various government interventions on such matters as 

irrigation system operation, maintenance and rehabilitation, inputs delivery, marketing and 

agricultural production. They are often used as instruments for obtaining farmer cooperation 

in conflict resolution, revenue collection and cost recovery. They are also used in -some 

instances as devices to satisfy an increasing demand from the donors for reduced government 

budgets and related structural adjustments, and more efficient infrastructure management. On 

the average, this has been the past experience in government-sponsored transfers of 

responsibility to the users' groups. What can be seen in South Asia is much more dismal than 

the average global experience. Can the reasons be found in a historical perspective of the 

contextual background to these recent attempts in this region? 

4. DONOR INITIATIVES IN INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 

The development process in South Asia was punctuated by intermittent attempts at institutional 

change. Some of these attempts were to introduce democratic institutions, some others were 

to bring about greater coordination, and yet others to improve the quality of management. 

Following project-based development aid, donor interest in promoting improved institutions and 

more efficient management for project implementation has been a conspicuous feature of the 

more recent changes. The irrigated agriculture sector, which attracted a larger amount of 

project-based development aid than any other sector, saw a proportionately higher incidence 

of attem pts at institutional change. 
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Creation of new structures such as Water and Power Development Authority (WAPDA) and On­

Farm Water Management (OFWM) Directorate in Pakistan, Irrigation Management Division 

(IMD) and Mahaweli Authority (MASL) in Sri Lanka, and Central Water Commission (CWC) in 

India are examples of major attempts at structural change in the irrigated agriculture sector. 

For improved inter-agency coordination, Pakistan has been experimenting with Command Water 

Management Projects (CWMP) in selected canal commands, Sri Lanka is now evaluating its 

introduction of the Irrigation Management Division (lMD) to the traditional Irrigation Department, 

and India has proceeded a long distance with a number of Command Area Development 

Authorities (CADAs). Similar structural changes have been attempted and are still being 

developed in Nepal and Bangladesh. 

New laws, procedures and mechanisms for O&M cost recovery are another attempt at 

institutional change in the region. Basically a donor-driven initiative, this effort is now being 

increasingly appreciated as an essential change to meet increased O&M costs. Along with it 

came the idea of encouraging the water users to share part of the O&M costs, In many 

countries there was an increasing interest to involve the users in the management of 

infrastructure facilities. Among the government agencies, however, there was pessimism 

regarding the transfer of any meaningful responsibilities to the water user groups. 

Recent political imperatives for devolution of power also led to some decentralization of 

responsibilities to various geographical units. In the sub-continent, irrigation has become a 

state or provincial responsibility, and the states or provinCial governments have established their 

own irrigation institutions. With this change, the original tilt towards centralism has undergone 

some change, but aberrations exist; the devolution has only transferred power from the Center 

to the Provinces, while the management is still very much centralist in character. 

Despite these sporadic institutional changes, however, the irrigation institutions in many of the 

South Asian countries appear to remain conspicuously static. Within the irrigation sector, the 

changes in institutions lag bel"lind, qualitatively, the changes that have taken place in the 

resource base and technology over the years; they also lag behind the changes that have taken 
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place in other sectors. For this reason alone, the institutional framework for irrigation in South 

Asia is still perceived as inadequate in terms of present needs of social development. 

Realizing this deficiency and following the efforts of other developing countries, some South 

Asian countries whose economies are largely dependent on irrigation, including Pakistan, have 

recently entered into a policy dialogue on the subject of "Participatory Irrigation Management". 

The government authorities, donors and professionals are currently engaged in developing new 

policies and strategies for an effective transfer of management responsibility to the water users. 

For instance, the World Bank in their recent discussions on irrigation and drainage options in 

Pakistan proposed a reorganization of the country's irrigated agriculture sector. The. 

establishment of autonomous public utilities for the management of irrigation systems was a 

prominent feature of this proposal. Thinking in terms of such radical institutional change is 

prompted by the common realization that it is now very difficult to restore administrative 

discipline and that the present institutional structure in Pakistan has ceased to provide correct 

incentives for improved irrigation performance. Along with this kind of external evaluation, there 

is also increasing awareness among national policy makers regarding the advantages of 

involving water users in the management of water delivery systems. More recently, the World 

Bank's Economic Development Institute and the Ministry of Water and Power of the 

Government of Pakistan co-sponsored a five-day seminar in Islamabad to outline the country's 

plans for Participatory Irrigation Management. The seminar produced some indicative plans 

for institutional change. 

However, these efforts also have an inescapable linkage with the deep-rooted administrative 

culture of this region. The way the relevant issues are deliberated and the alternative solutions 

are developed, let alone how they are implemented, are flavored with this culture. To bring out 

this relationship, it is useful to, at least briefly, explain what is meant by this administrative 

culture. 
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5. 	 SOUTH ASIAN ADMINISTRATIVE CULTURE 

The notion of a distinct administrative culture in South Asia relates to the region's long history 

of development. Characteristically, this cultural factor has tended to fashion the institutional 

framework for development, especially in the irrigated agriculture sector. The following four 

main influences are discernible as having contributed to this culture at different stages of its 

development: 

(1) 	 Ancient tradition of the ruler's responsibilitl for nation building and social welfare, which 

contributed to evolving a supply-oriented administration. 

(2) 	 Subsequent colonial-period influence of a regimented and formalistic administration, 

which was built upon the pre-colonial centralism, creating a dominant public sector with 

strict administrative discipline, and an efficiency-oriented, equity-based value system. 

(3) 	 Post-independence political modernization, which retained most of the centralist 

elements of previous administrative styles while shedding some of the cherished values, 

resulting in a conspicuous dualism of ruling classes and the poor masses, or the 

"providers" and the "beneficiaries". 

(4) 	 More recent development efforts focused on physical infrastructure and based on 

"projects" mostly supported by overseas development assistance, which have tended to 

favor a technocratic emphasis in administration, and to provide greater opportunities for 

handling large capital intensive activities. 

The combined effect of these influences (ancient, colonial, post-colonial and technocratic) is an 

Karl Witfogel (1957) saw this as "oriental despotism" in which a social need to control large 
systems required the "benevolent" monarchies to take responsibility for managing the common 
goods. 
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Figure 3 Population and Poverty in the 

Developing World, 1985 
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Source: World Development Report 1990, P2. 












