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different management needs and require different levels of resource mobilization for O&M, including 
different types and levels of government input. These differences are likely to be reflected in IMT 
policies. 

3. THE ENVIRONMENT OF IRRIGATION MANAGEMENT TRANSFER IN INDIA 

3.1 Irrigation in India 

Irrigation is very important to India; irrigated farming produces almost two-thirds of the grains needed to 
feed India's 900 million people. India has the second largest irrigated area in the world after China and 
investments in irrigation have been a major means of development. 

The Indian constitution separates various subjects into those that are the responsibility of the central 
government and those that are the responsibility of the 26 states. Water, including irrigation, is a state 
subject. Virtually every state has a government agency generally an Irrigation Department - to deal 
with irrigation matters. State Irrigation Departments operate medium and major surface irrigation 
systems which accounted for 36 per cent of the net irrigated area in India in 1990 (MOA 1992). The 
remainder of the irrigated area includes area irrigated by private groundwater irrigation (49%), 
traditional tank irrigation schemes (7%), and other sources of irrigation (8%). 

Unfortunately, the upkeep of public irrigation infrastructure has been inadequate. Field observations by 
government officials and the World Bank staff reveal that in nearly all states, irrigation and drainage 
infrastructure is deficient and deteriorating (World Bank 1991). A major reason is lack of resources for 
O&M. Prior to the 1950s, revenues from water charges levied on farmers exceeded the combined 
government expenditures for O&M and for imputed interest on the initial investments. By 1989-90, the 
subsidy of the sector, using the historical cost valuation method, was estimated to be Rs 26 billion, or 
equivalent to 0.6% of GDP (World Bank 1991). The main reasons for this poor financial performance 
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included a failure to adjust water charges in line with rising costs of O&M, and failure to achieve high 
collection rates of water charges. 

Irrigation management transfer is coming to be seen as a way out of this difficulty. Virtually all states in 
India, including the six discussed in this paper, have adopted or are considering adoption of irrigation 
management transfer policies. 

3.2 Some Common Features of Irrigation Management in India 

India is a large and diverse country. The states differ markedly in many ways, including history, cultural 
and legal background, and ecology and natural resources. Not surprising then there is considerable 
variation in irrigation management practices and policies among the states in India. The next two 
sections point out some common features and some of the differences that exist. However, there are 
some common features to irrigation management among all of the states: 

• 	 All surface water in India is ultimately under the control of the state governments which, 
theoretically, manage the surface waters in trust for the people. Distribution of surface water through 
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irrigation systems has come to be seen primarily as a form of welfare. That is, the irrigation systems 
are designed to spread water to as many farmers as is practicable. Also, one of the goals of irrigation 
management in all states is an equity of distribution of water, within practicable limits, to all 
recognized users. 

• 	 Most of the states, including all of those discussed in this paper, have government agencies 
concerned specifically with irrigation. All originated in British times as engineering agencies that 
dealt with construction of public works in general and later became specialized for the construction, 
operation and maintenance of irrigation systems. All are still dominated by civil engineers and all 
adopted many British traditions and attitudes. All are powerful organizations controlling large 
amounts of resources. 

• 	 All states in India collect revenues designated for the payment of the expenses of the government 
irrigation agencies, although the mechanisms vary widely. In every state the rates are insufficient to 
meet O&M costs, to say nothing of construction costs. In addition, most states have great difficulty 
in actually collecting irrigation service fees no matter how charged. 

• 	 No public irrigation management organization in India attempts to deliver water to each farm. 
Throughout India, public irrigation systems deliver water to outlets, each serving more than one 
farmer. Below each outlet, the farmers are collectively responsible for both water distribution and 
maintenance of the distribution system. Outlets generally serve areas from 5 to 100 hectares. 

These basic features form a general framework for irrigation management in India. 

3.3 Variation in Irrigation Management Environments among the States 

As pointed out in Section 3.l, the states differ widely in many ways that affect IMT policies and 
activities. It is not the purpose of this paper to describe all of these variations even for' our six sample 
states. An outline of irrigation management in the six sample states is given in the Annex. This section 
attempts only to clarify the kinds of differences that exist. 

Certain recognized irrigation management systems exist. For systems managed by government agencies, 
these systems include three basic components: 

• 	 A basic rule or system for allocating water to farmers. 
• 	 A plan or a set of customary practices for distributing water to outlets. 
• 	 A system for collecting irrigation fees from farmers. 

To make the scale of variation clear, we will describe the four systems for the management of surface 
irrigation systems that are the basic systems in use in our six sample states: 

• 	 Warabandi The warabandi system is used in government agency managed canal systems in 
Northwestern India and Pakistan (Malhotra 1982). The basic allocation rule is that each farmer is 
entitled to a fraction of the total flow available to the system proportional to his land area within the 
command irrespective of crop needs or other concerns. The means of achieving this, is that water is 

7 




































