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Abstract . -

Current Sta%e'intervention in village irrigation systems focuses on
physical rehabilitation coupled with institutional arrangements to
enhance the efficiency of tank/anicut water distribution and use.
The paper aha}yses the rehabilitation process under the Village
Irrigation Rehabilitation Project (VIRP), especially attempting

to understand the organizational approach advocated by the
introduction of an Agricultural Planning Team and a Tank Committee.
These latter are seen as mechanisms to promote improved water
management practices rather than as attempts to>foster greater

farmer participation in irrigation management. The style of

" rehabilitation further substantiates=£he fact that under VIRP, the

State has consolidated its bureaucratic structure down to the
village level as it tries.to ensure better water management and in
turn increase agricultural productivity under village irrigation

systems.

Cross—cultural studies demonstrate the inherent advantages in )
small-scale irrigation systems for eliciting farmer participation

in inhvestment, design and construction, and operation and maintenance
activities. Because smail—scale irrigation projects are of a
manageable size and have more accessible technology, and because

the communities surrounding them tend to be relatively homogeneous,
it is believed that opportﬁnities for community involvemept tend

to be enhanced and that in turn the success of these projects

depends on eliciting community involvement.

However the strategy of rehabilitation and water management under
VIRP has only marginally capitalized on these opportunities
afforded by village irrigation systems. Rather the rehabilitation-
cum-water management programme‘has served to consolidate’the
go&ernmeht's role in village irrigation systems and to éonvince
villagers that since the state "owns" the irrigation system, that
it is also responsible for ensuring the performance of O + M tasks.
For several reasons - not the least many socio-economic changes in.
the rural areas - this strategy may be advisable, if not warranted.
The problem may arise if responsibility for system 0 + M has to be

transformed more completely to the community in the future.



Introduction

Self-sufficiency in food has been the focus of Sri Lanka's agricultural
policy for the past several decades. Consistent with this géal, a
major strategy has been one of trying to expand the acreage under food
crops ~: primarily paddy - through the development of major irrigation
schemes. Investment.in major irfigated agricultural schemes hés also
allowed for the resettlement of landless and unemployed people from
the more congested regions into hitherto sparsely populated areas of

.the country.

As avenues for expandingvpaddy acreages are faced with natural limits,
the government has turned to a strategy based on the intensification
of agricuiturai productﬁon on existing irrigated lands, especially
those coming under minor irrigation tanks/anicuts. Within this larger
effort, the Village Irrigation Rehabilitation Programme (VIRP) occupies
a significant position. It seeks to fehabilitate some 1,200 village
tanks and anicuts in 14 districts of the island. Rehabilitation of
these small-scale tanks/anicuts it is believed would offer certaih
advantages : (i) short-gestation periods compared to rehabilitation of
large-scale irrigation works (ii) dispersion of government funds to
neglected rural areas for the upliftment of the welfare of the poorest
sections (iii) creating conditions for more efficient use and control
of»water and as a consequence, expansion of the crép acreage as well

as cropping intensity.

The potential for the development of minor irrigation has Been
highlighted in several reports (see e.g. Gunadasa et al : 19865. It

has been estimated that minor irrigationl accounts for 45% of the

450,000 hectares under irrigation and carries 33% of the paddy extent

and contribdtes 22% of the paddy production. However only 50% of minor
irrigation schemés are considered to be in working condition (at varying
degrees of efficiency) while 30% of the irrigable area remains unutilized
or underutilized for paddy cultivation. Thus.it has been estimated'that
the potential exists to increase the cultivéble‘area upder hinor

irrigation by about 50,000 to 75,000 hectares.

Although the need to rehabilitate minor irrigation works has been
recognized, the question still remains whether the commitment of

scarce resources to this endeavour is likely to yield the expected



water to permit a yala paddy crop.'Relatedly also, it may be argued
that during the rainy Season, provided that maximum use is made of
available rain, a paddy crop may be Successfully grown without
irrigation, Second, even if reseurces are committed to rehabilitation
of minor irrigation werks, the'expected results may not be achieved
if constraints other than Scarce water, continue to provide serious
obstacles to increasing producfion. Of these factors, fragmentation
of land holdings under minor irrigation can be cited as one of the

gravest problens,

intermediate Zones, and a small part of the wet zoneg. In addition to
physical rehabilitation, the Department of Agrarian Services hag been

requested to implement g water management brogramme fop each of the

rehabilitated systems,

This paper describes the VIRp which is g state - assisted programme

for the rehabilitation of minor irrigation systems in 14 districts of
the island. As such the VIRP is not a ”case.study“ nor is it g programme
aimed at:promoting fafmer.management of village irrigation systems,

Rather the VIRp Seeks to improve agricultural Productivity under‘village



Objectives of the VIRP

The VIRP has two main objectives : physical rehabilitation of
deteriorated minor irrigation schemes3 to increase agricultﬁral.
production and farm incomes and ‘the introduction of a systematic water
management programme to ensure_efficient utilization of stored water
once rehabilitation work is completed. The project also aims to '
strengthen the major government departments involved with minor
irrigation, particular the Department of Agrarian Services, by providing
them with the’necessary training, staff, equipment and transport to

ensure proper maintenance of these schemes.

Costs and Benefits

The VIRP 1is a five year (1981-85) project4 and has budget of U.S.$ 25.9
million or U.S.3 43.6 million including price contigenéies (World Bank,
1981 : 64) There are five main budget heads; civil WOrks} equipment;
incremental staff costs, other incremental costs;.and;training,

evaluation and assistance.

About 11 percent of civil works are for downstream works. The training
evaluation and technical assisténce allocation and the incremental‘
staff cost allocation (except regioﬁal office allocations) are mainly
for water management, wﬁile the other incremental costs and equipment
budgetiis héinly'fbr headowrks, Accordingly, the share for water
management in'the budget. (net of price contigencies) is U.S.$ 3.4
million or -about 13 percent. The project life has been estimated to be
25 years, with the project reaching its full production levels in 1991,
It is estimated that with full maturity of the project, cropping
intensity would increase from 32.5% to 116.25% and lead éo an increase

in rice production of 37,800 tons per annum and a 43% increase in per

capita income.

Implementing Agencies

The Irrigation Department (ID) is responsible for the civil works
component of the project? Physical rehabilitation includes improvement
of tank bunds and spillways; replacement of all sluices; improvement of

main channéls; alighment of main channels and field channels; and



vi) the incremental area brought under direct maha irrigation
should be at least ten times privately irrigated lands submerged

or three times other cultivated lands submerged;

vii) the soils of the catchment area, reservoir and the command area

should be suitable for their respective purposes;

viii)the cost for a project including all civil works and physical
contingencies valued at mid-1980 prices, but'excluding price
contingencies, engineering and administration, should not exceed
Rs. 5,660 per acre for the existing,afea plus Rs.10,000 per acre

for the incremental area.

ITI. Strategy for Promoting Participation/Organization of Farmers.

As mentioned earlier, subsequent to rehabilitation, operation and
maintenance activities become the respensibility of the farmers

with the support and "sponsorship" of the Department of Agrarian

Services (DAS).

The DAS does this through the Agricultural Planning Team (APT) which
is constituted for each district. The APT is in effect an appendage
of the DAS and consists of three government officers; the Tethnical

Assistant ¢PA), the Agricultural Instructor (AI) and the Divisional

‘Officer (DO)7. While the AI is a divisional officer of the Department

of Agriculture, the TA and the DO represent the DAS.

‘The principle function of the APT is to formulate and thercafter

implement a waterimanagement programme for each rehabilitated
tank/anicut, in consultation with the farmers. Each APT.is responsible
for all the taﬁks/anicuts under VIRP for a district; and the APT is
stupposed to Qisit each refufbished system at regular intérvals; A

tank supervisor - a salaried official - is ;ppointed to supervise

10-15 tanks and is meanf to assist the TA of the APT.

As such, the APT is supposed to spend approximately two weeks in each
locality, and become acquainted with the specific requirements of
€ach tank/anicut. Local feedback is to be prov1ded by the Cultivation
Officer, the Tank Supervisor, the KVS and the Vel Vidane, while

farmer concurrence ls to be obtained for the different components of

t



the water management package. The APT members are taught in their
training-8 that these programmes should be develobed on the basis of
rainfall, soil type and hydro;ogical data and'a proper understanding
of existing agricultural practices for each area; and that aue
consideration should be given to production constraints and risks

under which the cultivators operate.

After the APT has finalized the water management plan and it has been
approved by the Deputy Commissioner (Water Management) in Colombo, the
Tank ~ Supervisor sees that the command area is divided into areas of
about 4 ha each around a field. canal and consisting of 6-10 farmers.
These groups in turn each select a farmer representative; all of wnom

are represented 'in the Tank Committee.

- The Tank Committee is regardéd as the primary vehicle to enlist farmer

participation in operation and maintenance activiites. The Tank
Committee is without legal status and is meant to be a relatively
informal or‘ganization9 that is formed with the impetus provided By the
APT. The Tank Committee consists of the Vel Vidane10 (as Chairman),
the farmer representatives and the relevant government officers

including the Cultivation Officer[and.Kvsll. It is thus composed of

government' officials and farmer represenuatlves. The responsibility

for organizing agricultural inputs and for prov1d1ng extension advice

falls on the officers” 1n‘the commlttee whlle the dlsurlbutlon of -

water and the resolution of conflicts are the respon51b111ty of the

Vel Vldane and the farmer representatlves Hence there is a division

of reSpOﬂSJbllltleS, thooe 1rr1gat10n cum—agrlculturdl tasls that

require extra- communlty acb1v1ty and oy deflnltlon wvarrant a certaln

———

amount of oovernmental 1nrerventlon are pcr;ormed by the Eovernnont'

reyresenbatlve 1n the Tdﬂ& Commltuee, uhlle mattors that gtrlctly

concern the conmunlty are left to the lauter s r‘epresentatlvec for

'medldtwon through the Vel Vldane towever the Tank Superv1sor remains

uomlnally at least. 1n ‘overall charne of the water management programne.

IV. Farmer Organizations

The Tank Committee, the concept of which is introduced from without,
but whose evolution is considered to be from within the “hydraulic
community", with the impetus being given by the APT is the local

organization that is promoted under the VIRP. The scope of activities



of this organization is confined to irrigation-cum-agricultural
- matters and it derives its authority mainly from tne state, and to a
lesser degree, from an interest geoup constituency (viz. those
dependent on the irrigation water). Its membership likewise consists
o of the lowest level of the government administrative structure as it
relates @ irrigation and crop production matters, and farmer
a representatives12 who are responsible to the members in the paddy
‘ tract. Hence the government officials are accountable '"upwards" so
to speak to the state whilst the farmer representatives are responsible
"downwands'" to those who own irrigable paddy land undef the particular
wafer source. Likewise the state officers are responsible for
activities that are dependent on interaction with the wider society -
e.g. ensuring timely delivery of inputs - while the farmer
representatives are responsible for matters that concern the community,
and can be medlated w1th1n it. However in reality, many of ' these

latter dcclSlons are also made by the offlcers, 81nce only ihey have

R _..‘

the necessary legal backlng for remedial action.

| Hence the Tank Committee is strictly - speaking not a farmer organization;

rather it provides a convenient meeting place or nexus between the

|| State as it reaches down to provide benefits such as extension advice

n | .
{| or production inputs, and the community, through its representatives,
‘} . . N . . : : .
’\ as it reaches up to receive them.

\

\r

The Tank Committece moreover is a standardized "blueprint' that is

introduced as a vehicle for resource managemént and mobilization

purposes under the VIRPL'It is the recommended arrangement for all
refurbished tanks/anicuts, irrespective of existing arrangements for
irrigationlwater management. The only proviso is the number of
farmers., If a particulaﬁ-irrigation system has more than 15 farniers,

-~
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farmer grouping is recommended

The Tank Committees together are not Iederated upto_a hlnhen level

In a sense this, plus the Dronounced government presence in the
compooltlon of the Tank Commlftee, ~show Lhat the ba51s for orwan14at10n
!M 1s not te empower the farmers so that by partlclpatlon they may be
. h? the hey figures in 1rr1gatlon managemcnt de0131ons or are enabled to
7[ collectively bhargain for Lhelr rlght° as a hydraulic communltj. Rather
farmers are encouraged to come together primarly for purposes of

undertaking agricultural and irrigation - related tasks as set out by
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the water management programme, which in turn is mainly an artifact of
the APT, though of course having farmer consensus., And to do this, the
Tank Committees are constituted so as to have the “correcf" mix of
local-level participation and state intervention. In the final analysis
the latter superteded the former‘as a state official - the tank
supervisor -~ was ultimately responsible for the implementstion of the
water management programmelA. Hence the APT's and the Tank Committees
can be seen as state - sponsored vehicles for implementing a prescribed
water management programme rather than as mechanisms to encourage

farmer involvement in system rehabilitation, management and operation.

2. Some solutions attempted and results

During the course of implementation, certain defects in approach were
recognized and remedial action taken to improve them. At least four of

these factors bear mentioning.

One of the most important changes was to bring in the APT's from the
time an jrrigationusystem‘is,identified‘for rehabilitation so that it

could have some 1anL from_the early stages 01 the rehabilitation process._
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In addltlon, the constltutlon of the APT was changed tg 1nclude a DO who

would pay attentlon to the social and communlty aspects of v1llagc

1rrlgaL10n.

Another significant innovation was the introduction of ratification

—

:'meetings,which are held “fter the plans and estlnates for rehabllltatlon

— -

are reanv and are 1nLcndcd Drlmarllj as a mechanlsm to explaln thc

proposals ?o A“Cthlllb&LlOﬂ to the ;armcrs and Lo obtain their aprroval

The ratification meetlngs are nencrally pr651ded over bJ fne Govcrnmenu
Atent (b.n) andrlncluue 1n ado*tlon, s;m%ng 9f the constructlon gschedule,
solicitins dvmer inputs for earthwork for bunds, and cﬁsnsels'and'
cleaning of light Junwle, and dlscu sion of the operation of the water

Hanacemcnb Programme and formdtlon of the Tank Committee with the farmers.

Ehe probleins inherent in the handing over exercise have been somewhat

\V/ ameliorated by the introduction of a method of JOlnL 1nspect10n by the

ID and the DAS, which_allows. the _two departments to come to an agreement

on wnebhcr rehabllltatlon 10 completed or 1n the evéht that some feature

is not satlszactory, for provision to be madekﬁo the DAé>fo; completing

the partlcular item. In Lhe event that the latter costs in the region

.
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of Rs.5,000 - 30,000, the DAS is allocated the mohey to do it. In the
event the remedying of the defect costs over Rs. 30,000, then the ID

undertakes to complete it. An important feature is that a time limit

of one month has. been set before 'which the DAS must inform the ID of

any defects in design or construction. This holds both departments

accountable to have the job completed speedily.

The APT's coming to the picture early in the rehabiliation exercise

has helpted the construction agency in designing and planning the

“rehabilitation programme, and in tying up the proposed water management

e . 15
programmne to the physical improvements/modifications to the system >

This was important as until then there was little discourse between

the ID and the APT/DAS, such thét after physical rehabilitation, the
APT/DAS had to scramble to devise a water management programme ,
appropriate to the physical improvements/modifications. The introduction
of the DO into the APT has also meant some weightage been given to

social and community considerations in Qillage irrigation systems.

The DO has proved to be an important “access point" into the village
community from both the ID and DAS points of view, as he is the designéted
DAS officer to see to aspects of social and community -life and

therefore his affliation to the APT provides feedback on aspects of

social and community organization that were otherwise lacking.

The other important innovation - in the latter part of 1984-~ has been
the Sub-Committee on Village Irrigation,which under the chairmanship

of the G.A. provides coordination of the rechabilitation process at the
district level. This appears to have had some major salutary effects
especially for the process of "handing over". While the D.{\C16 has
several officers (approx. 15-20} who must meet t& make policy décisions,
the Sub-Stecring Committee has only 4-5 key membersl7 wio mect quarterly
and who under the chairmanship of the G.A. can take quick decisions.
From both the points of view of the DAS and the ID, the appointment

of this Sub-Cbmmittee, has tended t& expedite decision - making and

has led to better coordination of rehabilitation activities.
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V. Key Problems Faced by Activity.

Major Problems

There are>severai problems in the strategy of rehabilitation and the
strategy of ofgaﬁizing farmers fof irrigation water management activities.
Whilst these are interrelated, they will be presented here separately
for ease of discussion. .The discussion is based in large part on the
study conducted by fhe ARTI in 1984 in six village irrigation systems

in koneragala district,four of which came under VIRPlé. Hence the
information presented here mainly reflects these data and should nqt

be considered as conclusive of the Whole programme.

The Rehabilitation Process:

The reﬁabilitation process under VIRP can be divided into 4 major
stages, namely the préliminary investigation stage, the design stage
and the construction stage. The fourth stage is that of “handing over"
after physical rehabilitation is over. The major problems that surface

at reach of these stages will be discussed briefly.

(a) Prelininary Investigation stage:

As mentioned earlier, certain criteria have been laid out for the

selection of tanks/anicuts for rehabilitation. These criteria, whilst
being important, still overlook certain other important considerations,

Amongst these are:

i. Theé importance of sources of income outside of irrigated
agriculture in the project arcea. ilerely.looking at a minimum number
of beneficiaries ften families as specified under VIRP) cbliterates
the importance of ensuring that a large proportionrof the beneficiaries
are in Tact dependenl. on the tank/anicut for their subsistence and

addedly, that the more impoverished farmers are'being reached;

ii. the likelihood that input and product prices will Jjustify
increased attention $Q irrigated agriculture on the part of the water

users;

iii. that there exists local capacity for system management

given existing household production strategies;
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iv. that the local social structure is condgcive to a

rehabilitation exercise which involves looking into;

(a) tenurial patterns and the potential impact of redistribution’
of rights in land and water and in the irrigation works, as a result

of project activity;

(b) extent of lahd fragmentation;
(c) community homogeneity or diversity, and the extent to which

irrigation development may aggravate existing cleavages/conflicts;

v. community artdculation of the desire for rehabilitation of
irrigation works by the government. This step of the local group
coming forward with a request for assistance to achieve an outcome -
that it has identified as important is a factor that should not be ptayed
down. As noted by Coward (1984), there are many positive features thét
derive from this, not the least the fact that communities that are able
to come together and agree to request-assistance will display the social
capacity required for successful future irrigation development. .
Conversely adequate measures must be taken against undue lobbying on
the .part of certain political interests who press for rehabilitation of
irrigation works which do not meet the established criteria. .

 vi. more stringent critebia for selecting the most needy plus those
with an agriculturél background in the event that an abandoned tank
(e.g. 6lagama)is selected for rehabilitation. Othérwise the inherent

social welfare aspects of the programme will not be met.

(b) Design Stage:

Typically - and the VIRP case is no exception - the technical irrigation
agency is given the responsibility for establishing design criteria -
and thereafter in applying these to construction. %When respbnsibility

is bestowed almost entirely on the Irrigation,Department and the latter
is consequently held accountable for any future defects in design and
construction, it is almost inevitable that the local community is not

consulted nor involved in the design process.

This ommission of 1ocal'knowledge and experience from the design process

was serious drawback especially. for-the first few years of the VIRP.
.

Since engineers and others from the "outside" were hardly as familiar

with the micro-variations in terrain, stream flows etc. as the local
!
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population, and as the latter was not tapped, these sources of
information, were not available to the formal seCtor.for a specific
location, with consequences for design and construction. This is not
to say that the technical irrigation agency should have incbrporated
ali suggestions made by farmers. This would be unrealistic given that
the Irrigation Department is eventually.responsible if designs are
faulty. Rather a case is made for a more responsive approach that is
able and willing to utilize local Rnowledge and experience where

it is useful.

Unfortunatel& as pointed out in the ARTI study locations that had

or vere undergoing rehabilitation, less than 1% of the farmers said
that they were consulted or even kept informed of the design plans.
Whén asked if they would have been able to provide useful information
if acfually consulted, most farmers said that they could have given
some useful information. Sixty six percent of the farmers who said

that theré were problems in the physical works after the rehabilitation
proramne, aftributed,thcse problems to the fact that the Irrigation
Department did not consult the local residents. In one of the study
anicuts for example, the farmers complained that the ID undertook
rehabilitation of the anicut - viz. raisimg and strengthening the

dam - without realising that what was needed was a feeder canal from
the adjacent stream to augment the water supply,va fact that they
could héve poihted,out. Medagamal9 aléo cites.an illustrative example
6f a tank that was rehabilitated at the cost of Rs.25,000/- only %o

be abandoned, as it only irrigated 2 ha on completion. At “he sanme

time farmers in the area said that what was really required was a
way to divert a stream in the catchment area rather than to improve

the headworks.

Subseguent to the ARTI research study, the idea of farnmer meetings2O

at the initial investigation stage and of ratification meetings was

" introduced and this was a great improvement as pointed cut by ID

personnel who said that it in fact eased their work and consideraly
improved relations betﬁeen the farmers 9nd Irrigation‘Department,
especially as the former were now kept/%grméd of the rbhabilitafion
plans of the latter. lowever the process is.still one of informing
farmers rather than eliciting'their participation in decision - making

or employing them in the construction process (other than the.mandatory
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requirmment to have farmefs do earth-work on the field canals).

(¢) The Construction Stage

From the large number of tanks/anicuts earmarked for investigation

4T N . . .
in each district, selected works are chosen for rehabilitation in a

. particular year.. After an estimation of costs undertaken by the ID,

the latter calls for tenders. Usually the contractors selected

supposcdly the ldcest bidders - are not from the local area and
consequently they prefer to import their labour from outside. Supervision
of construction is done by the Technical staff of the_Irrigation
Department. ience thefe is little if no local involvement in the

construction stage.

One serious problém is that though a scheme is identified for
rehabilitation, official confirmation of the District Agricultural
Committee (DAC) is needed and this often delays the constructiob:
programme. Because of this and.often the fact that a particular
contractor bids for construction work in more than one scheme, results
in the construction programme being delayed21% This has serious
consequences for the farmers as once the ID has identified a particular
tank/anicut for rehabilitation, no cultivation is allowed until pﬁysiéal
refurbishment is completed, and this has sometimes meant that farmers
cannot cultivate for four or more consecutive seasons. Since they are
also not -employed in constructibn, they have no other sources of income -
or means of subsistence. These delays in construction which may sometimes
have beenvfor very real and unavoidable reasons are interpreted by
farmers to be deliberately done or at best delayed by the contractors

as they are disinterested. The ID persommélin turn complained that

they had litile hold on.the contractors keeping to time targets, other
than blacklisting thein so that they may nob get future contracts.

The point is thai farmers do not feel kindly towards ihose undertalking
the construction work and often alleged that~51nce they had llttle
lnowledge of the amount awarded to the-contractors, that somneone,
somewhere, was raking off the prqfits. They also felt that actual
cohstruction involved poor quality work since there was 1little ID
supervision, and because they themselves had no authority to check

on the type nor quqntlty of materials used.
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"Handing Over"

After physical rehabilitation, the‘réfurbished irrigation system is
supposed to be "handed over'" to the Department of Agrarian Services,
which im turn is.responsible for -implementing the water management
programme and for maintenance activities for a period of two yecars.
The fact that thé irrigation system has to be "handed over'" implies
several things. First the fact that one department is responsible for
rehabilitation and the other for operation and maintenance creates
problems, chief of them an ambiguity in responsibility for the
refurbished syétems. This became clear to us when we tried to obtain
data on tanks fehabilitated in the pdonaragala District and found
several examples 6f schemes being in a '"no man's'land" so to speakl
with the DAS and the ID shunting responsibility for them from one to
the other. The main reason for this it seemed is that the DAS has been

reluctant to "take over" schemes that it felt had not been properly -

- or completely rehabilitated, since it would then have future responsi-

bility for their maintenance. However as mentioned earlier, this has
since been  somewhat improved by introducing the method of joint

inspection?1

The second factor implied in the term "handing over" is of course that
the process involves a "giving" and a "taking" exercise:that is confined
to two government departments. This reflects what appears to be the -

generalized perception that these rehabdlitated’schemés belong to the

‘state and not to *he communi ty and that then by definitionwthose living

and cultivating under thesc systems are merely recipients of government

services.

The third factor implied in this "handing over" exerciée is that the
technical agency, the ID, can undertéke‘the rehabilitation exercise
without supporting a participatory appfoach and simnply leave it to fhe
DAS to be committed to the latter after ”takfﬁg over'. In reality of
course when the ID ié not mofivated to pursue a participatory approach
during the rehabiljitation exercise, attempts to mobilise farmers

after "handing ov¢r” become undermined. As documented,by'others
(e.g.Mayson : 1984), the édvantages of farmers barticipation in the
different stages of rehabilitation. is the increased likKelihood that
the physical improvements in the system are less likely to result in
management problem in the future, And addedly, that farmers will gain



useful practical knowledge and appreciate the components of the
irrigation system that require most care and maintenance (Korten:1982)
' Unfortunately, these advantages may not materialize under the VIRP

given the curvent spproach to Lhe rehabilitation process.

The Vater Management Programue

All irrigation schemes that are rehabilitated are in brinciple
considered for the water management programme. The water management
programnes are to be adapted to the requirements of each system but
they share in common the twin goals of making efficient use of rainfall
and tank stored water by (i) improvements in the dependability of the

| water supply (ii) a more equitable sharing of water among farmers in

the command areca,

The responsibility for implementing the water management programme lies

with the Water lManagement Division of the Department of Agrarian

Services which delegates to ifs district - level appendage, the APT,

the responsibility to visit each tank/anicut proposed for rehabilitation

and prepare an appropfiate walter management programme. The APT must

also oversee that it is being carried out though of course to do this

it is meant to cloaelj liase with other government officers such as

. “the KVS, the CO and the Vel Vidane. The watef management programme thus
becomes the main focus of APT activity and the basis around which the J

tank committec is {ormed.

For all intents and purboses most compo ncnts of the water management
programme were deened quite successful by the farmers. In the ARTI

study for example, 72% of the farmers commented positively on the
distribution of water under the rotational schedule drawn up under the
programme. I fact nearly 60% of farners Saiﬁr‘ their own water Supply
had improvcd subsecquent to rehabilitation and introduction of the o

recommended water management practices.

Hence the extension component — viz. imparting and ensuring adherence
to certain agronomic and water distribution practices seems to be
g : _ working well though sometimes culilvatlon risks under minor irrigation

; systems ~ given 1he precuxnous water supplv ~.prevent. farmewy from

| adopting eertain recomméndéd »pract;ceb ; problem appoars howeven

N . te be with.the Tact thatn Lhouunlt whlch ‘#8 responsihble for the above

extension-type activity is also responsible for organlzatlonalact1v1ty

as envisaged under the VIRP, As Coward (1884:25) notes, the pnoblem wa.th this is that
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In the course of the ART1 study we discovered atleast foué sets of
problems confronting the concept of a Tank Committee. The first is

the "community" that the Tank Committee represents. The focus around
the water supply - the tank -~ is one which harks back to the past where
the water source was the epicenter of community'life, economically

and socially. In the past'%he one-tank : . one—villagé'concept was
infact all pervasive (at ieast in the dry zone) and elaborate ru}es

and regulations were established to keep this hydraulic community
intactzs.fﬂowever a process of state penetration of the rural areas,
which has accelerated since the 1950's, coupled with natural demographic
changes within village communities, have contributed today. to making
the notion of community around the irrigation water source extremely
fuzzy. A market in land has brought outsiders into what were felatively
socially homogeﬁeous communities and these outsiders have managed

to buy land even in the traditional Bufana wela sections thus making

it harder for the "original" cultivators to maintain exclusive rights
to land and water on the basie of prior appropriation. Population
pressure and resultant. land fragmentation have resulted in irrigated
paddy land dec}easing in importance for the community and village
boundaries have been extended to cover further acreages beyond what are
watered by the tank such that these paddy lands become fainfed and are

not dependent on the irrigation water source. .

'Hence tgday the v1llage tank does not emJoy the prlmacy 1t had 1nuthe

past/land holdlngs ‘under the village tank are extremely fragmented and
do not meet sub51stence requlrement527.,As a result many villagers -

depend on other crops (such as 9 ena) and other act1v1t1es to brlng

in a 1arger proportion of the income.

In some of the irrigation systems selected for the ARTI sutdy thiszwas
clear; the village tank was not the mnain contributor ofvincome gor of
social identity for the community and often it was of little consequence
to all but those cultlvatlng a limited acreage 1mmed1ately adjacent

to it. In such a s1tuatlon it becomes difficult to.elicit even the
limited farmer partlclpatlon env1saged for the Tank Commlttees In this
respect in fact the modicum- of farmer partlclpatlon expected for the
Tank Committee might be reallstlc. The probtem arises when mcwe
community - wide partlclpatlonvls ‘expected, especially Tor system

maintenance.in the future.
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The second problem that plagued some localities’'was that the community
of water users was not coterminous with those represented on the Tank
@ommittee. The latter is defined only with -reference to irrigation
water users but there were cases where other populations were drawing
water from the same soutcm. For example in Kehellanda - onc of the
ARTI study localities'and a "show plece” for the water management
programme in Ionaragala ~ there was a sizeable community immediately
next to the tank whose subsistence depended on fishing in the tank.

However ths community was not represented in the Tank Conmmittee.

As a result there was a series of conflicts over wvater levels and the

rights each group had over the tank and its water.From this it is
evident %hat if farmer participation is to be éncouraged, it is
important to delineate irrigation and water-user corimmunity boundaries
more realistically, and not expect committment to a Tank Committee
s{mply because one owns land under its command or exclude others

because they do not use the tank water for irrigation purposes.

The third éspect that emerged in thé ARTI study with respect to
participation in thé Tank Comﬁitteé was the critical question of who
"owned“ the 1rr1gaulon water source. In earller tines, the water
source (the tank or anlcut) contrlbuted to the definition of "conmunlty“
and conscquenuly spelt out a clear set of priviledges and obllgatlons
for those who lived and cultlvated relying on it. Today on ‘the contrary
there seemed to be some amblgulty as to.who Yowns" the irrigation
works. In those irrigation systenms thét had undergone rehabilitation,
the majority of farmers (6% in the ARTI sfudy) said thaf the state

had ownership and clearly therefore tﬁat the state had responsibility
for operation and maintenance. However in those systems that had not
undergone rehabilitation the village community felt thaé they
themselves owned the irrigation system. If the pervésive belief
subseadent to state intervention in the foqm_of rchabilitation is in

fact that the communlty no longer "owns" the irrigation water sourée,

“there are several implications for farmer participation. At the very

least it cannot be assumed that the community will have the inéentives

to participate in system management or maintenance.

In the ARTI study, the question of who should do maintenance and who
a .

actually does maintenance work was addressed. “hile faramc s in the

pre-rchabilitation tanks and anicuts felt that it was the community's

responsibili%y, those who had state involvement in tlie form ol

po
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rehabilitation, stated that it was clearly the governmenti's responsi~
bility. However since under thé water management’ programne they were
compelled to do maintenance work, they did in fact undertake it. The
farmers were emphatic in pointing out that though this was called
shramadana by the project authorities, it was actually done only
bLecause it was under compulsary fiat. Thus the pertinent question
“ chat remains is what w1ll be the incentive/compulsion for farmers to

undertake maintenance work in the future?

The faurth aspect that concerns the introduction of the Tank Committee

is the issue of what if anything happens to existing institutional
arrangements for irrigafion water managenant. Yhile in principle it
kanaccepted that- existing arrangements are allowed to continue, it
is hard for the APT's in the short-time itJS arkﬁaUKVeach village
to do atl thef&r required tasks and also determine the extent and,

strength ef.cristing local capacity for irrigation water management

and thereafter devise strategies that serve to utilize the latter.
While more field data is needed to support or refute this,'from thé'
limited data available for Moheragala, it appears that the tendency
is to advocate the setting up of a Tahk Committee irrespeétive often

of = | existing;, arrangements,

'~ VIII Major Lessons:Learned -

Inplications for future policies

Cross-— cultural studies demonstrate the advantages inherent in small-scale

1“r1gat10n systems for eliciting farmer participation in investment,
design and construction, and operation and maintenance activiiteszs.
Because small-scale irrigation projects are of a manageable sxze angd .
have more accessible technology, and because the comaunities surroundlnn
them tend to be relatively homogeneous, it is typically believed that
opportunities for community involvement tend to be enhanced and that

in turn the success of these projgcts dependson eliciting community

involvement.

From the point of view of the governtent there are several advantages

- in promoting community involvement from the incéption of a rehabilitation
exercise. Typically, small-scale irrigation projects tcnd to be widely

scattered and-so it is costly for government o invest in feasibility
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studies prior to investment. It can instead rely on the corumuni ty

to provide information on factors such as micro-variatio®s in sofl,
climate énd crop water needs, quite apart from valuable socio-economic
information such as legal and gusﬁomary property rights in the water
source, and ownership rights in land or labour availability on a
seasonal and permanent basis. The community can also provide human
resources for construction or system repair, thus reducing the costs
to government. And of course if management and administration of the
systems after construction remain with the community, the expense to

the governmént will surely be reduced.

However the ability and willingness of the community to take on project

responsibility, especially the kinds of tasks that follow rehabilitation,

depend on at least four factors: ‘a high level of community participation

from the inception right through the different phases of project

development; the existence of (or potential for) local organizational

capacity capable of decision-making in relation to system management
and resource mobilization fér irrigation-related tasks; economic and
soical incentivéé for participation which would include agricultural
prices thét would encourage farmers to contribute towards the system;
and clear-cut property rights in land, water and the irrigation works
that bihd thg community fogether and broQide a reason to come togehter

for group decision-making and other irrigation-related tasks.

It can be argued that in Sri Lanka where stéte"pehétration since the
1930's has been extensive, and stroné iihks ﬁave been forged with
the state apparatus and the market, village communities can no loﬁgef
be expected to have logal organizations.that are autonomoué and totally
community - based. In that sense, it is only realistic‘to expect some

degrec of state involvement in small-scale irrigation systems. State

" recognition may be a pre-requisite to formalizing local organizations

so that they may for example, be able to obtain credit or be involved
in construction, and state financing may be the expedient route to

physical rehabilitation of the system. The qudstion'then is, to what

“extent is farmer participation warranted and expected and is the

structuré under VIRP an effective meéhanizm for eliciting the

. anticipated degree of farmer participation.



The VIRP does expect farmer participation in irrigation-related tasks
subsequent to rehabilitation. It expects this participation to be one
of taking over responsibility for system O + M and for enforcement of
rules with regard to it. It expects to enlist this participation
through a semi-farmer organization - the Tank Committee - which

consists of farmer representation and state representation.

It appears that the problem for VIRP arises becaiise it expects the kind
of farmer involvement or participation (after the state-sponsored

rehabilitation.exercise), that can emerge only if certain prior

conditions conducive:to farmer/community participation are met. But in
a situation where local organizational capacity is hardly involved in
the different phases of system rehabilitation and development, and
thereafter is called upon.only for undertaking irrigation-related tasks
with little concommittant decision - making responsibility, it is
difficult to expect effective farmer participation that is at the

same time self-reliant and self-sustaining and is willing to take on

future responsibility for system operation and maintenance.

Additionally the APT which is no more than a bureaucratic appendage of

the DAS (perhaps only more mobile) has been called upon to perform what

is in a sense a catalytic role, and promote farmers to organize themselves

in "hydrological™ groups and . thereafter into a Tank Committee. A team

that is composed of three government officers selected for their
technical skills and whose- task is prlmarlly to formulate an appropriate

water management programme is un11ke1y to have the resources or the

skills required for organizational activity.

Where the VIRP could have'profited was to have paid more attention to

the local community étructure' including existing institutional
-arrangements and appropriate types of 1eadersh1p %ha}- Cou)ﬁ b® erﬁfQjeJ
7(.0\’ I/fagqﬁo/t water - Naﬂaj%pnf .to have considered alternatlve
investment approaches for rehabilitation and t5 have involved

farmers more’ in the rehabilitation process. But as it chose fit to

use the APT - which is only an appendage of the exieting bureaucratic

structure - as the basic mechanism for ensuring post-rehabilitation

system operation and maintenance and the Tank Committee which is weighted

; by government presence, and functions only as a kanna meeting, it is
clear that the main thrust of the VIRP is not to promote participatory

farmer management - of the irrigation system, in any sustained way.
Rather the whole rehabilitation-cum-water management programme under
. ) .



1/('"" o

. local group action at this stage becoime problematic,

- 23 -

VIRP has served to consplidate the government's role in irrigation
water management under viilage irrigation systems. . In doing so the
state-has once and for all established its lead role in providing
"services" to the rural areas. Given the continuing thread of
welfarism that pervades goﬁernment policy, this is perhaps not
inconsistent. ‘What 1is problematic is if the state thereafter

anticipates that future irrigation responsibilities will be assumed

by the local community.

To summarize, village .irrigation systems in Sri Lanka have become
increasingly. integrated into the national economy and society. The
VIRP is an example of deliberate and focused State intervention into
village irrigation systems through a process of physical rehabilitation,
coupled with a water management/institutional component. The VIRP, by
physically rehabilitatigﬁ'village irrigation systems, by providing
advice on appropriate Speration and maintenance activities and on new
agricultural practices, and thereafter by introducing an institutional
arrangement to implemént the latter, is concentrating and consolidating
the State's role in village irrigation systems. In doing so it gets
the job done; physical rehabilitation of the system is accomplished,

maintenance work is dome, water is relatively well distributed and

- there is adherence to a prescribed water management programme. Indeed,

all this matches the people's perception that since the state "owns"

. . o I . - .
the irrigation system A%TIS also responsible for ensuring the

pérformance of'system 0 + M tasks., The problem however arises when

the State deems it fit — not the least because it cannot shoulder
all the administrative, financial and logistic burdens of irrigation
management - to hand over some of these activities to the community.

Chances of motivating'the»participation of farmers for sustained

{

There are several research issues relating to small-scale irrigation
which surfaced when doing field work for the ARTI study on VIRP and

when reviewing the available literature, which bear mentioning.



These are briefly the need to explore in depth:

(1) the patterns of local resource mobilization under small-~scale
irrigation systems, including incentives and sanctions for

participation.

; (2) the impact of different forms of state intervention for property
; rights in land,; water and the irrigation works and consequently
for loéal capacity to manage them. ‘
(3) the extent and the implications of fragmentation under small-scale -
' irrigation systems,'fof productivity and net returns from. '

rehabilitation.

(4) the differences in water source-anicuts versus tanks-for social
organization and institutional arrangements for irrigation

water management.

(5) .a more realistic definition of minor irrigation than one

determined by command area alone.
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FOOTNOTES
Minor irrigation works are defined as those under which the
extent irrigated is less than 200 acres. :In this paper, the

terms minor irrigation, village irrigation and small-scale
irrigation are used interchangeably.

The tanks predominate in the dry zone and anicuts fall into
the intermediate and wet zone areas.

This includes schemes currently in use but at low levels of
efficiency and those abandoned some years previously and
where no cultivation is done.

Planned now to be extended till 1987.

For a district-wise breakdown of expenditure and physical
progress in rehabilitation from 1981 to 1985 - See Annexe 1.

See Annexe IV for a list, by district, of the irrigation
systems where there is a DAS water management programme.

The World Bank Staff Appralsal Report Sri Lanka
Vlllage Irrigation Rehabilitation Project. No. 3363 - LE 1981.

The DO was a recent addltlon to the APT, upon recognltlon of
the importance of paying attention to the social and community
aspects of village irrigation.

The APT members are given a 3-week intensive training, followed
annually by a two-week refresher course.

- This is in conformity with the proposed amendments to the -

Agrarlan Serv1ces Act of 1979. -

Elected under the Agrarlan Servxces ‘Act No. 58 of 1979,

' Lowest level Exten31on Offlcer.

Though it is considered preferable that those elected own
land in the command area, there-is no means to ensure this.

Manual on Vlllage Irrigation. Department of Agrarlan Servxces
April, 1984.

The tank supervisor position has however been abolished recently.
Verbal discussion with VIRP Projeét Director/ID.
District Agricultural Committee. -

The range ID/DD's,  ASC/DAS and in the event that land has to
be alienated, an officer from the Land Commissioner's Department.

See. S.Abeyrathe and J.Pérera, "Change and Continuity in
Village Irrigation Systems : A case study in the Moneragala
District, Sri Lanka". ARTI, 1986 forthcomlng.

J.Medagama "Some Observations on Farmers' Involvement in the
VIRP, Sri Lanka" (unpublished paper), 1982.
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2la.

21b.

22.

23.

24,
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’

According to the former VIRP Project Director/ID these farmer
meetings are held in approx. 80% of the cases.

In fact the ID is now considering introducing a clause when
calling for tenders that requires contractors to take on
only one scheme at a time.

See Annexe V for a list of tanks/anicuts that have been
“handed over" But not "taken over" by the DAS, with a
breakdown of reasons.

Growing subsidiary food crops in yala has often proved to be
difficult to encourage given the risks.

J.Medagama. op. cit. p. 16.

The Vel Vidane,is appointed under the Agrarian Services Act
and his real designation in the Act is that of Farmer
Representative (FR). But as there are so-called Farmer ,
Representatives elected on the basis of a field channel under
VIRP, the old designation of Vel Vidane is attached to the . -

person who is elected under the Agrarian Services Act. The

latter -is elected for a period of 3 years and cannot be
removed by the farmers. If the latter wish, they can pay him
a ruwandiram but evidently this rarely happens, perhaps
reflecting the fact that the Vel Vidane is perceived by the
farmer as being really auxuntiﬂe to the state, through

the Cultivation Officer.

IR R S S B .- Vo
atan _uﬁﬁ-f.u_. EAE T LAY L,

" .E.R. Leach Pul Ellya, A Vlllage in Ceylon A Study of Land

Tenure and Kinship. Cambrldge Un1ver51ty Press, 1971

In the ARTI study (op 01t) 1t was found that 70% of all

holdings are less than one acre.

See for example, Barbara D.Lynch "Community Participation and -
Local Organization for Small-Scale Irrigation".
WMS Report 34 March, 1985.
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