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ABSTRACT 

Irrigation Management Transfer is accepted worldwide today. Though many countries including 
Sri Lanka have various programs to transfer irrigation management to farmers more failures 
than successes are reported. One key characteristic ofa successful Irrigation Management 
Transfer is an associated program for community management of irrigation systems. The 
International Irrigation Management Institute carried out an action research program in the Uda 
Walawe Project in order to field test a community management model for handing over system 
management responsibilities at the tertiary level. The model consisted ofa 12 step process with 
three stages ofbuilding, strengthening and sustaining the farmer organizations and gradual 
empowerment offarmers. It was expected that farmer would take over system management 
responsibilities with this gradual empowerment. 

The process followed satisfied the requirements ofirrigation management transfer at the tertiary 
level and it proved to be effective. This paper describes the 12 step process followed and the 
lessons learned. The community management model testedfor Irrigation Management Transfer 
would be worthwhile replicating in other irrigation schemes. 

Introduction 

Transfer of management responsibilities of publicly owned irrigation schemes to farmers 
is widely accepted worldwide today. Many countries implement various projects and 
programs aiming at improving performance, ensuring the sustainability and reducing 
government costs (Kloezen and Samad 1995). Both failures and successes are reported in 
these attempts (Vermillion, ed. 1996; Kloezen 1998). In Sri Lanka this has been tried 
through different modes of experiments since the 1980s. Irrigation Management Transfer 
(lMT) is currently accepted in Sri Lanka as a policy and is being implemented in many 
irrigation systems under special programs called Integrated Management of Agricultural 
Systems (lNMAS), Management of Irrigation Systems (MANIS) and Mahaweli joint 
management systems. However, expected results have not been achieved from these 
programs (ARTI 1992; IIMI/ARTII 1995; Samad and Vermillion - Forthcoming). 

The International Irrigation Management Institute (IIMI) carried out an action research 
program to improve system performance in the Uda Walawe Project during 1988 to 1994 
with financial assistance from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) (11M! 1995). One of 
the components of this research project was Tertiary System Management, the objective 
of which was to develop and field test a model for tertiary system management and a 
process for turning over tertiary system management responsibilities to farmers. This 
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paper is based on the lessons learned from implementing the Tertiary System 
Management component which involved institution building for turning over 
management responsibilities at distributary and field channel levels to farmers. 

Objective of the Paper 

The objective of this paper is to analyze the process followed, strategies used, results 
achieved and impacts observable in implementing the research component of Tertiary 
System Management; and to suggest its relevance to policies of irrigation management 
transfer in Sri Lanka. 

Tested Hypothesis: 

The hypothesis tested was "iffarmers are mobilized through well designed and systematic 
institution building-strategies and processes they are capable oftaking over the full 
operation and maintenance responsibilities in a tertiary sub system ofan irrigation system. " 

lIMI Research Program in Uda Walawe 

In a diagnostic study carried out by IIMI prior to the action research it was found that 
system performance below the distributary level was poor because of the absence ofan 
effective management system, either among farmers or on the agency side. Also, the 
organizational development activities in the project had not achieved the expected results. 
As a consequence it was found that the existing water user patterns would have serious 
implications in the achievement of project objectives and the long-term sustainability of 
the Uda Walawe Scheme which was being rehabilitated under ADB loan funds (IIMI 
1990). The study recommended that the Mahaweli Economic Agency (MEA) should 
commit itself to ajoint management approach based on the participatory management 
policies of the Government of Sri Lanka with the development of an appropriate handing 
over methodology and process. 

The action research phase was designed to contribute to: 

•	 Main System Management: working with MEA to improve its management of the main 
system. 

•	 Tertiary System Management: working with farmers and MEA to improve the
 
management of distributary channel and below.
 

•	 Rehabilitation Process: working with farmers and MEA to improve the ongoing system 
rehabilitation project (IIMI 1995). 
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4.	 Discussing the selected plan with the farmers in the FC groups convened by the FRs; 
with the help of IIMI personnel and the Technical Officer, farmers prepared rotational 
schedules for each FC. 

5.	 Implementation and preparation of an improved plan after identifying problem areas 
through experience. 

6.	 Participatory monitoring and feed back. 

Both these programs were repeated in the following seasons while farmers gradually took 
up the responsibilities for the operation and maintenance when they become capable of 
doing them by themselves. 

As it was felt necessary to increase the benefits of the farmer organization by taking up other 
activities desired by farmers, the DC 7 farmer organization was assisted to organize several 
activities outside of irrigation management. These included provision of fertilizer and 
other inputs to farmers, building a community hall, forming a women's organization 
affiliated to the farmer organization, starting a carpentry school, forming a sports society, 
starting a library, and organizing religious and social activities for the benefit of the 
community. 

The role played by the FRs, general farmers, MEA officers and IIMI researchers in the total 
process is given in the Table 2. 

Results Achieved 

Formation ofa Strong and Effective Farmer Organization 

The organizational strength was evaluated using specific indicators developed for Sri Lanka 
to asses farmer organizations (IIMI/ARTI 1995) (Table 3). The conceptual base, 
performance and outcome was rated as at a very high level. 

This organization was able to withstand both the serious consequences of giving up the Yala 
1992 cultivation due to lack of water while all other organizations built in the project were 
severely affected and declined, and some political pressures came from several local 
politicians to change the FO into a political organization. It became a model for the farmer 
organizations built in the rest of the 8 DCs in Moraketiya BC. This organization while 
involved in the DC level operation and maintenance activities gradually took over those 
responsibilities. 

Increase in the Water Management Performance 

Prior to the study the operation within the DC was the sole responsibility of the Agency. 
There was no rotational water distribution and farmers were used to simultaneous irrigation. 
There were severe irrigation difficulties in the tail-end and as well as frequent farmer 
disputes. The operation plans developed with farmers under the study were implemented 
initially with the Agency officials and later by farmers themselves after FRs took over these 
responsibilities. Rotational water issues were practiced both among and within the FCs with 
equal distribution of water between head and tail. The irrigation problems were solved and 








































