
Farmer Managed Irrigation Systems Newsletter 
$ 

No.4 International Irrigation Management Institute May 1988 

CC>Tl.tracti.r:l.g :fc>r Irri.ga.ti.c>r:l. MaTl.a.geIDEtTl.t 

Who should manage small-scale 
irrigation systems Carmel's or 
govel'nment agencies? Ji'arming 
communities along the foothills of the 
Indian Himalayas in Uttar Pradesh, have 
developed H Lhird option hire a 
contractor to design, build, and 
maintain Lhe Hyslem. The te~i.d.~!: 
(contractor) alternative is attractive to 
farmers who earmot afford the time 
for checking the diversion weir and 
feeder canal each lime Lhey irrigate. 

Farmers continually assess their 
economic benefits, and look around Cor 
a cheaper solution to the management 
problem. After the initial contract 
expires, a new one must be negotiated, 
and others may step forward to offer 
their services at a lower price. One 
canal system we visited was built in 
the 19208 by a tekidar who managed it 
for 18 years. His farmers offered him 

Tekidars can also protect. inter-farmer 
relaliom;, Hince Lhe burden of closing 
1Uld opening channels rests with a third 
party. 

The tekidar management syslem 
dates to the first conslruction of 
irrigation (~nals in the river valleys we 
visited in Pithoragarh District, NE 
Uttar Pradesh (close to the border 
with Nepal). As population pressure 
started to outpace the production 
pot.ential . of rainfed agriculture, local 
entfepf-eneurs took up the business of 
construeting and managing small (8 to 
40 ha) diversion systems tapping 
tributary streams along major river 
valleys. 

The entrepreneurs had the necessary 
capitaJ and markeLed their services to 
farmir,lg communities. Each tekidar had 
to reach an agreement with his 
clients, whereby he would be paid a 
eerlain portion of each farmer's harvest 
for a given period of up to 30 years. 
The share varies with the labor 
involved in construetion aud main
t.enance. Since the tekidar has to pay 
village laborers for anything he and his 
family cannot do Lhemselves, a eareful 
assessment of labor requirements is 
eritical to finaneial viabilily. 
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a 30 year contract if he could extend 
the :; l~Ul canal a bit further to bring 
additional area under command. He 
wat:i unable to aecompli.sh this and his 
contl'act waH not renewed. Since then 
there haH been a sct'ics of tekidars; 
the current one i.s thr'ee years into his 
tell year contract, receiving 1/11 
Hhal'e. His predecessor worked for only 
four years, at 1/9 shar'e, and gave up 
his contl'act because it wasn't profit
able. 

How can the new tekidar earn more 
at 1/11 Hhare than his predecessor 
who was earning 1/9? The simple 
answer is that not all farmers pay. 
Indeed, theI'e is a very strong incentive 
fm' the tekidar to deJiver adequate 
water supplies and to devise a distri
bution system so that his customerH 
ar'e kept happy, thus strengthening his 
claim to his 1/11 Hhare. Even so, the 
astute tekidar visits his elients' fields 
at harvest time to be sure he is not 
short-changed, and receives his full 
share of whnllt and mustard (winter 
er'ops) and paddy (summer crop). 

What is the future of the tekidar 
system? There is a real danger that 
this efficient management system will 
fall victim to the forces of "irrigation 
development. It The Irrigation Depart
ment's ongoing practice of upgrading 
FMIS in the area gives farmers a free 
service formerly provided by the 
tekidar at a cost. But the tekidar had 
a contract with the farmers; the 
contractors hired to upgrade the 
sYHtem are paid directly by the 
Irrigation Department, with no obliga
tionH to farmers. The result: poor 
quality construetion and, in some 
caseH, failed systems. 

One tekidar system constructed 
recently (1972-75) by a local entrepre
neur; waH taken over by the Irrigation 
Department in 1982. Farmers enjoyed 
irrigation for nearly 10 years under 
the tekidar system, and paid a rather 
steep 1/4 share of their crop for the 
service. When the Irrigation Depart
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ment stepped in to upgrade the 
system, however, the situation 
changed. The 4 km canal was rebuilt 
at a cost several times that of the 
tekidar's original construction, with 
much of the expense going to concrete 
lining. The tekidar's 30 year contract 
with the farmers was broken. 
Supervision of the new construction, 
however, was difficult, due to the 
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remoteness of the area. Construction 
quality was poor. and today. the canal 
walls are broken. No water has flowed 
to the 50 acre since the tekidar was 
displaced. The farmers have reverted 
to rainfed cultivation. as they had done 
before. command area the system was 
constructed in the first place. 

Tekidar management has the 
efficiency of the free-market; it may 
also exacerbate social inequities when 
cash-poor farmers are exploited by 
entrepreneurs who control capital and 
can offer something the farmers need: 
irrigation. But in the systems we 
visited in Pithoragarh District, the 
farmer communities seemed well in 
control; indeed, if one party was in 
danger of exploitation it was probably 
the tekidarrather than the farmers. 
The key element in the tekidar 
management model may be a surplus of 
water. So long as there is plenty of 
water in the canal, farmers can be 
satisfied that their tekidar is doing his 
job. When water becomes scarce, it is 
difficult to distinguish whether the 
fault lies with the tekidar, or with 
nature. The outcome is likely to be 
disenchantment with the tekidar's 
performance. and an eventual decision 
by the farmers to run the system on 
their own. 

Management arrangements similar to 
the tekidar model have been docu
mented in parts of Nepal, and may 
exist in other countries as well. If 
you are aware of tekidar-like systems 
elsewhere, please share your experien
ces with the Newsletter. Can this 
type of management model play a role 
in FMIS assistance programs? Bow 
can private initiative be tapped for 
the benefit of the larger community in 
irrigation development? 

- David Groenfeldt (based on a 
recent visit hosted by U.C. Pande, 
whose background article on hill 
systems of Uttar Pradesh appears 
elsewhere in this Newsletter). 

There seem to be more and more 
networks on more and more topics in 
this age of desktop publishing. Not 
only the topics differ, but the modes 
of network operation vary so much 
that the term It network" requires 
elucidation in any partiCUlar case. 

The FMIS Network tries to walk a 
middle path between a pure informa
tion network which disseminates 
existing knowledge, and a pure 
research network which generates new 
knowledge. The information functions 
of the network center on the news
letter, seminars, workshops, and study. 
tours. On the research side, the 
network looks for opportunities for 
low investment, high payoff activities. 

Knowing who is doing what and 
where (the information network) helps 
identify priority research interventions 
which can add on to ongoing research 
and/or implementation projects. For 
example, knowing that the government 
Agriculture Department is conducting 
water use studies in certain small
scale irrigation systems provides an 
opportunity for a rural sociologist to 
study farmers' allocation and distribu
tion practices in the same location. A 
study of water use and social inter
action in the same location can yield 
policy-relevant information. The same 
studies done separately would yield 
one-dimensional data that could be 
interpreted in too many ways to be of 
much practical use. 

Letting others know what you are 
doing, what your project is trying to 
do, or what you think someone ought 
to do, helps build the information base 
for everyone in the network. 


