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Social, legal and economical aspects of tarmers' sharing in Irrigation
Management

(1)
Abstract _Jelle Beekma'"’

Throughout the world governments have not been able to etticiently operate and maintain
irrigation and drainage works. The consequence is that these works degrade and little long-term
benefits are enjoyed from the initially large investments, typical for this sector in agriculture.
Therefore a trend exists toward turning over the operation and maintenance of irrigation and
drainage systems from governmental organisations to the end-users, the farmers. Such a
turnover can be beneficial and lead to better management and more efficient water use.
However the turnover can only be beneticial if certain pre-conditions are met in legal,

- institutional, economical and social set up.

This paper explores the potential effects, the necessary prerequisites and pit-holes in transfer of
irrigation and drainage management to farmers. It uses general experiences as examples and
reflects these against the Iranian situation. Institutional settings are used as much as possible in
the present situation, however some suggestions for change are provided.

It can be concluded that the situation in Iran is suitable for the gradual transfer of management
from governmental agencies to farmers in Water Users Groups. The process will need time,
however, and should be accompanied by the necessary institutional and economical changes.

(1)
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Introduction

This paper is a contribution from the Central Consultants unit (CC) for the Liaison Office of the
Ministry of Agriculture in the [rrigation Improvement Project. The CC's task is to develop
models for improving the efficient use and increased production of irrigated agriculture in lran.
The CC is presently developing a conceptual model for institutional setting and successtul
implementation of Water Users Groups. Some of the ideas and concepts used in this paper are
part of this model. On request of the World Bank CC has given some additional advice on
O&M and its costs which is used for the paper as well.

Farmers' participation in the management of irrigation and drainage systems has a long history
in the European countries and dates back to the middle ages. In many developing countries the
concept is rather new and dates to the early 1980's. It evolved here mainly as a policy
alternative to often completely governmentally managed systems.

Systems managed by governmental agencies (in the following referred to as agency) are often
sub optimally managed, while farmers do not share in any responsibilities. At the same time
recovery of the initial investments, often made with loans from foreign donors, has become a
large financial burden for the governments. This in turn results in low budgets for operation
and maintenance rendering low system performance and dissatisfaction of farmers. Simply
raising irrigation charges is unpopular and does not provide incentives to involved agencies and
farmers. Transfer to participatory management of systems could be an auspicious solution.

There exist many examples of positive impact of irrigation management transfer to groups of
farmers. However, in other situations the transfer was a complete failure. Typically the latter
cases are not well-documented (Subramanian and Meinzen Dick, 1996). The positive examples
show that transfer of management responsibilities has the potential to improve performance of
irrigation and drainage. The impacts are on many different terrains, technical (system
functioning), productivity, financial and environmental. To reach these positive aspects
however, a number of prerequisites should be met.

In the European case strong participatory management organisations have been formed out of
necessity and been able to adapt successfully through time. In developing countries, in many
cases the transition from completely governmentally managed systems to participatory
management is imposed over a very short time span and without the internal drive from the
farmers. It is evident that such a process is more troublesome and requires good guidance
supervision and sufficient time.

The obijective of this paper is: "Material presented to facilitate discussion on prerequisites and
potential impacts of Farmers Operation and Management"

Thereto we first highlight the general pre requisites for successful functioning of Water Users
Groups, the basic farmers' management unit. We discuss the social, legal, economic aspects as
well as the institutional setting in separate sections. In each section we emphasise important
factors that facilitate effective farmers' management, followed by discussion of the potential
benefits and impacts. Placing the subject as much as possible in an Iranian context closes the
sections.

(2)



Prerequisites for efficient farmers' management (legal aspects)

Water users groups and associations are the obvious organisational structure for farmers’
management. These groups can only be formed and function successfully if legal and
institutional conditions accommodate sutficient independence and authority. These prerequisites
are briefly discussed below.

Legal status

The most important factor is that the WUG has a legal foundation and is therefore able to get its
rights and necessary authority to function. Important aspects of the legal definition in statute
and by-laws are that the WUG:

e is recognised as an official representative of the irrigators;

" e has the right to operate a bank account and obtain credits;

¢ has the right to mobilise resources;

e has provisions for monitoring of the leadership/decision making;

o formalises its relationships with the water delivering agency in a contract;

e has well defined rights and tasks, but reserves the flexibility to adapt to changes in the
environment;

The exact registration should be carefully considered taking into account the particulars of the
locally prevailing legal, social, economical and technical circumstances. Possibly existing laws
(for co-operatives, associations or non-profit organisations) are appropriate to register the
WUGs. They ought to be examined and the applicability to the objectives of the UG should be
established. Practically it is the easiest to use an existing law for registration, rather than
developing a new organisational feature.

Preconditions for equal partnership

Being a legal entity the WUG can function as an equal partner in any service contract with the
agency or company (water delivery, maintenance) and obtain its rights. This does not
automatically guarantee that the relation between WUG and the agency runs smoothly. There
must be an equal partnership between the WUG's possibly and the agency or company that is
responsible for water delivery and maintenance. The actions and processes to reach equal
partnership are schematically presented for the Iranian conditions in figure 1.

Incentives

The existing laws and legislation can at least partly meet most of the preconditions shown in
Figure 1. For efficient functioning, however the structure should contain some incentives for all
stakeholders. For the farmers the incentive might be that through more influence and
contractual relation with the agency or company their water delivery improves, increasing the
potential output and thereby their income. For the agency or company focus should change
from carrying out directives from higher organisations to working with farmers. The efficiency
of this process can be improved by:

1. Making the organisation financially transparent

2. Making the organisation accountable to the WUG's

(3)



3. Financial autonomy of the organisation with incomes from water fees based on O&M costs
4. Salaries of employees dependent on performance. i.e. quality of working with the WUG's
5. Conducting pertormance evaluations of personnel

Specially number 4 and 5 could lead to a better fee collection which in turn could be partly used
to improve the salaries, in this way clearly relating performance to satisfaction. If the WUG's
become more satistied conflicts are likely to be less and personnel of agency or company are
able to more efficiently dedicate themselves to O&M tasks. It is likely that under such
conditions not only the financial situation of employees increases, but also the professional
satisfaction.

Social aspects of involving farmers in management
* Needs and willingness to organise

To embark on spontaneous organisation of groups a stressing need is required. In many
irrigation systems without permanent headworks, the frequent contribution of all farmers to re-
establish the irrigation canal is a good motivator for co-operation. In Mexico the poor
management of the state agencies prompted the farmers to take over O&M tasks. In case
management is reasonably good droughts and emergencies often stimulate co-operation and
organisation of farmers in groups. If the transfer of irrigation management is mainly a tool in
the reduction of costs for the government, the benefits of the transfer should be guaranteed and
made clear to the farmers.

Social cohesion

In general the degree of social cohesion is very important for the functioning of WUG's and
their collective action (Subramanian and Meinzen Dick, 1996). In communities with strong
bounds and traditions where control is common the collective actions and distribution of O&M
tasks is the easiest. Charismatic local leaders can usually guide and control the process.
Therefore it is important that WUG's be modelled according to existing organisation structures.
This also calls for division of WUG's and associations along villages and ethnic groups if these
exist in the area.

However, often the newly developed irrigation infrastructure is not according to these divisions
and highly autonomous groups alone can never manage the complete irrigation system. There
needs to be an overall goal to ensure co-operation between all WUG's and ensure just
distribution of water throughout the network.

With the penetration of market and improved conditions for farmers, which coincide with
successful transfer to participatory management, the social structure will change. From a more
traditional rural economy more and new differences between farmers will emerge, degree of
specialisation will increase and the WUG should be able to develop along with this change.

Sanctions

In general co-operation and sustainability of groups is dependent on the belief that the collective
action is beneficial and that everyone co-operates in the same mode (Ostrom, 1993). Therefore
the existence of monitoring and the credibility of sanctions in case of non co-operation are
essential. The belief that free rides are possible and not effectively taken care of can easily
disrupt the complete structure of an organisation based on responsibilities for all.

Conditions in Iran

(4)



With reference to Iran it appears that in many areas the first efforts to create WUG's should
focus on incorporating traditional groupings. The likely changes in agricultural environment.
however, should ensure that the new organisations are prepared for change. In areas where no
traditional groupings exist much effort should be awarded to the creation of a co-operative
mentality and to show the advantages that organisation in groups could have. These advantages
are probably especially convincing when they contribute to solving the complaints that many
farmers have in terms of water distribution and guarantee of water delivery at the required
time. Getting the support of charismatic locally accepted leaders would probably facilitate the
process of group forming. Therefore these people should be involved from the very beginning
of the process in the plans for WUG establishment.

Economic aspects of involving farmers in management
_ Influence on group forming

Economic as well as social aspects may be the root of problems and success in divisions in
groups. Likewise the social division, large differences in economic status among the group
members may function as a fracture line, which frustrates the participatory management.
However with the expected economic growth and increased market penetration that is usually
associated with turn over of irrigation management, the differences should not be regarded as a
factor to be avoided. Rather they can function as complementarities between the users,
especially because with time more entrepreneurship and specialisation will be needed. Ideally
WUG's are designed and ready to incorporate this complementarities and grow from a
traditional common pool organisation to an advanced specialised management institute.

Financial viability

Systemshthat were formerly managed by agencies, fully governmentally supported can only be
self financed if:

1. The usef$§ can take over the O&M tasks at considerably lower costs

2. The farmers are willing to pay more for participatory managed systems than to a state
agency

3. The WUG's are able to mobilise other resources

The first point is not very likely, especially since water charges have usually been very small.
However, often participatory management is done at lower total cost than state management.
Before any projections can be made, it is essential to have a good indication of the costs
involved in O&M. Routine maintenance, emergency maintenance, equipment, and personnel
COSts.

Farmers might be willing to pay more to a participatory managed system, if this participatory
management guarantees better water availability and timely delivery. In 1984 full O&M costs in
5 diverse Asian countries was found to be ranging between 7% and 36% of the net irrigation
benefits (Small and Caruthers, 1991), indicating that in a well managed system full cost
recovery should be possible. However, this also implies that economic production and free
market mechanisms are prevalent.

Mobilisation of other resources such as donor contributions or interest of savings could be
another factor to balance water fees at an acceptable level and on the other hand preserve
sutficient funds for O&M. Government subsidies, possibly gradually phased out, could be a
temporal solution.

(5)



Economic effects

Many examples show that farmers' participation decreases strongly the government costs. This
decrease originates from lower administration costs. increased fee collection rates, decreased
destruction and better project design.

In many cases farmers have been able to manage the systems at considerably lower total costs
than the governmental agencies. For example farmers management in New Zealand resulted in
a cost reduction of 2-4 times in comparison with governmental schemes (Farley, 1994). Even
though the complete costs might be less. the costs usually increase substantially for farmers
because subsidies are usually discarded or at least reduced. Increased earnings should
counterbalance these increased costs.

The reported effects on outputs have usually been very positive. In the Philippines significantly
higher rice yields have been reported atter the transfer of management (de los Reyes and

- Jopillo, 1989). In Egypt high increases in cropping intensity are reported (Metawie, Nasr and
Rady, 1993), while in Turkey soil salinity and waterlogging decreased, without doubt resulting
in higher yields. One of the problems with the indicators for higher output is if they can solely
be attributed to the change in management or to other improved factors as well. Often along
with turn over of management, infrastructure is improved and often other changes are carried
out as well.

Situation in Iran

As mentioned before the legal basis for transfer of management is present. The economical
situation is also favourable, especially the new focus on privatisation in the third five year plan.
To effectively benefit from the transfer of irrigation management many transitions, however are
still needed, such as more market oriented price policy and relations between water fees and
real costs of O&M. Subsidies could gradually be phased out. After full analysis of the costs it
might even appear to be necessary to always continue a certain degree of subsidy in the O&M,
as the costs might be higher than what farmers can support. The process of transfer shouid be a
gradual one economically as well as in terms of organisation.
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