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Chapter 5

Resolving what services should be transferred

The previous review of performance gaps in irrigation management should give planners a good idea about what the main management problems are and at what water management levels they occur. The next step is to determine:

· What services should be transferred? 

· Which services should be retained under the public domain? 

· What new services should be provided?  

These are addressed below. 

At what hydraulic level should management be transferred?

The following are the primary questions for determining at what hydraulic level management should be transferred:

· At what hydraulic level is the service area so large, and the environmental, technical and political issues so complex, that only the government could manage at that level?

· Down to what level is the government capable of providing an acceptable service?

· Which levels are so closely inter-connected that it would be detrimental to separate them into different management entities?

· Up to what level can the system be managed by a non-governmental service provider that would be accountable to both water users and government policy?


Water can be managed at the level of the river basin, the main, branch and distributary canal network of an irrigation system, along field channels and in the drainage system. Figure 2 identifies management service functions which are performed at different hydraulic levels, from the river basin to drains. There should be a clear definition of the water service that should be provided at each interface between hydraulic levels. The interface between one level and the next is the point where an upstream organization provides a service to the next downstream level, which in turn may provide a service to other levels below. Table 3 provides examples of structures and functions which may be located at such interfaces. 
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TABLE 3

Service functions and hydraulic interfaces

	Hydraulic interface
	Types of structures
	Water service function

	From river basin to irrigation scheme
	Weir, pump, intake
	Water acquisition

	From main to branch canals


	Weirs, flumes, gates and cross-regulators
	Conveyance

	From distributary canal to field channel


	Fixed outlets, sluice gates
	Delivery

	From fields to drainage system
	Open or tile drains
	Disposal



One organization can be responsible for providing a water service from one level to another or even across levels. The interface between two levels is the logical place for a boundary between two organizations. Planners should keep in mind how each of these levels is inter-connected. It cannot be assumed that poor performance at one level must be primarily the result of mis-management at this level. It may be a logical response to mis-management at higher levels. Planners should identify the levels at which management problems occur and the levels at which their effects are manifested. Then, they can determine at what level transfer should occur and what should be the interface, or boundary, between the public agency and the local water service provider (WSP). The “service area” is the irrigation and drainage area which receives a water service at a particular hydraulic level (for example the area served by a minor canal).


Management may be transferred for an entire irrigation system or only for certain levels. A single system may be managed by multiple organizations. An example is so-called “jointly managed” irrigation systems, where a government agency manages the main and branch canals and farmer associations manage distributary and field channels. 


Joint management (between government and farmer associations) is the approach followed in some states in India, Sri Lanka and Indonesia, where government agency and farmer organizations are responsible for managing irrigation systems at different levels. Important decisions, such as regarding cropping patterns or rotational irrigation, are, in principle, made jointly between government officials and farmer representatives. In medium- to large-scale systems in Sri Lanka, “joint management committees” meet at distributary and main levels to make key management decisions. In large irrigation systems in Mexico, the government commonly manages the intake and main canal while water users’ associations manage distributary and field channels. Representatives from both sides coordinate between main and distributary levels.


Another example of joint management is the north China plain, where irrigation districts have agreements to deliver specified amounts of water down to turnouts from the main or distributary canals. Water management, maintenance and crop patterns below turnouts are the responsibility of the users or villages.

What core and support services should be transferred?

Experience in long-enduring locally-managed irrigation systems suggests that there are four basic and inseparable functions which should be handled by the WSP:

· operation;

· maintenance;

· financing the service; and

· resolving disputes.

The first function is operation. This includes the following tasks:

· measurement of water requirements and supply; 

· conveyance and distribution of water; 

· distribution of scarcity during water stress periods;

· application and drainage of excess water from fields.


The second function is maintenance, which experts would generally agree should be based on operational requirements and constraints. Hence, the entity which manages operation should also manage maintenance. 


Thirdly, experience also suggests that in order for an organization to have the motivation to achieve efficiency and accountability to clients, it should be primarily responsible for its own financing, most or all of which should come from water charges to clients. This is not to say that any subsidy would weaken the WSP, but rather that external financing should not be the primary source of revenue. 


The fourth function, which also appears to be inseparable from the core service, is resolution of disputes. Effective and sustainable local irrigation organizations apparently need to have the power, conflict adjudication mechanisms and sanctions to quickly resolve disputes over water or related matters. Only for exceptional cases should a higher authority be required.


The service to be transferred should be clearly defined so that it is measurable and understood by the service provider and water user. This may sound obvious, but in practice it is rarely done, either by public agencies (which are often oriented toward administrative procedure rather than output objectives) or by farmer organizations (which also tend to be unaccustomed to formulating explicit objectives). Since IMT is meant to improve accountability, it is critical that the intended water service be defined clearly prior to transfer: 


The core water service is the provision and/or disposal of water. For water provision, a clear definition of the core service should include the following basic elements:

· from where to where will the water be provided and/or removed;

· how much water (in volume or proportion) will be provided and/or removed;

· for what duration will the water be provided and/or removed. 


IMT should also redefine the boundaries of the irrigation service area and the set of water users served by the WSP. This may be needed when so-called encroachers who were not originally included in the design area, or indirect users of the water supply (such as tubewell users), are incorporated into the new service area after transfer.


Service definitions may also include objectives for water quality, domestic water use and so on. After defining the core service, planners should identify what primary service functions are inseparable from the core service and should be managed by the same entity. 

Are there any new services that the WUA should provide?

There are a number of secondary support functions which may or may not be managed directly by the WSP, under the supervision of its WUA. Sometimes new post-transfer organizations diversify their involvement into secondary functions. Some examples are:

· provision of agricultural inputs, including credit;

· regulating crop choices and scheduling planting dates;

· mobilizing additional sources of revenue;

· agricultural processing and marketing; and

· land and soil management.


The following are reasons why the WSP may choose to get involved in secondary functions:

· the WSP cannot improve the productivity or profitability of irrigated agriculture enough unless it also helps to make improvements in agriculture;

· the WSP cannot obtain enough funds to cover the cost of irrigation unless it raises revenue from secondary sources; 

· the WSP cannot obtain enough support, loyalty and interest among its members unless it involves them in additional activities which increases the benefits to them from the organization; and

· no other organizations exist which can effectively handle the secondary functions.


The following are reasons why the WSP may choose not to get involved in secondary functions:

· regulations prevent the WSP from being involved in secondary functions;

· other organizations exist which can handle the secondary functions adequately;

· the WSP can obtain sufficient financing without secondary sources of income; 

· the WSP cannot maintain sufficient focus and control over its primary functions and deal with the secondary functions as well.


Experience in several Asian and Latin American countries suggests that WUAs often become multi-functional when they are small-scale. But this is rarely the case when they have larger service areas. It will not be feasible to have multiple single-purpose organizations for irrigated agriculture in small-scale irrigation systems. In larger schemes the more challenging management environment may require that a single entity focuses on the water service while other entities focus on other agricultural services. Larger schemes will tend to have more capacity to permit specialization for different service functions. 


There is another increasingly important way in which irrigation management organizations are changing and this may require a fundamental change in the way irrigation systems are managed after transfer. In many developing countries the vast majority of public irrigation systems were originally designed and constructed for the sole purpose of delivering and disposing of water for agriculture. Over the last three decades, population increases, economic diversification and increasing shortage of water have meant that people are often using irrigation systems to supply multiple uses of water, including for washing clothes, bathing, livestock, recreation, industry, energy generation and even drinking water. 


Where irrigation systems are being used for such multiple uses, new WSPs may need to re-define the water service to incorporate such multiple use services into their formal management system. Such demands cannot be ignored and the WSP will have to organize itself to represent the needs of its widening base of stakeholders. This may mean that women who use water for domestic and other purposes, livestock tenders, industrial users and so on may need to be represented in the organization. Through effective strategic planning IMT can present an excellent opportunity to modernize the scope and objectives of the water service.
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