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Chapter 10

Creating a water users’ association and preparing it to govern

What factors support the emergence of viable water users’ associations?

It is not possible to state absolutely what are the pre-conditions for development of water users’ associations. Some factors might be essential in one place and not in another. In one place, one or two factors may be so important that they compensate for the absence of other factors. One view is that the more motivating factors exist in a location, the greater is the potential that viable water users’ associations can develop. 


The following is a list of key enabling factors which are hypothesized as conducive to the emergence and development of viable water users associations. The list is distilled from literature on the subject and interactions with numerous practitioners in international meetings and field work. 

· Irrigation makes a significant improvement in productivity and profitability of irrigated agriculture, compared with rainfed agriculture.

· Irrigated agriculture is an important component of farm family livelihoods.

· Farmers are dissatisfied with the current irrigation management service by the government.

· Farmers believe that improvements in the quality of irrigation management could significantly increase the productivity and profitability of irrigated agriculture.

· Farmers believe that water users’ associations can make these improvements.

· Farmers perceive that water users’ associations could reduce or contain increases in the cost of irrigation to farmers.

· Farmers perceive the benefits of transfer outweigh its costs.

· The benefit/cost ratio for transfer is perceived to be roughly similar among farmers.

· Social divisions are not serious enough to prevent communication and joint decision-making among farmers.

· Social traditions support collective action for irrigated agriculture; there is no strong cultural or political resistance to IMT. 

· Most farmers are either landowners or cultivators with multi-year leasehold status.

· It is technically feasible to implement the water service with existing infrastructure or after pending improvements are made. 

· A generally-accepted system of land and water rights exists or can be expected to exist by the time IMT is implemented.


Most planners will not have the time or resources to collect data on all the above factors to aid them in prioritizing and scheduling schemes for transfer. In order to convert the above list into a practical planning tool, we can reduce it to three concepts. These are:

· economic motivation for IMT;

· dissatisfaction with existing management;

· local management capacity;

· financial and technical feasibility.

Each irrigation scheme can be ranked high, medium or low for each factor (numbered 1 to 3) and given an overall average (see example in Table 5 below). Planners can work with local officials or NGOs to operationalize the ranking method. 

TABLE 5

Example of ranking technique for feasibility of organizing WUAs

	Indicator
	Scheme 1


	Scheme 2
	Scheme 3
	Scheme 4

	Economic motivation
	Low
	Low
	High
	Medium

	Dissatisfaction with existing mgt
	Medium
	Medium
	High
	High

	Mngt. capacity
	Low
	Medium
	High
	High

	Financial viability
	Low
	Low
	High
	Medium

	Overall
	1.2
	1.5
	3
	2.5



Typically, systems which are identified as easy to transfer or having a high likelihood of success are transferred first. Systems which are thought to be difficult to transfer may be postponed till there is more experience with transfer. This is so that early successes will generate more support for the programme and provide a useful learning experience which will help with later and more difficult transfers. Also, experienced farmers and WSP staff from early transfers can be used later on for peer training with more difficult cases. The above ranking system facilitates this prioritizing. 

What are the key principles for facilitating formation of a cohesive organization?

Specific tasks and techniques for organizing cannot be prescribed universally. This must be worked out to fit local circumstances, objectives and wishes of participants. The following, however, are generally accepted principles for organizing community-based groups for management of natural resources.

· Make sure that relevant stakeholders have some voice in the process. 

· Give attention to identifying valid representatives of farmers and other stakeholders (such as women, non-agricultural water users, village government officials, etc.).

· If needed, use organizational facilitators (OFs) to move forward the process of organizing WUAs.

· The OFs should play a limited role of facilitating organization. They do not take the lead, make decisions or create dependence on themselves. Their focus is to help empower the group. In some cases, they may only be needed to introduce to farmers options for creating a WUA, after which farmers organize themselves. In more problematic cases, they may be needed more intensively. 

· OFs should encourage early group identification of management problems and assessment of whether a new organization or merely the modification of an existing one is required.

· The group should forge consensus about the organization’s basic purpose, service definition, policies, rules and procedures. 

· Field walk-throughs and inspections, participatory analysis of options, extension inputs and possibly experimentation can be helpful in organizational development.

· Taking on a preliminary small task, such as a maintenance or repair job, can help build organizational commitment, especially if it is an agreed activity and involves investment by prospective members of the organization.

· When consensus is achieved, the articles of association and by-laws should be drafted, reviewed and approved by all necessary authorities.

· A formal establishment ceremony, attended by senior officers and politicians, can help demonstrate the importance and official status granted the organization by the authorities. 


The basic options for who should take the lead in creating and organizing water users’ associations are: (i) farmer organizers (ii) other organizers from the local community; (iii) external community organizers from NGOs; and (iv) civil servants such as extension agents. Using selected and trained farmers or members of the local community has the advantages of utilizing local knowledge, social networks and respected leadership. This will also normally be cheaper than using organizers who are external to the community. However, sometimes social divisions and extreme poverty and illiteracy may make it difficult to rely on local people to take the lead in organizing water users’ associations. NGOs and extension agents may be needed, but ideally their role would be to train local people to take the lead in organizing.

What are the key organizational characteristics of successful WUAs?

The following is a list of organizational characteristics which are commonly noted in the literature to be found in successful water users’ associations. They tend to have:

· legal and political recognition to perform core functions;

· a sustainable and measurable water right;

· full control over irrigation infrastructure and rights of eminent domain;

· an agreed and measurable definition of an irrigation service;

· a clear definition of who are the members of the association;

· means for excluding non-members and/or non-payers from receiving the organization’s services;

· leaders who are elected and can be removed from office by the water users;

· clear policies and rules which are subject to approval by the water users;

· full control over O&M, financing and dispute resolution;

· primary responsibility for financing O&M, rehabilitation and modernization;

· a balance of full responsibility and authority to perform its functions;

· transparent administration, operations and performance;

· a service charge which is based upon actual service delivery and strict accounting practices;

· financial and technical audits performed by the government or other independent entity; and

· power to impose strong incentives and sanctions to ensure accountability of: 

· water users to agreed rules and policies,

· WUA leaders to the assembly of water users,

· hired management staff to WUA leaders.


The above list can be considered as a vision of the ideal. Some WUAs may be viable and effective without all these features. But experience suggests that the more of these characteristics which are present the more successful and sustainable the WUA is likely to be. 


When creating the WUA, farmer representatives and organizational facilitators formulate and obtain approval for:

· mission statement and basic policies; 

· basic organizational structure;

· rules and sanctions;

· method for selection of leaders;

· relationship of the WUA to external organizations;

· formal establishment of the organization.

The tasks of defining the water service and criteria for WUA membership require further elaboration below.

What is an agreed and measurable water service?

Public irrigation agencies in developing countries often do not specify the service they are supposed to provide. They tend to operate according to administrative rules and quotas, sometimes corrupted by local influences. It is of fundamental importance that management transfer programmes use the reform as an opportunity to define clearly what is the water service the new local organization is going to provide. This is the first step towards making an irrigation organization accountable to its clients - the farmers. 


A service definition should include the following four elements:

· what is the service area for water delivery and disposal;

· what amount of water will be diverted and delivered;

· when will the water be delivered and removed;

· how water users will pay for the service.



The service definition should also:

· be measurable;

· be clear and transparent to farmers;

· be agreed to by the assembly of farmers.


The service definition should be concise. Details about procedures and targets are left for subsequent O&M manuals and reports, if necessary. The service definition should delineate clearly what area will have a right to the service and what is the basis for determining this area. If there are any differences in class of service among units within the area, this should be specified. 


Amount of water to be diverted and delivered may be defined in categorical terms, such as a share, proportion, or right. It may be defined relative to demand, qualified by supply constraints. Or where feasible, it may be defined volumetrically. Timing of the service may be defined relative to cropping schedules, supply conditions, or to an on-demand system. Payment should be related to service delivery. This can be according to volume or share of water delivered, or area served, per season or annually.


The following is a hypothetical example of a service definition for a small-scale irrigation system:

The Bima Water Users’ Association will provide the services of diverting water from the Bima weir, located in Bima township, state of X and delivering it to the agricultural land which can be served by it for irrigation (NB: map for delineation of the service area should be attached). Water will be diverted during the first and second cropping seasons up to the maximum amount of the water right (namely, one-fourth of river flow at the weir), to be decreased if demand is less than this amount. The Association also provides the service of drainage of agricultural lands irrigated by water diverted from the Bima weir. 

Water is allocated by the Association on a strict parcel-size share basis except when supply constraints require rotational irrigation. During rotational irrigation, water will be allocated to rotational units according to fixed schedule, ordered from tail end of canals and moving upwards.  

Farmers will pay a service fee based on the amount of the total estimated annual budget of the Association divided proportionately by area of the parcel and number of seasons served. 


After there is a clear definition of what the water service is, the WUA should then specify what its other services are, including maintenance, conflict resolution and possibly other agricultural support services (as discussed in Chapter 3). These should be included in the WUAs basic founding documents, described below.

How is membership in the WUA to be determined?

This is a matter which is often not resolved very clearly. If it is not, it is likely to create problems in the future. Water users can be landowners, renters, sharecroppers, squatters, sub-tenants and so on. Should all such users be eligible for membership in the WUA?  What about landowners who own multiple parcels in the same scheme?  Should they receive multiple memberships?  Should only one person per parcel be permitted to be a member of the organization?  Should only one person per household be permitted to be a member and, if so, should it normally be the male adult in the household? 


At the local level, farmers and OFs should make agreements about these issues before the WUA is established. OFs should encourage the participation of women in these discussions, because they often play important roles in cultivation and water use but tend to be left out of such proceedings unless a conscious effort is made to include them. 


A few basic principles are stated which seem to be generally accepted worldwide:

· eligibility for membership should be determined through clear rules about who should have a right to receive the water service and have an obligation to pay for it;

· it may not be necessary that only landowners be members but water users should have a relatively stable attachment to receiving and paying for the water service;

· both men and women should have rights to membership or at least to participate in decision-making, even if they belong to the same household. Special arrangements should be sought to permit women, along with their husbands, to become voting members. 

What basic documents should be prepared for establishment of the WUA?  

The two basic documents which are normally prepared for the establishment of the WUA, as with other similar cooperative associations, are the articles of association, or constitution, and the by-laws. The articles of association normally contain the following elements:

· a mission statement, which describes the purpose of the organization;

· a statement about what type of legal entity it is and its legal basis of authority;

· definition of the service area;

· description of the criteria for membership; 

· description of basic functions of the organization;

· description of basic rights, powers and obligations of the organization;

· description of basic rights, powers and obligations of members of the organization;

· description of governance structure of the WUA, powers of leaders and their relationship to the service providing entity;

· method for amending the articles of association.


The by-laws are the accompanying descriptions of rules for how the articles of association are to be implemented. They generally include the following:

· rules for receiving new members and expelling existing ones;

· constitution of the governing board of officers, periods of tenure in office and rules for selection and removal of association leaders;

· definition of the water service;

· rules and sanctions related to the water service;

· rules and sanctions related to support functions (maintenance and financing);

· procedures for conflict resolution;

· duties of the board of directors;

· procedures for amending the by-laws.

The duties of the board of directors need further elaboration. Where the WUA establishes a WSP as a distinct entity, the board of directors of the WUA will normally have the following supervisory responsibilities relative to the WSP:

· prepare legal documents of incorporation. (this may not be required if the entity is a division within the WUA);

· determine the organizational structure of the WSP and hire the general manager or chief executive officer;

· provide direction to the new manager in preparing a personnel policy and job descriptions;

· provide advice and consent to the manager for hiring other staff of the WSP;

· provide limited advice and consent to the manager to prepare an O&M plan;

· provide limited advice and consent to the manager to prepare a plan to develop facilities and purchase equipment and supplies;

· provide limited advice and consent to the manager to prepare a budget and financial management system;

· provide limited advice and consent to the manager to perform a training needs assessment;

· provide limited advice and consent to the manager to set up a performance monitoring and evaluation and management information system.


Members of boards of directors of WUAs are frequently unaware that they need to perform these responsibilities. These should be clearly stated in the by-laws of the WUA and training should be provided to new board members in how they should conduct their oversight duties in a way which ensures quality control but does not result in micro-management by non-professionals who sometimes have political motivations. This is an important matter and requires special attention in organizing and training activities.


In the resolution of policy issues in the planning phase, it should have been decided, at least at the national or state level, whether the WUA would be a single-purpose irrigation management entity or whether it would have the right to take on other functions as well, such as provision of agricultural services. If this option was left open in the IMT policy, then newly-created WUAs may be faced with the choice of whether they want to retain their focus on the water service or become a multi-purpose organization which also provides agricultural and other services. This decision should be made clear in the mission statement and by-laws of the organization.







BOX 8


THE PALIGANJ DISTRIBUTARY FARMERS’ COMMITTEE, BIHAR, INDIA: PROMISING RESULTS IN AN UNLIKELY SETTING





	Few places would be more difficult to organize farmers to take over irrigation management than the 12 000-hectare Paliganj distributary canal in the Sone Command of south Bihar, India. This impoverished area is designated by the government as “socially disturbed”  and is rife with tension and outbursts of violence between castes and between landowners and the landless. Profit margins for irrigated agriculture are extremely low and risk of crop failure is high. Water delivery was unreliable due in part to  frequent tampering with water distribution and extensive disrepair of canal structures.  During the late 1980s budgets and staff of the Water Resources Department (WRD) were so limited that the WRD did little management below the offtake into the distributary canal.  WRD staff were reluctant to enter the area below the offtake because they felt threatened by hostile farmers. 


	In 1988 the Water and Land Management Institute (WALMI) in Bihar embarked on an action research programme to improve the productivity of irrigated agriculture in the Paliganj command through organizing farmers to take over management of the canal and improve operation and maintenance. For an initial period of six months the WALMI  merely listened to farmers, observed conditions and measured irrigation performance. The team gradually identified farmers’ perceptions about key irrigation problems and gained rapport with farmers.  According to farmers, the main constraint to irrigation performance was poor water distribution along the distributary canal. 


	The team held a series of meetings in villages along the canal and facilitated organization of  a distributary canal level organization known as the Paliganj Distributary Farmers’ Committee. The Committee consisted of  elected representatives from the villages. It soon identified a strategy to improve water management and maintenance along the canal. Then field channel groups at the village level were formed to provide local support to the strategy and further enhance management within field channels. New rotational and  maintenance procedures were implemented, backed up by sanctions, and this led to substantially more water being available in the tail end and an increase in cropping intensity. Despite absence of other motivating factors,  farmers had a singular dependence on irrigated agriculture for their livelihood and saw significant potential to improve it through group action to  take over management of the canal. It experienced little support or resistance from the WRD and continues as a relatively informal organization. 











