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Abstract 
India and many other developing countries confront serious problems of declining water 
tables. In India there is no real water shortage, but ineffective use of surface water leads to 
freshwater run-off. By building dams and irrigation water systems the Indian government has 
been trying to find a more effective use of surface water and thereby increase the agricultural 
productivity. But mismanagement of irrigation systems by local governments called for 
alternative management techniques, and during the last decades the central Indian government 
has been trying to decentralise management and governance of irrigation water to local water 
users. This Minor Field Study (MFS) focuses on a local implementation of Participatory 
Irrigation Management in the Indian state Madhya Pradesh. The aim of the thesis is to analyse 
the way the local government handles the decentralisation of irrigation water management, by 
identify and illuminate communication channels. The thesis is built on the basic idea that 
functioning environmental communication is the key to reach a functioning decentralised and 
sustainable water management. Interviews with local government officials, citizens of a local 
village, and staff from a locally involved NGO within a case study constitute most of the 
empirical data. Theories of decentralisation of natural resource management, community 
participation, communication, and NGO cooperation are presented. With starting point in the 
empirical material and the presented theories has way the local government handles the 
decentralisation process, and the role of the locally involved NGO, been analysed. The study 
shows shortcomings in: education of stakeholders, communication training among 
government officials, trust in the capability of local water users, and communication between 
stakeholders. The study also enlighten the government officials fear of losing political power, 
the NGOs role as communication channel, and the formation of locally rooted organisations. 
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1. Introduction 
India, as well as many other developing countries, confronts serious problems of declining 
water tables and water quality issues (Kolsky et al, 2000, p 25). Recent studies have shown 
that water shortage affects over 400 million people in the world today (Thomas, 2003, p 21).  
While more developed countries have, in most cases, relatively stable populations and 
economic growth, India and other less developed areas of the world, generally experiencing 
population shifts and rapid growth. This makes it extremely difficult for a large number of 
governments in developing countries to provide the population with enough freshwater (UN, 
2006, p 3-4). There is a close connection between population growth, economic development 
and pressure on resources, especially water (Blomqvist 1996, p 10). India is a country that 
suffers from this kind of problems, were almost 70 percent of the population still lives in rural 
areas, and about one-third of it is poor (Raju, 2004, p 233).  
   
Even though there is no real water shortage in India in aggregated level, water tables are still 
declining (Blomqvist 1996, p 10). This is partly due to an inefficient usage of surface water, 
which leads to a freshwater run-off, and an overexploration of groundwater, which declines 
both quality and quantity of available water and affects human health and agricultural 
production (Baker et al, 2003, p 33). Groundwater irrigation stands for 60 percent of the total 
irrigated area in India. It is difficult for the government to reduce that number, and get control 
of groundwater irrigation, because of the large amount of private wells (Buechler and Mekala, 
2005, p 415). By building dams and irrigation systems the Indian government has been trying 
to capture the surface water before it reaches the oceans, and thereby increase the agricultural 
productivity. A higher productivity of water in agriculture will prevent environmental 
degradation, play a crucial role in easing the competition for limited resources, and secure 
food production (Kijne et al, 2003, p 1-3). But failures by the Indian government in legislation 
and distribution of irrigation water for many years has led to an inefficient management of 
water resources and alternative management techniques has been discussed (Blomqvist, 1996, 
p 12-13).  
 
Anthropological perspectives have enlightened the potential of the flexible and well-adapted 
local communities, which has a long history of governance of natural resources (Meynen and 
Doornbos, 2004, p 237). In the last decades the Indian government has stipulated policies to 
increase local community and farmer participation in irrigation management, in order to 
decentralise water management (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 662). Among policy makers and 
practitioners in India the theory of decentralised management of water has gained much 
legitimacy (Baviskar, 2004, p 26). Participation in irrigation water management is the 
involvement of local communities in decision-making and maintenance of the canal systems 
(Warner, 2006, p 17). A key to reach a functioning and democratic decentralised water 
management is good communication between the local communities and government 
departments (Rose, 2004, 220-221). Many Indian states are trying to decentralise irrigation 
water management to local communities today, in order to reach a more productive 
management with a open and transparent communication, which been called “Participatory 
Irrigation Management” (PIM) (Government of India, 2006, p 22-23). PIM is a way to 
promote partnership between the provider and the receiver of water, in most cases a local 
government and farmers in local communities, which will help bringing reliable and equal 
distribution of water as well as a greater involvement of farmers in irrigation management 
(ASA, 2006, p 28). But despite the significant changes in environmental policy made by the 
Indian government the past decades, the country are still facing enormous environmental 
problems (Sapru, 1998, p 153). 
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1.1 Aim of study 
This thesis is built on the basic idea that functioning environmental communication is the key 
to reach a functioning, decentralised and sustainable water management. This Minor Field 
Study (MFS) will focus on the communication between a local community and one Water 
Resource Department in Madhya Pradesh, and will also examine the role of the involved non 
government organisation (NGO) “SRIJAN” as a communicational link. By observing 
communication channels, assignment of responsibilities, NGO involvement, and government 
department cooperation, the local government’s way of practically handling the 
decentralisation of irrigation water management will be analysed. The study handles 
environmental communication flows within the implementation of Participatory Irrigation 
Management (PIM) within the state of Madhya Pradesh. The empirical material will be 
analysed with theories of decentralised water management, including theories of political 
communication and the role of NGOs. The overall aim of this thesis is to identify and 
illuminate communication channels between stakeholders in a local community and 
government departments of Madhya Pradesh, in order to analyse the way the local 
government practically handles the decentralisation of irrigation water management. 

1.2 Central questions 
In order to answer the overall aim of the thesis, a case study based on the views of 
environmental communication and decentralised water management has been carried out in 
the Vidisha district in Indian state of Madhya Pradesh. The following questions have been 
central to the study: 
 

- How do the local/central governmental departments in Madhya Pradesh work with 
decentralised water management today and what issues are prioritised? How do the 
different government departments cooperate in water management issues?  

 
- What responsibilities and roles do the respondents think the different stakeholders 

should have in the decentralisation of irrigation water management? How do the 
involved NGO “SRIJAN” work with local community participation and environmental 
communication? 

 
- How is information concerning irrigation water management spread to local 

communities from the government? How is opinions and desires from local 
communities captured/received? How are the NGO “SRIJAN”  involved in this 
communication? What influence do social structures have for the decentralisation 
process and for the environmental communication?  

1.4 Delimitations 
The thesis is delimited to handle quantitative water management and irrigation issues, as well 
as communication and information, with an alignment on how the local government handle 
the decentralisation of these issues. Pollution of ground and surface water are hence not dealt 
with specifically. Since quantitative water issues and canal systems are in focus in this study, 
only the Water Resource Department is represented in the government interviews, since they 
have all the responsibilities for managing these issues. The study focuses on one local remote 
village and one involved NGO to make it easier to map the current situation for the 
stakeholders within the decentralisation of irrigation water management. This field study was 
carried out together with Viktor Levin from Linköping University and led to two separate 
Thesis’.  
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1.5 Co-operation with ongoing research 
This MFS-study was in some levels a anchoring to a SIDA/Sarec financed research program 
conducted by Dr. Anna Johnsson and Dr. Julie Wilk at the Department of Water and 
Environmental Studies at Linköping University (Defining a Water Poverty Index through 
stakeholder participation in the Bhavani River Basin). The purpose of this research program is 
to define a water poverty index (WPI) through stakeholder participation in the same local 
village situated in the Vidisha district in central India. The aim of the program is to include 
local inhabitants, NGOs, and water authorities to make future monitoring and measurements 
of objectives more transparent. This MFS-study is meant to be a complement/continuation of 
the research on WPI, since the aim of a WPI is to set realistic goals for the communities’ 
environmental performance, which increases the environmental communication and enlighten 
local water issues. Hence the MFS-study can possibly contribute with a new approach on the 
research and widen the perspectives since communication issues are central also to the WPI 
research program. A responsibility voting exercise was carried out in co-operation with Dr. 
Johnsson and Dr. Wilk, and is of interest for both studies.  
 
2. Background 
This section will give background information about the field study area and describe the 
history of governance and present political priorities concerning water resources in India. It 
will describe the management of irrigation water in Madhya Pradesh and finally introduce the 
NGO SRIJAN which is a local stakeholder in the decentralisation of water management in 
Madhya Pradesh  

2.1 Study area 
This field study takes place within the state of Madhya Pradesh in central India, which is a 
state with relatively low literacy, poor medical service, and poorly implemented agricultural 
reforms (Sen, 1999). The state has about sixty million inhabitants (2001), and a population 
growth of 2,4 percent, in an area about two thirds of Sweden (Census of India, 2001). Madhya 
Pradesh suffers along with other states from problems of water depletion (Kolsky et al, 2000, 
p 25). Madhya Pradesh has a total potential irrigable area of almost 7 million hectars. Still, 
only about 1 million of it is utilised, partly due to mismanagement, lack of maintenance, low 
local participation, and lack of funds (Pangare et al, 2003, p 4). 
      
The remote local village is situated in the Vidisha district in Madhya Pradesh and has about 
500-600 inhabitants. This part of India is a typical low-rain area and the village is in the “tail-
end” of the canal irrigation system, which gives low access to irrigation water (Kulkarni et al, 
2004, p 186). The agricultural land is divided into many different land properties, each 
relatively small and with different access to irrigation. The village has a local so called 
“Water Users Association” (WUA) with a WUA-president, a Sub-engineer, and board 
members. The main crops are wheat and soybeans in this area (Pangare et al, 2003, p 4). 

2.2 Water management/governance in India 
Following World War II the government in India recognized the importance of common 
access to clean water and sanitation, but did not contribute with sufficient financial support 
until the late 60’s, due to a drought in several regions (Kolsky et al, 2000). The first Indian 
environmental regulation was established in 1974, “The Water Act”, and stated both industry 
and general specific standards for wastewater discharge into water bodies and laying down 
penalties for non-compliance (Goldar & Banarjee, 2004). In the mid 70’s the state 
government developed and funded a scheme to increase rural water supply, followed by 
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intense planning to put an end to the problems of water and sanitations in the 80’s (Kolsky et 
al, 2000). The Indian government has started several programs aiming towards an 
increasingly decentralised responsibility for the water management during the last decades 
(Ståhlberg, 2006, p 1). This kind of decentralised participatory management has during recent 
years had a large impact in developing countries (Kolavalli & Kerr, 2002). In India this 
started in the early 80´s, after decades of top-down natural resource management. When the 
central government of India presented the sixth five-year plan (80-85), NGOs was for the first 
time recognised as having an important role for the decentralising and development process. 
This sight was strengthen even further in the seventh and eight five-year plans, were it was 
stated that NGOs have an active role in getting poor people mobilised in water management, 
among other activities (Tropp, 1998, p 19). In the late 80´s, local communities were seen as 
part of the solution rather than part of the problem in water management (Kerr, 2002, p 1388). 
The implementation of decentralisation has however been hesitant and the process slow 
(Blomqvist, 1996, p 11). In the end of the 1990´s research findings raised awareness that 
power relationships in water management might be causing more damage to the poor if a top-
down management approach is used. By including all local water users in decision-making, at 
a grass-root level, local communities can contribute to a sustainable water management, 
which also will give democratic benefits (Kerr, 2002, p 1388).     
 
In the latest “National Water Policy” (2002) the Indian government stipulated that 
participatory approaches are necessary in water resource management and that participation 
will be very important for making the irrigation system efficient. It was also stated that 
farmer’s participation in irrigation water management transfer responsibility for maintenance 
and operation to farmers in local Water Users Associations (WUA), in local communities, 
which goes under the designation of Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM), and by year 
2005 more than 55 thousand WUAs was established in India (Government of India, 2006, p 
22).   
 
In the central Indian government water resource issues are handled by the Ministry of Water 
Resources, and they are the ones who stipulate national water policies and objectives in 
national water management (Ministry of Water Resources, 2002, p1). India is union of states 
and is divided into 28 states and 7 unions. Madhya Pradesh is by area the second largest state, 
and here agriculture is the mainstay of the economy (Government of Madya Pradesh, 2007).  

2.3 Water management in Madhya Pradesh 
Madhya Pradesh is divided into 48 districts, all with a local government. The state capital is 
Bhopal in which the central state department offices are situated. In the Madhya Pradesh 
government, as well as in the national government, the departments are divided into sectors. 
In this thesis quantitative water management issues are in focus, and in Madhya Pradesh these 
issues are handled by the Water Resource Department (Government of Madya Pradesh, 
2007). The Water Resource Department is responsible for the ground and surface water in the 
state, for implementing the State Water Policies, and have historically been controlling the 
canal irrigation (Water Resource Department, 2007). Between the years 1976-2000 the Water 
Resource Department was operating and maintaining the whole canal irrigation system, but it 
was not effective due to mismanagement and low involvement of farmers in local 
communities. To ensure involvement by farmers in the irrigation management the government 
presented the Madhya Pradesh Participatory Irrigation Management Act (PIM Act) in year 
1999 (Pangare et al, 2003, p 5-6). 
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2.2.1 Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM) in theory 
By the implementation of the PIM Act in Madhya Pradesh the state government is trying to 
transfer responsibilities to local farmers in order to create a sense of ownership and motivate 
them to participate in maintenance and management of canal irrigation systems (Water 
Resource Department, 2007). The local farmers will have authority and voting rights in issues 
concerning irrigation which the government believe will lead to a more even distribution of 
water between farmers, a more consequent maintenance of canals, a more effective water use, 
and democratic privileges for the farmers (Pangare et al, 2003, p 5-6). In the local villages the 
authority will be given to elected bodies, the Water Users Association (WUA), which will 
communicate the farmer’s opinions with the government and spread information in the 
village. Every command area should have elections to elect a local WUA (SRIJAN India). In 
the beginning of the implementation of PIM the government initiated training of engineers at 
the Water Resource Department in how to delegate responsibilities of irrigation management 
to local citizens as a first step. After the election of the first WUAs training began for the 
president of the WUA, government field workers from the Water Resource Department 
including sub-engineers, and the other elected committee members of the WUA on how to 
handle the new responsibilities and maintain the canals (Pangare et al, 2003, p 9-10). 
 
A WUA is a local non-profit organisation which has contracts or agreements with the 
government and controls for example payments by the farmers and irrigation water supply. If 
the farmers join the WUA they can together put pressure on the government and have the 
benefit of more reliable water supply, quicker resolution of disputes, and well maintained 
canals (International Water Management Institute, 2003, p 4-5).  
 
All landowners in a command area are automatically members of the local WUA and have 
rights voting. When votes are held every fifth year all landowners have one vote each, and 
recently women are provided voting rights. The WUA consists of one elected president and 4-
10 committee-members, which also have company of a sub-engineer employed by the Water 
Resource Department, as a help to the WUAs (Pangare et al, 2003, p 6-10).  

2.2.2 Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM) in practice 
The implementation of the PIM Act is yet in an early stage and it is a big and expensive 
project for the state to run. The state government has got financial help to implement the Act 
from the central Indian government and from the India Canada Environmental Facility 
(ICEF), which is a joint project between the governments of India and Canada, and is 
managed by representatives from both governments. ICEF works with institutions and 
organisations in India with a focus on institutional capacity and management of natural 
resources (ICEF, 2005).  
 
Currently ICEF, together with the government of Madhya Pradesh and the Water Resource 
Department, is involved in a project called “Participating Restoration and Management of 
Irrigation Systems by Water users in Madhya Pradesh”, in the years 2002-2007 (Water 
Resource Department, 2007). The aim of the project is on a pilot basis to demonstrate 
community based management and restoration of irrigation system at six sites in Madhya 
Pradesh (ICEF, 2005). The project is supposed to support the PIM Act in the state. In this 
work the Water Resource Department has affiliated four NGOs to support the implementation 
of the project and to further strengthen the WUAs and the department teams at the six sites in 
the state. The project will supposedly improve the environmental communication between 
these two parties (Water Resource Department, 2004, p 4). One of the six sites is the “Samrat 
Ashok Sagar sub-Project” in the Vidisha area, which includes two NGOs, ”ASA” and 
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”SRIJAN”, and is the largest of the six sub-projects (Water Resource Department, 2007). The 
problems addressed in this sub-project include capacity building for key stakeholders, 
distribution of irrigation water between farmers, and restoration of canal systems. The project 
aims to acquire an irrigation system that is sustainable and efficient. Local farmers learn to 
manage the irrigation system via the WUAs, and will contribute with 30 percent of investment 
in restoration work (Water Resource Department, 2004, p 4-5). The WUAs collect fees from 
the farmers, on the behalf of the Water Resource Department (WRD), per unit used irrigation 
water. It is still the WRD that controls the water distribution within the PIM and also in the 
“Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project”, and they are the ones who decide when water is running 
in the main canals (Pangare et al, 2003, p 13).  
 
This field study was carried out in the part of the “Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project” where 
SRIJAN works and they are included as a stakeholder in this study. SRIJAN is an acronym 
for Self-Reliant Initiatives through Joint Action and is an NGO which has been working for 
strong self-reliant community institutions at a grass-root level in different Indian states since 
1997. SRIJAN is working mostly with water and agriculture issues, and tries to enhance poor 
people’s access to natural resources and strengthen their management capacity. Within the 
“Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project” SRIJAN works with eight WUAs and about 6000 local 
citizens to address issues of e.g. strengthening WUAs, fair water distribution among farmers, 
and equality between the sexes (SRIJAN India).  
 
3. Theoretical Approach  
This section will introduce theories about decentralised water management and community 
participation, with a focus on India and developing countries in general. It will also present 
connected theories about political communication and communication on natural resources, 
and the role of NGOs as agents for sustainable development. These theories are chosen 
because they constitute a starting point and the present important aspects to take in to 
consideration when implementing participatory approaches on natural resource management. 
They are also a good foundation for analysing how the local government handles the 
decentralisation of irrigation water management.  

3.1 Decentralisation of water management and community participation  
As mentioned earlier there has in recent years been a policy shift towards a more 
decentralized management of natural resources in developing countries, which is seen as part 
of the solution to increase people’s access to freshwater. Contributing to this sight is 
inefficient and inadequate outcomes of top-down management and an increasing recognition 
of complexities that is site specific (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). Decentralisation of 
governance and local participation is a more bottom-up perspective (Meynen and Doornbos, 
2004, p 235). This decentralisation process moves toward higher levels of democratisation 
and public participation on natural resources, especially water (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 
649-650). Now it is by many seen as a fact that public participation can add to a sustainable 
water management (Jonsson, 2005, p 495). Water management programs implemented by 
local participation give social, economic and environmental benefits (Sapru, 1998, p 178). But 
what is really implied by decentralised water management and community participation, and 
how is it supposed to work? 
 
The basic purpose of decentralisation of water management is to transfer power to actors and 
institutions at lower levels and thereby let them exercise a certain degree of autonomy 
(Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). A higher degree of local participation involves people in 
decision-making, which may improve the democratic process (Jonsson, 2005, p 495). 
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Meaningful participation is when citizens act collectively to impinge upon the development 
that will affect them (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 219). It is important to involve citizens in 
decision processes as soon as possible in order to make decisions that reflect the interests of 
all the stakeholders who will be affected (Thomas, 2003, p 24). Powers of decision making 
must be transferred to local communities so those affected by decisions taken should be able 
to, at least, participate in critical decisions (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 219-224). In the sense 
of citizens participation in democratic governance and management of natural resources 
citizens becomes actors of development rather than objects of development (Rose, 2004, p 
221). Local water users who work and live near natural resources and which livelihood 
depend on the resources, are seen to have an advantage over governmental agencies in 
monitoring resource use (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 650), and thereby make it more 
efficient. Local participation is also seen to provide; a better-informed public, less conflicts 
among stakeholders, and a more effective implementation of measure systems (Jonsson, 2005, 
p 495). But decentralisation makes the natural resource management situation complex which 
has raised the debates among economists whether decentralised resource management can be 
effective (Meynen and Doornbos, 2004, p 237). Even though local participation is widely 
accepted to reach successful water management, there is no real shared understanding of the 
meaning, or how to make it work in real life (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). 
 
In many developing countries the local political and industrial framework can be labelled as 
weak (Tropp, 1998, p 16). If local communities can create functioning governing structures 
they can take over reasonability’s from the state (Blomqvist, 1996, p 24). But to reach an 
operational decentralised water management the capabilities of government agencies also has 
to improve (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). The implementation of decentralisation projects 
in natural resource management can be difficult and complex because it involves many 
different disciplines such as economy, water sector, legislation, communication and 
geography (Thomas, 2003, p 21). It is therefore important with a high degree of cooperation 
between different government departments. In organisations that have a typically top-down 
structure it is hard to learn from field level workers at the bottom of the system (Kolavalli and 
Kerr, 2002, p 229). Partly because there has been a considerable institutional restructuring of 
arrangement that governing water management in various countries (Meynen and Doornbos, 
2004, p 235). Pilot projects, such as the “PIM Act” in Madhya Pradesh, are examples of such 
institutional restructuring of arrangements.  
 
PIM can be implemented in two different ways, either by using a so called “Big Bang” 
approach which is a top-down led implementation, or by using a “cafeteria” approach which 
is a bottom-up approach. The “Big Bang” approach is used in Madhya Pradesh and is a large-
scale implemented PIM through government orders and legislation. The “Cafeteria” approach 
is slow and the citizens set up their own WUA and decides which functions it should have and 
can thereby have more functions (Hooja, 2004, p 1). In order to succeed in the 
implementation of the “Big Bang” approach the government needs to have sufficient funds to 
support the WUAs and have skills in how to transfer the authority of water management to 
local communities (Meynen and Doornbos, 2004, p 242-244).       
 
There is considerable optimism for the potential of decentralising responsibilities to WUAs in 
irrigation water management. But still government departments have been unwilling to 
transfer these issues fully (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 651). The government must have trust 
in the capability of WUAs. But in order to take over responsibilities the WUAs has to be 
strong and creative, otherwise the decentralisation process will not be effective, and the 
government must let the WUAs build these strong local organisations (Meinzen-Dick et al, 
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2002, p 651-652). There are many different opinions of what the WUA should perform and 
many experts think that WUAs can do much more than just take care of canal management 
and collect water charges. If the WUA would be broader and stronger it could manage other 
issues in agriculture (Hooja, 2004, p 1). But local organisations are shaped by issues of class, 
gender and many more social divisions, which may make it hard for them to operate the 
political issues in natural resource management. A local community is not always as 
homogenous as populist advocates might think (Meynen and Doornbos, 2004, p 237-239). It 
is difficult to enforce participation in a hierarchy, like the Indian government system, because 
of information problems and poor understanding by government staff about cultural issues 
and what participation really is (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 228). If co-management between 
local farmers and the government are to work the government can not decide the whole 
assembly and structure of the WUAs, then the government will still posses all political power 
and the system will be top-down managed (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 663). The political 
power relationships in a state are dependent on many aspects and it is hard to reach a 
functioning cooperation between local communities and government departments if not 
cultural and authority issues are included in the plan for implementation of PIM (Meynen and 
Doornbos, 2004, p 238). The success of participatory irrigation management is not dependent 
on how many WUAs there are, but how much work is really done by them (Meinzen-Dick et 
al, 2002, p 663). If a “cafeteria” approach were used to implement PIM and set up the WUAs, 
the government would not decide the assembly of the WUA, and the implementation would 
be bottom-up implemented (Hooja, 2004, p 1). In implementation of participation reforms it 
seems like power and patronage relations often are neglected in local governments, and the 
reason for local politicians to encourage participation is not always examined (Meynen and 
Doornbos, 2004, p 239).     
 
In different cases in India local politicians have hijacked decentralisation initiatives of water 
management only in order to collect votes (Meynen and Doornbos, 2004, p 235) and water 
issues often become conflictive (Warner, 2006, p 18). One example of this kind of hijacking 
is the “Watershed Mission” in Madhya Pradesh. On paper this was a real attempt for 
participation of citizens and decentralisation of power, but studies have shown that it reveals 
bribes and mismanagement by the government and the system has not been transparent 
(Baviskar, 2004, p 37-39). Information must be delivered transparent so the government does 
not hide information in its apparatus (Rose, 2004, p 221). Problems in this type of water 
management are often depending on different knowledge basis between local citizens and 
government officials. When the two parties do not “speak the same language” citizens 
become excluded from participating in decision making (Kolkman et al, 2005, p 318). A vital 
aspect in local community participation is how the communication of natural resources, 
including water, is functioning between the government and the local citizens. The crucial 
element is the establishment of good political communication (Rose, 2004, p 220).  

3.2 Political communication and communication on natural resources  
In order to achieve a functioning political communication the government must let the citizens 
voice their opinions, and support them with transparent information. To this day local 
communities often lack the opportunity to participate due to communication barriers (Rose, 
2004, p 220). Communication can be described as the process of contact between humans 
(Larsson, 2001, p 26), and communication issues have a crucial role in questions of effective 
community participation in decision making (Depoe and Delicath, 2004, p 1). A functioning 
and transparent political communication is a basic premise for citizen’s involvement in water 
management. But a difficulty in communication between governments and the citizens is the 
lack of communication training among government officials (Graham, 2004, p 39).   

 8



The government must also have a constant and functioning communication with farmers in 
order to receive information on the conditions farmers are able and willing to take as a 
participatory role in irrigation management (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 651). The processes 
of development and decentralisation must be explained to the citizens if their participation 
shall be fruitful. How that information reaches the local communities is extremely important 
for the success of decentralisation of management (Rose, 2004, p 221). Citizen’s participation 
most often lacks sufficient forums for dialogue between stakeholders (Depoe and Delicath, 
2004, p 3). Decentralisation and citizen’s participation are only effective if the citizens are 
provided with a medium to discuss, criticize and question the government performance and 
allowed to communicate with local politicians directly (Rose, 2004, p 221). Local inhabitants 
should contribute in decision making, have access to an early and ongoing information from 
the government, and contribute in how they going to participate (Depoe and Delicath, 2004, p 
3). The government Acts or schemes, which aim towards higher public participation, are often 
funded on narrow perspectives of communication (Graham, 2004, p 36). Another important 
aspect of the communication is the farmer’s contribution for lobbying, which may lead to a 
more efficient use of resources (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2002, p 663).    

3.4 The Role of NGOs  
Due to mismanagement the Indian government has been unable to accomplish goals in many 
policy areas, such as public access to irrigation water (Tropp, 1999, p 16). It has been 
discussed whether there is a need for other actors to take over some responsibilities since the 
local authorities have performed weakly in the matter. NGOs are often the first thing to come 
in mind and they can play an important role in the struggle against environmental degradation, 
poverty and unsustainable development (Madsen, 1999, p. 113-122). In order to implement 
meaningful participation help requires from NGOs to facilitate access to information and 
potentially make both community leaders and government agencies more easily understood to 
local communities (Kolavalli & Kerr, 2002). In India there has even been suggested that 
NGOs might be capable of taking over such responsibilities from the government in some 
issues concerning natural resource management (Tropp, 1999, p 17). Meaningful public 
participation, when local communities take part in decision making and work collectively, is 
often limited to project that are implemented by NGOs (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). 
NGOs are recognized as playing an important role in implementing public participation, 
democracy and sustainability (Tropp, 1999, p18). NGOs also have an advantage in 
implementing participation at local level, since government staff often lacks skills for social 
organisations, which NGOs possess, and the government guard their autonomy and do not 
want to share political power (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 228). Power relations can thereby 
potentially be changed when NGOs help local communities to get better access to 
information, which increases the opportunity for communities to participate in decision 
making (Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 213). But is the involvement of NGOs in the 
implementation of public participation always benefitial? 
 
As presented above strong hopes had been put in to the potential of NGOs. But still the NGOs 
have a lot to prove before they can fulfil these, and so far NGOs can at best be a complement 
to the government (Tropp, 1998, p 20). Even if NGOs can contribute a lot in the mobilisation 
and participation of local communities, there is a lack of NGOs with sufficient skills 
(Kolavalli and Kerr, 2002, p 217-218). NGOs has been performing better than the local 
governments in helping the poor in many cases, but that says more about the weakness of 
local governments than the strengths of NGOs. When NGOs take over responsibilities from 
the government they will be in the same situation as the government was, and it is widely 
discussed in India if NGOs would perform better than the government in a longer perspective 
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(Tropp, 1998, p 20-21). NGOs are also often driven by the interests of international donors 
which are not always of benefit to local community cooperation, and the hierarchal structure 
of the NGOs are often quite similar to the structure of the local government (Tevelow, 2004, p 
231-232).   
  
4. Method 
To capture the opinions by the local politicians governing water resources in Madhya 
Pradesh, local village citizens, and the local NGO “SRIJAN” as a communication link 
between the citizens of the local village and state government officials, several methods has 
been used. This section will describe these methods, starting by explain how to study 
environmental communication.   

4.1 To study environmental communication 
A functioning communication seems like an important key to reach a decentralisation of water 
management and to get local citizens involved, which has been uplifted in this thesis. 
Therefore environmental communication has been the study object in this field study. 
Ekström and Larsson explains that by observing the delimited specific cases of 
communication, the researcher can transfer the results of the study to more general 
assumptions and gradually build an overview of organizations and society systems (Ekström 
and Larsson, 2000, p 15-16). In this study one local government department’s way of 
handling the decentralization process is analyzed.  
 
By observing communication channels, opportunities and obstacles in government 
management and communication problems are mending to be found. Ekström and Larsson 
also mention that in intense studies of specific cases it is possible for the researcher to 
examine how the specific circumstances influence the communication (Ekström and Larsson, 
2000, p 13-18). In order to collect data to analyze this, a case study was carried out.     

4.2 Case Study 
The study handles complex communication processes within the Participatory irrigation 
Management Act (PIM Act) and specifically within the Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project in 
Vidisha district. Reasons for choosing these particular areas are first because Madhya Pradesh 
has been implementing PIM Act since year 2000 and would supposedly have lots of 
experiences to share from this period of time. Secondly it was important for the study to get 
the opportunity to see the field work by an NGO working close to a local community with 
issues of decentralisation of water management. The Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project is one 
of few projects in the state that involves NGOs in government implementation. Thirdly the 
cooperation with the WPI research program that took place within this area made it easier to 
get in contact with the respondents.  
 
The case study is designed to capture the opinions from the interviewed respondents, but also 
to see connections and attitudes outside these interviews. The observations were written down 
constantly during the field study to give a broader view of the problem field. Stake (1995) 
states that the case study is a method that can capture the complexities in a specific area of 
interest, which makes it suitable for this study (Stake, 1995, p xi). The complex relations 
between government personnel, citizens of the local village, and NGO staff were of particular 
interest in this study. The case study is also the choice of method since why and how questions 
are asked and the study focuses on occurrences in “real-life context” (Yin, 2003, p 1). 
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Andersen describes that a case study approach is favourable if institutions or organisations are 
of interest (Andersen, 1998, p 128). The case study method can also be used to study 
management functions (Yin, 2003, s 1). In this study a special focus is how the local 
government handles the decentralisation of irrigation water management, and it is the 
opinions from different stakeholders that build the empirical data to analyse. 
 
Stake describes that an open mind and open eyes is important in the realization of a case 
study, because it is the real life and the interaction between parts in the case that is studied 
(Stake, 1995, p 15). A focus in the field study has been to try to have an open mind and 
procedure and not make any similarities to other cases, to be able to see uniqueness in the 
actual studied case. Andersen writes that it is important to understand which circumstances in 
the empirical data that is specific for the studied case (Andersen, 1998, p 133).    
 
Andersen states that in a case study it is important to think about the limitations in an early 
stage (Andersen, 1998, p 130). Because of the tight time for the study it enlightens mostly the 
participatory irrigation water management from a local government perspective. The study is 
also limited to handle quantitative water issues. The case study method contains no particular 
method to gather empirical data or how to analyse it (Merriam, 1994, s 24). In the field study 
semi-structured qualitative interviews have been the method to collect the needed data.  

4.3 Qualitative Interviews  
This interview round is based on 22 qualitative semi-structured individual interviews. Five 
with officials from the Water Resource Department in Vidisha and Bhopal, five with 
representatives from SRIJAN in Vidisha and Delhi, and twelve with citizens of the local 
remote village in Vidisha. Each respondent was chosen on a few premises; all of them had to 
be stakeholders in the implementation of the PIM Act, hence be affected by consequences of 
the changed management patterns in some way, the respondents from the government 
departments should have mandate in these issues, and the respondents in the local village 
should come from different parts of the village, owning variedly acres land and be from both 
sexes. All the respondents filled these premises.  
 
The reason for making the interviews semi-structured is to allow the respondents to freely, 
with their own words, give their view on the topics discussed (Patel & Davidson, 2003, p 71). 
The thesis treats both factual matters as well as the respondent’s attitude towards irrigation 
water issues and to make the interviews deal with both aspects they ware semi-structured 
(Andersen (ed), 1994). Qualitative interviews provide an opportunity to understand complex 
contexts by analyzing a specific case (Lantz, 1993, p 31), which this study aims to do. Patel 
and Davidson mentions that it is important to adapt the language in the interview guides so 
the respondents really understand the question, and also not to choose questions that is 
emotionally charged or to leading (Patel & Davidson, 2003, p 74-75). The interview guides 
were prepared with open questions and with a language that is simple and leaves much room 
for the respondents to speak of the topics of interest for the study.  
 
The interview guides was created and hold together with Viktor Levin from Linköping 
University who participated in this field study. The interviews were changed in some parts 
during the study to adjust them to the different respondents and to evolve them constantly, 
and they was therefore adjusted to more specifically handle communication and information 
related questions, since that is a specific focus in this thesis. In the interviews were questions 
regarding the respondent’s views on Information and Communication Technologies asked, 
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but these answers is not presented in this thesis due to limited space. The interview guides is 
presented in Appendix 1.  
 
The interviews were held without a tape recorder to let the respondents speak more openly 
about the issues. According to Stake (1995) a tape recorder is of no use to many researchers 
because it is not the exact words that are of interest. In this study it is the mental opinions 
from the respondents that are in focus and therefore it was of no use to tape the interviews 
(Stake, 1995, p 66). Bryman argues though that many researchers are interested in the exact 
formulations or how the respondents answer, and then a tape recorder is necessary. Bryman 
also states that to tape the interview is good because the researcher does not have to make 
notes and thereby lose concentration (Bryman, 2002, p 329). In this study neither the exact 
formulations nor how the respondents answer was of any particular interest, which made it 
unnecessary to record the interviews. The interviews were held together with another 
researcher, which made it easier to take notes. Stake also mentions that it is important to take 
time to write out the interviews on paper in direct conjunction to the interview occasion, so 
nothing is forgotten (Stake, 1995, p 66). The interviews were therefore compiled directly after 
they were finished.  
 
Because information given in the interviews might be sensitive to the respondents, the name 
of the local village and the names of the respondents will not be presented in the thesis, and 
the names are also not of any interest for the understanding of the study.  

4.4 Working with an interpreter 
The interviews with SRIJAN and local government officials were held in English, but since 
the citizens in the local community only speak Hindu the interviews were made via an 
interpreter. The interpreter works at the NGO SRIJAN, a combination which has both 
advantages and disadvantages. The positive aspects is that it was easy to get contact with the 
respondents who trust the interpreter, the interpreter was well informed about the subjects of 
the study, and the interpreter knows the structure of the village which made it easier to fill the 
premises of respondents. The negative aspects is that the respondents might have felt inhibited 
to fully speak out in issues that in some way concerned SRIJAN and the interpreter might 
have biased the meaning of the respondents answer to make SRIJAN look better, even though 
it does not seem to be that way by locking at the answers from the respondent. The quality of 
the interpretation can for the most part be seen as quite low in the village interviews due to the 
linguistic problems by the interpreter in both English and Hindi, and even though the 
interpreter understood fairly well what the respondents said, it may have affected the result of 
the interviews to some degree.  

4.5 Responsibility voting exercise    
In the field study a responsibility voting exercise was developed to capture the local village 
citizens and local government official’s opinions on responsibility divisions in the 
Participatory Irrigation Management. The exercise consisted of 10 different real life problems 
in irrigation management, such as illegal blocking of the canals, bad field canals, no water in 
canal, etc. At a big meeting these actors voted who is responsible for these problems; the 
individual farmer, the whole village collectively, or the local government. This exercise gives 
a hint on the views of responsibility divisions between farmers and officials. Totally around 
75 citizens from the local village, and 9 officials from the local government participated in the 
exercise. Narayan (1993) explains that in this kind of studies it is important to keep the 
process simple and let both poor and rich as well as women and men participate (Narayan, 
1993, p 13-14), which also was the case in the exercise. The participants from the local village 
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voted with yellow peas and the officials voted with brown beans in order to make the exercise 
simple and to see differences in opinions between the official and the citizens of the local 
village. The participants put the beans or the peas in cups, three cups for every issue. After the 
voting was finished the beans and peas were counted and the material was gathered.   

4.6 Analysis method 
The empirical data from the case study, including the interviews and the voting exercise, was 
analysed constantly during the field period. According to Merriam it is the present analyze of 
the material that forms good results of the case study (Merriam, 1994, p 137). Yin explains 
that it can be difficult to analyze the data from a case study due to no well defined techniques 
in the method (Yin, 2003, p 109). Stake means that by identifying the best observations and 
put most time into analyzing these, the key issues in the thesis can be fulfilled (Stake, 1995, p 
84). The most important observations and answers from the study was compiled into a 
separate document and constituted the basic analyze material for this thesis. From this 
document patterns in the material were found.  
 
5. Results and discussion  
By implementing the Madhya Pradesh Participatory Irrigation Management Act (PIM Act) 
the state government began the effort to decentralise responsibilities to stakeholders in local 
communities in reality. In this section I will present, analyze and discuss the empirical data 
from the interviews, responsibility voting exercise, and other observations within the case 
study. These results will be analyzed and discussed with a close connection to the theories 
presented in section three. The overall aim of the thesis and the central questions in the study 
functions as a starting point for the discussion. The section is divided into different themes 
that follow the structure of the central questions in order to analyze different issues more 
separately. The issues are then put together in an overview discussion of the way the local 
government practically handles the decentralisation of irrigation water management in 
Madhya Pradesh. I will start this section by discuss some core aspects of the PIM Act. 

5.1 Priorities and local government cooperation in PIM 
As explained earlier the PIM Act was established to get a more efficient use of surface water, 
but which priorities are in focus in the actual implementation, which objectives are meant to 
be reached, and how do the local government departments cooperate? As the PIM Act is 
being implemented I find that some fundamental aspects of it can be seen as questionable and 
interesting to discuss.  
 
Even though the PIM Act seems to be a good initiative which, if implemented as planed, will 
bring environmental benefits in form of increasing water tables, the act only deals with 
irrigation issues. It is easy to get the feeling that the objectives of the act are only economic 
benefits, through increased agricultural productivity, and that environmental issues in some 
parts are set aside. Through interviews with the local government that argument is verified. 
According to the officials from the Water Resource Department (WRD) the prioritised issues 
are; to make the irrigation system more efficient, to prevent floods, and to reduce water 
degradation. Irrigation issues are seen as the most important because it is the cornerstone of 
the economy in the state. One officer explains that in this work different departments are 
responsible for different issues, and the WRD only handles irrigation, which puts an 
economically effective irrigation system in the focus of PIM, because according to another 
officer, the WRD are in charge of the whole implementation of PIM and the WRD controls all 
sectors working with decentralised water management in the state. If the Water Resource 
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Department only handles issues of effective irrigation management, who handles e.g. 
groundwater issues? Groundwater issues are the responsibility of the department handling 
health and sanitation issues and these issues are not included in PIM. Because irrigation issues 
are responsibilities of the WRD, only the former work of the WRD is decentralised to local 
Water Users Associations (WUAs), which consequently is irrigation. In interviews with local 
village citizens issues of drinking water quality and access are seen as equally important as 
irrigation issues, but these are not included in the decentralisation of water management. It 
can seem like a waste of resources not to let local citizens participate in issues concerning 
more than irrigation water when the system is established anyway, which also was 
enlightened by Hooja (2004) in the theory part. But WUAs could supposedly be even broader 
than suggested by Hooja and manage drinking water as well. A staff member at SRIJAN also 
said that WUAs can be used to address lots of issues within the community and handle 
management of all natural resources locally. The WUAs could probably cover all, or at least 
the most, environmental related issues that concerns the local village. But if that would be 
possible it is important with a high degree of cooperation between different local government 
departments and sectors.  
 
As been explained by Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) it is important with a functioning cooperation 
between departments if a decentralisation of water management would be fruitful, due to the 
involvement of many different disciplines. There are indications from the interviews with the 
WRD though which confirms that the cooperation and cross-cutting between departments and 
natural resource disciplines is low in the local government. Interviews with SRIJAN confirm 
this picture. One staff on the organisation said that “the government is divided into different 
departments with low or no cooperation”, and observations within the case study and 
interviews in the local village point in the same directions. To the benefit of PIM the 
cooperation between department and disciplines needs to increase in order for the local 
government to be a good support to the WUAs. Even though the conclusion of lack of 
cooperation between local departments is far from revolutionary, and not isolated to Vidisha 
or India, it is important to keep that in mind for the rest of the discussion. It may in some 
points be decisive for the participation by local citizens, and possible measures to increase the 
cooperation will be enlightened in the overview discussion.   

5.2 Local participation and assignment of responsibilities 
Theoretically in PIM responsibilities are to be decentralised to local citizens through locally 
established WUAs. The set of responsibilities is thereby changed and the WUAs will have a 
mandate in irrigation related issues concerning them. In this part I will discuss the views on 
responsibility divisions between stakeholders, education of stakeholders in PIM, and the 
correlated trust in stakeholder’s capability to handle the responsibilities in real life. 
 
In the implementation of PIM it seems quite important that all stakeholders know and share 
the same sight on responsibility divisions. If the stakeholders do not know which issues they 
are responsible for, it must be hard to get any real work done. Therefore questions concerning 
responsibility in PIM were asked. In interviews with government officials they contribute 
with a clear joint view on the responsibility division. All of them said that all the 
responsibilities are handed down to local WUAs and cultivators, except for distributing water 
in the main canals, even though two of them were quick to mention that the farmer does not 
perform well. When interviewing local villagers they give a quite similar view, even though 
many of them believe that the government also has responsibilities over restoration of canals 
and field canals. The difference in opinions between the government officials and local 
citizens is mainly about the maintenance of the canals. The main canals are still owned by the 
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government and the villagers do not think it is their responsibility to maintain them. Meinzen-
Dick et al (2002) stipulate that the government needs to transfer all responsibilities to local 
communities in order to reach a functional local participation. If the government in this case 
would let the community take over the responsibility of the main canals, the citizens would 
probably feel more committed to maintaining them. According to SRIJAN staff the reason 
that the government will not transfer these responsibilities is due to fear of losing power and 
that the citizens do not really know what the government are responsible to do. The same 
person also said that it is difficult for citizens to know what happens in these issues because 
the government is not transparent. If that is the case, it is a big problem for the 
decentralisation of responsibilities. In an overview of the interviews, both villagers and 
officials have quite a similar view on responsibility divisions, except for maintenance of the 
main canals. But in the responsibility voting exercise the results were at least slightly 
different. In the exercise the stakeholders voted about who have the responsibility in ten 
different real life issues, as explained in the method section. The results show that the citizens 
consider the government to have more responsibilities than only main canals, though the most 
issues are seen as the responsibility of either the individual or the village collectively. This 
verifies, at least to some parts, the statement by the SRIJAN staff. The local citizens are not 
fully aware of the responsibility divide. The government officials voted as expected, they 
think the government are only responsible for main canal water distribution. Then why are the 
local citizens not fully aware? Results from this study points at low or no involvement by 
NGOs (which will be discussed in section 5.3), communication problems (which will be 
discussed in section 5.4), and the lack of proper education. 
 
As explained in the background, education has to some degree been held with representatives 
from the WRD and the elected members of the WUAs in the beginning of the implementation 
of PIM. In interviews with officials they constitute that constant capacity building of farmers 
is one of the most important aims for the WRD, and that it is required to make PIM work 
better. But the education was only held with the elected members of the WUA board, and it 
would probably be beneficial for PIM if all local water users had that kind of capacity 
building. Another thing said by one official at the WRD was that it is a big problem that the 
farmers do not understand how to manage irrigation water and that farmers are dependent on 
the government in these issues, which does not seems so odd when PIM is a government 
implemented system and the government has been managed the irrigation system a long time 
before PIM. This statement says more about the governments trust in the capability of the 
farmers.   
 
As been explained by Meinzen-Dick et al (2002) it is important that the government have trust 
in the capabilities of WUAs. But to judge from statements by two officials at the local WRD, 
this is not the case. The officials said among other things that the people in villages demand 
water but are not contributing, that the farmers are undisciplined, that cultivators do not know 
the importance of water, and that WUAs are not ready for the responsibility of PIM yet. But 
this view was not shared by all interviewed officials. One official said that the WUAs had 
done a good job so far and that irrigation water often comes late due to government slackness. 
Another respondent said that 25 percent of the WUAs in Madhya Pradesh work poorly, but it 
is due to lack of funds for capacity building of WUAs. Even though some officials were 
positive towards the local villages’ participation in water management, the trust in WUAs 
capabilities still seems quite low and this is not a good starting point for the decentralisation 
of responsibilities.  
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5.3 The role of NGOs and the decentralisation of decision making 
The PIM Act is aiming to transfer responsibilities of decision making to citizens in local 
communities. Through the local WUA the landowning water users can participate and 
collectively decide in issues of interest to them. In this section I will discuss the autonomy of 
local WUAs, the role of NGOs in the decentralisation of decision making, and the views on 
NGO work by the other stakeholders in PIM.  
 
Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) state that power of decision making must be transferred to local 
communities so those affected by the decisions could be able to participate in critical 
decisions. In PIM this is the purpose with the local WUAs. But what autonomy do the farmers 
possess through the WUAs in PIM? According to an official at the WRD the farmers are not 
consulted when the government makes water distribution schemes, but that they are consulted 
more within the “Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project”. The government schemes are probably 
one of the most important decisions for WUAs to participate in because it decides how 
irrigation water is to be distributed in an area. If the WUAs are not consulted in the 
construction of schemes, they will not become strong actors in decision making. According to 
Meinzen-Dick et al (2002) the WUAs have to be strong and creative in order to take over 
responsibilities of decision making from the local government. The government must let the 
WUAs build these strong local organisations if the decentralisation process is to be effective. 
Even though another official said that the decisions should be made by the farmers, and the 
government only should have a supporting role, this does not seem to be the case. In 
interviews two staff member at SRIJAN said that the government will not let the farmers 
build too strong organisations because they are afraid of losing power, and if the WUAs put 
too much pressure on the government they will not listen to them. Still the government 
possesses all political power of the system since they decide the assembly and responsibilities 
of the WUAs, as been explained by Hooja (2004) and Meinzen-Dick et al (2002). In the 
interviews in the local village it was also said that the government do not always follow the 
regulations. In many cases it seems like the government does not want the WUAs too be to 
strong, which according to Meinzen-Dick et al (2002), will lead to an ineffective PIM. But as 
the official at the WRD explained the WUAs within the “Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project” 
have been consulted in government schemes. A reason for this might be due to the assistance 
of NGOs in this project. 
 
The “Samrat Ashok Sagar sub-Project” involves two NGOs, as been explained earlier, and 
within the area for this study only the NGO SRIJAN are participating. When interviewing the 
staff at SRIJAN they explained that they try to develop partnership over time with local 
farmers and show cost-benefit analysis to motivate the farmers to work with restorations of 
canals. They go out to all farmers in door-to-door meetings to motivate them to participate 
and they discuss problems and solutions with them so they will realize the problems. 
According to the villagers in the studied local village SRIJAN has helped them to restore the 
canals, increase the wheat production, and to get water at the right time. But as explained by 
an officer at the WRD NGOs are not a permanent feature in PIM, they are just employed in 
the ICEF project. A SRIJAN staff member explained that the local village now is fully 
involved in PIM and the citizens in the local village now start to realize the connection with 
the government who contributes with 100 percent of the water taxes while the villages 
contribute with 40-50 percent. The staff member said that the citizens in the local village are 
also starting to realize how the responsibilities are divided between the village and the state, 
which citizens in many other villages know less about. This explains why the citizens in this 
field study had quite a similar view on responsibility divisions as the officials from the WRD.  
 

 16



By judging from the empirical material in this study the local village has benefited a lot from 
the cooperation with SRIJAN. Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) also states that meaningful public 
participation, when local communities take part in decision making and work collectively, is 
often limited to projects that are implemented by the help of  NGOs. Then why are not more 
villages connected with NGOs? The first reason is quite simple to answer; there are not 
enough funds to employ enough NGOs who can assist all of the more than 1600 WUAs in 
Madhya Pradesh. In interviews the officials are quick to mention how many WUAs there is in 
Madhya Pradesh, but as Meinzen-Dick et al (2002) states; the success of participatory 
irrigation management is not dependent on how many WUAs there is, but how much work is 
really done by them. The WUAs would probably achieve more with the help from NGOs, 
even if not all WUAs can get that help.  
 
The second reason is more complicated. The officials at the WRD admit that the result had 
been good in the local village, but when they were asked the question why not more NGOs 
are involved in PIM they said that; the NGOs are not doing any real work, WRD rather works 
with consultants, NGOs are not a permanent feature in PIM, and one official even said that he 
is just against NGOs. Why do the government officials have this view? Kolavalli and Kerr 
(2002) explains that NGOs have an advantage in implementing participation at local level 
because government staff often lacks skills for social organisations, which NGOs possess, and 
thereby the government guard their autonomy and do not want to share political power. This 
seems to be the case here; the officials are against NGOs because they are afraid of losing 
political power, and NGOs would not be included at all in PIM without the ICEF project. In 
this project it is Canada who is the main financer and demands involvement by NGOs in the 
project. Tropp (1998) explained that in India it has even been proposed by researchers that 
NGOs might be capable of taking over responsibilities from the government in some issues 
concerning natural resource management. This might be true, but as long as the local 
governments have this view on NGOs, it will be hard to implement. Meynen and Doornbos 
(2004) explained that in different cases in India local politicians have hijacked 
decentralisation initiatives of water management only in order to collect votes, just like 
Baviskar (2004) explains happened in the “Watershed Mission” in Madhya Pradesh. In that 
mission bribes to government officials were a common feature and contributed to democracy 
and efficiency drawbacks. One staff member at SRIJAN said that the government would do a 
lot more if they were bribed, but that SRIJAN would never do that. By the extent of this field 
study it is hard to evaluate if these allegations is true in the local implementation of PIM. But 
by indications from the respondents it is not impossible.  

5.4 Communication channels and everybody’s right to be heard   
An important role for the WUAs is to be disseminators and receivers of information between 
a local community and the local government, and to manage communication issues 
concerning irrigation water within the community. As explained in the aim of study; a focus 
in this thesis is to identify and illuminate communication channels. How are the WUAs 
functioning as communication channels according to the respondents, and which other 
channels for communication of irrigation water issues exist? In this section I will discuss 
issues of communication, and describe and analyse SRIJANs role in this communication.  
 
As explained by Rose (2004) a vital aspect in local community participation is how the 
communication about natural resources, including water, is functioning between the 
government and the local citizens. In PIM the WUAs is supposed to be the communication 
channel for the water users to spread their opinions to the local government and vice versa. In 
a WUA it is the WUA-president elected by the water users and the sub-engineer employed by 
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the WRD that carries the most responsibilities for this communication. Through these persons 
the water users is supposed to participate in decision making. But in the local village none of 
the twelve respondents considered that the government often listens to them, even though all 
said that they go through the WUA-president and the sub-engineer. Then why does the 
government not listen? According to Kolkman et al (2005) problems in this type of water 
management are often depending on different knowledge basis between local citizens and 
government officials. When the two parties do not “speak the same language” citizens are 
excluded from participate in decision making. This might be the reason why the local 
government does not listen to the villagers. According to a staff at SRIJAN no one at the local 
government has had any training in communication. In interviews the WRD also explained 
that all personnel working with irrigation water management issues at the local government 
are engineers and that there are no communication experts in PIM. Without any personnel in 
charge of communication and without training it must be difficult to have a functioning 
communication with local water users. As Graham (2004) explained, a difficulty in 
communication between the government and the public is often the lack of communication 
training among government officials, with seems to be a big problem in the local government. 
 
Another reason why communication is considered to be weak in the local village might be due 
to the WUA-president who has big alcohol problems and was constantly drunk during the 
study, which can not be good for the communication with the government. Identified 
problems in this case study are on which circumstances the WUA-president is elected, and the 
period of time between the elections. Even though India claims to have abandoned the cast-
system a long time ago it still lives in the mind of the citizens in the local village, and all 
respondent knew which caste they belong to. The elected WUA-president belongs to a rich 
family of high caste. According to village citizens and SRIJAN staff that is always the case in 
the elections. If the citizens elect a WUA-president based on caste and gender, the most 
qualified person is often not elected. This seems to be the case in the local village. Even 
though there are more qualified persons with college education in the local village, they were 
not elected. And because the elections only are held every fifth year, the village will be stuck 
with the same WUA-president a long time. As explained by Meynen and Doornbos (2004) 
local organisations are shaped by issues of class, gender and many more social divisions, 
which may make it hard for them to operate the political issues in natural resource 
management. The election of the alcoholic WUA-president is an example of the problems the 
local WUA faces concerning cultural issues. If the WUA-president were elected in other 
ways, and/or if the elections were held more often, problems of this kind would probably 
decrease. Other ways of electing the WUA-president will further be discussed in the overall 
discussion in section 6.  
 
As Meinzen-Dick et al (2002) stipulated is it important that the government has constant and 
functioning communication with farmers. In PIM the WUAs is the medium for the 
government to get in contact with local water users. A staff at the WRD explained that the 
representatives from the WRD hold monthly meetings with the presidents from the WUAs 
where information about the government’s decisions concerning irrigation water is spread. 
The staff member considered the communication to be good due to these meetings. But the 
fact that the staff member talks about information on decisions already taken by the 
government indicates how the governments sees communication and decentralisation of 
decision making. Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) stated that it is difficult to enforce participation in 
a hierarchy, like the Indian government system, because of information problems and poor 
understanding by government staff about what participation really is. If the government sees 
their information as communication it will be difficult for the farmers to voice their opinions 
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and thereby decentralise the politics. It is also a proof that local government officials do not 
understand the principles of citizen’s participation. Rose (2004) explained that 
decentralisation and citizen’s participation are only effective if the citizens are provided with 
a medium to discuss, criticize and question the government performance and be allowed to 
communicate with local politicians directly. This does not seem to be the case. In this field 
study I was present at one of these monthly meetings were the government informed the 
WUA-presidents in what order water was going to be distributed to the communities in the 
irrigation system. After the information was given the government representatives 
disappeared from the meeting and the WUA-presidents had no chance to discuss these issues 
with them. A staff member at SRIJAN also said that the farmers do not have any direct 
contact with the department. If this is the government’s view of functioning communication, it 
is easy to see why the respondents in the local village consider the government is not listening 
to them. By judging from the empirical material in this study, it does not seem to be a 
functioning communication between the government and the local water users.    
 
Except for the monthly meetings and through the sub-engineer the government informs the 
local water users through media. Both SRIJAN staff and government officials explained that 
information to farmers often is delivered through radio and newspapers. Because Madhya 
Pradesh is poor and has a low literacy rate, this can not be a good information channel. If the 
farmers do not have a radio or are not able to read a newspaper, this information will not 
reach the local farmers. According to SRIJAN staff the government do not perform any 
regular follow-ups. As stipulated by Depoe and Delicath (2004) farmers must have access to 
early and ongoing information if they would be interested to participate in PIM. Rose (2004) 
explained that the processes of development and decentralisation must be explained to the 
citizens if their participation shall be fruitful, and how that information reach the local 
communities is extremely important for the success in decentralisation of management. If the 
information to the local communities is delivered through newspapers and radio the 
participation will probably not be successful. 
 
Many of the 1687 WUAs in Madhya Pradesh most likely confront many of the problems 
discussed so far, and some of them probably have even worse problems. All WUAs in the 
PIM Act, except the ones within the ICEF project, work without help from NGOs. The 
studied local village has the advantage to cooperate with the NGO SRIJAN. As Depoe and 
Delicath (2004) stated lacks public participation most often adequate forums for informed 
dialogs among the stakeholders. As been explained earlier does SRIJAN work with capacity 
building and strengthening of WUAs, together with eight WUAs in the Vidisha district. 
SRIJAN staff describes their role as strictly communication and information between the local 
village and the government. A staff member also explained that for SRIJAN it is a question of 
giving farmers access to information, because the farmers do not know anything about the 
projects and the government do not know anything about communication, and SRIJAN can be 
useful for both these aspects. Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) explained that to implement 
meaningful participation requires help from NGOs to facilitate access to information and 
potentially make both community leaders and government agencies more easily understood to 
local communities. That is almost exactly how SRIJAN describes their role in the local 
village. A staff at the organisation said that it is still a lot to do in the communication between 
the government and the farmers. The staff member also explained that the government is 
misleading the community and do not tell the real reason for their decisions since they are 
afraid of too much community pressure. Rose (2004) explained that information must be 
delivered transparent so the government does not hide information in its apparatus. As been 
explained earlier: by judging from the empirical data in this study the government seems to be 
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afraid of too strong local organisations since they are guarding their autonomy. Because 
SRIJAN works with strengthening of WUAs and to make the farmers aware of the problems 
in irrigation issues they are opposed by the government. As Kolavalli and Kerr (2002) stated 
power relations can potentially be changed when NGOs helps local communities to get better 
access to information, which will increase the opportunity for communities to participate in 
decision making. This is probably exactly what the government are afraid of. The local 
government officials are driven by the fear of losing power, which is not good for the PIM in 
the state. A common education with local government departments, NGOs and local citizens 
in PIM might broaden the understanding of the different stakeholders situation and would 
possibly lead to another attitude among government officials. This will be further discussed in 
section 6. 
 
By judging from the empirical material the local village have benefited a lot from the 
cooperation with SRIJAN, but the NGOs can not solve all problems. As explained by Tropp 
(1998) has strong hopes been put in to the potential of NGOs. But still the NGOs have a lot to 
prove before it can fulfil those, and so far NGOs can be a complement to the government, at 
best. In the local village has SRIJAN motivated and educated farmers, but they are not always 
going to be there. As explained by a staff member at SRIJAN are one of the most important 
tasks for SRIJAN to have a good exit strategy since they are not going to be in the village 
forever. This seams like a crucial task for the NGOs. If the village is dependent on the NGO 
to manage their communication with the government, they will probably not build these 
contacts themselves. If this is the case the NGO involvement will have detrimental effects for 
the village in the long run, since the village rely on the NGO in their contacts with the 
government. SRIJAN staff explained that they are a good communication link between the 
technical department at the local government and the local community, but if the citizens are 
dependent on SRIJAN as a communication channel, they will not have these contacts after 
SRIJANs work is done in the village. SRIJAN staff also explained that a lot of citizens talks 
to SRIJAN instead of the government. That is not beneficial for the implementation of PIM 
because PIM relies on a good communication between the government and the local citizens. 
A conclusion is that NGOs can help villages in many aspects of PIM, like motivation, 
education, and strengthening of WUAs, but if they control the contacts with the government it 
will have detrimental effects for the local village after the NGOs work is done, and can be 
harmful for the implementation of PIM in the long run. How such an exit strategy might be 
used was not explained by SRIJAN but is an interesting aspect to investigate in future 
reaserch. 
 
6. Overview discussion and concluding remarks 
A series of problems in the local implementation of the Participatory Irrigation Management 
has been presented so far. In this section I will summarize these problems and the conclusions 
made, lift these in a wider perspective, and further discuss possible solutions, possibilities, 
and limitations within the implementation of PIM. In this section I will assume that the 
conclusions made so far are the actual local problems.  
 
A conclusion in this field study is the ineffectiveness of the local WUA, which is due to many 
causes. The local water users would benefit a lot if WUAs handled more issues concerning 
natural resources, but due to low or no cooperation between departments within the local 
government, there is no coordination to handle these types of WUAs. To make the PIM more 
effective, this problems need to be prioritised. A reason why these problems occur might be 
due the top-down implementation of citizens participation. A top-down implemented system 
for participation seems difficult to implement because it does not start from the needs of local 
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citizens, and thereby it is difficult to know which measures that is most important for the 
citizens. PIM becomes an arrangement only to increase the effectiveness of government 
owned irrigation systems, but is managed by farmers. The government decentralises 
responsibilities for management, but not for decision making, and the citizens becomes 
responsible for political decisions they did not make. A possible reason for this is how 
participation by local citizens is viewed in India and many other countries. As long as 
participation is viewed only as division of responsibilities, as in the Vidisha district, it will 
probably not be meaningful for the citizens.  
 
An important step in reaching meaningful public participation seems to be the motivation and 
education of local citizens and local government officials, together with suitable NGOs, so 
these stakeholders can exchange experiences and knowledge. If this kind of education was 
held the local citizens would be more aware of the responsibility divisions in PIM and this 
would possibly lead to an empowerment of local WUAs, which was an identified problem in 
this thesis. This education would also be more beneficial if different local government 
departments participated, which probably would increase the cooperation between 
departments and the local governments trust towards local WUAs. In order for government 
officials to build this trust in WUAs, and make them more efficient, is it important for the 
WUAs to have a qualified representative in form of an educated and charismatic president, 
with skills to communicate with the government and who is competent to lead the local 
community in important issues. A problematic aspect in the PIM Act is the election of the 
WUA presidents. The elections are held every fifth year, which is a long time for a local 
community to be stuck with an unsuitable president, which seemed to be the case in the local 
village. Possible solutions to this problematic could be to have local elections every second or 
third year which must be easy to organize since the local WUAs have quite few members, to 
introduce a minimum education level for WUA presidents, or to implement some kind of 
caste or gender allocation for WUA presidents to avoid the problems presented in section 5.4. 
The empirical material in this study does not give an adequate foundation to judge more 
specifically how this is suppose to be implemented, but it is an idea for further studies within 
this area.     
 
The empirical material from interviews in this study describes the local government officials 
as protectors of their political powers. The officials therefore opposes the creation of strong 
local organisations like the WUAs. If the WUAs becomes too powerful the government 
officials are afraid of losing their sovereignty and potentially their jobs at the department. 
Because local NGOs are working with the strengthening of such organisations they are also 
opposed by the local government, and the implementation of PIM is managed without any 
help from NGOs. The central Indian government expresses in their objectives and visions a 
positive attitude towards NGO cooperation, but if that is to be adopted in local governments 
in the country they must probably put stronger pressure on the local governments in the form 
of economic sanctions if NGOs are not included.  
 
The citizens of the local village felt like the local government do not listen to their opinions. 
Explanations are how communication channels are used and how these are functioning in the 
communication between the local government and the citizens. The government officials see 
information to the citizens as communication and it is difficult for the water users to have a 
fruitful dialogue in important issues. If the WUAs would work as explained in the PIM Act, 
they would have that dialogue with the government, but they do not. The government also 
informs local water users through newspapers despite the low literacy rate, and most water 
users do not receive the information. The government officials do not have training in 
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communication, which needs to be improved in order to reach a functioning communication 
between the two parties. In the local village the NGO SRIJAN works as a communication 
channel, which is beneficial for the local community in short term since SRIJAN makes their 
problem visible for the local government, but it is a disadvantage in the long run because the 
local community becomes dependent on the NGO as a communication channel. An important 
aspect in NGO work is to have a good exit strategy, since they are not going to be in the 
village forever. The establishment of good political communication between the citizens      
and the local government is the most important task for local NGOs working with 
decentralisation of irrigation water management. 
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Appendix 1 Interview guides 
 
Interview guide citizens in the local remote village (yyy) 12/2 and 13/2 -2007 
 
1. What are the biggest water issues in yyy? 
 
2. Who is responsible for dealing with water issues in yyy? 
   - Do you know who to talk to about water issues? 
 
3. How is information regarding water issues disseminated in yyy? 
 
4. How do you tell the government and SRIJAN about your water problems? 
   - Does the government listen to you? 
 
5. Who do you think should have the most responsibilities regarding water management? 
   - What role should yyy have? 
   - What role should SRIJAN have? 
   - What role should the government have? 
 
6. How does the work of SRIJAN affect yyy? 
 
7. Do you think that water issues are managed in a good way today? Why? 
 
Interview guide SRIJAN Vidisha, 3/2 and 7/2 -2007 
 
1. What types of water projects does SRIJAN work with in this area? 
   - Why?  
   - How? 
    
2. How would you describe the cooperation with yyy regarding water issues? 
 
3. To what extent are yyy involved in the water management today? 
 
4. Who do you think should have the most responsibilities regarding water management? 
-What role should yyy citizens have? 
-What role should SRIJAN have? 
-What role should the government have? 
 
5. What role does SRIJAN have as communicational link between yyy and the local 
government in Madhya Pradesh? 
 
6. How do SRIJAN cooperate with the local government in water management? 
 
7. Do you feel that SRIJAN have an impact on decisions made regarding water management? 
 
8. How does the local government try to improve local community participation in water 
management? –PIM? –ICEF? 
 
9. Do you think that information and communication technologies (ICT) can be useful to 
improve communication regarding water issues in this area? 
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Interview guide SRIJAN (group interview on communication) 7/2 -2007 
 
1. What is important to think about when you communicate with the villagers of a local 
community? 
 
2. What is important to think about when you communicate with local governments? 
 
3. What do you think is the biggest reason for misunderstandings in communication with the 
government? 
 
4. What do you think is the biggest reason for misunderstandings in communication with a 
local village? 
 
5. What do you think is the biggest reason for misunderstandings in communication between 
the government and a local community? 
 
Interview guide SRIJAN Delhi, 21/3 -2007  
 
1. Who do you think should have the most responsibilities regarding  
water management? 
-What role should local communities have? 
-What role should SRIJAN have? 
-What role should the government have? 
 
2. What role does SRIJAN have as communicational link between local  
communities and the local governments? 
 
3. Do you feel that SRIJAN have an impact on decisions made regarding  
water management? 
 
4. What do you think is the biggest reason for misunderstandings in  
communication between the government and a local community? 
 
5. Do you think that the main issues/difficulties regarding water  
management are similar across India? Why? 
 
Interview guide Water Resource Department Vidisha, 5/2 and 8/2 -2007 
 
1. What is your position in this department? 
 
2. Which water issues are most urgent to work with? 
   - Why? 
 
3. How do the government work with decentralised water management today? 
-PIM? –ICEF? 
 
4. How do you co-operate with local NGOs in water management issues? 
   - Do you think that NGOs are a good link between the government and local communities? 
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5. Who do you think should have the most responsibilities regarding water management? 
-What role does local community citizens have? 
-What role does NGOs have? 
-What role should the government have? 
 
6. How is information concerning water management disseminated from the government to 
the local communities? 
 
7. Do you think that there is a good dialogue/communication between the government and 
local communities? NGOs? 
  
8. Do you think that information and communication technologies (ICT) can be useful to 
improve communication regarding water issues in this area? 
 
Interview guide Water Resource Department Bhopal, 15/2 -2007 
 
1. Which water issues are most urgent to work with in Madhya Pradesh? 
   - Why? 
 
2. How would you describe the work with decentralised water management in the state? 
 
3. How do the government co-operate with local NGOs in water management issues? 
 
4. How is information concerning water management disseminated from the government to 
the local communities? 
 
5. Do you think that there is a good dialogue/communication between the government and 
local communities? NGOs? 
 
6. How do you think that information and communication technologies (ICT) can be useful to 
improve communication regarding water issues? 
 
7. How has the implementation of PIM (and the ICEF project) gone so far? 
 
8. Has the farmers taken the necessary responsibilities in water management? 
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