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CHAPTER 0NE 

New Challenges and Agendas for the 
Management of Water 

"There isa Tamil proverb; There was a king who asked all his people to bring one 
litre oj milk from each house and pour it info a very big container. Everyone was 
tliinking 'Suppose I pour in one litre oj water instead, 111hat will happen? No one 
will notice.' And ultimately what happened was that 111hen they opened the con
tainer there was 110 milk in it. Only water!" 

(Large dyer about the clifficulties of setting up common 
treatment fåcilities for the textile proccssmg unm m T1rupur) 

W hat potential is there for local communities to create their own gover
nance structures able to deal with issues up till recently seen as the respon

sibility of the state? Which obstacles will they encounter, and which resources 
can they mobilize in order to overcome such obstacles? And what may be the 
role of the state in initiating and supporting the formation of these local gov
ernance structures? 

With an emerging new agenda concerning the role of the state, inspired or 
rendered inevitable, by the Structural Adjustment Programmes of the Interna
tional Monetary Fund, the Maastricht Treaty of the European Community, 
and Agenda 21 from the Rio Conference, questions like these have become 
increasingly important to address. The ambition of this thesis is to shed some 
light over these issues through the exploration of two case studies from a re
gion in Tamil Nadu, India. One case cancerns efforts to involve farmers in 
irrigation water management in the Lower Bhavani Project, while the other 
focuses on the pressure on textile industrialists in Tirupur city to treat their 
polluted cffiuent water commonly. Even though the study focuses on natural 
resource management in the South, 1 it addresses guestions of relevance to a 
more general discussion concerning the relation and division of responsibilities 

1 From now on this term will be used when rcferring to nations and regions usually contained in 
conccpts like the "Third World", "Developing Countries'' and "Least Developed Countries." None 
ofthese concepts are without problems, however. For further discussions conceming the appearance 
and usc ofthese terms see Toye, 1987:1-10, who argues that "the Third World exists only because 
it has been created. Further, the creative force was not history or geography, or economics. It was 
psychology and politics, namely 'Western guilt' and the politics offoreign aid, which between them 
conjured up 'the Third World'." (Toye, 1987:5) 
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Chapter One 

between the state and civil society. The conditions and possibilities of institu
tional change and insti tution building partly outside the realm of the state is 
particularly dealt with. 2 

Institutional Change through 
Local Collective Action - How? 
The proverb an the previous page highlights some of the crucial issues ta be 
addressed if we want to gain an understanding af the possibilities of a local 
community to take over certain responsibilities from the state. It was told by a 
dyer in Tirupur to point at the difficulties of ensuring that collective efforts 
within a group of water users, in this case textile processing industrialists, would 
succeed. The king could also represent a national government, hut symbolizes 
here the constitutional structures of a local community. 

In the proverb, a king decides that milk shall be collected and that each 
household under his rule shall contribute with one litre . W e don't know why 
he is collecting the milk, whether for his own consumption or for redistribu
tion to the poor of the village (and this raises the question of the legitimacy of 
the king's decree, an issue I will return to later), but let us assume that the 
collected milk was to be used fora purpose beneficial ta the whole kingdom. 

What we do know, is that the king has been able to mobilize enough re
sources to inform all his villagers about his decree. Thus, even if he ruled over 
a very small community, he must have spent a certain amount of time making 
sure that everyone knew when, where, and how much milk to bring. Had the 
village been larger or had the king ruled over several viUages, he would have 
spent even more time informing villagers about details of the milk-collection, 
or delegated the work to some of his men. The villagers in tum, each hearing 
a vessel full of same liquid, must come from their fields and houses to the place 
where the container is set up. This local government had enough administra
tive resources at its command to logistically organize the milk collection. 

According to the proverb, it seems that the villagers actually came to give 
their contribution, since nothing is mentioned about people continuing to work 
in their fields, or staying at home watching the cricket match on TV instead. 
In short, the king's orders that everyone should contribute to the milk-collec
tion had been followed. The proverb implies that the king had the means of 
finding and punishing any person who declined to follow his decree. Thus, the 
established local governance structures also had the capacity ta both monitor 
and enforce rules. 

2 The definition of institutions used here is more or less consistent with those of Commons, 1954, 
and North, 1990. Thus, the term includes societal phenomena such as rules and nom1S providing a 
stnlllure for human interaction. For further discussions of the emergcncc and role of institutions sce 
Chapter Two. 
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However, the monitoring capability of the king was inadequate in one dimen
sion: he was not able to see what the representative of each household actually 
poured into the container. As long as it was one litre, it could be milk or any
thing, and the king could not find out. Thus, rule compliance in this dimen
sion was a function of the intern al norms guiding the actions of the individual 
citizen. Possibly, milk-collection was not seen as a legitimate way of promot
ing the wealth of the kingdom, and apparently, these norms did not prevent 
one single villager from pouring water instead of milk into the container. Thus, 
local social norms counteracted the decree of the king, and insufficiencies in 
the monitoring capabilities of the local governance structures rendered decree 
enforcement problematic. 

An important aspect ofthe decision-making of the citizens may have been 
the purpose of the milk-collection, and the legitimacy it had gained among 
village households. At least two types of purposes, each with its own possible 
explanation for the high degree of non-compliance, could be suggested. The 
villagers may have seen the collection of milk as a way for the king to increase 
his private fortu ne, and therefore refused to donate one litre each of their pri
vately owned milk to the royally owned container. Alternatively, each villager 
may have been unwilling to contribute to a common cause because he felt 
confidenc that everyone else would contribute, and that he would still be able 
to enjoy the benefits. In the latter case, the limited monitoring capability of the 
king, and the obvious lack of social norms preventing the villagers from cheat
ing resulted in what could be defined as a lragedy oj the comrnons-situation.3 The 
high degree of non-compliance had thwarted the initiative of the collective 
effort. 

Even though the king did not succeed with his ambition to collect a cer
tain volurne of milk from each village household, he had come close to func
tioning as a local government. H e and his administration apparently possessed 
substantial resources both in terms of authority and administrative capacity. H e 
did seem to be a powerful dictator, but his limited monitoring capability in 
one dimension, combined with the existence offew, if any, social norms in
ducing the individual to contribute as prescribed, afforded his citizens the op
portunity to disobey his decree. Still, some kind of framework for dealing with 
common issues <lid exist. This is a basic requirement for the function of any 
local governmcnt, and, I would argue, the greatest challenge fo r any local com
munity suddenly granted new responsibilities is to construct such a framework. 
It does not necessarily have to be authoritative, like the king in this example, 
but has to have enough administrative capaci_ty, monitoring and enforcement 
powers and legitimacy, to make its citizens come to the container and contrib-

J Refers co the tenn coined by Hardin in his classical article from 1968. 
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u te, not with water, but with milk. Otherwise, the withdrawal of the state may 
very well result in tragedy-situations or increased influence from the institu
tionally defined inequalities of what is generally called "the market". 

Water Scarcity and Government Failure in India 
When population growth and economic development increase the pressure on 
available resources, institutions guiding the use and allocation of these resources 
must develop new capacities. Water isa resource, over which the Indian state 
has exercised, and still exercises, great influence. 

Even though available water in India is rather plentiful at an aggregate level, 
regional, seasonal and annual variations make water a scarce resource in many 
regions ofthe country. Population growth constantly reduces the available vol
ume per capita. This has a tremendous impact on the possibilities of providing 
the growing population w ith access to safe drinking water, at present within 
reach for the bulk ofthe urban population, but for only 55 per cent ofthe rural 
inhabitants.4 Population growth will also affect the outlook for food produc
tion, for which water, and not land, is likely to be the constraining factor in the 
future. 5 At present, irrigated agriculture accounts for 83 per cent of total with
drawn water, but its share is likely to decrease rather than increase in the fu
ture. 6 This is partly due to increasing investment costs and growing off-site 
environmental problem s connected to extending irrigation potential, but also 
due to increasing demands for water from the household, industrial and power 
sectors. Water demand from the partly export-led industrial sector is projected 
to increase from 15 km3 per year today, to 120 km3 in 2025.7 Moreover, indus
trialization has already caused serious pollution problems, which have aggra
vated the scarcity of w ater in many areas. R apid urbanization per se does not 
raise the need for water, but the on-going geographic concentration of the 
population in urban centres makes the provision of safe household water in
creasingly complicated.8 Thus, water is likely to be a resource subject to in
creased competition both within and in-between these three sectors. 

As a consequence, the allocation of water between sectors, as well as water 
use within sectors will be matters of utmost importance in the decades to come. 
If not handled in a satisfying manner, addressing aspects of development, 

4 Appasamy et al., 1995:18. 
5 Chopra and Sen, 1992. 

"Chitale, 1992. 
7 Reddy, 1992:13. 

R Lundqvist, 1995. A distinction should be made betwcen thc need and the articulated economic and 
political demand for water. Industrialization, urbanization and raising standards ofliving and expec
tations may increase the latter, while the needs arc more or less the same. (Lundqvist and Gleick, 
1996:1 1- 12) 
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sustainability and equity, these issues are likely to cause distress and conflict 
among millions of people. It is obvious that the need for well functioning al
location mechanisms to distribute water between sectors and regions must be 
met, and technological and institutional practices must be developed to enhance 
water use efficiency within sectors.9 

In a situation where increasing needs and growing demands for water cause 
recurrent violent conflicts ta flare up when monsoons fail, 10 the ability of the 
political and administrative system is tested. Several features of the Indian state 
do raise questions concerning its capacity to deal with the growing problems. 

The ambitions concerning economic reform and development of the In
dian state irrunediately after independence have gradually been replaced by 
populist governments whose main cancern seem ta be the mobilization af vote 
banks in order to remain in power. 11 Widespread political patronage and the 
state's willingness to fulfi.l the demands of well-organized and well-articulated 
pressure groups have resulted in an inefficient and unequal distribution of re
sources under state control. The heavy subsidization of irrigation water and 
electricity preventing users from fully realising the scarcity value of water is but 
one example, the slack enforcement of formal laws and rules another. Resource 
allocation and use at local level is not guided by rule oflaw, but rather control
led by powerful constellations of feudal resemblance, thus leaving weaker groups 
to their fate. Moreover, centralized and hierarchical decision making withm 
the administrative structures, combined with unclear divisions af responsibil
ity between different departments dealing with corrunon issues, have created 
conflicts between state departments (possibly concerning control over patronage 
resources) .12 

When a democratic government fails to fulfil populistic promises given 
<luring election campaigns, and when the political and administrative es
tablishment benefits from widespread corruption and political clientilism, its 
legitimacy among the citizens is bound to erode. As a result, the ability of the 
Indian political system ta manage the new chailenges in a constructive manner 
is questionable. 

9 This is not typical for India, but rather a general condition for all development in dry areas. Fora 
global account of water scarcity, see Postcl, 1992. 
10 0ne example is the conflict between T amil Nadu and Kamataka over the watcr in the Cauvery 
river, which is intensified in years ofscarce rain fall. (Corell and Swain, 1995) For examples from other 
regions, see Ohlsson (Ed.), 1995. 
11 At least this has been the case in Tamil Nadu. (Kohli, 1990: 154-183) The development in Tamil 
Nadu may be extreme, hut many of the tendencies to be found here can also be noted in othcr states, 
and at central government leve!. 
12 This analysis of the Indian state is derivcd from Kohli, 1990. Numerous other accounts of wide
spread corruption in the Indian political and administrative system can be found, see for example Dutt 
and Rao, 1996, Ghosh, 1994, Wade, 1994, Blomkvist, 1988, and Toye, 1987. 
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Redefining the Role of the State 
Situations similar to that oflndia are common in many parts of the world, al
though to varying degrees. The general problems of the limited ability of the 
state have been recognised and emphasised by most international donor agen
cies and financial institutions. Together with a global ideological shift towards 
Neo-liberalism, the well-founded concerns over the negative effects of a 
clientilistic state have triggered a search for new policy combinations. Some
what simplisticly, however, government failures of the type described above 
are often used as arguments for simply getting the state out of the economy, by 
decentralizing decision making and the responsibility for provision of public 
goods, from the state to market actors and NGOs. 13 Moreover, the debt crisis 
and the following Structural Adjustment Programmes, SAPs, have enabled the 
forced implementation of these policy suggestions on a large scale in rnany 
countries in the South and East. 14 

The SAPs are not the only policies stemming from global Neo-libcral domi
nance, however. W ell in line with this widely spread new agenda, the pro
ceedings of the Nordic Freshwater lnitiative, later incorporated into the Dub
lin Statement and Agenda 21, 15 advocate the following two guiding principles 
for water management. Water, it is argued, should be 

- considered as an economic good, and 

- managed at the lowest appropriate levels 

The first principle emphasises the importance of making water users recognise 
both production costs, opportunity cost and the costs of externalities, for ex
ample environmental costs related to the development of water sources and 
the use of water, in order to ensure that water is used more efficiently. The 
hitherto dominating supply management strategy, with its emphasis on technical 
solutions such as dams and inter-basin diversions which increase supply, is to be 
increasingly replaced by demand management, highlighting the ro le of incentives 
in decreasing demand. 

The second principle relates closely to rnany of the Rio-discussions in which 
the importance of local community management was emphasised. 16 This pre
supposes a decentralization of relevant responsibilities from higher levels in the 

13See, for example, World Bank, 1993; 4 7-58, Winnpenny, 1994:32-73, and Serageldin, 1995. These 
authors are mainly concerned with water management policies. 

"On thc wholc, the effccts ofthese policies on the environmental sustainability·of economic devel
opment have been negative. (Reed (Ed.), 1992:152, and Mohan Rao, 1995:1750) 

is Nordic Freshwater Initiative, 1991, lnternational Confcrence on Water and Environment, 1992, 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, 1992, and Lundqvist and J0nch
Clausen (Eds.), 1994. 
16 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, 1992. 
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governmental bureaucracy, and a transfer of responsibilities from the state to 
the civil society in the form ofNGOs or market actors. The basic argument in 
favour of this principle is that efficiency and accountability in resource man
agement increase at lower administrative levels, and in particular if users them
selves are made responsible for managing a local resource. In the case of surface 
water, however, conflicts between for example upstream and downstream users 
may arise and the responsible regime must be able to internalize any negative 
effects of upstream water use within a relevant area ofjurisdiction. Consequently, 
the necessity of an approach integrating water use in several sectors, often from 
a river basin perspective when designing water related policies, has been pro
posed.17 Scill , the shift of policy from reliance on the state as an important force 
in resource management, towards an inclination to afford local communities 
increased responsibilities is clear. 

The New Agenda in the Indian Context 
Tendencies in India towards decentralizing certain responsibilities to NGOs 
or user groups have existed since the beginning of the 1980s. The extensive 
programmes for social forestry and farmers involvement in irrigation manage
ment are only two examples of areas where the redefinition of the role of thc 
state has had implications for practical policy formulation. 18 Implementation of 
general decentralization ambitions has been hesitant, however, and several 
obstacles both within local communities and government departments have 
slowed the process clown. In the past few years, the liberalization of the economy 
and conditioned aid funding have induced the Indian central government to 
strive harder to adopt the new agenda. Efforts to reduce e!ectricity and water 
subsidies for agricultural purposes are increasing,19 and recent legislation aims 
at reinstating the powers and financial capability of local political bodies to 
execute tasks which for some time have been the responsibility ofhigher levels 
of government.20 Two central areas in which the new agenda has had a strong 
breakthrough are industry and irrigated agriculture. 

The impressive expansion of irrigation potential since Indian independence 
has not quite lived up to expectations on the increase in yield per unit ofland. 
In fact, the gap between potential and area actua1ly irrigated was estimated at 

17 Falkenmark et al. , 1990, and Serageldin, 1995. 

"Fora rcview of these efforts, see Sengupta, 1995. 
19 Krishnaswamy, 1994. 
2"73rd Amendment to thc Indian Constitution, passed in 1994 in Tamil Nadu, prescribed pm1cl1t1 ya1 
(local) elccuons to be held for thc first time sincc 1986, aftcr which the scope of the responsibilitics 
and powers of thc urban local bodies would be increased. (Government of lndia, 1992) 
21 Note that this was the official figure, whereas unofficial esumates for individual projects ranged 
between 20 and 70 per cent. (Sivamohan and Scott, 1992) 

13 



Chapter One 

15 per cent in the mid-1970s. 21 The wide gap was mainly a result of unsuccess
ful distribution between the head and tail areas in most irrigation schemes,22 

resulting in water logging and salinization which affected one fourth of the total 
irrigated area.23 The inadeguate maintenance of irrigation infrastructure and 
inefficient functioning ofthe Irrigation Wing ofthe Public Works Department 
combined with loose enforcement of cropping patterns and tax collection on 
the part of the Revenue Department ha ve often been blamed. 24 Since the be
ginning of the 1980s a federally sponsored scheme, the Cornmand Area De
velopment Prograrnme, has aimed at decentralizing responsibilities from the 
Public Works Department to groups of farmers, so called Water User Associa
tions. Thus, user groups are expected to provide functions deemed necessary 
for improving water management, previously managed (although unsuccess
fully) by a government department. 

Irrigation is not the only sector dependem on a secure water supply. Many 
industrial trades, especially the textile and agro-processing industries reguire 
substantial volumes of water and may cause severe pollution problems if effiu
ents are not treated. Since 1991, when the liberalization ofthe Indian economy 
begun, any increase of exports has been warmly welcomed by the central gov
ernment. To some extent, the growth of private industry aiming at export 
markets has improved the country's macro economic situation, bur industrial 
expansion has also resulted in adverse effects for people settled in the vicinity 
of industrial centres. Even though environmental legislation has developed 
considerably during the past 25 years, and state Pollution Control Boards have 
now been set up in all states, the difficulty of getting an administrative hold on 
existing units, and enforcing legislation is stilla severe problem. 25 The idea of 
Common Effluent Treatment Plants has been promoted throughout the country 
to tackle the incapability of the Pollution Control Boards. Liguid effiuents from 
geographically concentrated dusters of polluting factories are to be treated in 
large treatment units owned and operated collectively by those factories. Tims, 
it has become the responsibility of the industrialists themselves to charge each 
other for different volumes and qualities of effiuent water. 

A New Role for the Local Community 
As described above, new challenges and agendas in water management gaining 
importance in India as in many other countries, emphasize a reduced involve
ment of the state in the economy and society. Whether this withdrawal of the 

"The l1ead reac/1 ofan irrigation scheme is the irrigated area closest to the reservöir. Usually, this area 
receives relatively more water than the tail end ofthe irrigation scherne, i.e., the area furthest away 
from the reservoir. 
23 National Commission for Agriculture, referred to in Dutt and Rao, 1996. 
2' See for example Palanisamy, 1984, and Wade, 1982, 1994. 
25 D'Souza, 1995. 
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state takes the form of privatizing national railway systems, or vesting parents 
with responsibility for previously publicly run nurseries, it raises the same type 
of question: which problems are inherent in the new ways of supplying these 
goods? The dilemmas and requirements for markets taking over the ro le of the 
state have been dealt with elsewhere.26 What isat focus here are the problems 
of decentralizing responsibilities to local entities of collective action such as 
NGOs and user associations. The principal question to be answered is what are 
the possibilities fora strengthened civil society to take over functions in which 
the state has failed? 

The main apprehension cancerns the new capabilities that must be de
veloped by the local conununity, if it shall overcome the information, moni
toring, enforcement and legitimacy problems facing many national governments 
today. In fact, the main obstacles for any state to perform as expected lie in 
exactly the same type of dilemmas experienced, and partly solved, by the milk
collecting king in the proverb. The insufficient ability to collect, process and 
spread information, the monitoring and enforcement problems, and the legiti
macy gap of the Indian state are almost identical (except for the difference in 
scale) to that of the king. Tims, local governance structures must be able to 
mobilize resources to solve these dilemmas in order to perform its new func
tions satisfactorily. But what evidence is there to suggest that the failure of the 
state in creating such structures would automatically be replaced by local com
munity success? 

If the problems of institutional change just described are overcome, and 
local governance structures succeed in organizing, for example, irrigation farmers 
and textile industrialists to assume and execute new delegated responsibilities, 
a new dilemma may arise .27 Pro-decentralization policy-makers, often seem to 
assume that local entities of collective action will use their power to provide 
the local solutions for which they were initially created and elected. This, 
however, is notat all certain. Locally based organizations may also start making 
their voices heard in regional political contexts, for example concerning the 
general performance of authorities, or in order to influence administrative and 
political resource allocation decisions. This might, of course, work in the di
rection of increased accountability of the state, but could also transform an 
accountable state into a "soft state", and user organizations into pressure groups. 28 

2"Kcmper, 1996, Ghosh, 1994, Shah, 1993, Lynne andBurkhardt, 1990, Dragun and Gleeson, 1989, 
and Saliba et al., 1987 . 
27 The notion ofthe local government is here used to envisage a governing structure which may, but 
does not necessarily ha ve to include everyone !i ving in a cenain village or area. As will become clear 
further on, this thesis deals wich entities of collcctive action among land o wning farmers and texcile 
industrialim alone. The intention of these organizations was never tO include groups such as, fo r 
example, landless agricultural labourers, textile workers or households dcpending on local water 
resources. 
28 Olson, 1982. 
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In this way, the state could become an arena where various well-formulated 
and strongly organized interests compete with each other for an increased share 
of state controlled resources, while weaker groups flounder. In this way, the 
intentional creation oflocal water user groups actively contributes to promot
ing the organizational strength of these associations, which may be used to 
aggravate inefficient resource allocation even further. Thus, the removal of 
government failures by the removal ofthe state as such from the economy, should 
not automatically be expected to result in more efficient resource utilization, 
and already existing market failures may even be further aggravated when the 
importance of the state diminishes.29 

Research Approach and Research Questions 
The general decentralization ambitions of the Indian state, and the specific 
policies formulated to transfer responsibilities concerning water management 
to groups of irrigation farmers and industrialists, provide the background for 
the case studies investigated in the thesis . Two cases have been chosen. The 
organizations studied are the Water User Associations in the Lower Bhavani 
Project (irrigation farmers), and the Common Effiuent Treatment Plant-boards 
and the Dyers' Association in Tirupur (textile processing industrialists), both 
typical examples of the implementation of the management at the /owest appropri
ate /eve/s-principle. Both Tirupur and the Lower Bhavani Proj ect are situated 
in the Coimbatore-region in South Tamil Nadu. This area is marked by low 
rain fall, high potential evapo-transpiration, a relatively large area under irriga
tion and an extremely rapid development of the export oriented textile indus
try. Moreover, industrialization has led to rapid urbanization, severe pollution 
oflocal water resources, and inadeguate supply of water to urban households. 
Several infrastructural projects for re-allocation of water from agricultural uses 
to domestic purposes have recently been implemented, and !arge informal 
markets re-allocate water from agriculture to urban households and industries. 
The competition for the scarce water resource between three main user groups 
in the area (households, agriculture and industries) is escalating, and the efforts 
of the government to involve users in water management are increasing. 

The thesis aims at increasing the understanding of the preconditions for 
decentralization processes, and how they affect thc potentials for local entities 
of collective action to shoulder burdens and responsibilities where state and federal 
governments have failed. Three dilemmas of collective action are of particular 
interest; the problems of 1) information, 2) monitoring and enforcement, and 
3) legitimacy. The study of the creation and functioning of these organizations 

2''Gunnarsson, 1991, and Reed (Ed.), 1992. See also Ghosh, 1994, who argues thar the privatization 
ofthe Indian power industry has encouraged a new form ofrent seeking by foreign capita! owners. 
In early 1996, a sim ilar discussion was going on in the UK regarding the privatization ofBritish Rail. 
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is not pursued from the perspective of the state (as an implementation process), 
but rather from the perspective of the water users themselves, as a process of 
institutional change affecting thcir lives and livelihoods and to a !arge extent 
created by themselves. 

The thesis is organised as follows. Chapter Two presents a possible way of 
approaching the issues in focus from a theoretical perspective. Analytical tools 
borrowed from New Institutional Economjcs are complemented, and somc
times contrasted with concepts from Old Institutionalism and political science. 
In Chapter Threc, the methodological points of departure of the thesis, and 
the practical details o f the qualitative methods of data collection employed du ring 
field periods are described. Chapter Four presents the studied region with main 
focus on water resources and needs, and how rufferent groups of water users 
have positioned themselves to protect their respective interests. The first case 
study is presented in Chapters Five to Seven, where the efforts among irriga
tion farmers to create local institution airning at improved water management 
in the Lower Bhavani Project are investigated and analyzed. A similar initiative 
among textilc industrialists in Tirupur is the focus of the second case, presented 
in Chapters Eight to Ten. Chapter Eleven compares the two cases, and puts 
them into a broader context concerning the division of powers and re
sponsibilities betwcen the state and local governance structures. 
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CHAPTER Two 

Institutions, Collective Action 
and Institutional Change 

I n order to understand the processes of decision-making affecting resource 
use in society, a framework that focuses on the creation and change ofin

centives and their impact at the micro-level is essential. We need to under
stand which rationales lie behind the actions of individuals ;ind what is the 
connection between individual decision making, changes in structures guiding 
resource flows, and the functioning of society at !arge. 

In the 1930s and 40s, a group of economists reacted against what they saw 
as a development of the economic discipline in a far too reductionistic and un
realistic (although mathematically exact) direction. Their empirical and induc
tive research, often labelled as Old Institutionalism and led by schalars like 
Commons, Veblen and Myrdal, rejected the methodological individualism and 
claimed value-objectiveness of the Neo-classical paradigm. However, the po
sition of the Neo-classicists was consolidated over the years as the mainstream 
of economics, and the O ld institutionalists, were criticized for their lack of a 
coherent theoretical framework and for employing ad hoc explanations for vari
ations found in the empirical material. Recently, however, a direction of re
search generally called the New Institutional Economic school, including schal
ars such as Coase, North and Williamson, has gained increased importance with.in 
the field. The school accepts some of the central assumptions of the neo-clas
sical school, but hasat the same time radically changed the focus of study. In
stead of restraining their analysis to how resources are ailocated in markets, new 
institutionalists direct their attention to how the markets themselves and other 
allocation mechanisms at work in society come into function. Both the Old 
and New institutionalist schools focus on organizational structure, or the institu
tions of society and the economy. Core concepts and assumptions from both 
schools will be put together in this chapter to forma framework of analysis for 
the empirical material in the two case studies. 

An Institutional Approach 
The mode of defining institutions differs, but most are more or less cohcrent 
with the following: 
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" Institutions include any form of constraint that human beings devise to shape human 
interaction. ( ... ) Like institutions, organizations provide a structure to human inter
action. "1 

According to this definition, institutions provide working rules for the economy, 
within and according to which individuals and organizations interact. The 
concept includes all the economic, political, social and cultural rules and norms 
that together constitute the incentive structure facing the individual decision-maker. 
To some extent this definition emphasizes the character ofinstitutions as merely 
restraining individual actions, while a sim.ilar, but differently formulated defini
tion hints at how they are actually created and maintained, i.e., by "collective 
action in control, liberation, and expansion of individual action. "2 With the 
latter definition organizations and national stares can also be seen as institutions, 
providing both incentives to and possibilities for individual actions. 

Rules and norms exist at several hierarchical levels where institutions at 
higher levels often constrain institutions at lower levels. The organizationaJ 
structure of a labour union or a private corporation provides actors within the 
organizations with rules, and the organization can be seen as an institution. At 
the same time, however, the organization itself is subject to rules set by other 
institutions at higher levels, and could also be seen as an actor. 

By creating incentives institutions render the outcome of individual deci
sion-making easier to predict, an effect being that less resources have to be spent 
on searching for, processing and spreading information about individual be
haviour. Institutions have to be stabile to a certain extent in order to promote 
coordinated actions among individuals. Many institutions, for example the in
stitution of money, can store information about the value of the resources put 
into the production of a good, making economic interaction less time con
suming than simple barters.3 Thus, by creating a predictability of individual 
behaviour, institutions can reduce the costs involved in interaction among 
decision-makers, provided of course, that the rules are actually followed by a 
majority of individuals. 

Consequently, an important feature of institutions is to w hat extent and 
how they are enforced. Institutions as habits or completely internalized social 
norms hardly need any externally imposed enforcement ro have a fundamental 
impact on individual behaviour. Other rules, aimed at constraining individual 
behaviour for the general well-being of society or the fulfilling of a business 
contract, may be more difficult to enforce. In such cases two conditions have 
to be fulfilled; it must be possible to monitor the behaviour of the individual, 

1 Nonh, 1990:4. For similar definitions see Ostrom, 1990, Nabli and N ugent, 1989, and Uphoff, 
1986. 
2 Commons, 1950:21. See also V. Ostrom, 1988. 
3 Eggertsson, 1990:231-246. 
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and if he deviates from the stipulated contract, his actions must be punishable 
in some way or another. Rules which can be negotiated or even ignored with
out consequences often have less impact on individual behaviour than those 
which arc strictly enforced. 

The predictability and enforcement aspects of institutions are closely con
nected to the concept of transaction costs. The existence of this typc of costs can 
be explained by the costliness of information and the fact that individuals in 
some situations do not adhere to rules. A distinction should be made between 
transaction costs or the costs of running the economic system, and production costs, 
i.e., the costs of transforming resources into goods.4 Most definitions of trans
action costs encompass costs for information searching about different economic 
strategies, bargaining, the fonnulation of a contract, the monitoring of involved 
parties, and contract enforcement. 5 

The magnitude of transaction costs and their relation to the enforcement 
and coordination aspects of institutions, will form the centre of this analys1s of 
how institutional change is brought about. The irrigation farmers in the Lower 
Bhavani Project, the textile industrialists in Tirupur and their organizations, 
will provide two examples for which the Tamil proverb about the king is of 
high relevance. The remaining part of this chapter is devoted to the develop
ment of a frame of reference enabling an analysis of the interplay between in
dividual decision-making and transaction costs in the conscious and purpose
ful creation of new institutions for collective action. 

Institutions, Individuals and Interactions 
Debate within the social sciences concerning the rationaliry and even predict
ability ofhuman behaviour hasa long history. One of the fundamental assump
tions of the Neo-classical paradigm is the rational-choice mode! which implies 
that producers and consumers maximize their expected profit and utility. They 
do so in an equilibrium situation, their preferences are stable and information 
is costless and perfect. New Institutional Economics accepts the hard core of 
Neo-classical behavioural assumptions hut have added two more; bounded ra
tionality and opportunistic behaviour, which render the mode! more compli
cated hut also more realistic. 

'Williamson, 1985:18-19. 

'Eggertsson, 1990: 15. There are many similar accouncs. Gunnarsson, 1992, for example, defines 
transaction costs as contact, contract and control costs. Both North, 1990, and Ostrom et al., 1993, 
include efficiency Jesses caused by opportunistic behaviour ofindividuals in the concept as well. Since 
the magnitude of efficiency Jesses due to "deficiencies" of the existing institutions is difficult to assess, 
unless presuming that an optimal set ofinstitutions could exist, this definition will not be used here. 
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The assumption of bounded rationality, implies that each decision maker is not 
maximizing but rather satisfying his utility.6 In complicated decision-m aking 
situations, the costliness of obtaining information reduces the individual's abil
ity to gain perfect, or even near-perfect information about the outcomes of 
each alternative choice. Moreover, even ifhe could, each decision-maker has 
only a limited capacity to process collected information. These two facts com
bined mean that a decision-maker can merely obtain a subjective perception of 
each choice situation. The consequence of this deciphering oj the environment7 

implies that the uncertainty and complexity of many decision situations, espe
cially those related to collective behaviour, makes the individual's previous 
experiences and subjective interpretation of the present situation important 
factors in the decision-making process. 8 In other words; "The agent's own utility 
function - his or her own sense of the way the world ought to be - appears 
to play a role in the outcomes."9 Thus, each individual's subjective perception 
of the reasons, goals and means of acting in a certain way will determine his 
decision. For example, his views about water use, if and how it should be changed 
and who would be responsible for such changes, are deterrnining for his ac
tions. 

The individual's way of viewing the world is to some extent dependent on 
the interests he represents. It is reasonable to believe that a dyeing industrialist 
perceives the effects of industrial pollution as being less negative than an af
fected farmer would, because he knows that part of his profit is dependent on 
the continuation of discharging effiuents into the river. Similarly, a head reach 
farmer with good water supply may be inclined to point at badly maintained 
irrigation infrastructure and other similar factors outside his control as the main 
reasons for water scarcity at the tail end, rather than admitting that he is ben
efiting from the unequal distribution of water. 10 

The fact that a decision-maker can never obtain perfect information about 
the outcomes of a particular decision, means that he can never know exactly 
how other decision-makers are going to act. T he costliness of obtaining and 
processing information leaves room for opportunism. In the institutional litera-

'"Simon, 1961 :xxiv, argues that actors are " i11tendedly rational, but only lit11i1edly so". 
7 North, 1990:25. 

• Ostrom, 1990. 
9 North, 1990:21 (iralics mi ne). 

"' In fact, thc rendency of informants to describe a situation or process from their own perspective, 
sometimes ev en deliberately changingthe story to their favou·r. isa well known methodological problem. 
I would argue, however, that the knowlcdge or perception of cach individual about the world around 
us is not only dependent on the private interesrs. As a result of various socialization processes involving 
education, professional and social interactions, each individual is bound to ha ve sim.ilar perceptions 
on a wide range of issues, as others with sinular experiences. More on this in the section on moral 
power and Chapter Thrce. 
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ture building directly on the Neo-classical behavioural assumptions, it is as
sumed that if an individual can gain same advantages by breaking one or sev
eral contract obligations without the risk ofbeing caught and punished in some 
way, he is likely to do so. Thus, if some dimension of a contract is unclear or 
unregulated, or if the monitoring possibilities of a number of dimensions are 
limited, then the individual is likely to maximize his utility by shirking on any 
of these dimensions. 11 Due to the costliness of information, no contract can 
cover and monitor all dimensions, i.e., no contract is complcte, and there will 
always be room for opportunistic behaviour. 

Even though the behavioural assumption of a strong inclination towards 
opportunistic behaviour is widespread, many institutional authors admit that 
there are also moral, or altruistic dimensions of human behaviour. Ostrom, for 
example, sees "strong norms against opportunistic behaviour" as an important 
factor influencing the decision making of economic actors. 12 Olson mentions 
an "emotional or ideological elem~nt" which would promote individuals to 
deliberately take responsibility for the provision of a desired public good. 13 North 
speaks of an ideological component of economic decisions, but concludes that 
the extent to which they guide decision makers is negatively correlated to the 
price, or foregone benefits, that are connected with such a behaviour.14 Thus, 
most New Institutional economists recognize the importance of ideology o r 
norms, but often limit their conceptual understanding of these nations to util
ity maximization in the sense of avoiding feelings of guilt. The way in which 
these norms are internalized, and from where they originate seems to be a matter 
of great confusion. 

One way of understanding the rationality of the individual, is to relate the 
concept oflegitimacy or moral justification to the individual's own opinion of 
the way the world ought to be. The exact formulation of this opinion, in tum, 
depends on which social norms guide the behaviour of the individual, and how 
strongly they influence his decision- making. Social norms that function more 
as social or religious ornaments than as uncompromisable personal principles, 
are likely to ha ve less bearing on the actions of individuals tha n partly internal
ized nonns, enforced by use of social control and other in forma! enforcement 
mechanisms. Completely internalized norms must be seen as part oj the indi
vidually decided definition oj uti/ity maximization (and rationality), rather than an 
externally imposed incentive. Thus, a shared social norm fully internalized by 

11 Eggertsson, 1990 , notes that the dimensions that are actually measured are often rhose that are least 
costly, and chat dimensions costly ro monitor and measure are more seldom regulared in contracts. 

" Ostrom, 1990:36. 
13 O lson, 1965:12. 
14 North, 1990. In an article from 1978, North acknowledges the role ofideology and the possibilicy 
of changing preferenccs, and calls for furthcr studies of these matt ers, but has so far not done much 
work in that direction himself. 
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members of a group and in coherence with the rules of that group, can prevent 
virtually all opportunistic behaviour, without increasing monitoring and enforce
ment activities. This collectivization ef rationalities, whether intentional or not, is 
abasis for any entity of collective action, and is likely to ha ve a bearing on shirking 
tendencies. 15 

The question as to whether institutions should be seen as rigid structures 
producing incentives guiding the behaviour of individuals, or rather as emerg
ing from the interaction between individuals able to change them is worth a 
special comment. 16 Clearly, one of the main characteristics ofinstitutions is that 
they must have same degree of stability. If not, they would not have the incen
tive and coordinating effects that lie at the core ofthe concept. However, rules 
and norms cannot only be structures, since they require constant reconstruc
tion through interaction to be upheld. Granovetter, who uses the term culture 
in the same sense as we use institutions, describes the process as follows: 

" culture is not a once-and-for-all inOut:nct: but an ongoing process, continuously 
constructed and reconstructed <luring interaction. It not only shapes its members but 
also is shaped by them"l7 

Thus, the possibilities for legitimizing institutions is determining for the moti
vation of individuals. The comprehension of what is and is not legitimate can 
change, just as individual subjective perceptions of reality change when parties 
are confronted with a changing environment or involved in social interaction 
or processes oflearning. This seems to be particularly important in processes of 
institutional change aiming at the establishment of new entities of collective 
action. 

Theories of Collective Action 
As noted in Chapter One, the ability oflocal communities and groups to cre
ate local governing structures is crucial in a situation where more and more 
responsibilities are decentralized from the state to local communities. Certain 
goods provided by local governance structurcs, as well as the institutions for 
local governance themselves can be seen as public goods, 18 both dependent on 
the ability to establish an entity of collective action locally. 19 Moreover, a sus-

15 Lazonick, 1991. 
1
" For an overview of different sociological perspectives on the individual and the existencc and 

reproduction of social structures, see Månsson (Red.), 1991. 
17 Granovetter, 1985:486. 
18 A public good is defincd by two main characteristics; that use ofthc good is non- rivalry in use, i.c. 
onc individual's use ofit docs not affect thc utility gains of othcrs, and that access to the good is difficu!t 
to control. Examples of public goods are national defence, national banks, a system oflaws and courts, 
radio and television broad-casting. 
19 Commons, 1950. 
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tainable management of commonly owned resources often requires that local gov
ernance structures are able to restrain individual profit maxirnization for the 
benefit of the group. In both these contexts the obvious need for coordinated 
behaviour may be difficult to fulfil. In order to investigate what is usually seen 
as the main dilemma of collective action, we will again return to the Tamil 
proverb about the rnilk-collecting king. 

One type of public good had already been provided in the king's village; 
institutions for local governance existed in the form of the king and his admin
istration. Even so, when the rnilk was to be collected, these institutions were 
not able to prevent the opportunistic behaviour of individual villagers. If the 
purpose of the milk collection was to increase the private fortune of the king, 
the whole affair must be interpreted as an effort by the king to use his powerful 
position to exploit his subjects, and their opportunistic behaviour is rendered 
quite understandable, in fact, even worth some encouragement. However, if 
the m.i.lk was really to be used for a purpose benefiting the whole village, the 

Jree-riding of the villagers would be a problem. 

One way oflooking at collective action in recent institutional literature is 
in the meaning of pressure groups. Olson argues that groups such as labour 
unions, farm organizations, cartels and corporations exist primarily to further 
the interests of their members.20 To do so successfully, individuals who chose 
to participate in the group must have a common interest or a goal that every
one is eager to reach. The inhabitants of a village, for example, may all favour 
an improvement of the road running through the villa ge, a specific category of 
workers may request higher wages, or farmers may welcome more subsidies 
for agricultural inputs. The fulfilment ofthese interests or goals can be equalled 
with the provision of a public good since: 

" ... the achievement oj any comn1on goal or the satisfaction oj any comnron interesr meam rhat 
a public or common good has been provided for thar group. The very fact that a goal or a 
purpose is common to a group means that no one in the group is excluded from the 
benefit or satisfaction brought about by its ach.ievemenr. "21 

Thus, organizations furthering the common inte rests of its members are likely 
to face difficulties in preventing individual members from cheating, since they 
are likely to benefit from any achievements ofthe organization evcn if they do 
not contribute themselves. Olson's main object of study is organizations trying 
to influcnce political decision making on the allocation of public resources. One 
of his main conclusions is that large, heterogeneous groups such as consumers, 
tax payers or the unemployed often are unable to overcome the logic oj collective 
action, i.e., they do not succeed in creating governance structures capable of 

2''01son, 1965 

" Olson, 1965: 15 (italics in 01iginal). 
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raising the funds necessary for lobbying. Smaller and more homogeneous groups 
such as farmers, industrial organizations and labour unions, on the other hand, 
he argues, often do. 

Hardin's article on the tragedy ef the commons22 is an often quoted forerunner 
for a !arge body of literature which envisages situations involving commonly 
managed resources such as prisoners' dilemma-games, and almost categorically 
makes pessimistic predictions concerning the (in)ability of local communities 
to manage resources commonly.23 Instead, privatization or nationalization has 
often been suggested as the only measure to ensure sustainable and efficient 
resource use.24 Lately, however, the widespread conviction that privatization 
or nationalization of natural resources is the only way to avoid tragedy-situa
tions has provoked strong reactions among social scientists studying natura! 
resource management from an institutional perspective. They argue that it in 
many cases has been possible for resource users to overcome the logic of col
lective action. 25 

Naturally,the objectives and type of goods that a group isaimingatwill influence 
how the potential participators act in relation to it.A distinction between public 
and private goods might be in place.According to O lson, the main aim of pressure 
groups is to realize a conunon interest shared by members of a group. Thus, by 
definition, the good provided must be a "common" good and the possibilities 
of excluding non-contributors from these benefits are limited. The assumed 
purpose oflocal entities of collective action involved in resource management, 
however, is to maintain and distribute the flow of econom.ic benefits stemming 
from that resource. In most cases these resources are subtractable, and thus, non
contribu tors can (at least thcoretically) be denied the benefits from them.At the 
same time, the very existence and maintenance of the resource base can be seen 
as a public good, in that it is commonly owned and used. Sing describes a com
mon property resource as a mixed public good: 

"in the sense that, like pure public good it is used commonly by all eligible members 
ofthe group and exclusion offree-riders is difficult or is very expensive and, like a non
public good, its use is subtractable or competitive"26 

Another important distinction is defining collective activity goals. Olson dis
tinguishes between encompassing and distributional organizations of which the 
former can "serve its members by making the pie society produces larger" rather 
than simply "obtaining larger shares (of a given) social pie for its members"27

• 

22 Hardin, 1968. 

l·'What these schalars actually referred to wcre resources later on described as open access resources, i.e ., 
neither privately or collectively managed resources open for anyone to use . (Bromley (Ed.), 1992) 
2' O strom, 1990:8-13. 
25 The classical reference in this context is Ostrom, 1990. 
21' Singh, 1994:7. See also Oakerson, 1992. 
27 Olson, 1982:42. 
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These two different sets of goals, will give rise to different magnitudes of costs 
to be met by organization members. The economic resources that have to be 
raised by organization members to obtain the objectives of the organization 
are often lower if the organization is prcssing an externa] party, for example the 
national govcrnment to fulfil certain demands, i.e., an externa/ solution, than if 
the group itself is providing or maintaining a certain good, i.e., an interna/ so
lution. Moreover, different methods for pursuing either an externa! or interna! 
solution may vary with the methods used. When collective action aims at an 
externa! solution, economic and other costs for peaceful lobbying or high leve! 
corruption required to achieve a certain goal are often lower than those con
nected with a violent mass-struggle. In the case of natural resource manage
ment by a local corrununity, assumingly an internal solution, costs for construction 
and maintenance of, for example, irrigation infrastructure can be very high, 
while preventing over-grazing of a common pasture rnostly involves rule en
forcement costs. Thus, objectives of collective action and methods of pursuing 
goals are crucial in deciding the magnitude of costs that have to be shared among 
participants, and the role that local collective action will play in a regional 
context. In other words, the direction of collective action will affect the mag
nitude of the production costs within the organization. 

R ecently, the body of theoretical and empirical research focusing on the 
factual existencc and functioning of institutions managing commonly owned 
local resources, has become quite substantial.28 The success of these cases is often 
explained by their ability to design, create and uphold institutions, i. e., a sys
tem of rules, often informaJ, that produce incentives for individuals to restrain 
resource use and contribute to measures aimed at preserving and/or expanding 
the resource. Some characteristics seem to be common for most of the cases. 
The successful groups of resource users are often rather small, well-defined and 
stable . The involved users have a high degree of dependency on the concerned 
resource and everyone benefits to a sim.ilar degree from the institutionalized 
collective action. Moreover, they often seem to be culturally homogenous and 
guided by a comprehensive set of social norms. Lastly, infonnation and enforce
ment costs within the group are low.29 

As we can see, the theories concerning collective action in the sense of pres
sure groups and common property resource management entities have much 
in common. In both cases, the main problem of establishing collective action 
is seen as the possibility for each individual to free-ride, i.e., maximize his own 
utility at the expense ofthe group. Free-riding isa theoretical concept invented 
by a science which for decades has been dominated by scholars from the West. 

2"See, forexample, Ostrom etal., 1994, Vedeld, 1994, Wade, 1992, 1988,Blaikie etal., 1992, Bromley 
(Ed.), 1992, Reddy, 1991, Sengupta, 1991, and Ostrom, 1990, 1988. 

'.?'I Ostrom, 1990. Scc also Tang, 1989. 
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If applyingjust a little bit of cultural relativism, nothing can directly ensure us 
that the concept has any empirical meaning in other regions of the world. In 
societies based on extended families, dans and/ or castes the scope for individual 
decision-making and utility maximization may be so restricted, that free-rid
ing as defined by economists virtually does not exist. This isa matter that should 
be investigated empirically in each region before concluding anything, but the 
story about the king in Chapter One does indicate that at least one interpretation 
of free-riding is clear to most Tamils. The question, however, is which other 
situations could be interpreted as free-ridil1g by the researcher or for that mat
ter by the national government, and how such interpretations are viewed by 
the resource users themselves? Free-ridingfrom what? The answer to this ques
tion is closely related to which social norms guide individual decision making 
and whether or not they frame a particular decision in terms of free-riding. A 
number of such possible and realized definitions of free-riding are presented in 
the empirical part of the thesis. 

The Enforcement Dilemma of Collective Action 
As we have seen, theories of collective action emphasize the importance of 
incentives in influencing individual behaviour towards cooperation, and focus 
on the costs of information and enforcement. But how can such incentives be 
designed to be as efficient as possible, and what more than economic incen
tives is required for upholding the institutions for collective action? At the core 
of the problem lies the assumed opportunistic behaviour of the individual, and 
the necessity of local governance structures being able to control tendencies 
for free-riding. Most economists focus on the role of economic incentives in 
guiding the behaviour of the individual . Only if the cost of contributing to some 
form of collective action is lower than expected benefits, are individuals likely 
to contribute,30 and sometimes not even then.3 1 Olson emphasizes the impor
tance of selective incentives in limiting opportunistic behaviour. These incentives 

"can be either negative or positive, in that they can either coerce by punishing those 
who fail to bear an allocated share of the cost or they can be positive inducements 
offered ro those who act in group interest"32 

The main effect of such incentives is that they are su bject to a certain degree of 
divisibility, and thus, ha ve the characteristics of a private good or cost. This 
enables the design of an incentive structure which treats those who join the 
collective action differently from those who do not. In the case of common 

31' 0 strom, 1990:192-214. 
" In the analysis of collective action situations with a prisoner's dilemma framework, individuals are 
assumed to always chose the non-cooperation alternative, even though they know that cooperation 
by the majoriry would lead to higher utility for all partici'pants. 

J
2 Olson, 1965:51. 
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property resource management, excludability is connected to the possibilities 
of designing negative selective incentives, i.e., preventing free-riders from 
benefiting from the resource. Tl1Us, the possibilities for adopting selective in
centives seem to be important also in the case of common property resource 
management. 

Although the ability oflocal governance structures to design selective in
centives surely is important, other factors may be as decisive when it comes to 
the probable success o r failure oflocal entities of collective action. In much of 
the literature, social norms are identified as playing an important role in the 
functioning of collective action, but only in so far as they already exist and have 
done so fora long time. The problem facing the Tamil king, i.e., how to in
duce his subjects to contribute with rnilk instead of water, could of course be 
solved by inventing a method of identifying who had poured water into the 
container, and then design some kind of selective incentive to be imposed on 
defaulters (or, if a carrot rather than the stick-type of in centive, on the milk 
contributors). But what if it was impossible to find out what was poured into 
the container, ar if a selective incentive was difficult to implement? An alter
native possibility in such a case would be to raise the degree oflegitimacy among 
villagers for the purposes af milk-collection. The internalization of new social 
norms concerning the purpose of rnilk-collection, the position of the king and 
other similar issues could promote a more successful result. Alternatively, the 
king could threaten the villagers with collective punishment and other coer
cive methods. Any one of these three modes of ensuring rule compliance re
quires that the rule enforcing institution/individual is in possession of a sub
stantial amount of authority. 

Few thorough analyses of the origin and functioning of examples of such 
authority have been made within New Institutional Econornics. Commons, 
however, explicitly recognizes the crucial role that different expressions of au
thority play in econornic and social life, and argues that some form of power is 
a prerequisite for the establishment of any entity af collective action. He statcs 
that: 

"All organizations must act through individuals who are entrusted with authority ro 
give direcrion ro the combincd force of the collective action. ( ... ) Organized in this 
way, cach kind of collective action isa government, differing in the kind of'sancrions' 
employed to bring the inclividual to conformity with che rules, as che moral sancrions 
of opinion, the economic sancrions of deprivation of property, or the boclily sanctions 
of physical force. " 33 

Thus, Commons distinguishes between three_different kinds of power that can 
be used by each government of collective action; moral, economic and physiral 
poU1er. Empirically, the use and effects of these three forms af power may be 

·" Commons, 1950:40. 
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difficult to distinguish from each other, but the categorization may still enhance 
our understanding of possible ways of intentionally influencing individual de
cision-making. All three forms of power are normally purposeful; used with 
some intention by national governments, private companies, labour unions, 
ecclesiastical organizations and other forms of collective action. 

The exercise of economic power, requires group ability to withhold property 
rights of resources from free-riders as a means of commanding obedience. The 
existence of economic power rests in principle on a well-defined and enforced 
system of property rights where certain resources are distributed so that an 
individual or organization can prevent others from benefiting from them. A 
typical example is the big landlord who can induce landless agricultural work
ers to work for him for payment in kind, or the owner of a private company in 
control of machine capital, who can induce his employees to work faster by 
introducing a piece rate-system. The possibilities for using these incentives are 
dependant on existing property rights and the type of good involved in con
tracting. 34 

In some relations, power building on enforcement through mere duress 
may be important. Examples of the use of physical power are " ... war, taxation, 
imprisonment, which opera tes by the sanction of violence, without economic 
ormoral sanctions."35 The way in which a state is constituted, whether by 
democracy, feudalism or fascism, does not affect the fact that all states exercise 
physical power, both towards its citizens and towards other states in upholding 
internal social stability and externa! sovereignty. The main tools for doing so 
are the legislative, executive and judicial departments of a country's constitu
tional system. However, the existence of bank robberies and Mafia organiza
tions makes it obvious that organizations and individuals other than the state 
can also use physical power. 

If an organization or individual is in possession of authority sternming from 
religious or cultural values, ifit has some control over production and diffusion 
of information or is able to dictate the agenda for public discussion, this or
ganization or individual has also acquired a certain amount of moral power. The 
possession of moral power is closely related to the ability to control the inter
nalization of norms, or building on already existing ideologies. A democratic 
national government, for example, bases a great deal of its authority on sup
portive public opinion. lmportant ways of spreading such opinions are by con
trolling the work of the party machine and newspapers loyal to the govern
ment. Another important tool isa nation's educational system, and for specific 
issues awareness and information campaigns may be very effective. Many larger 
private companies today spend resources on a public relations department, which 

"Olson 's selective incentives are purely based on economic power. 

'~ Commons, 1950: 77 
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makes efforts both towards its employees and towards its customers and the 
general public in order to spread a positive picture of the company and its ac
tivities. Farmers' organizations and trade unions are to a !arge extent formed 
around certain ideological convictions among members that the issues they are 
working for are morally right.36 

The valuation that each individual will make of the activities of these dif
ferent forms of collective action depends on the information he receives and 
his presumptions about society. Thus, each individual's subjective interpretation 
of received information will be decisive for his perception of a certain com
pany, trade union or other entity of collective action. Moreover, by framing 
the presentation ofinfonnation in a particular way, an organization may change 
the way that individuals perceive society at !arge. In this way, the goals and 
rules of the entity of collective action may become legitimate among its par
ticipants through persuasion, and the group members will perceive them as being 
fair, sensible, important or right in s01ne sense.37 

Real-world examples of collective action where only one type of power is 
exercised are difficult to find. In most cases a mix between moral and economic 
power is essential for the functioning of the group. An illegitimate leader or 
institution can remain in power, but only by means of incentives and sanctions 
and with a very high factor of duress. Similarly, if the stakes are high social norms 
alone are not likely to restrain individual utility maximization, and under such 
circumstances economic incentives may be needed to ensure that free-riding is 
kept at a low leve!. In other contexts, the mere use of economic incentives 
may not be enough (mainly because of the difficulties of monitoring and en
forcement) and internalized social norms restraining individual profit 
maximization would work better. It is also important to note the various time 
spans required for the efficient use of different forms of power. It is likely that 
the results of internalization of norms through information campaigns will be 
slower than more direct use of economic incentives or the inunediate threat of 
physical violence. On the other hand, once norms are internalized, the effects 
of moral power can have consequences long after resources for info rmation 
have been withdrawn, whereas economic and physical incentives must con
stantly be upheld by monitoring and sanctioning operations that are bound to 
employ resources as long as the economic or physical power is exercized. Thus, 
it is reasonable to believe that a mix of various forms of power rather than a 
single factor of economic incentives w ill decide w hether collective action will 
materialize or not. 

'
6 Also Olson, 1965, recognizes the importance ofthis issue, but puts his main emphasis on the design 
of selective incentives in explaining successful entities of collective action . 

. n The importance of awareness campaigns and an enforcing authority with hjgh legitimacy has been 
recognized by several authors studying pollution prevention. See fo r example Braadbaart, 1995, 
Santopietro, 1995, and Bhatia et al ... 1994. 
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One form of collective action which seems to have a great impact on resource 
allocation especially in rural corrununities is patron-client relations, defined by 
Medard as: 

"a relationship of personal dependency, excluding kinship ties, maintained by recip
rocal exchanges offavours between two persons, the patron and the cliem, who comrol 
unequal resources"3R 

Numerous studies carried out all over the world have found this way of under
standing the interaction between the powerful and the powerless useful.39 

Normally, the power of the patron is based on his ability to reward the submis
sive behaviour ofhis clients by granting them certain material or other benefits 
and the possibility of punishing those who disobey him, i.e., economic power. 
The client may mark this by offering services, votes or just his public support 
to the patron . This renders the patron responsible for the welfare of his clients 
within certain dimensions, but at the same time upholds a hierarchical relation 
where the patron is the stronger counterpart. Often, the patron bases his power 
not only on the control ofland or other production resources, but also on his 
ability to understand and influence forces externa! to the local corrununity, such 
as regional or national markets or central authorities. In many cases, the patron 
uses his control over both these resources in order to influence the decisions of 
his clients. 

In India, as in many other countries, the authority of the local village pa
tron is not purely based on economic power, but often also decided by an 
ascriptive hierarchical system, as for example, the caste system or a tradition of 
letting certain religious duties and benefits be inherited from father to son. 40 It 
is reasonable to believe that the Tamil king in the proverb is just such a patron, 
and that he bases his governance both on economic and moral power based on 
tradition and social norms. It might not be the case with our king, but occa
sio nally strong patrons also use physical power outside the control of the state 
to uphold their authority.41 From this we understand that patron-client rela-

"' Medard, 1982:166. 

~"Schmidt et al. (Eds.). 1977, and Bardhan (Ed.) , 1989. In fact, Coase, 1937, and Williamson, 1985, 
analysis of the firmas a h ierarchical structure with an cntrepreneur/ principal who coordinates long 
term contracts with input owncrs and direccs these resources to optimizc production, where the 
comract between manager and employce is scen as a deliberate but strongly authoritarian relation, 
could also be analysed within a patron-client framework. 

'" Eisenstadr and Roniger, 1984 :178- 184. 

" Gough describes several cases from Thanjavur in the 1950s in which Brahmans "judgcd and pun
ished oflences against traditional village law that werc regarded as both crimes and sins, using the 
village deity as their divinc authority and hcr tcmple yard as the village court." (Gough, 1989:309) 
Ouring ficld work in thc late 1970s, she draws the conclusion that in many cases the powers of the 
Brahmins and their power bases, both in terms of rcligious and economic status, had declined. (Gough, 
1981, 1989) 
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tions normally build on all three types of power, even though the dimension 
easiest to investigate empirically is the use of economic power. 42 

Even if an entity of collective action is supported by the use of economic, 
physical and moral power, it is not certain that the race of free-riding can be 
kept under concrol. The costs of information and enforcement may still be too 
high, and the capability of the members to meet such costs too low. The con
cept of transaction costs, even though mostly used to analyse contracting between 
two parties, might serve as an analytical tool for understanding the appearance 
or non-existcnce of collective action in different situations. 

The Costs of Transacting: 
Coordination and Motivation Costs 
Imagine that a group of people join to work fora common goal. The patterns 
of interaction that evolve depend on the type of task that has been identified, 
how the institutional arrangements have been designed and who the members 
of the group are. Resource flows occur, collective decisions are taken, rules are 
followed, enforced and braken and de jure regulations transform inta de facto 
rules. In these interactions, two types of costs are involved; the costs for achieving 
the actual common goal (the production costs), and the costs connected co 
various forms of transaction <luring the production process (transaction costs). 
Williamson distinguishes between two types of transaction costs; ex an te and ex 
post transaction costs.43 Ex ante costs arise before a contract between the parties 
of a long term undertaking has been closed and consist of costs for the drafting, 
negotiation and safeguarding of an agreement. Ex post transaction costs are 
connected to the efforts of monitoring, enforcement and sanctioning of the 
agreement after it has been established. M ost collective action contracts are, 
however, constantly re-negotiated between a varying number of participants 
concerning numerous interconnected dimensions of participation. Therefore, 
it is near impossible to separate betwcen these two categories of transaction costs. 
A distinction based on the type of activities various costs stem from might therc
fore be useful. Transaction costs can be seen as connected to the coordination 
and motivation of individuals: 

' 2 Both Medard, 1982, and Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1984, describe thc patron-client relation more 
as asocial practicc than asocial structure, i.e., thc relation is constantly reproduced by the interaction 
betwecn potential clicnts and patron, and is not necessarily a solid structure uphcld by the powerful 
part. In this case, the exercize of power can not entirely be seen as purposcful actions by the parron, 
but rather as a result of an interactive relation. For the way that I intend to use the patron-client 
concept, however, the possibility and ability for an organization to purposefully use different types 
of power isat the core of the analysis, and an interactive approach would concribute less to the analytical 
usefulness of the concept. 

"Williamson, 1985:20, 21. 

33 



Chapter Two 

"The coordination problem is to determine what things should be done, how they should 
be accomplished, and who should do what. At the organization leve!, the problt!m is 
also to determine who makes decisions and with what information, and how to arrange 
communication systems to ensure that the needed information is available. The motiva
tion problem is to ensure that the various individuals involved in these processes willingly 
do their parts in the whole undertaking, both reporting information accurately to allow 
the right plan to be clevised and acting as thcy are supposed to act to carry out the 
plan. " 44 

AU forms of interaction and creation of new contracts or institutions involve 
coordination costs . In the case of collective action, these costs are the costs of 
communication and bargaining among group members and the costs of creat
ing, staffing, and maintaining any forma! group organization. These costs are 
of a logistic and negotiation character, w here means of communication and 
routines for meetings between involved parties play an important role. R ecall
ing once more the story about the king, it is clear that he faced considerable 
coordination costs for collccting thc milk, even though no bargaining costs about 
enterprise inputs or goals were involved (since he hirnself decided what should 
be done and by whom). M otivation costs are related to the motivation of indi
viduals to conform to rules, and include costs fo r the monitoring and enforce
ment of contracts. If social norms exist which make individuals more inclined 
to conform to rules, the required methods of monitoring individual behaviour 
and punishing rule-violators may be less sophisticated. The king had come one 
step in the right direction by succeeding in getting all the villagers to sh ow up 
at the container, and probably had same kind of sanctioning possibility if some
one had chosen not to. His restricted monitoring capability, i.e., his inability 
to distinguish between rnilk and water prevented him from reaching his goals, 
however. Thus, the motivation costs were toa high for the king. 

The fundamental analytical function that transaction costs have as an ex
planatory factor in institutional economics, has not been afforded much em
pirical meaning by efforts to specify or measure them. Williamson states that 
transaction costs "are often difficult to quantify.Q Empirical research on trans
action cost matters almost never attempts to measure such costs directly. "45 One 
possible way of operationalizing transaction costs could be by measuring the 
efforts for administration in each organization. The wages for full and part-time 
employees, approximate amount of time spent by non-employees on organi
zational activities, costs for stationary such as telephone bills, printing and stamps, 
costs for conducting meetings, and bus tickets etc. are posts that could fill the 

" Milgrom and Roberts, 1992:126 (my italics). This categorization correlatcs wcll with the essence 
of the concept of institutions; how they coordinate the bchaviour of individual actors (coordination 
costs), and how they produce incentive structures and enforce rules (motivation costs), and has been uscd 
by Roman, 1995, in her study of the transition of the Vietnamese banking system. 

•s Williamson, 1985:22. 
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transaction costs account.46 In such an operationalization the measurement and 
valuation problems are quite complicated since the persons involved may not 
know themselves exactly how much time and money they have spent on organi
zational activities, and the opportunity costs for labour devoted to the or
ganization may be difficult to estimate. Still, some rough estimates are possible 
to obtain. Even though the distinction between coordination costs and moti
vation costs is extremely difficult to uphold at an empirical leve!, it enables us 
to theoretically clarify how different factors affect their magnitude. 

The magnitude of transaction costs can help to explain why, in some con
texts when public goods are ro be supplied and resources common.ly managed, 
the relevant entities of collective action are established, and in other cases, a 
tragedy of the commons-situation appears. Not much has been said so far though, 
about how new entities of collective actions may emerge. Indeed, much of the 
lite rature on common property resource management and pressure groups is 
occupied with investigations of the necessary circumstances for successful, or 
unsuccessful, collective action.47 But which are the processes by which a trag
edy-situation can be overcome, and a new entity of collective action estab
lished? How does institutional clunge among, for example, resource users in a 
local community occur? The following section is devoted to the dcvelopment 
of a framework for analysing such institutional changes which make use of some 
theoretical concepts presented above. 

Institutional Change: A Framework for Analysis 
If the king in the Tamil proverb had been content with his container full of 
water, there would be no need for him ro worry about his inability to use existing 
governance structures to initiate and carry through successful collective action. 
Rapid population growth and increasing resource scarcity in many parts of the 
world effectively prevents (or at least ought to prevent) any such relaxed atti
tude from our side. As described in C hapter One, both thc creation of new 
institutions and a reformation of already existing governance structures guid
ing the management of water isa must, if not millions (more) of human beings 
shall suffer. Therefore, an increascd understanding of the driving forces of insti
tution al change, and the rigidities preventing such processes has high priority. 

Below, I propose a framework for analysis o f institutional change at local 
levels.48 Three levcls ofinstitutions can be distinguished; externa/ institutions w hich 

"' Asim.ilar operationalization has been used by Fahlbeck, 1996:1II, in hisstudyofcoopcratively organized 
slaughter business in Sweden. Feeny, 1995, suggests the rileasurement ofthe number of man hours 
put into the operating of the institution al arrangements as a possible way of estimating transaction 
costs. 

"See for example Tang, 1989. Oakerson, 1992, also seem ro emphasize a static perspective. 

"The mode! is in !arge parts inspired by Fecny, 1989, who in tum, builds on the work ofNorth, and 
H ayami and Ruttan. 
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decide the ways in which local institutions are created and changed, local insti
tutional arrangements, providing incentives to economic actors, and normative 
behavioural codes framing the rationality of these actors. The mo del pictures how 
demand and supply factors affect the development of institutional arrangements 
and normative behavioural codes at the local level. 

Demand factors Supply factors 

Coordination costs 

Relative prices 
Motivation costs 

Externa! institutions 
Net benefits to local elites 

Figure 2.1: Aframeworkfor analysing institutional change at local level. Demand 
and supply Jactors 

Demand factors 

When existing institutional arrangements leave potential gains unrealized, ac
tors or groups are likely to make efforts to secure these gains by changing the 
institutional arrangements. The potential gains to be made are results of changes 
in factor prices and external institutions. 

Demographic change is often seen as the ultimate reason behind long term 
changes in relative factor prices in the economy. At an aggregate level of analy
sis, changes in the productive forces affecting relative prices in the economy seem 
to have a strong hearing on demand for institutional change. T he classical ref
erence is Boserup, who recognizes this factor as the ultimate explanation for 
both technological and institutional change. 49 T he argument goes as follows: 
W hen a resource is relatively abundant there is no need for any restrictions on 
each individual's right to use it since anyone who wants to use föe resource can 
do so without causing any externalities for others. Therefore, no resource prop-

"Boserup, 1973. 
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erty rights have to be defined. When population grows, the land area50 avail
able for each person to use diminishes, and labour extensive cultivation meth
ods are gradually developed towards more and more labour intensive technolo
gies. Parallelly, the institutional framework of society changes so that the more 
population pressure grows, the stricter the institutional arrangements. Gradu
ally, more and more well-defined and enforced property rights are established 
ultimately leading to the private ownership of all cultivable land. 

Except from changes in relative prices, the incentive structure facing local 
actors is also affected by changes in externa[ institutions such as new state policies 
on property rights, economic policies, civil laws, law enforcement, adminis
trative routines, decentralization initiatives etc. Several scholars studying com
mon property resource management from an institutional perspective empha
size the importance of including an analysis of institutions externa! to the local 
community.51 It is clear that changes in externa! institutions may function as 
driving forces for institutional change at local levels. The existence of a consti
tutional right for individuals to organize formally is a basic necessity for forma] 
entities oflocal collective action to appear,52 hut an enabling environment for 
local initiatives, connotation a more active role of externa! institutions seems as 
important.53 From a study ofirrigation farmers' associations in Karnataka, Reddy 
concludes that these associations came about mainly because of initiative and 
support from the irrigation department. Moreover, one reason for the almost 
complete failure of these associations to stabilize and consolidate were changes 
within the irrigation department affecting its ability to support the local level 
institutions. 54 Another example of local institutional development driven by 
changes in externa! institutions is Putnam's study of the implementation of new 
municipal institutions in Italy in the 1970s.55 Because of the differing texture of 
the civil society, between the south and north ofltaly, the effects of these re
forms at the local level varied between these regions. However, reforms im
posed from above did improve both local governance structure and slowly, the 
composition of the civil society. 

~ Boserup takes land as her example, but a similar analysis could be made for vinually any other 
resource. 

"Oakerson, 1992:48, Ostrom, 1990:50-55, and Tang, 1989:187-90. What to define as local and 
externa!, of course, depends on the leve! of analysis. 

" Ostrom, V., 1989. 

~' See for example Reddy, 1991, and Tang, 1989. 

S• Mainly the transfer of depanment staff well acquainted with the problems of the fam1ers and with 
a will to sol ve them, who were replaced by new staffwithout similar motivation or education. (Reddy, 
1991) 

ss Putnam, 1992. 
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The driving forces for institutional change at local levels, exemplified by the 
two case studies presented in this thesis include both these factors. Clearly, 
changes in the production forces of the regional economy are taking place. The 
population continues to grow and on-going industrialization raises people's 
demand for water, at the same time as regional water resources are over ex
ploited and polluted. These changes of the economy's productive forces, com
bined with an ideological shift towards less state involvement, has induced 
institutions outside local community control, such as the state and central gov
ernments, to change their water management policies. The new agendas for 
water management as proposed by the World Bank and at the Rio-conference 
may also be seen as a development in this direction. 

Supply factors 

The factors deciding the pace and direction of institu tional change at local leve! 
are all closely connected to the capability and willingness of the existing local 
political order to provide new institutional arrangements. As indicated above, 
institutional solutions involving high levels of transaction costs are less likely to 
survive than solutions that economize on transaction costs. With reference to 
the groups of irrigation farmers and textile industrialists studied in this thesis, 
this approach tells us that if transaction costs are too high, the likeliness of col
lective action to develop in these proposed entities is low. However, if local 
institutions able to reduce transaction costs to a level where they can be met by 
interna! resources should develop, the local user groups may have a chance of 
establishing successful entities of collective action among themselves. 

Clearly, the magnitude of coordination costs is one important factor deciding 
whether institutions for collective action will be able to develop or not. If they 
are so high that resources to meet them cannot be mobilized locally, there are 
few chances that the local entity of collective action will successfully manage 
the new responsibilities. Similarly, the magnitude of motivation costs is decisive 
and depends on which monitoring and enforcement methods are available to 
the new local governance structures. The question here is on which type of 
contract the new entities of collective action are formed and on which types of 
power (moral, economic, physical) they rely for enforcing organization rules. 

In empirical studies of situations where collective action has developed, 
and thus, transaction costs ha ve been met, a number of interna! factors that affect 
the magnitude of transaction costs have been identified. The most important 
ones in th e literature on comrnon property management are size of the group, 
the manageable rate of free-riding, homogeneity of interests, strength of pref
erences and the existence ofleader talents in the group. 

The size of the groups is one variable deciding the lev el of transaction costs. 
Naturally, the larger the group, the larger the number of individuals who will 
have to coordinate and motivate each other's behaviour, and thus, this factor 
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will ha ve implications for the magnitude of both coordination and motivation 
costs.5<' 

If the goods provided by the local entity of collective action are of great 
economic importance to group members, the likeliness that they will be able to 
provide it internally is greater than if the resource is onJy of marginal interest.57 

An example could be the supply of irrigation water in dry areas, whereas the 
households in the king's village obviously valued the milk higher than the 
purpose of collection of it. However, in the case of a subtractable resource such 
as irrigation water, more economic significance could also lead to stronger 
incentives for illegal acquisition.58 The economic importance of the good to 
be provided will affect the willingness of individuals to contribute to it, and 
thus, mainly influence motivation costs. 

The type of solution, and the magnitude of production costs connected to 
the supply of it, which an entity of collective action is striving towards will also 
havc a hearing on the rate of free-riding that the organization can deal with, without 
perishing. If, for example, the average monetary obligation of each member to 
finance the collective good is very low, it might be more efficient to raise the 
necessary resources from a ccrtain fraction of the !arge group, rather than de
voting resources on raising trifles from each and every member of the group. 
On the orher hand, if the total cost is high and the number of group members 
low, an asynunetric distribution of the burden may be impossible. Sim.ilar cir
cumstances may appear concerning rule adherence as well. If one car drives on 
the wrong side on the motor way, it is likely to cause a disaster, whereas five, 
ten or even fifteen per cent shirking from paying the TV-licence, may still allow 
a licence financed broadcasting company to survive. What seems to matter here 
is thc total cost of achieving the goal of coll ective action and whether the 
achieved good is public or private. Thus, it seems as if the manageable rate of 
free-riding mainly affects motivation costs.59 

The homogeneity of a group with regard to social and cultural variables is 
also important. The way that non-economic factors unite or divide a group 
can be crucial for the occurrence of collective action. H omogeneity with re
gard to educational leve!, religion, political abode or caste in itself builds on a 
common understanding of real ity, and the pre-existence of such a collective 
identity will make the development of collective action in other situations or 
on other issues more likely.60 A common way of defining and formulating 
problems and solutions is fundamental for many forms of collective action. In 

"'Ostrom, 1990, T:mg, 1989, and Olson, 1965. 

~7 Hyden, 1995, Oscrom, 1990, and Wade, 1988. 

'"Tang, 1989. 
s• Ostrom, 1990. 

'"' Hyden, 1995, and Ostrom 1990. 
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a society where the degree of homogeneity regarding language, educational 
level, religious and cultural background etc. is high, the individual perceptions 
of the world are likely to be more similar than in a society with deep differ
ences between different ethnic groups or classes. Moreover, a group with similar 
economic interests is more likely to organize some form of collective action. If 
the distribution of benefits from collective action is equal, all have the same 
economic incentive to contribute. Local governance structures providing a good 
which only benefits certain groups is likely to get less support than one which 
furthers everyone's interests. Thus, if a group hasa high level ofhomogeneity 
regarding these aspects, motivation costs are likely to be low. 

The presence of participants with substantial leadership ability is an addi
tional important internal factor promoting collective action. 61 The importance 
ofleaders can be explained by the important part of the social context in which 
the individual takes his decision, that they form. Leaders often seem to have 
features typical of patrons, ;md thus, the moral, economic and sometimes even 
physical power of the patron can be used in order to enforce group rules. In 
this context, the legitimacy of the leader among bis followers is crucial. Thus, 
motivation costs are highly dependent on the existence of leaders within the 
group. 

Internalized norms affect the behaviour of individuals both in relation to rules, 
leaders and the purpose of collective action. A legitimate set of rules or leaders 
seem to require fewer resources for monitoring and sanctioning of people's 
behaviour. The legitimacy of rules is closely related to the factor of homoge
neity of interests. Naturally, the individual cost-benefit calculations will result 
in decisions both in favour of and against collective action. At an initial stage, 
differing economic interests may work to make local rules, leaders and their 
goals illegitimate. If assuming that people also act morally, the internalization 
of norms may render organization rules and goals with some legitimacy, even 
though certain actors will lose economically. By internalizing norms it may be 
possible to establish a common way of perceiving the world within the group . 
Usually, the development of new behavioural codes and ideologies is a very 
slow process, and old norms and customs are likely to influence individual 
behaviour for a long time after other institutions have changed. Thus, the in
ternalization of norms can considerably reduce the motivational transaction costs 
involved in collective action within a group , hut at the same time, however, 
the sometimes considerable resources spent on propaganda or information cam
paigns must be regarded as part of the costs of coordination. In fact, Commons 
even states that "propaganda is the first essential of collective -action. "62 

''' Hyden, 1995, and Ostrom, 1990. 
62 Commons, 1950: 76. 
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Institutions, Collective Action ... 

The change of preferences and evolution of new ideas and ideologies are core 
processes in institutional change,63 and the investigation of the subjective in
terpretations of individuals in a group, how they develop and change becomes 
an important way of understanding the dynamics of institutional change and 
how collective action arises. 

Finally, the incentives for institutional change facing the political and eco
nomic entrepreneurs most likely to initiate the process of institution al change are 
of great irnportance. H ayami and Ruttan put forward the following argument: 

"The supply of major institutional innovations necessarily involves the mobilization 
ofsubstantial political resources by political entrepreneurs and innovators. ( ... ) To the 
extent that the private return to the political entrepreneurs is d1fferent from the social 
returns, the institutional innovation will not be supplied at a sociaUy optimal leve!. 
Thus the supply ofinstitutional innovation depends critically on the power structure 
or balance among vested-imerest groups in a society."64 

The relation berween different local community groups, and the role that strong 
leaders sometimes play in disrupting collective efforts, has been little dealt with 
in the literature on common property resource management. In fact, the king 
in Chapter One might be in favour of certain collective efforts beneficial to 
himself, such as the collection of milk, but forcefully resist and undermine any 
other cooperative work. In that case, the established local governance struc
ture would be better adapted to furthering the interests of the political entre
preneur controlling it, than benefiting the whole society. As has been shown 
by other studies,<•5 the impact of the patron-client version of collective action 
on the allocation of resources is substantial in Indian society. Therefore, the 
study of the distribution of physical, economic and moral power within the 
loca1 conununity, and between local communities and the state is crucial for 
our understanding of the proccsses of institutional change studied in this thesis. 

In the analysis of the two case studies below, the demand factors for insti
tutional change at the local level will be taken as given, and the main focus of 
investigation will be the inter-relations between local institutions and norms, 
and the factors deciding the supply ofinstitutional change, i.e., motivation costs, 
coordination costs and the expected net-benefits to local political entrepreneurs 
and elites. The distribution and use of economic, moral and physical power 
between externa! and local actors will also be in focus when studying the de
centralization of responsibilities from the state to local user organizations. 

1
•·
1 North, 1989, and Hayam.i and Rutcan, 1985. See also Ostrom, 1990. 

"' Hayami and Runan, 1985:107. 

''~Cederlöf, (Forthcoming), Dlomkvist, 1988, Eisemtadt and Ronigcr, 1984, and Mayer, 1977. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Studying Institutional Change 

T his thesis investigates a process of institutional change within two catego
ries of water users in the Bhavani and Noyyal river basins in South India. 

In response toan on-going decentralization of responsibilities from the state to 
local user groups, the latter have made efforts to create new entities of collec
tive action. One of the goals of the study is to develop understanding of the 
relation between the state and local entities of collective action, and the forces 
and obstacles for institutional change within, and outside, these groups of us
ers. It aims to understand their rationalities, the incentive structures they are 
facing and to what extent they are involved in the process of changing such 
structures. Thus, emphasis is on understanding the patterns of interactions and 
the establishment and maintenance of institutional structures, rather than on 
explaining or predicting possible outcomes, or evaluate the efforts and the results 
of the processes ofinstitutional change. The analysis requires a qualitative, and 
to some extent also explorative approach to the issues in focus. 

The empirical account is to a large degree descriptive, hut also analytic in 
the sense that it uses a theoretical framework to organize data in the form of a 
consistent story. Thus, "results" are presented throughout the text in the form 
of elaborated case studies which, due to the nature of the data, can not be for
malized into causal relations or mathematical models. T his approach has been 
recommended by McCloskey, Feeny and Gunnarsson, 1 as a realistic and mean
ingful method of studying institutional issues, and far more productive than a 
quantitative analysis, which often ornits complicated and possibly more inter
esting factors. Complicated issues could thus be studied thoroughly without 
disguising the richness of any real-world situation in a way that hampers curi
osity over relevant circurnstances for the benefit of prestige.2 

Pursuing the collection of qualitative data in an explorative manner, has 
resulted in an interplay between theory and empirical data gathering. As indi
cated in Chapter Two, the point of departure in New Institutional Econornics 

'Gunnarsson 1991, Feeny 1989, and McCloskey 1983. 

'McCloskey, 1983, and Söderbaum, 1996, respectively, ha ve analysed the dominance of quantitative, 
rcductio nistic methodologics in main-stream economics from a Kuhnian perspective. Söderbaum 
especially emphasises the tendencies among main-stream economists to hide the undcrlying assump
tions and ideological content of the mathematical models used. Fora discussion of the differences and 
similarities of qualitative and quantitati ve research approaches, see for example LeCompte and Goetz, 
1982. 
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produced certain questions concerning factors influencing individual decision
making, and the role of institutions. When the answers to these questions were 
sought in the field conceptual insufficiencies were revealed, which again raised 
the need for new theoretical approaches, and further field work. Thus, a com
bination of inductive and deductive research has been employed. 

The Two Case Studies 
To illustrate the issues in focus here; the development of new institutions as a 
response to increased water scarcity and the redefinition ofthe role of the state, 
the region covered by Coimbatore and Periyar districts in Tamil Nadu , has 
been chosen. The basic logic of the situation in the area is the increasing de
mand on a Jimited water resource, initiated by industrialization and population 
growth. The area's semi-arid climate is typical for many other regions in the 
world. However, the extraordinarily rapid development oflocal industry renders 
the situation extreme, and conflicts and processes that may be slower or more 
implicit in other regions are perhaps easier to discern in this area. 

Three main sectors with claims on the available water resource can be iden
tified; urban and rural households, irrigated agriculture, and water intensive 
industries. Of these, agriculture presently represents the largest user in terms of 
quantity, w hile the water use of the industrial sector is connected to substantial 
quality problems. These two sectors have a significant impact on water ma n
agement in the regi.an. Furthermore, both the chosen sectors are subject to the 
decentralization of management responsibilities from the government to local 
user groups. Consequently, the Water User Associations in the Lower Bhavani 
Project and the Common Eilluent Treatment Plant-boards in Tirupur are re
sults both of the increased water scarcity and the decentralization policies of 
the government. Thus, these two organizations represent local entities of col
lective action, and the two sectors with the largest impact and demands on scarce 
water resources. They also represent two different social, economic and cu l
tural contexts; one rural and one urban. Thus, the parallel analysis of these two 
cases highlights differences between two contexts that are often perceived re
spectively as being " traditional" and "modern". 

Since the study concentrates on the user groups presently consuming most 
water, I have automatically excluded questions concerning re-allocation to, and 
water use by , weaker groups in society, for example dry land farmers or low
income urban and rural households (whose members often work as agricul
tural labourers or in the textile industry). Of course, these issues are equally 
important, but they do not fall within this study. 

T he processes focused on in this study are part oflong term structural changes 
in the Indian economy and society. At m acro leve! they involve industrial 
growth, redefinition of the role of the state, and a development of the demo-
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cratic system. At local level, institutions for collective action are being created 
which require a new type of social contract between water users, their associa
tions and other groups in the region. Such changes are slow, and moreover do 
not always point in the same direction, and the pace of development varies in 
time. Favourable circumstances permitted the field periods of this study to be 
spread out over five years. This enabled observations to be made on several 
occasions du ring different phases of the formation process. The main field periods 
in the Lower Bhavani Project, 1992/ 93 and 1993/94,3 coincided with the be
ginning of a period of stagnation in the organizational work of the Water User 
Associations (see Figure 3. la)). From 1987 to 1992 the organizational process 
was supported wholeheartedly at all levels of the Agricultural Engineering D e
partment, something which radically changed after 1992, and consequently 
Water User Association activities practically reached zero. Therefore, the in
terviews with farmers were rather retrospect. The field periods in Tirupur, on 
thc othcr hand, wcrc conducted <luring 1994/ 95 and early 1996, in an intense 
phase of the planning of the Common Effiuent Treatment Plants and was fo
cused more on what was presently happening and future plans (see Figure 3.1 b)) . 
Consequently, the two organizations were studied <luring two different phases 
of the formation process. 

Levd of AdMty 

WUAs 
Fleldstudles In Lower 

Bhavanl Project 

WUAs 

87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 Yc:ar 

Levd of AcUvtty 

CETPs 
Fieldstudlcs in Tirupur 

CfTPs 

Figure 3.ta) and b): Leve/ oj activity in the Water User A.1sociations and Common EjJluent 
Treatment plants, and position in lime of field periods 

One more aspect of the timing of the field periods is worth mentioning. Since 
rainfall <luring the three subsequent years between 1992 and 1995 was rather 
high, competition for water between different user groups was partly eased. In 
1995, water was even released for an extra crop in the Lower Bhavani Project, 
and quality problems caused by industrial water use were literally diluted. The 
1995 autumn monsoon was a failure, however, and in early 1996 the effects of 
the draught began to show. The intensity and magnitude of conflicts which 
had been less pronounced <luring earlier years now increased. 

-' A smaller number of intcrviews were carried o ut in the Lowcr Bhavani Projcc t du ring the field 
periods 1994/95 and 1996 as well. This permitted a lon ger sequence of the process to be covered, 
while at the same time affording an opportunity for supplemcnting information. This was a prereq
uisite for the combination of inductive and deductive work. 
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The Sources of Information 
Three main sources of information have been consulted. These include writ
ten sources, interviews with key informants and field visits. The written sources 
are of three categories; published documents and official statistics, unpublished 
material produced by government departments, and unpublished interna! ma
terial of the studied organizations. 

Consultancy reports, evaluation studies and other official documents have 
been used in order to obtain a comprehensive picture of the physical, socio
economic and climate conditions in the studied region. However, the leve! of 
aggregation in data collection and processing sometimes raised dou bts as to the 
reliability of such sources. In other cases the figures were long since outdated 
and contemporary data difficult to obtain. To some extent these problems were 
eased by the circumstance that this thesis was part of a larger research project 
on water management issues in the region. 4 Thus, contemporary studies, for 
example, of water user efficiency in the Lower Bhavani Project, ground water 
quality in Tirupur, and the characteristics of water markets in Coimbatore and 
Tirupur could be incorporated in the description and analysis of the particular 
issues at focus here. Documentation of government policies and their rationale 
was found in reports and policy documents from the central and state govern
ments, from research institutes working on a consultancy basis for the govern
ment, and from W orld Bank reports. Local newspapers and magazines in Eng
lish provided an overview of regional news coverage and regional and national 
policy changes with regard to water management. 

Unpublished figures on water allocation and financial flows were in some 
cases obtained from the concerned departments. The Agricultural Engineering 
Department made its interna! documentation of organizational work in the 
Lower Bhavani Project available. These sluice histories were produced by field 
staff <luring the formation process of sluice committees in order to facilitate future 
work, and presented in a standardized format. 14 sluice stories from the head 
reach of the Lower Bhavani Project, and 30 from the tail end were translated 
to English. This material provided an impression of the obstacles to institutional 
change hut was too standardized, condensed, and possibly censored from sen
sitive issues to enable any deeper understanding of the involved processes. 

The third type of written material was the internally produced and used 
documents from the studied organizations; the association Jiles. This category 
included rninutes from organization meetings, petitions to politicians, corre
spondence with various governmental departments, advertisments in local media 

'This study was part of a larger collaboration between Indian and Swedish research ers under the title 
"Sharing Common Water Rcsources - A study on urban expansion and implications for rural and 
agriwltural dcvelopment." (Lundqvist (Ed.), (Forthcoming)) 
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and organization news letters. Articles in the LBP Agriculturist Association maga
zine related to water management and rural-urban conflict were translated. The 
rninutes from association meetings, which were obtained from the Water User 
Associations, LBP Agriculturist Association, Tirupur Consumer Protection 
Council and Tirupur Dyers' Association, contained a review of the results of 
discussions held, but no information o n how various standpoints were arrived 
at or which opposing views were heard in the debate. Thus, these sources were 
more policy statements from the respective organization than a documenta
tion of internal decision-making processes and discussions. 

The written sources were used for obtaining a background description of 
the region, and in the case of the internal material from the associations, to 
understand the positioning of these organizations in the regional political de
bate. It was only the sluice h.istories that afforded any information concerning 
the interna! functioning of the associations, though in a brief and insufficient 
manner. Thus, other more useful sources of information haJ to be consulted. 

Since my aim was to study the process of institutional change from the point 
of view of water users themselves, the members of these groups were the ideal 
sources of information. The real experts of the constraints and possibilities of 
local participation ought to be the local participants themselves, consequently, 
anyone who wishes to gain informcd knowledge about such processes should 
get it from those involved. (Moreover, I soon realized that most government 
officials were far more reluctant to spend time, and share information with me 
than farmers and industrialists.) At the beginning of the field studies a ques
tionnaire was considered as a possible way of gathering information from these 
groups, but this method revealed itself as being absolutely useless in this con
text.5 Instead, semi-structured interviews conducted w ith the help of an inter
preter became the main method of data collection <luring field periods. Prob
lems of validity and reliability are of course present in personal interviews as 
well, but the researcher has a greater possibility of judging the position of the 
informant in the local context, and posing questions to follow up unclear or 
bri ef statements. The interview statements have been used at two levels of 
analysis. f irstly, information concerning physical, socio-economic, and organi-

5 0uringthe field period 94/ 95, a questionnaire with open-ended questions conceming che fom1ation 
process ofthe Wacer Uscr Associations in Tamil was distributed among 25 field leve! oflicials ofthe 
Agricultural Engineering D epartment (ICOs). This group had becn chosen because of its cxtensive 
experience and commitment to the work. Evcn though distributed personally, only seven responses 
were acquired, all from persons which I had earl i er met in the role of key infonnants. The answcrs 
in the questionnaires were colo ured by a strongself-censorship mainly guided by a tendcncyof political 
correcmess towards the Agricultural Engineering Department. Thus, quesrionnaires in any form proved 
an unreliable method ofcollecting information concemingcomplicated and sometimessensicive issues 
regardinginstitutions Jnd institutionJ! change in rhe Lower Bhavani Project. Since tensions in Tirupur 
concerning ground water pollution were cven stronger, it is reasonable ro assume tlut a quesrionnJire 
would not have been useful in that conrexc eicher. 
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zational structures and circumstances has been used for obtaining a description 
of the important features of the studied organizations. Secondly, statements 
revealing the position, interests and perceptions of the respective inforrnant ha ve 
been used to analyse the subjective interpretations, attitudes and awareness of 
water quantity and quality problems that farmers and industrialists chose to 
express. 

The presentation of the empirical material contains quite a few excerpts 
from the interviews. The fact that a number of informants seem to appear re
currently in the text should not be misinterpreted as if undue weight has been 
given to their statem ents in the analysis. On the contrary, each excerpt repre
sents a statement that highlights the main points of my analysis of the entire 
gathered material. Tims, the only reason why, for example, Middle size farmer 
2 or Large dyer 10, are quoted in so many places is that their way of expressing 
themselves made their statements " hit the mark", in the sense that they well 
formulated what many expressed in less clear terms. 

Occasionally, I also took the role of the observer, mainly <luring the asso
ciation meetings to which I had been invited. Even though T amil was spaken 
<luring these meetings, some impressions could be gained and the main line of 
arguments translated <luring the event, or recalled by the interpreter later on. 
I participated in several meetings of the Water User Associations, LBP Agri
culturist Association and Tirupur Consumer Protection Council, whereas my 
access to the meetings of the Tirupur Dyers' Association and the CETP-zones 
was restricted. During the farmers' meetings, I was often asked to say some words 
about my research project and the situation of farmers in Sweden and answer 
questions from the group that had gathered. Substantial time was also devoted 
to field visits at various locations in the Lower Bhavani Project, T irupur and 
surroundings to enable a deeper undcrstanding of the situation in the region. 
Du ring such visits innumerable short informal discussions took place with the 
persons encountered. Moreover, the general experiences gained du ring infor
mal discussions with people I met on the bus or in the teashop contributed to 
a wider perception of conditions in the area. 

The Informants 
Ifinterviews with key informants are to be the main source ofinformation some 
thought must be given to thc selection of such. Naturally, the kind ofknow
lcdge expressed by different perso ns and groups will vary, and the sclection of 
informants will influence the type of information obtained. Moreover, each 
in formant is likely to ha ve his own interpretation of issues discussed which may 
colour his statements in an interview situation. For this study, it was important 
that the key informants had a good knowledge of the functioning of the stud
ied organizations. Thcrefore, most of the persons interviewed were active in 
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an association, in the case of fånners either in the Water Uscr Associations or 
the LBP Agriculturist Association, and in the case of the dyers in the Dyers' 
Association. The main group ofin formants had a good comprehension of the 
process of institutional change taking place, and could share their body ofin
formation from inside the association. Another, smal.ler group ofin formants was 
identified on the opposite criteria as being passive members or non-members, 
and their knowledge afforded a different outside perspective of association work. 

The only workable way ofidentifying informants and contacting them was 
through intermediate personal contacts. Identifying suitable persons and ap
proaching them in a socially competent way would have been impossible with
out the help of someone who was familiar w ith the group of persons and could 
introduce me p ersonally.6 Consequent!y, most of the first field period 1991/ 
92, was devoted to establishing personal contacts with such persons. In the Lower 
Bhavani Project, my contacts with the Agricultural Engineering D epartrnent 
and particularly with the staff at field leve!, Irrigation Committee Organizers 
or ICOs, became crucial for my continued work. Each ICO had a thorough 
knowledge and vast personal contacts in his own locality in the project, and 
through the ICOs I was introduced to all the farmers subsequently interviewed. 
To find an equally useful contact net through which I could approach the dyeing 
industrialists in Tirupur was slightly more difficult. The tense relation between 
the dyers and the Pollution Control Board, combined with its lack of admin
istrative resources, made an approach through rhis governmental body unsuir
able. The Tirupur Dyers' Association was contacted instead, and after a careful 
presentation of the study and myself, the association leaders became increas
ingly helpful. T he degree of caution towards me and my inYestigation was con
siderably higher among the office bearers of the Dyers' Association and thc 
CETP-boards, than among the ICOs and the office bearers of the Water User 
Associations and the LBP Agriculturist Association. 

Naturally, the use of personal networks to identify and approach inform
ants involves its own methodological problems. My contacts both in the Lower 
Bhavani Project and in Tirupur were truly indispensable for my work, but at 
the same tiine had a considerable influence over which informants I was intro
duced to. In the case of the Tirupur Dyers' Association for example, a list of20 
members who were also office bearers in the CETP-boards was prepared, and 
given to me with the advice that these were the people to meet. As a conse
quence it was initially difficult to get into contact with passive members not to 
mention dyers who were not members of the association. After some time, the 
guidelines from the association werc informaJly relaxed, and I was introduced 
to other categories of dyers as well. I could also use the contact networks of 

"Tim this is ofi:en the case in qualitative field work is also highlighted by Adler and Adler, 1987. 
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individual dyers, since I met some of them several times and developed a per
sonal relation. The ICOs in the Lower Bhavani Project controlled which per
sons I was introduced to, even though they fulfi lled any wishes I expressed to 
meet passive and non-members. 

These gate-keeper tendencies were the main disadvantage of networking 
through the associations, and certainly had an effect on the selection ofin form
ants. As a consequence, a !arge section of my informants have leading posts in 
the studied organizations, a position that in mast cases was connected toa fairly 
!arge land holding or high production capacity. Consequently, the selection of 
informants is biased towards wealthy, influential, active association members. 
As far as possible though, efforts were made to counteract the gate-keeper ten
dencies of the associations. Mast of the informants are Gounders, i.e., members 
of the local dominant caste. However, since the members of this caste have 
since long been the major land owners in the region and recently gained suc
cess in the type of small scale industrialization typical for Tirupur, mast farmers 
and dyers were Gounders. Only two informants were women. Still, these or
ganizations probably represented the widest contact net within each group, and 
afforded me greater opportunities than for example, the networks of the Pub
lic W orks Department or the Pollution Control Board would ha ve done. 

Ev en though farmers and dyers were the main categories ofin formants other 
groups were also contacted. A core category in the study of the Lower Bhavani 
Project were of course the ICOs themselves, who proved to be excellent sources 
of information, particularly concerning socio-economic structures within the 
fa rming corrununity. No sirnilar gro up existed in Tirupur, but instead numer
ous other persons with extensive experience from the textile business with whom 
I became socially acquainted were often willing to share their knowledge. Fi
nally, officials of various standings from the Agricultural Engineering Depart
ment, the Public Works D epartment and the Pollution Control Board were 
interviewed. These interviews were often less fruitful than discussions with other 
categories of inforrnants with regard to obtaining information about user or
ganization work. Mast government officials chose to take a strict official posi
tion, and generally did not share their own perceptions with me to the same 
extent as other groups. 

T he Interviews 
Altogether, 159 interviews were carricd out <luring the field periods (39 with 
and 120 without a tape recorder). Mast interviews were conducted in Tamil
English with an interpreter. T he interviews usually took place in the inform
ants home (farmers) or office (governmental officials and industrialists). Of the 
159 interviews, 27 were with farmers and 24 with ICOs from Lower Bhavani 
Project, 44 with textile processors, 23 with department officials from either the 
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Pollution Control Board, the Agricultural Engineering Department or the Public 
Works Department, and 41 with a mixed group ofinformants.7 The same type 
ofissues were discussed with farmers and ICOs. Most interviews lasted for about 
one hour, although the time varied between half up to two and a half hours. 
Generally, the interviews with farmers and ICOs were longer and less focused 
than those with industrialists. The interviews with farmers, ICOs and dycrs fol
lowed a check.list which included three main themes; the local water situation, 
the process of institution building at local level, and regional water allocation 
and quality problems. 

The first set of questions concerned water availability for the individual user. 
In the Lower Bhavani Project, differences between head and tail, and between 
farmers with their own well and those without were discussed in terms of 
volume, cost and reliability. In Tirupur, industrialists could acquire water from 
the local ground water resource, transport it from outside sources in their own 
tankers or buy it from private vendors, each source witl1 its own quality and 
cost. The difliculties caused by unreliable and insufficient water supply co some 
areas in the Lower Bhavani Project, and the problems with water quality in 
Tirupur were explored in depth. 

The second theme, the process ofinstitution building, constituted the main 
part of the interviews. Generally, discussion was conunenced by focusing di
rectly on the respective user organization in its present state. The reason for its 
formation and the role of the government and other user organizations in this 
process was then explored. This naturally led to a discussion concerning the 
goals of the organization and issues it was expected to deal with. Often, various 
problems of coordination were taken up by the informant himself at this stagc, 
and the amount of work that had to be put in to keep the organization running 
and the attitude of users to the organization were discussed. The input and al
location rules of the organization were explored at length, and discussions con
cerning motivation problems and the possibilities for the organization to deal 
with them came next. The perspective of thc discussions alternated between 
the point of view of the informant as a member, and an analysis of the general 
functioning of the organization. The respective roles of the government and 
the user organization in question were highlighted throughout. 

The last set of issues discussed were concerned with present and future 
allocation of water between sectors in the region, and the effects of industrial 
pollution on other water users. H ere, the role of the media, public awareness, 
the central government and international changes were also touched upon. Ofren 
this part of the interview became a general analysis of the functioning of the 
Indian democratic system and its bureaucracy, and many informants expressed 

7 A list of the infonnants is presented in Appendix 1. 
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their views and opinions about development, industrialization and environment 
in the regional setting. 

Even though the three themes were included in all interviews, the order 
in which the various issues were taken up varied between the interviews. The 
interviews with other groups of informants were less structured, and the dis
cussions were directed by the specific knowledge and interests of each inform
ant. With government officials, mainly issues co ncerning the local institution 
building process were discussed, with particular emphasis on the role of the 
respective department. Considerable efforts were made to realize a relaxed and 
open discussion with the informant, appointments were made in advance and 
a substantial amount of time was devoted to chit-chatting, drinking tea etc. 
Mostly, the informant would be a bit reserved in the beginning but gradually 
relaxed, and we usually left the house/ office with an invitation to come back 
whenever we wished. 

Roles and interpretations oj researcher and informant 

As a research student from a Swedish university, my work is a part of the 
orientalistic tradition described and criticized by Said. 8 Since the end of the 
crusades, Western nations have systematically gathered and analysed informa
tion about colonialized parts of the world, later on subject to extensive multi
and bilateral aid programmes. As discussed by Agar9 it is not possible to go into 
the field as a passive recorder of data. All choices, conscious or unconscious, of 
which pieces of information to register and document in the field , and all in
terpretation of such gathered information are dependant on the personal and 
professional background of the field worker. The frame of reference I carried 
with me to the field was the Western perception of India, constructed in his
torie and modern media and academic texts, mainly within the discipline of 
development economics. 1° Consequently, my observations have been directed 
and my analysis coloured by my original way of perceiving the studied issues 
and formulating research problems. I was, and still am, an outsider to the soci
ety I have studied, but my initial understanding has undergone substantial 
changes both <luring the course of the field work, and <luring the periods of 
data processing at the university. 

To view an event or interview a person about the same event, and docu
ment observations does enable the researcher to construct a picture of what 
happened on a particular day or hour. It does not necessarily enable him/ her to 

"Said, 1978. 
9 Agar, 1980:48-49. 
10 For an analysis of the image oflndia constructed in trave] accounts by Swedish authors 1950-75, 
see Petersson, 1988. 
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reveal what actually happened in an all encompassing, or absolute, sense how
ever. It is not only the field workers frame of reference that might direct his/ 
her understanding of the event, but the event itself may change its direction of 
development at the same moment as the field worker enters the scene. The 
following example may highlight this ultimate methodological restriction on 
all empirical research. 

Du ring my last field period in Tirupur, I wanted to take some photographs 
of the traffic chaos constantly prevailing in the city. Standing by the road side, 
I saw three bullock carts carrying heavy loads of tubular fabric on their way 
from a knitting unit toa textile processing unit. I raised the camera, and looked 
forward to depicting a typical example of transport on the inner-city roads. While 
I was looking through the camera lens, one of the drivers caught sight of me 
with my camera raised. While looking straight into the camera, he stood up on 
the cart and raised his hand making the V-sign with his fingers. IfI had been 
less familiar with Tamil politics, this woul<l have m.ade littlc sense to me. Now, 
however, I knew that this gesture was the symbol of the then ruling ADMK
party, and I realized that the driver seemed to be taking the opportunity to make 
a political statement, both towards me and, moreover, towards everyone who 
was going to see the picture I had taken. This kind of reaction to the presence 
of a researcher or any other outsider for that matter, is inevitable in any field 
work in the sense that new roles are created and behaviour changes depending 
on who is involved in a certain context or relation, and how.11 

None of the persons I interviewed raised his hand, or assumed any posi
tion as explicit as the bullock cart driver but they all certainly assumed some 
kind of position depending on how they perceived me, my questions and my 
objectives. Therefore, the social category12 assigned to me by my informants was 
of great importance to the exchange of information that followed du ring för
mal and informal interviews. 

T hat a fo reign, female researcher pays a visit to a farm or a dyeing unit is 
rather rare in the Coimbatore region. In the Lower Bhavani Project, the sight 
of male, Indian research students carrying out surveys is not uncommon, and 
most farmers had quite a comprehensive idea of what a researcher was and migbt 
be interested in. But this preconception did not include a female and foreign 
ditto interested in the kind of questions that I wanted to discuss. The foreign
ers that did visit the irrigation scbeme regularly were normally representatives 
of, or consultants for, the World Bank. Consequently, the appearance of my 
person was not something wbich could easily be put into a pre-existing cat
egory. In Tirupur, on the other hand, both male and female foreigners had been 

11 Adler and Adler, 1987. 

"Agar, 1980:41-62. See also Golde, 1986, who discusses the particularities ofbeing a female outsider. 
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a common sight for over a decade. They were always buyers in the hosiery 
business, from Western Europe, North America or South-East Asia. During 
the time of the field periods, attention on Tirupur in the media had not yet 
been matched by any notable interest from academic circles, and only a few 
studies had been carried out with the city in focus . As a result, I was probably 
primarily looked upon as a potential buyer. During my stay in Tirupur I got a 
number of business offers, and I think that some of my in formants seriously 
doubted my identity as a research student. 

The way that informants related to me naturally affected the kind of rela
tion we constructed during interviews. Naturally, mast informants took the 
position of a representative oftheir own group, caste, region and country, dis
cussing local issues with a foreigner. The fact that I had chosen to use the re
spective user organization as a contact also meant that the issues of the organi
zation also became the issues of the informant. Thus, our discussions not only 
consisted of me asking questions and the informant answering, or the two of us 
exchanging information during a relaxed and comfortable conversation, but 
also of the informant making political statements for the foreigner, researcher, 
potential buyer or aid official that I "represented". Moreover, to some extent 
the interviews also revealed the informants position in the regional discussion 
concerning competition for resources between the agricultural and industrial 
sectors. 

Working with Interpreter 

Although a few of the informants spoke English, the majority had Tamil as their 
first and only language. Since I neither understand or speak Tamil, I had to 
conduct mast interviews with the help of an interpreter. W orking with an in
terpreter means that the interviewer has substantially more time to take notes, 
formulate new questions and check that all the relevant questions are included, 
than if communicating directly with the informant in one language. Since no 
translation can be perfect, and especially not so when it is done quickly during 
a conversation, the use of an interpreter also has an effect on how information 
is mediated from the informant to the researcher (and, of course, vice versa). 

During my field periods I worked with two male interpreters. The first, a 
graduate in agricultural economics belonging to the Gounder caste, assisted me 
<luring the field periods in 1992/93, 1993/94 and 1994/ 95. The other, an 
engineer belonging to a regionally marginal caste, interpreted <luring the inter
views conducted in 1996. Both were approximately my age;just under 30. Dur
ing the time we spent together, I developed a very comfortable and friendly 
relation with each of them, and since both were very famil iar with local con
ditions, especially in the irrigation sector, they sometimes functioned more as 
informants themselves, than as interpreters. 
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Prior to arriving at the informant's home or office we always made efforts to 
ensure that our visit was expected. Before the interviews started the interpreter 
introduced himself, me, and the general features of the research project and 
objectives. Normally, the first period of time was devoted to an informal and 
general discussion, which in most cases relaxed the informant and rendered the 
situation comfortable for all parties involved.13 After a while, the more förmal 
intervicw would start and the tape recorder, if used, was turned on. During the 
interviews the interpreter translated my questions from English to Tamil, and 
the informant was then given time to develop his reasoning at length in Tamil. 
His statements were then translated into English, and I could either follow up 
with related questions, or move on to new subjects. Thus, the interpreter trans
lated quite long segments at a time. When all the issues had been covered, an 
infonnal discussion followed before we left the house/ office. Du ring the whole 
encounter, the interpreter did not only translate what was being said, but also 
functioned as a social mediator between me and the informant. This role was 
also crucial <luring the actual interview, where the interpreter did much more 
than just translate. 

Naturally, the two interpreters I worked with had ultimate influence over 
the information I could gain from the interviews. Neither of them had close 
relations to the textile industry in Tirupur, but the fact that both of them had 
been personally involved in the formation of the Water User Associations in 
the Lower Bhavani Project, naturally, had some bearing on how they posed 
questions and translated answers. Thus, the interpreters to some extent func
tioned as gate-keepers filtering the information gained from informants. My 
clear impression, however, is that both interpreters sincerely tried to translate 
as accurately as possible. 

In order to investigate how the three ofus interacted <luring the interview, 
one particularly informative tape-recorded interview was translated, and tran
scribed by a fourth (Tamil and English speaking) person. When comparing the 
immediate translation of the interpreter and the translation of the tape, some 
differences could be noted. 14 It was obvious that the field interpreter made the 
statements more accessible to me, by simplifying the accounts given by the 
in formant. My frame of reference and restricted knowledge oflocal conditions 
made me unable to deal with all the categories of information given by the 
informant. Thus, the interpreter to some extent chose what to translate, did 
not translate everything and sometimes also added pieces of information him-

"Without exception, the periods of chit-chatting were considerably Jon ger in interviews with fam1-
ers and ICOs, than with industrialists, mainly because the farmers and lCOs were willing to devote 
more time. 
14 Two excerpts from this double-translated interview are presented in Appendix 2. The passage is 
not included in the dissertation text. 
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self, which he apparently felt would facilitate my understanding. Sometimes 
he dramatized the informant's account, maybe to make it more accessible for 
me. After working together for some time, the interpreter got quite well ac
quainted with my interests and knowledge. Most probably, the interpreter also 
made the same type of adjustments when translating my questions and state
ments from English to Tamil. Thus, any lack of social competence as defined 
locally from my side, could be covered by quick rearrangements by the inter
preter. On the whole, the most important function of the interpreter was not 
to translate in the sense of actually finding the technically correct words, but to 

enable a workable exchange of information to take place between two persons 
with very different experiences and frame of reference. 15 

The interpreters had one more important function <luring the field peri
ods, which relates to the discussion above about how I was perceived by the 
informants, especially during my cooperation with the interpreter I worked 
with most. I often felt that the informants actually addressed him more than 
me <luring interviews. This tendency was even more noticeable prior to and 
after the actual interview, and it was obvious that it was not me who was vis
iting the informants home or office, hut rather the interpreter who had brought 
me along. Golde discusses how important it is for female field workers to pro
tect themselves from the vulnerability associated with femininity. One com
mon technique is to reduce the accessibility of the woman by finding a man or 
men whose role enables them to serve as protectors .16 Similarly, the interpreter 
assumed the role of a kind of guardian for me; the forcign lady, and my person 
was seen in relation to him. How the informants actually interpreted our rela
tion varied, but to me it seemed like I was perceived as some kind of distant 
relative, university friend, or sometimes even sister of the interpreter. This is 
probably closely connected to the role of local women, who would never be 
expected to trave! around conducting interviews with unknown, male inform
ants. 

Documentation, Processing and 
Presentation of the Material 
Considerable care was taken to document experiences gained <luring field vis
its, participation in association meetings and, in particular, information shared 
by informants <luring interviews. Short field notes were made throughout field 
periods and developed into more substantial accounts when time permitted. 
My ambition was to tape record as many of the interviews as possible, but w hen 

15T his, in fact, is also a common approach of professional interpreters, as has been shown by Wadensjö, 
1992. 
16 Golde, 1986:6. See also Golde (Ed.), 1986. 

56 



Studying institutional change 

personal relations and technical circumstances did not permit the tape recorder 
to be used, notes where taken <luring the interview, anda more detailed ac
count of the informant's statements was written clown as soon as possible after 
the interview was concluded. English communication in tape recordings was 
transcribed, and basic grammatical errors and language rnistakes which rnight 
restrain the reader's understanding of quotations are corrected in the following 
chapters. This thorough documentation of the interviews was necessary in order 
to justify the extensive use of quotations. 

The field notes and documented interviews were printed out in a format 
easy to read, and then gone through several times. During these "readings" a 
number of themes crystallized, under which the most crucial information could 
be ordered, and key words or heaillngs were marked in the margin. The next 
analytical device used were a pair of scissors. By being able to directly compare 
excerpts dealing with the same issue from say 20 different interviews, a com
prehensive overview of the material could be obtained. Statements from dif
ferent informants could then be compared, and details from several interviews 
could be gathered into a fuller understanding of the issues discussed.17 

Both the tape recorded interviews and those conducted without a tape 
recorder are quoted in the text. Quotations from transcribed interviews are 
presented in italics within quotations marks, quotations from the other inter
views are presented in italics but without quotation marks, and quotations from 
written documents are presented in straight text with quotation marks as fol
lows 

"Water User Association." 

Water User Association. 

is quoted from a taped and transcribed interview 

is quoted from an interview documented by notes 

"Water User Association." is quoted from a written source, either originally 
in English, or translated from Tamil to English 

By exploring the views and opinions of the irrigation farmers and dyeing in
dustrialists, themselves involved in the processes in the focus of this study, and 
by presenting them in the form subrnitted in this book, I hope that I have been 
able to give some volume to voices which otherwise would not have been heard. 

17 This approach co data processing was inspired by Agar, 1980:104. 

57 





(HAPTER 4 

Problems and Perceptions of Increasing 
Water Scarcity in the Coimbatore-region 

I f making the 100 kilometre journey between Coimbatore and Erode in South 
India, the conditions that lirnited availability of water sets on regional devel

opment are easily realized. While the bus leaves the one-million c ity of 
Coimbatore, with its many modern textile and engineering industries and broad 
avenues bordered by cool green trees, a dry plain replaces the urban landscape. 
The shrub land, divided by high hedges, used to be cultivated with rain fed 
crops or occupied by grazing livestock. Today, however, sinking ground wa
ter levels and rising land values have put a halt to almost all agricultural use of 
the land. Instead, mechanical engineering, spinning, weaving, processing and 
sti tching units, garages and teashops line the highway, together with well main
tained brick or concrete houses. At a roadjunction in Avinashi , one ofthe roads 
deviates to Tirupur, a city known for its boorning export hosiery industry, and 
where commercial life centred around the production of fashion is seething in 
spite of the severe pollution oflocal ground water. 

The bus, however, continues on the main road, and suddenly the land
scape changes. The main canal of the Lower Bhavani Project cuts through the 
plain, and suddenly the bus travels through canal irrigated farm land with plenry 
of coconut trees and green fields of sugar cane, turmeric and paddy. The main 
road is still c ramped w ith garages and textile units, and traffic is heavy, but here 
agriculture, or the production of food, is the main activity. Slowly, as the bus 
distances itself from the main canal, the picture changes again. It seems like the 
irrigation facilities are deteriorating, and the crops are now mostly irrigated dry
crops, like ground nut and gingelly. After two ho urs or so, the bus reaches Erode, 
a thriving ciry of around 300 000 inhabitants o n the banks of Cauvery river 
with many textile and tannery units. 

To a certain extent, this chapter might save the reader the trouble of mak
ing the journey just described. It is intended to afford a general picture of the 
rapid development in the region and increased competition for the lirnited water 
available. Some examples will also be given ofhow the conflict between three 
main water consuming sectors (i.e., the agricultural, domestic and industrial) 
manifests itself 1 It will also show how farmers and industrialists compare their 

' The dcmands on water for hydro-electric purposes and for public institutions, as well as ecological 
considerations have been excluded from this analysis. This does not necessarily mean that rhey are 
less importanc buc that voices represencing thesc uses are noc often heard in local debate. 
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own use of water in relation to that of other sectors, what amount of respon
sibility for present problems they are ready co assume and their stan ce in the 
conflict between agriculture and industry. The voices that will be heard mainly 
belong to members of a number of non-governmental organizations.2 Quota
tions from written material from the studied organizations will also be presented, 
alongside excerpts from interviews with irrigation farmers and textile industri
alists. From this material, an understanding emerges of how the three groups of 
water users perceive the present situation as well as how they envisage past and 
future developments. Thus, this chapter aims at giving a background to the two 
case studies presented further on. 

Increasing Demands and a Limited Water Resource 
The two river basins at focus in this thesis, the Bhavani and Noyyal basins in 
Western Tamil Nadu, are toa !arge extent covered by Coimbatore and Periyar 
districts. The region is part of the relatively industrialized and urbanized belt 
stretching from Madras via C hengalpattu, Vellure and Salem clown to Erode 
and Coimbatore. The Coimbatore district especially is famous for its indus
tries, pleasant climate and high standard of living, while the Periyar district is 
known for its well-developed and modern irrigated agriculture.3 The rapid 
industrial expansion in the area, mainly in textile, leather, agro-processing and 
mechanical industry, has speeded up the process of urb~nization and the cities 
are growing fast. The total population of the Coimbatore and Periyar districts 
in 1991 was 3.5 and 2.3 million respectively, and the annual growth was 1.44 
and 1.17 per cent. 4 The rate of u.rbanizat1on in Coimbatore and Periyar dis
tricts is 53 and 25 per cent respectively. 5 

Except for the canal irrigated areas, the region is very dry, surrounded as it 
is by mountains to the North,., West'and South, and affected by the rain shadow 
they create. Approximately 90 per cent of the fresh water resource utilized is 
used in the agricultural sector,6 while the rest finds its way to rural and urban 
households and industries. The average rainfall of the region is 650 mm per 
year, distribut~d between the South-West and North-East monsoons. The 
annual variation is substantial and the potential evapotranspiration ranges be-

lThe studied organizations areas follows: LBP Agriculturist Association, Tirupur Consumer Protec
tion Council, and Tirupur Exporters' Asso ciation . 

.1The relative index of development was 196 and 128 pe r cent in che Coimbatore and Pcriyar districts 
respectively, to be compared wi th 135 for Tamj] Nadu and 100 per cent for entire lndia. (Census, 
1991.) Baker, 1984, partly explains ofthe successful regional development with homogeneity with 
regard to caste. A ]arge proportion ofthe inhabitants in thc Coimbatore and Periyar districts, bclongs 
to thc Vcllala Gounder castc. 

'Census, 1991. 1.40 and 2. 14 per cent in Tamj] Nadu and lndia respectively. 

' Census, 1991. 34 and 26 per cent in TamjJ Nadu and lndia respectively. 

'' Sivanappan et al., 1989: xi. 
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tween 1,500 and 2,000 mm. There is thus a considerable "water deficit" which 
results in dry lands and severe restrictions on land use. The three largest rivers 
running through the area are the Bhavani, Noyyal and Amaravathi, all tribu
taries to the Cauvery river. 

Bhavani river is a perennial river originating in the Western Ghats and 
feeding the Bhavani-reservoir. The reservoir provides water to altogether 83,000 
ha ofirrigated farm land in the Lower Bhavani Project and three old irrigation 
schemes; Arakan Kottai, Thadapalli and Kalingarayan, of altogether 16,000 ha. 7 

The river joins Cauvery at the small town af Bhavani. 

The ephemeral Noyyal river originates in the dry areas south-west of 
Coimbatore, stretches through Tirupur, and feeds several check-dams, built to 
promote ground water recharge along its course. It runs into the Orathupalayam 
reservoir, which benefits approximately 8,000 hectares of irrigated land. The 
river joins Cauvery just north of the Trichy district barder. 

The Amaravathi river originates in the Udamalpet-area, and jains the 
Cauvery further South in the Trichy district. These rivers have atl been har
nessed in reservoirs to irrigate substantial areas of farm land. Still another im
portant source for irrigation is the Parambikulam-Aliyar Project, diverting seven, 
previously west flowing rivers, to benefit areas in the Coimbatore district. 

In areas without canal irrigation, rain-fed agriculture is traditionally sup
plemented by water from wells drawn by animal power. The introduction of 
modern technology in the form of electrical pump-sets, combined with heav
ily subsidized electricity to the agricultural sector has resulted in rapidly falling 
ground water tables,8 and the areas under well-irrigation are on decline . In some 
areas the use of ground water surmounts annual recharge by up to 50 per cent.'J 
Moreover, rapid industrializatian in water-intensive trades such as textile, leather 
and agro-processing has had negative consequences for the quality ofboth sur
face and ground water. Three main sectors have claims on the limited water 
resource of the region, the domestic, agricultural and industrial. 

The domestic sector 

The combination of falling ground water levels, local ground water pallution 
and rapid urbanizatian in the Coimbatore-region has lead toa permanent scar
city of water for both rural and urban households. As a result, the domestic 
sector increasingly rely on water from sources outside the cities and townships. 
The most extreme situation could be found in Tirupur before 1993, where 
due to the rapid growth of the city, the Municipality had difficulties in supply-

7 Sivanappan et al., 1989:5 and 8. 

"KTH, 1989, and Lindberg, 1995. 
9 Sivanappan, Forthcom.ing. 
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ing the inhabitants. 10 Before 1993, piped water was only supplied once every 
14 days, and a large proportion ofhouseholds in the slums were served by private 
water vendors operating with bullock carts or tankers. In 1993, when the Sec
ond Water Supply Scheme diverting water from the Bhavani river was com
pleted, the situation improved considerably. Still, however, only 35 litres per 
capita and day on average, is available for household consumption <luring the 
summer. 11 In the parts of the rapidly growing city not yet connected to the 
Municipality pipes, bullock carts and tankers selling water area common sight. 

In Coimbatore the situation is almost as grimas it was in Tirupur, but will 
be eased when the Pillur-diversion, planned to divert water from the Bhavani 
river has been completed. 12 The situation is even worse in the surrounding 
suburban towns where as little as 5-30 litres per capita and day are supplied by 
the public sector. D 

Both thc Sccond Water Supply Scheme to Tirupur and the Pillur-diver
sion are part ofthe Tamil Nadu Water Supply and Sanitation Project. The airns 
of the project are well in line with the ambitions of the International Drinking 
Water Supply and Sanitation Decade to provide safe drinking water to the whole 
population. Lack of funds and qualified manpower, and problems with cost 
recovery, have, however, hindered the complete achievement of this goal . 

Irrigated agriculture 

Agricultural activities in the area can be divided inta two types; dry and wet 
systems. 14 Erratic monsoons are the main source of irrigation in a dry system, 
and supplementary water is drawn from wells. Due to the limited availability 
of water there is only one crop season per year, and mostly dry resistant water 
extensive crops such as sorghum and black gram are grown. Approximately 25 
per cent of the land in the Coimbatore and Periyar districts is used for rain-fed 
agriculture.15 Today, however, this type of agriculture is on the decline. 

In a wet system, water stored in tanks or reservoirs is used for canal irriga
tion. Water intensive crops, such as rice, turmeric, banana and sugar-cane can 
be cultivated, and 2-3 crops per year are possible. The stored water is let out 

"'The population ofTinipurgrew from 165,000in 1981 to216,000 in J 991(Census,1981and1991). 
The official figures probably underestirnate the number ofinhabitants in the city, partly since a !arge 
portion of the population consists of seasonal labourers. Figures of up to 350,000 inhabitants in 1994 
have been mencio ned (Appasamy, Forthcom.ing), and may be doser ro the actual number than 1hc 
ccnsus-figures. 
11 Kalaimany and Sathiah, 1994. 
12 Fora study of the drinking water situation in Coimbatore, see Bergh and Nordberg, 1996. 

1.1This estimation was done by Tam.il Nadu Watcr Supply and Drainage Board, while a scudy carried 
out by Appasamy, Forthcoming, indicates that the range may be bctween 13 to 80 litres per day. 

"Athreya et al., 1990. 
15 Census, 1991. 
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inta a main canal from which a system of distributories and branch canals dis
tribute the water to the sluice points. Within the sluices, in most modern irri
gation schemes covering an area of between 20 and 50 ha, water is distributed 
to the fields either through field booties or on a field-to-field basis. The irri
gated area under each scheme is called ayacut. Several large scale irrigation 
schemes benefit from reservoirs on the three tributaries to the Cauvery river, 
and altogether 16 per cent ofthe total area in the Coimbatore and Periyar dis
tricts is covered by irrigated agriculture. H• 

In econornic terms, irrigated agriculture is far more important than rain 
fed. In the Coimbatore district, coconut, sugar cane and groundnut are the three 
most important crops, constituting over 50 per cent of total output value, but 
only occupying 24 per cent ofthe cultivated area. In the Periyar district, paddy, 
sugar cane and turmeric account for over 70 per cent of the generated income, 
ev en though only grown on 41 per cent of the land. In both districts paddy and 
jowar are cultivated on approximately 30 per cent of the total farm land. 17 The 
relatively large proportion of irrigated land, combined w ith the forwardness of 
the farmers in the area, probably accounts for the high va1ue of output per hectare 
which is almost twice that of lndia as a whole. 18 

Jndustry 

Coimbatore district is one of India's traditional textile centres with a !arge 
number of cotton spinning, weaving, knitting, processing and stitching units. 
The area is also famous for its engineering industry, especially ~he manufactur
ing of electric water pumps . The mechanical industry is relatively water exten
sive, while textile processing requires large volumes of high quality water. A 
number of very !arge textile, synthetic fibre and agro-processing industries are 
situated along the Bhavani river, where water supply is secure. The fastest grow
ing industrial centre in the district is without doubt Tirupur, situated on the 
Noyyal river, where large-scale transport of water from surrounding areas sat
isfies the demand of the city's bleaching and dyeing units. Since industrial ef
flu ent is not treated, the Noyyal river and local ground water resource is se
verely polluted. Moreover, the transport of water to the city has caused fall ing 
ground water levels along the main transport corridors. 

"' Census, 1991 . This is about a 30 per cent larger proportion comparcd to the whole of lndia, but 
slightly lower than the average for Tamil Nadu. 
17 Census, 1991. A warning must be made concerning the accurateness ofthese figures. The irrigated 
crops mentioned are all crops which arc marketed, and except fo r paddy they are not consumed by 
the farmer himself Crops that are consumed directly by the producer may not be included in Census 
figurcs. Thus, the economic importance of the crops mentioned here may be exaggerated. 

'"Census, 1991. The average output valuc per hectare is 6,4 79 and 5,017 Rs per hectarc for Coimbatore 
and Periyar rcspcctively, to be compared with 6,622 fo r Tamil Nadu and 3,576 for lndia. 
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In the Periyar district the leve! of industrialization is lower, but Erode hasts a 
!arge number of units for dyeing and printing cotton fabric. The town is also 
one ofTamil Nadu's main centres for leather processing, a highly water inten
sive and polluting industry. The pollution effects from these industries are not 
as acute as in the Noyyal and Bhavani sub-basins, but this is mainly because the 
effiuents are diluted by the huge volumes of water fl.owing in the Cauvery river. 19 

Dimensions of conflict 
Even though water has certainly been put in the limelight, the industrialization 
and urbanization of the area does not only involve competition for water re
sources. Other input factors, such as land, capita! and labour are also reallo
cated, mainly from agriculture to industrial uses. Land values in urban centres 
and along the main roads have multiplied over the last 20 years,20 while at the 
~ame time, a decreased supply of water is said to ha ve caused sinking land val
ues in, for example, the Lower Bhavani Project. In the area around Tirupur, 
the increase in land value has resulted in a lot of farmers selling their land or 
renting it out for industrial purposes. The flow of la bo ur from agriculture to 
industry is also noticeable. Wages are only slightly higher in the Small Scale 
Industry-sector2 1 than in agriculture, where an unskilled male worker can ex
pect 40-50 Rs/ day, compared to 60 R s/ day for 12 hours of work in the indus
trial sector. Children and women are paid between 20 and 40 R s per day in 
both sectors, while skilled labourers can earn as much as 70 Rs per day or more, 
in the industrial sector.22 The increasing competition for resources, mainly be
tween industry and agriculture, is a result of the structural change that the re
gion's economy is presently undergoing. In the urban centres there is strong 
optimism concerning future development. The farm.ing community, however, 
is less convinced of the blessings of an increasingly industrialized society, and 
has also begun to experience some of the negative effects of water pollution 
and increasing re- allocation of resources to the industrial sector. Farmers were 
generally sceptical towards the changes, and saw agriculture as the traditional 
and therefore ideal main economic activity in the region. The relation between 
agriculture and industry and its consequences for the farming community were 
analysed in the following terms in the LBP Agriculturist Association magazine: 

'"Berninger, 1993. 

'° O ne infonnant mentioned an area just outside T irupur where land value had increased from 500 
R s/ha 25 years ago, to 10 million R..s/ha in 1994. (Large.dyer 4) 
21 Small Scale lndustries, defined as registered units with a total investment ofless than 4,500 000 Rs, 
are subject to a number of financial policies aimed at facilitating the growth of this sector. (Madras 
lnstitute ofDevelopment Studies, 1988) 
22 T hese approximate figures were given by industrialists in Tirupur and fa rmers in the Lower Bhavani 
Project. 
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"Farmers have ]ost their status in society. The people who live in the urban centres as 
well as in rhe villages now want their daughrer to get married to someone in the city. 
So, the youths in the farmer's family hate agriculture and try to come out ofthe village. 
/:i.t this time, the developments in Tirupur with the hosiery export became their asy
lum. So, it encouraged the youths from Coimbatore and orher districts to move to 
Tirupur. The environment in Tirupur is polluted toa great extent. The underground 
water in Tirupur will not be useful for anything hereafter. If there is no water supply 
from Bhavani river there is no other go for Tirupur people except to vacate the town. 
The effiuent treatment is only ar the discussion leve! and on the paper. It has become 
clear that it is a cheating. In a nut shell, Tirupur has not only swallowed farmers but 
also agriculture itself. "23 

Many farmers perceive a process of change where the traditional, good society 
is gradually replaced by a modern one where the number and importance of 
farmers is declining, and where polluting industries and corrupt government 
officials endanger the future of the whole region by allowing the water resource 
to be destroyed forever. Interestingly enough, this argumentation is pursued in 
spite of the fact that irrigated agriculture in the region is very well developed, 
using modern technology in the form of electric pump-sets, huge canal sys
tems and all other features of the Green R evolution. Farmers view themselves 
and are perceived by others as representatives of the traditional, and the last 
protectors of good old Tamil cultural values and customs. Simultaneously, 
however, they pursue demands for a deregulation of markets for agricultural 
products (but nota decrease of subsidies on agricultural inputs such as electric
ity, seeds, fertilizers and pesticides) and increased export oflocal produce. 

An article in the regular bulletin of the Tirupur Exporters' Association, here 
representing the views of the industrial sector, expresses high expectations of 
the future, and a strong belief in the possibilities created by a global market 
economy: 

"We are in a competitive marker. Buyers are too choosy. Quality & Delivery are being 
insisted. In our own interest, we are obliged to produce Value-added quality goods, 
to safe guard our quotas . So, Modernization is THE ANSWER to protect and enlarge 
our interest in the global market. We are in the process ofModernization. More than 
600 processing Units, in & around Tirupur, are dependcnt for WATER from outside 
sources, which cannot be taken for granted FOR EVER. The only remedy is the !Il 
water scheme proposed by TEA, mainly for the Knitwear Industry. It is time to work 
out the project details, fo r this !fI water scheme, which is awaiting govt's clearance."24 

The article foresees a bright future for the region , provided that certain re-al
locations of resources from agricultural uses to the industrial sector take place. 

"From Tirupur - the Town that Swallowed Farmers in Yathum Oore Yavamm Kealir, monthly pub
lication by the Lower Bhavani Irrigation Agriculturists Association, October, 1994. Translated from 
Tamil. 
24 From Future Challenges by S. R. Ponnusamy in TEA Bulletin, monthly publication by Timpur 
Exporters' Association, November 1993. The shifts between capitals and small letters are in original. 
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If not, the industry's capacity to compete in the international market will be 
adversely affected and market shares be !ost. 

As apart of the efforts to provide a safe water supply to the growing urban 
population in the region, several diversion projects drawing water from the 
Bhavani river are presently being implemented. This, combined with numer
ous smaller, often unofficial withdrawals for industrial uses, is bound to affect 
the volumes of water available for irrigation purposes below the Bhavani res
ervoir. Recently, a !arge number of authorised and unauthorized private pump
ing schemes lifting water primarily from the Bhavani river has increased, thus 
contributing to the total area of cultivation, but at the same time, reducing inflow 
to the Bhavani reservoir. The planned discharge of water to the Old and New 
ayacuts from the Bhavani reservoir is totally 70 TMC,25 with 34 TMC to be 
distributed to the Old ayacuts and 36 TMC for the Lower Bhavani Project (New 
ayacut). In the past few decades, however, the number of diversions for vari
ous uses upstream the Bhavani dam has increased substantially, and even more 
are under implementation (see Table 4.1) which obviously affects inflow to 
the reservoir. 

Table 4.1: Implemented and planncd diversions oj water upstream 
oj the Bhavani dam. 

Upstream irrigation 

Canal irrigation 

Authorized and unauthorized lift irrigation 

Drinking and m unicipal purposes 

lmplemented (Tirupur and other) 

Planned (Pillur-diversion to Coimbatore) 

In dustries 

Existing !arge units 

Unofficial and planned units 

Total 

(Source: Sivanappnn, Fortlrcoming 

- No figures avaihble. 

0.75 TMC 
0.75 TMC* 

0.9 TMC 
1.55 TMC 

0.84 TMC* 

-* 

3.44 TMC 

*Exact figures are diflicult to obrain. These estimations probably considerably undervaluc the magnirude of 

upstrcam withdrawals of water.) 

~s TMC = Thousand Million Cubic Feet per year. In 1he thesis regular use is made of che mecric 
system, and normally the unit mld (= million lit res per day) stace flows of watcr. Since water for 
irrigation in 1he Bhavani project is discharged only <luring eight momhs per year, a per day unit may 
be confusing. Moreover, TMC is the unit regularly used when referring to volumcs of irrigation 
water. 1 TMC equals approximately 78 mld. 
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As a consequence of the many withdrawals and the high inter-annual variation 
of flow, discharge to the Old and New ayacuts has been below the planned 70 
TMCfor a number of years. The volume of water diverted to Coimbatore is 
planned to double by the year 2011, u. and increased competition for water from 
upstream farmers and industry is likely to further affect the availability of water 
to the irrigation farmers. However, the decrease of inflow to the Bhavani res
ervoir will only affect the N ew scheme since the farmers in the Old schemes 
claim to be in possession of riparian rights and an indisputable priority in water 
allocation between the two schemes. 

Even though there is a clear potential for improving water use efficiency 
in irrigated agriculture, farmers react against reduced water availability and argue 
that not even the previous volumes were enough. In the cities, consumers are 
slowly getting their situation improved by new water supply schemes, but 
pollution poses a new threat to the water supply ofboth urban and rural dwell
ers, as well as farmers. 

The growing number of industrial units drawing water from the Bhavani 
river cause concern for the deteriorating quality of the river water. This has 
implications both for the farmers below the Bhavani reservoir, and for urban 
consumers benefited by the drinking water diversion projects. The flow of water 
in Noyyal river has been severely affected by the effiuents ofthe textile processing 
units in Tirupur. Because of the increasing transport of water to Tirupur, flow 
has increased, but high concentrations of salt, chlorine and dyestuffs in waste 
water from the processing industries render the water unfit for most uses.27 The 
water in the Orathupalayam dam is brackish,28 and many of my informants 
reported incidents of crop damages and health effects on cattle: 

Ever since the project was completed in 1992,Jarmers have been complaining about the water 
quality. It is not good for irrigation and moreover the percolation from the dam has made the ground 
watereven in bore-wells at JOOJeet sa/ty. Also the injlow to the dam has doubled one or two times 
because oj the transport oj water into Tirupur fo r industrial purposes. People upstream the dam 
used to pump water for irrigation purposes but noiv it has stopped. First, the dam was meant to 
provide drinking water to adjacent villages, hut because oj the inferior quality it was not possible. 

(Field visit to Orathupalayam dam, 94-11-23) 

The official order of priority for allocating water between different demands 
states that drinking purposes are the most critical to satisfy, before agriculture 
and industrial uses. At present the institutions and allocation mechanisms sur
rounding water users are not able to enforce these principles. A feature that 
stands out is the incapability to legally transfer water between sectors, except in 

26 These are the official plans o f the project. According to a pamphlet from the LBP Agriculturist 
Association, 1991, fa rmers fear a tenfold increase in the near futu re. 

"See for example Jacks et al., 1994, Sundaresan, 1993, and Jayakaran et al., 1978. 

2
3 Jacks et al., 1994. 
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the form of government projects for drinking water. Thus, there are few ways 
in the public arena of dealing with both issues of quality and the allocation of 
water within the agricultural sector, and between agriculture and industry. 
Private water markets serving both household and industrial users exist in a few 
locations, redirecting water from agriculture, hut without any consent either 
from the political system or the general public. Even though hydrological facts 
indicate that sustainable water resource planning and management would best 
be done at basin or sub-basin leve!, the Indian administrative set-up efficiently 
prevents any coordination between various departments as well as over geo
graphical administrative boundaries. Moreover, the administrative resources of 
the state Pollution Control Boards are not !arge enough to ensure that proper 
monitoring and enforcement of existing environmental legislation takes place. 
As a consequence, the political and administrative system has great difficulties 
in handling the problems of water allocation between the different uses. 

Thus, both quantitative reallocation of water and pollution of water re
sources contain an element of competition for resources (i.e., volumes of clean 
water and recipient capacity) between different sectors. The growing demand 
for water from the domestic and industrial sectors changes the conditions for 
agricultural activity considerably in that the availability of water is decreasing. 
At the same time the demand for food and raw material is increasing. Since the 
volume of water requested for industrial and domestic needs is relatively small 
and since the use of water in the agricultural sector theoretically could be low
ered considerably without having serious effects on production, quantity prob
lems could be solved if institutions were created to induce irrigation farmers to 
change their water management practices. Moreover, if existing environmen
tal legislation was more strictly enforced, a !arge part of the pollution problem 
would also be solved. 

One important factor which complicates the implementation of these 
measures are the perceptions and problem formulations of the various groups 
of water users. Prcsently, none of the main groups of water users are ready to 
take increased responsibility for improving their own water management. In
stead, some of them are taking to agitation to protect their interests and pursue 
their dernands. The following sections will describe the water-related problem 
formulations among users in the agricultural, domestic and industrial sectors, 
and the ideas for solutions they promote. 

The Dilemma of Allocation 
The future of the Coimbatore region is bound to be mark ed by increasing water 
scarcity for all uses. In the increasing competition for the available water re
source, both informal groups and more formalized entities of collective action 
are playing an important role. Outbursts of violence and civil disobedience 
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connected to water related issues are common. The official order of priority 
for the allocation of water may seem clear and w ithout scope fo r reinter
pretati""1s, but this is not quite the case. 

As mentioned above, growing cities in the region suffer from increasing 
scarcity of water for domestic purposes. In Tirupur, the problem of the drink
ing-water supply, other water related issues caused by the rapid growth of the 
city and local ground water pollution, has triggered both förmal organizations 
and informal groups to take action. These actions are directed mainly against 
the authorities' inability to ensure endurable living conditions for urban citi
zens and control waste water discharge from the textile processing units. These 
kind of actions to secure domestic water supply by pressing the Government 
for better services are common all over the region.29 In Tirupur, the tension 
was noticeable: 

There are so many picketing actions, bhants etc. The public is demanding so many things. Their 
picketing is very strong and the picketing actions are violent and many. But now, the number oj 
picketing actions is coming down, especially since the Second Water Supply Scheme came into 
functioning. 

(High leve! Municipality official, Tirnpur) 

Often the expressions of discontent are issue-specific protest actions initiated 
by the corrununist labour unions, political parties or spontaneously formed 
neighbourhood groups. Rural households and dry land farmers in the areas 
surrounding Tirupur are also affected by textile industry water use, mainly 
through falling ground water levels. The pumping and selling of water for in
dustrial uses has aggravated the economic inequalities and social tensions in the 
villages along the main transport corridors. Only larger farmers have the re
sources to invest in wells deep enough to utilize ground water. When the water 
levels fall because of their extensive pumping, other more shallow wells dry 
up, causing problems with household water supply and irrigation for smaller 
farmers.30 Occasionally, the sight oftankers full of water passing through drought 
affected areas at dangerous speeds trigger demonstrations and the blocking of 
roads. In 1993, a wave of agitation against the water lorries was organized along 

2''Reports in the local press included the following articles: The Hindu , 94-11-25: "Plea to provide 
new water connections" (The Consumer Vigilance Council in Salem district urged the Salem 
Municipality Corporation to provide new domestic water connections.) Indian Express, 94-12-29: 
"CMP plea on drinking water scheme" (Perundurai taluk unit of the Communist Party of India 
submitted a memorandum to the Govemment urging it to execute the Kodivery-Utthukuli drinking 
water scheme. This project will divert water from the Bhavani river to households in Utthukuli.) 
96-02-05: "Fast against mineral water plant" (Consumer Welfare Rights Protcction Ccntre con
ducted fast outside the Collcctorate in Coimbatore stating that a mineral water bottling plant using 
water from the Siruvani dam would affect the drinking water supply to Coimbatore and its sub
urbs.) See also Bergh and Nordberg, 1996:111-115. 
30 See for example The Hindu, 94-04-24; "Small farmers jobless as ground water depletes" 
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the road between Tirupur and Dharapuram, one of the main water transport 
corridors. One of the organizers tells us how it all happened: 

Croups oj women were blocking the road to preve11t the lorriesfrom passing, but the industrialists 
had bribed the police heavily, and the women were arrested and taken to Coimbatore and put into 
prisonfor 14 days. But then, the men were activated, and the road was blockedfor 2-3 hours . 
Afier the agitation, an agreement was reached and the police guarded the wellsfor 15 days, and 
for 6 months there was no pumping. But now, slowly, it has started again. How long can we go 
on agitating? Which are the resources at ourcommandfor this agitation? We cannot say that the 
entirefamily is engaged in agricult1m, one son may be employed in the hosiery industry in Tirupur, 
bur still, some care has to be taken when the water is reallocated like this. 

(Large farmer, active in Farmers' and T oilers' Party, Tirupur) 

At the beginning of 1996, when the effects of the failed monsoon began to be 
felt, a wave of similar demonstrations again burst out.31 Most industrialists clearly 
demarcate their responsibility for any inconvenience caused by the transports, 
.:hough: 

We take waterfrom the outside villages. There, the women and children are sometimes picketing 
our lorn'es, but at six o'clock in the evening they will be tired and go home. We cannot give water 
to everyone, that is not our responsibility, that is the responsibility oj the Municipality. 

(Process manager of Large dyer 7) 

Apart from denying any responsibility for the negative effects of falling ground 
water levels, many industrialists argue that the transfer of resources from agri
cultural uses to industrial benefits the farmers as much as the industrialists, in 
that the farmers can now "make more money selling the water than doing agricul
ture." (Large dyer 17) 

The irrigation farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project are also affected by 
the re-allocation of water to urban uses. Several drinking water schemes di
verting water from the Bhavani river have already been implemented, and there 
are more to come. Moreover, a diversion project benefiting industries in Tirupur 
has be en suggested, making the allocation of Bhavani water between agricul
ture and industry an immediate dilemma. The main proponent of this project 
is the Tirupur Exporters' Association, an organization of only 400 members but 
forcefully engaged in high leve! lobbying to protect the interests of the export 
hosiery industry in T irupur. The economic and political strength of the Ex
porters' Association and its members is clearly manifested in the association office: 
a thrce storey, red granite building in one of the main streets in T irupur. Here, 
thirteen full-time employed administrators and one office bearer take care of 

31 This type of problem is not only experienced in Tirupur, but also in other parts of the region. See, 
for example, the Hindu, 96-02-17; "Villagers block traffic: Hundreds of villagers with empty pocs, 
squatted on the busy Palani-Dindigul-Dharapuram Highway at Oddanchatram (some 50 kilometres 
South ofTirupur, my comment) and obstrucced vehicular traffic, demanding adequate drinking water 
supply to thc villages surrounding Oddanchatram. Officials rushed to the spot and gave an assurance 
and chey dispersed." 
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association work and publish the monthly TEA Bulletin. The rationale of a 
Third Water Supply Scheme to Tirupur was described as follows: 

In lndia, there has not been any water management up ti/l now but it is bad ly needed considering 
the aridity oj tliis country. Textile business is a process-based industry which depends on high 
quality water. Tl1e water in the wells even 30 km radius is oj uneven quality. We need persistent 
quality, and therefore, we will take waterfrom the Bhavani river, which isa clean and perennial 
source. 

(Office bearer in Tirupur Exporters' Association 1) 

Thus, the scheme would serve the textile processing industry in Tirupur by 
replacing the city's water supply deficit of 60 mld32 presently brought in by lorries, 
with high quality water from the Bhavani river. The project would be run on 
a commercial basis, charging the textile processors the full cost of su pplying the 
water. Most textile processors saw the transfer as necessary, even if it were to 
affect irrigated agriculture negatively: 

"It isa common property, so they can not enJoy that alone. U'hen the nation develops, we have 
to share the available resource." 

(Large dyer 12) 

Others simply did not believe that there might be any negative effects on ag
riculture, or claimed that any decline in the volumes available for irrigation could 
be counteracted by new methods for more efficient use: 

"Surplus water is there in Bhavani, right? The water we would draw for industri al purposesjrom 
the Bhavani n·ver is good water. Hlhen the water is good, the outpia, the quality is good. My 
feeling is that it does not ciffect farmers or1 the banks oj Bhavani river. Water can be used more 
effidently, likefor example in Israel, so that with only a small quantity oj water you can do plenty 
oj agriculture." 

(Large dy er 10) 

As can be expected, farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project view the develop
ment from an opposite perspective. One organization playing a leading role in 
the formulation and pursuing of dem.ands relating to the needs of irrigation 
farmers in the area, is the Lower Bhavani Project Agriculturist Association, or LBP 
Agriculturist Association. The organization is an offspring of the Tamil Nadu 
Farmers' Movement.33 In the 1970-80s, the Farmers' Movement organized 
numerous rallies, black flag demonstrations, hunger strikes, picketing actions 
and road blocks to promote association demands for free electricity, tax ex
emption and other benefits for the agricultural sector. Even though the meth
ods were intentionally non-violent, the agitations of the Farmers' Movement 
were met by fierce police action and several farmers were killed <luring some 
of these encounters.34 Since then, the strength of the movement has eroded 

32 Sathiah, 1994. 
3

' In Tamil: Vyvasayigal Sangam. 

'' Harris, 1984, Nadkami, 1987, Balasubramanian, 1989, Lindberg, 1992 and 1995. 
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and the methods of pursuing organizational goals have changed. Today, the 
number of members in the LBP Agriculturist Association are only around 2-
300, but the association sometimes uses mass demonstrations and picketing 
actions mobilizing up to 10or15 thousand farmers to emphasize their demands. 
The monthly magazine, Yathum Oore Yavarum Kealir,35 publishes articles with 
a clear political and ideological content rnixed with advertisements from sup
pliers of agricultural inputs and essays about a certain crop or new irrigation 
methods.36 

Mast irrigation farmers were ready to accept diversions of water for drink
ing purposes, but they were not too happy about it. Moreover, doubts were 
raised concerning the actual use of water once it had been diverted to the cit
ies: "Now, in the name ef social development, in the name oj industrialization, they are 
taking water for drinking purposesJor industrial purposes, like Tirupur." (Large farm.er 
5). This doubt became problematic as none of the interviewed farmers would 
accept a reallocation of water from agriculture to industry. N either were they 
ready to accept monetary compensation for lost water: "It cannot be compensated. 
Once water is gone, it is gone. That is impossible. We need water, not the money. We 
will not be satisfied. We cannot be compensated with the money." (Small farmer 2). 
Not that the industrialists in Tirupur had offered them any, of course . Few in
dustrialists were willing to pay any compensation, and often saw the develop
ment of the region with effects such as increased employment opportunities, as 
compensation enough: 

"Thousands oj people are going to get emp/oymenr. That means they are <~iven employmenr; 
another alternative. It isa kind oj compensationfor them. Bur if you insisr that each and every 
farmers in the Lower Bhavarii Project should be compensated bejore srariing an industry, you can 
never srart an industry in India." 

(Large dyeing industrialist, head-reach Lower Bhavani Projecr) 

The gradually decreasing inflow to the Bhavani dam also raised the question of 
re-allocation between the Lower Bhavani Project and the Old ayacuts: 

"Lower Bhavani Project isa modern system, rhe Old ayacurs isa crude system. We are using 
water more rdficiently a11d more optinrally. Whatever you wanr to rake you take it from wherever 
there is a surplus oj warer." 

(Large farmer 5) 

'~ "All Places are Ours and All People are Our Relatives" 

-"' In the O ld ayacuts several farmers' organisations existed. Arakan Kottai Farmers' Welfare Associa
tion co-operated with a sim.ilar organisation for Thadapalli in the Kodivery Dam Ayacut Farmers' 
Association. The embryo to these organisations was creatc-d in the late 1940s, early 1950s in connec
tion to the construction ofthe Bhavani dam with the main aim to secure the riparian righrs ofthe 
Old ayacuts. The Kalingarayan Farmers' Development Association was formed due tota.il end prob
lems in the canal in 1991. The main activities of all the organisations in thc Old ayacuts is to act 
politically to protcct their water supply. When water supply is adequate, the organisations remain 
inactive, but are vitalised during periods of scarcity. 
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Due to riparian rights, the fields in the Old ayacut receive around twice as much 
water per hectare than the Lower Bhavani Project, and even so, harvests are 
considerably lower. Several New scheme farmers argued that water should be 
re-allocated from the Old ayacut, and such is also the position of the LBP 
Agriculturist Association.37 The farmers of the Old schemes argued that their 
soil would be destroyed if it dried out, so water had to be supplied on a 10 
months basis. Thus, even though there is potential for improved water man
agement in both the Old and New schemes, few farmers saw any reasons for 
increasing water productivity in their own area. 

The lack of operationalized guidelines concerning the allocation of water 
between household, agricultural and industrial uses and a coherent strategy for 
how resources should be allocated rendered administrative decision making ad 
hoc. Few inter-sectoral markers for water existed and the most important, i.e., 
the one supplying water to the textile industry in Tirupur, suffered from loosely 
defined property rights of ground water resulting in high social costs due to 
severe externalities. Tims, the views of different groups on the allocation of 
water between sectors vary greatly, and even though a limited number offarmers 
saw the possibility of increasing water use efficiency in irrigated agriculture, 
through reallocating water from the Old to the New scheme, and by introduc
ing water saving techniques and changing the cropping pattern , they persis ted 
in supporting the official order of priority between drinking water, agriculture 
and industry. Most of the industrialists, however, adhered to the priority order 
in principle hut saw their own reallocation activities as necessary and desirable, 
being part of the process of structural change in the regional and national 
economy which, they hoped, would lead the country into a modern industri
alized era. 

The Problem of Pollution 
Alongside tensions connected to the allocation of water, the issue of water quality 
has become a source of conflict between households and farmers, and industri
alists. In fact, local ground water pollution isa contributing factor to Tirupur's 
total dependence on remote water sources. In early 1994, the Pollution Con
trol Board approved plans for several !arge dyeing units just upstream of the 
point where drinking water is diverted to Tirupur.38 The decision caused fear 
among the inhabitants ofTirupur that this major source of clean drinking water 

37 Conflicts between different groups ofirrigacion farmers ovcr watcr may so med mes be more violenc 
than argumentation between farmers from the New and O ld Bhavani schemes. Sce for example The 
Hindu, 96-02-03; "Ryots (i.e. farmers, peasants) block water, uneasy calm in Palani" and Indian 
Express, 96-01-20; "Three få rmers killed in ruckus ovcr sharing ofwater" 
3
" One of the units was owned by a !arge Indian trading house, with a total export tumover of around 
1,000 million rupees per year. (Economic and Political Weekly, March 19, 1994) 
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might undergo the same deterioration of quality as the local ground water re
sourcc had done some 10 years earlier. The threat of renewed extreme scarcity 
of water for domestic purposes induced the Tirupur Consumer Protection Coun
cil,39 together with a number of other social organizations and political parties 
in Tirupur40 to call fora one day bhant41 to show discontent with the govern
ment's decision. The bhant more or less closed Tirupur down fora whole day. 
It is not clear whether the Pollution Control Board changed its decision or not, 
or, if they did, to what extent it was enforced, but rumours were heard that the 
units had been stopped, at least for the time being. 

To Prevent the Drinking Water Getting Poisoned 

BHANT IN TIRUPUR 
dacc 5.11.94 Saturday 

WE WILL NOT ALLOW THE EFFLUENTS 
From the Dyeing Units that Are Being Built at 

Mettupalayam on the Bank of the Bhavani River 
WHICH SUPPLIES DRINKING W ATER TO TIRUPUR 

GETTING MIXED WITH RIVER WATER 
Oh! General Public! Awake to Prevent the Coming Great Disaster. 

Oh! The Responsible! Protect the Interests of the People. 
Always in thc pcoplc's interest: Tirupur Consumers Protcction Council 

Figure 4.2: Posters with this message and printed in red and blue were stuck every
where in the Tirupur at the beginning oj November 1994. (Translated from Tamil) 

Water pollution is also an issue ofhigh priority to the LBP Agriculturist Asso
ciation and many farmers in the Lower Bhavani project. For several years, the 
effiuents from a large synthetic yarn mill have polluted the Bhavani river, and 
in spite of repeated demands from the farmers that environmental legislation 
must be more strictly enforced, not much has been achieved. A similar situa
tion has developed in the Noyyal river basin, where farmers in the 
Orathupalayam project have last all hope of ever seeing clean water in their 

'''The Tirupur Consumers Protection Council, founded in J 989, and with 10- 15 active members, 
pursues issues related to the quantity and quality of public services by various govemment depart
mcnts. One such issue is the timeliness and volumes ofhousehold water supplied by the Municipality. 

' "Some ofthe organizations involved werc the local branches ofthe Communist Party of!ndia, DMK, 
and ADMK, Tirupur Hotel Owners Association, Tirupur Photographers Association, TirupurTwo
whcclers Association, Tirupur Jewellery Association, Tirupur Electrical Parts Association , the Sivagi 
Ganeshan Fan Club and Timpur Rice Mil! Association. 
41 Local general strike often initiated by various organizations to show disconrent with governmcnt 
policies. 
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canals again.42 The following opinion about the benefits of starting polluting 
industries is shared by many farmers in the area: 

"Why do you go for such industries that actually spoil the environment, spoil the Juture, spoil 
the water? You are harming the people around along the river course. Do you actually need that? 
It is like 'OK, you st and in front oj me. Then, I will shoot you with an AK47, then I will:~ive 
you 70 million Rs.' When you are ready lo stand, are you afool or are you intell('l,ent?! We 
should not harm others, and even more important, we should not harm the earth . It is like in japan 
with the atom bomb. I think it is almost like that. Here, ir is a slow process, bur it is the same 
kind oj effect in thefuture. We are spoiling it gradually. There it happened suddenly, here they 
are doing it gradually. When the soil is kil/ed then they have to come out." 

(Midclle size farmer 2) 

Many of the industrialists in Tirupur expressed similar concerns: 

All dyers are well aware that we are polluting. We know thatwe ourselves wil/get ajfected. I think 
people ha ve got a feeling that we ha ve to do sometliing about it. People ha ve a feeling that our 
children will be a.ffected and that we have to protect our own environment. Otherwise everything 
willgo, like when the plague broke out in Cujarat, 43 people thought that it was unhealthy to live 
there and they lejt the city. The same thing can happen in Tirupur because oj the pollution. 

(Large dyer 13) 

This did not automatically mean that polluting industries were closed down by 
their proprietors, though. Even though the LBP Agriculturist Association has 
repeatedly taken up the pollution issue, and several environmental groups have 
been formed with the sole aim of stopping further water pollution, not much 
has happened. Both farmers and environmentalist groups blame slack enforce
ment of existing environmental legislation by the Pollution Control Board for 
continuing problems. Moreover, the division of the Bhavani river basin be
tween Coimbatore and Periyar districts has caused same eon fusion. Since sev-

'~ The following articles concerning the pollution ofthe Bhavani and Noyyal rivers were published 
in the English local press: 

The Hindu, 

94-10-29; "Zero-discharge norm for textile units along Bhavani" 

95-01-11; "Pollution affects turmeric crops" 

95-01-23; "Cancern over rise in pollution ofBhavani" 

95-01-25; "River Pollution: fanners' threat" (with non-payment oftaxes ifthe government does 
not take action to check the pollution ofthe Bhavani river) . 

95-07-04; "River water pollution in Tam.il Nadu: Bhavani basin bears the brunt" 

95-07-04; "The Noyyal River: A glorified ditch" 

95-07-21; "SIV must comply with pollution control norms" 

95-12-25; "Deadline fixed to provide effiuent treatment" 

Indian Express, 

95-01 - 18; "Farmers' plea against pollution ofBhavani river" 

n in the autumn ofl 994, a number of cases of plague were diagnosed in Surat in Gujarac. Evcn though 
the authorities tried to prevent it, the fears of an epidem.ic caused hundreds of thousands of people 
to lcavc thc city in a rush. T he event got a lot of attention both in national and international media. 
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era! of the units polluting the Bhavani river are situated in the Coimbatore 
district, the Coimbatore district Pollution Control Board is responsible for the 
control of these units. Even though the negative effects of the effiuents mainly 
affect farmers in the Periyar district, they have to tum to the Coimbatore dis
trict administration with their petitions. Since the result of these representa
tions has been rather meagre, the agitation of farmers is increasingly turning 
directly towards the polluting units: 

"Whatever steps we have taken in the pollution issue it has created a lot oj awareness among 
people. We ha ve troubled the industrialists in many ways . We are planning to go for dharma, 
that means gheroing. It is like preventing peoplejrom going inside the office or whatever it may 
be. Jf you do that in front oj the Collectors' o.ffice, you will be taken to jail and released in the 
afternoon, and that is all. That is why I suggested that 'JiVhydon't we do it in front ojthefactory?' 
Jf you do it in a publicplace, like putting carts on the road, peoplewho are nota part of the problem 
are alfected, and thcy will think 'Thesc pcoplc arc always doing like this.' But when you do it 
in the place where it is actually being pol/ut ed, you stay there and say that we wi/I not allow anyone 
to enter or come out unless you send the clean water info the river, it is different. Jf you Jo that 
continuously several limes, they have to take some action." 

(Large farmer 5) 

Obviously, enforcement of environmental legislation by the Pollution Con
trol Board is not viewed as strict enough by farmers and other groups in the 
region, and instead of relying on the authorities these groups take the matter 
into their own hands. Even officials within the board recognized that more could 
be done: 

The government cannot do much without the pressure from the public. There has been a lot oj 
problems in Periyar,farmers ha ve start ed agitation against the pollution oj river water. They ha ve 
sent petitions to this office complaining and urging us to take acrion. In Tirupur they had a bhant 
on the 5th oj November against the pollution oj the Bhavani river, because it is their drinking 
water that would get effected. But what if the farmers arranged a bhant! Legal action is not a 
possible way for them, there are 800 units and in the Indian system it would be too expcnsive 
and take too long time. There is also some political involvement. 

(High leve! Pollution Control Board official, Coimbatore) 

In some cases polluting units, mainly textile dyeing units, have been forced to 

close clown because of agitation by nearby farmers. Thus, frustration with in
sufficient enforcement of the law by responsible authorities has induced groups 
affected by pollution to take law enforcement into their own hands. For indus
trialists, the possibility of physical resistance from local groups was a well ac
knowledged obstacle for starting new polluting industries in areas previously 
unaffected by pollution. One case from Pollachi was reported where the workers 
of a newly started unit were threatened and even beaten by local farmers. Some 
industrialists feared a violent uprising from the farmers: 

Now the awareness i11 Tirupur is very lziglz. And in the areas 11rou11d. Tlie goven1111cnt 11llc>11•cd 
some units to start in A vi1111slzi, but the people did not al/01v. Here you c:w srill starta imit 11'i1hour 
problem. "You lmow, 40km do11•nstrea111 ofTinipiir tlrca.~riC1~lt11ral land has bcr111c>t11//y pc1//111cd. 
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We are afraid that all those farmers rise and may be go to court. Then the business wi// have to 
close down. For example, the units that were planned to be built on the Bhavani river, they ha ve 
been stopped now because ef the public opposition. It can come lo us also! After all, we are only 
7-800, maybe 1000 units, but there are thousands and thousands effarmers . What ivill happen 
if they rise against us? !" 

(Large dyer 13) 

Industrialists were often ready to claim responsibility for the problem of pollu
tion but also argued that the rapid development in the region would also ben
efit the farming community. 

"Previously these people were totally against dyeing processors, but now they are benefiting. Their 
economy is developed by selling the landat a very high cost, by this they are getting the money 
and they are investing in the same trade. Economically they have developed; they don't work, 
they are selling the water. They are creating penetration with the industrialists in Tirupur, either 
his son or daughter or son-in-law, they are entering the industry. Thereby, they are bene/i ting, 
actua//y." 

(Large dy er 10) 

According to many industrialists some price had to be paid for the moderniza
tion of society and some pollution had to be accepted. Still, alert media cover
age and agitation by farmers, consumers and environmental organizations have 
established the general view that the present water management practices of 
regional industry are unacceptable, and that part of the problem is the insuffi
cient monitoring and enforcement of the Pollution Control Board. 

Suggested Solutions of the Stakeholders 
Even though most irrigation farmers and textile industrialists see themselves as 
part of a conflict over resources between the new and the old, the urban and 
the rural, the conclusions they draw concerning future solutions are similar in 
type, although not in effect. Both groups condemn any waste of scarce water 
resources, and suggest that such should be reduced. Opinions differ regarding 
the question of who is actually wasting water, though. Farmers in the Lower 
Bhavani Project criticize the farmers of the Old ayacuts and the industry of 
misusing water, but do not see the inefficient use of water in the New scheme 
as any problem. Industrialists are often of the opinion that substantial volumes 
of water could be released from agriculture if water management practices were 
improved. T hus, even though unanimously condemning the wasteful use of 
water, no group was ready to make any effort to reduce their own waste, and 
instead blamed some other group for managing the resource inefficiently. Al
most all interviewed farmers carried this argument through to its extreme by 
suggesting that the courses of two riv ers presently flowing "waste inta the sea" 

in Kerala should be changed: 

"Lower Bhavani irrigation is going to be affected by the Coimbatore drinking water 
scheme and also by the Tirupur drinking waterscheme. The government has so far not 
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taken any decision about the loss of irrigation water. The Pandiar and Punnampuuzha 
rivers originaces in T amil Nadu, joins Chaniar, flows through Neelambur and drain 
into che sea near Calicut in Kerala without use. It would be possible to take water to 
the LBP dam from these two rivers by constructing a dam across them, and constructing 
tunnels to jo in Moyyar. Since the cost of these projects is low, they can be implemented 
easily by the government under the present financial conditions."44 

This demand is sharcd not only by dry and wet land farmers but also by urban 
consumers and industrialists. Several dyers suggested that even the pollution 
problem in Tirupur could be solved by increasing the flow of water in the Noyyal 
nver: 

"Wha1 would be the best solution is if the Noyyal could be lit1ked with some permanent water 
source so that there would be a largeflow oj water all the year round. Then two problems would 
be solved;firstly our water supply problems and, secondly, the pollution problem. Because with 
that a /arge volume oj water, the eJJluents wou/d get diluted and would not cause any trouble to 
thejanners." 

(Large dyer 9) 

Thus, it is suggested that the inter-sectoral allocation problems of the 
Coimbatore-region should be solved, not by addressing inefficient water man
agement practices in irrigated agriculture or by making sure that the industrial 
sectors explores techniques for recycling of industrial waste water, bur instead 
by increasing the total volume of water available through a multimillion ru
pees-project financed entirely by the state government. 

Regarding pollution of water resources, both farmers and industrialists 
recognize that the most serious problems are caused by the fact that few if any 
of the rapid.ly growing number of muts, actually treat their waste water. Thus, 
it is ultimately the industrialists w ho should change their behaviour, but few 
informants expected this to happen automatically. Instead, both groups referred 
to the inadequate resources and low morale of Pollution Control Board em
ployees. Once again, the solution was sought in stronger intervention from the 
government, now in the form of a stricter enforcement of environmental leg
islation. Even many textile industrialists took this position, but often combined 
it w ith a demand that the government should cover the main part of the in
vestment and operational costs of treatment plants.45 

The views and perceptions ofindustrialists and farmers quoted above clearly 
show that the agricultural sector, even though using modern technology, sym
bolizes a traditional society which is quite attractive to both farmers and some 

"Resolutions 6 and 1, Conference on the Linking ofWest flowing rivers in Erode 93-10-01, or
ganized by the LBP Agriculturist Association . Translated from Tamil. The nation-wide farmers or
ganization Bharath Krishak Samaj is promoting a demand that all the rivers ofSouch lndia should be 
linked. (Indian Express, 94-12-28; " Fanners' forum for linking of rivers") 

•sThe negotiation process bctween the Tirupur Dyers' Association and the Tamil Nadu Pollution 
Control Board will be dcscribed and analyzed in depth in C hapter Eight. 
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industrialists. The industrial sector on the other hand, stands for the moderni
zation, liberalization and globalization of the economy which many and mainly 
industrialists see, as both inevitable and positive. In this discourse, farmers are 
often pictured as the victims of the industrialization process, with a moral ad
vantage which enables them to refuse to change their own way of using water, 
and instead, focus on the unrightfol use and abuse of water in the industrial 
sector. Textile industrialists are described in terms of offenders both of the 
ecological system and of tradition al society, and also see themselves as respon
sible for regional water pollution problems. 

The farmers and industrialists quoted above have one important character
istic in corrunon though; the shared understanding that it is the government 
that should and must solve their respective problems. Both groups place high 
expectations on the government to pro'1jde solutions, whether the problem is 
caused or accentuated within the group, or stems from the actions of another 
group. Willingness to take any administrative and/or financial responsibility 
for maintenance of irrigation infrastructure or treatment of effiuents seems to 
be quite low both in the case of irrigation farmers and dyeing industrialists. 

There is scope for improvement, however. Productivity of water in irri
gated agriculture is low, especially compared to the industrial and domestic 
sectors, but through reduction of substantial seepage, illegal water acquisition 
and violations of cropping patterns, common in the Lower Bhavani Project 
today, water use efficiency could improve. W ithout doubt a reallocation of water 
even within the Lower Bhavani Project, from head to tail rcaches, would im
prove water productivity and thus total output.46 Moreover, considerable gains 
could be made if water were to be distributed more equally between the Old 
and the New schemes.47 Water pollution caused by discharge of untreated in
dustrial effiuents could be reduced by introducing closed production systems 
or by treating the effiuents. Either solution would provide new possibilities for 
recycling waste water in the industry or for irrigation, and ensure that other 
water users would not have to pay the costs of the industry's externalities. 

In this setting the government oflndia and the Tamil Nadu governmcnt 
are trying to create new institutions and incentives based on collective action 
within groups of water users, aimed at improving water use cfficiency in irri
gated agriculture and reducing pollution from the textile industry. These ef
forts, together with the response of local communities in terms of willingness 
and ability to create the expectcd local institutions, are fo cused on in the fol
lowing two case studies. 

"' Sivanappan et al., 1989, and Palanisamy, 1984 . 

., Sivanappan, 1994. 
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improved irrigation water management 

in the Lower Bhavani Project 





CHAPTER 5 

Managing Water in Canal 
lrrigated Agriculture 

S ince Independence, successive Indian governments have devoted a great 
deal of effort to the development of agriculture. Large investments have 

been made particularly in irrigated agriculture which almost doubled between 
1951 and 197 4, from around 20 million ha to 40 million ha.1 At that time the 
total irrigated area of India constituted one fifth of the world's irrigated acre
;.ge. Even so, continued food shortage at the beginning of the 1970s, caused 
concern over the productivity of the investments. The created irrigation po
tential was not fully utilized and a substantial gap area existed.2 At the same 
time, the most rewarding investment opportunities in irrigation schemes had 
already been exploited, and new projects were bound to be costlier per irri
gated acre than those already developed. Something had to be done, and in 197 4 
the central government initiated the Command Area Development Program . The 
main objective of the program was to reduce the existing gap area and increase 
water use efficiency. This was to be achieved with infrastructural improvements 
below the sluice points to enhance distributive justice. Another important fea
ture of the program was the ambition to transfer management responsibilities 
from government departments to the water users themselves. It was assumed 
that farmers would take over the provision and maintenance of irrigation infra
structure and design and enforcement of water allocation rules. In 1989, a total 
of 131 !arge scale irrigation schemes in 22 states were included in the program. 
One of those was the Lower Bhavani Project in Periyar district, Tamil Nadu. 

Irrigated Agriculture in the Lower Bhavani Project 
One of the largest irrigation schemes in Tamil Nadu was completed just after 
Independence in the dry central regions of the state. In 1956, the irrigated area 
of three ancient irrigation schemes (the Old ayacuts3

) could be expanded by 
the 83,000 ha of the Lower Bhavani Project, or the New scheme.4 

1 Sivamohan and Scott, 1992:7-8. 
2 The gap area is rhe difference between the potenrially irrigated area and the area actually irrigared. 
In an irrigation scheme designed to irrigate 100,000 ha, where, due to seepage and inequitable dis
tribution of water only 80,000 ha are irrigated, the gap area is 20,000 ha, or 20 per cent. 

'Ayacut = area irrigated under a certain canal or dam. 

'Sivanappan et al., 1989:8. 
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Figure 5 .1: M ap oj the Lower Bhavani Project and Old ayacuts. 
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The number of farmers benefited by the Lower Bhavani Project is difficult to 
estimate, mainly due to the unreliability of the official land records which ha ve 
not been revised since 1957, the effect being that land now used for houses or 
industries is still registered as ayacut area. Moreover the land ceiling, presently 
limiting the area of irrigated land owned per person to 6 ha, has induced larger 
landowners to register their land in the names of relatives or neighbours. If 
extrapolating figures from the Agricultural Engineering Department based on 
reports from 1, 788 individual sluices, a total number ofjust under 70,000 farmers 
is obtained. According to this figure, the average land holding per farmer should 
be 1,2 ha.3 (See also Figure 5.2) 
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Figure 5.2: Distribution oj land in the Lower Bhavani Project. 
(Source: Agricultural Engineering Depart111ent, Erode.) 711esefigures are based 011 dataexclusively.fro111 the head 
reach. Since the figures are based on sluice-wise observations, really /arge land oumers who own land in several 
sluices do not appear in thefigures . 

Gradually, as the irrigation infrastructure was completed, farmers earlier em
ployed in dry-land agriculture could start growing the type of crops that the 
Lower Bhavani Project had been designed for, i.e., irrigated dry crops, such as 
cotton, ground nut and gingelly. Cotton especially was in high demand by the 
textile industry in Coimbatore district. The water set aside for the New scheme 
was not enough to grow more water intensive crops such as paddy, turmeric 

$These figures to be deemed accurate, though. Another report from thc same department indicates 
that the total number offarmers in the Lower Bhavani Project should be over 100,000. (Command 
Area Development Programme, 1989-1990: 17) 
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or sugar cane, whereas in the Old scheme farmers were free to cultivate any 
crop. Soon after the dam was completed, and the planned ayacut area was taken 
under irrigation, problems of seepage and illegal water acquisition by head reach 
farmers made the enforcement of crop restrictions very difficult. After strong 
pressure from the farming community, a new principle for irrigation was in
troduced in 1959.6 The irrigated area of the Lower Bhavani Project was di
vided into two zones which would be irrigated either by the wet or dry tum 
every year. Wet crops could be cultivated from the 15th of August to the 15th 
of December (partly <luring the rainy season). From the 1 Sth December to the 
15th of April, only irrigated dry-crops could be grown. Altogether, the New 
scheme would receive 36 TMC of water annually (24 + 12) and the Old 34 
TMC.7 These were the plans, but they were not always followed. T he riparian 
rights of the Old schemes, combined with the variable rainfall in the Bhavani 
catchmcnt area, are decisive for which water volumes are released in the New 
scheme. During years with low rainfall, both schemes suffer, whereas in better 
years water may be released for an extra dry crop. 

30 1 

25 

Qj 

" 0 
:ö 

20 

il 
c: 
~ 15 
~ 
'O 
c: 

"' "' 10 " 0 
L: 
I-

Year 

I 
"' "' .;, 
"' '" 

a wet turn 

• Ory Turn 

I 

Figure 5 .3: Water released to the wet and dry tum ef the Lower Bhavani project, 

1969170 to 1994195. 
(Source: Sivanappan et al., 1989:22 and 23, and Sivanappan, Forlhcoming.) 

6 Sivanappan et al. , 1989:68 ff. 
7 TMC = Thousand Million Cubic Feet per year. In this thesis, I strive to make regular use of the 
metric system, and normally use the unit mld (= million litres per day) to state flows of water. Since 
water for irrigation in the Bhavani project is discharged only du ring eight months per year, a per day 
unit may be confusing. Moreover, TMC is the unit regularly used when referring to volumcs of 
irrigation watcr. 1 TMC equals approximatcly 78 mld. 
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Even when there is insufficient water in the dam, the Public Works Depart
ment is responsible for supplying the designed volume of water, equitable and 
on time, to the sluice point. The department should also maintain and desilt 
the irrigation infrastructure. During dry years it is not unusual, however, that 
water is insufficiently supplied even at distributory leve!. In good years, water 
may be released strictly according to the time schedule and without any coor
dination with farmers. At district leve!, the Superintending Engineer is the 
highest Public Works Department official with four lower levels of officials under 
him, all responsible for different lev els of irrigation infrastructure. The field leve! 
staff, the Lascars, are in charge of water distribution between sluices in the same 
branch canal. 

Farmers were responsible for the operation, maintenance and distribution 
of water below sluice outlet. The poor reliability of water supply and meagre 
information about when it will be released created a tendency among farmers 
to compete for water, leading to overirrigation at the head reach and water 
scarcity at the tail end.8 The risk of income losses due to inadequate water sup
ply was perceived as snuller at the head than at the tail end and the possibility 
for individuals or groups of farmers to secure their own water supply by paying 
bribes caused problems for others. At the same time, the bribes were an impor
tant source of income to the under-paid low leve! officials who encouraged 
corruption on a regular basis: 

Farmers used to collect money bejore the season just for paying the Lascar. It was a custom. He 
used some tactics to invite thefamrers. Ifhe lowers the shutters, they will approach the Lascar and 
they will have to pay something. The whole system is like that. From the Lascar to the Super
intending Engineer to the Chief Engineer. They have a target. 

(ICO 3) 

At the end of the 1980s, the gap area in the Lower Bhavani Project varied be
tween 5 and 30 per cent depending on rainfall. Irrigation infrastructure was in 
an acute stage of deterioration, and the potential for well-irrigation created by 
heavy seepage was under-utilized.9 In general, the productivity of land in the 
middle reach of the sluices was higher than both head and tail reach. 10 This 
indicates that h ead reach land was overirrigated while tail end land was 
underirrigated. T he meagre financial and material resources ofthe Public Works 
Department may in part explain its inability to perform its duties. Continuing 
failure to maintain and repair the irrigation structure made this task even more 
complicated. H owever, the top-down approach to irrigation management and 

"Ammaisingh, 1989:3 and Sivanappan et al., 1989:93. 
9 Sivanappan et al., 1989:92 and 31. 

'° The middle reach productivity was 4574 kg/ha and 4608 Kg/ ha in 1991-92 and 1992-93 respec
tively. This should be compared to head reach productivity of 4178 kg/ ha and 4248 kg/ha, and tail 
reach productivity of 4146 kg/ha and 4076 kg/ ha. (K1;shnamoorthy ct al., 1993:41.) 
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the tendency for corrupt ion among officials at all levels left considerable scope 

for improvements even with the resources available. 11 Moreover, informatio n 

exchange between farmers and government departments was not particula rly 

good. There was only one forum for contact between farmers and officials open 
for everyone; the month.ly Farmers' G rievances Day. 12 The transparency and 

accountability of th e Public W o rks Department towards the farmers was low. 

On several occasions the LBP A griculturist Association formulated requests for 

larger quantities and better timeliness of water discharge, or extra water release 
from the Bhavani Sagar. Both interview ed members and the organizations 

resolutions o ften expressed severe criticism towards the services provided by 
the Public W orks Department: 

"(In the Bhavani project) irrigation has been continuously carried out for 38 years from 
1954 onwards. Not even the stones fallen into the canal since 1954 have been removed. 
In some areas silt has accumulated to a heighr of3 feet. In many areas the canal linings 
have been damaged and the bunds breached. There has been a total neglect of the 
Lower Bhavani irrigation canal. Hence the maximum capacity of the canal is never 
utilized. Due to this the ta il end areas of the command area never get adequace water 
at the right time. The Public Works Department does not ensure efficient wacer 
management. The government still follows the same water management techniques 
adopted by the British. Hence, water management affected by wastage, partisan atti
tudes and corruption has led to the total collapse of irrigation mechanisms. "13 

The Public Works Department was not solely responsible for the unequal al

locatio n of irrigation water. V iolations of crop restrictions, introduced in 1959 
to prevent the cultivation of water intensive crops during the dry tum, were 

widespread, especially among farmers at the head reach of the schcme. The 

Revenue Department, headed by the district Collector, had the responsibili ty 
of enforcing crop restrictions and administered the fining of violators but en

fo rcement was not very strict. 14 Sometimes, village level officials of the De

partment, V illage A u thority Officials, used the ir position as a means of increas
ing the ir personal incom e, and a small bribe o r a good personal relationship 

with the Village Authority Official could reduce the fines a farmer would oth

erwise have to pay. Thus, the impact of crop restrictions o n the actual crop

ping pattern was by no means absolute. 15 

11 Similar analyses of the functioning ofirrigation schemes in South Asia have been madc by Wade, 
1982 and Chambers, 1988. 
12 A montly Agricultural Production Council-mceting, which sccms to havc been of much greatcr 
importancc, was also held, but only a few farmers with personal contacts in the district administration 
were allowed in to these meetings. 
13 Resolution 2, 1993-01-19. Meeting of the LBP Agriculturist Association. Resolution 3, Confer
cnce on the Linking ofWest-flowing Rivers, 1993-10-19. Translated from Tamil. 
"Palanisamy, 1980:193. 
15 Exactly to what extent the restricrions wcrc broken is very difficult to reveal. After paying bribes 
to the Village Authoriry Official, a farmercould get land cultivated with banana or tum1eric registered 
as ground nut. 
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Neither did the crop taxes, collected by the Revenue Department, have any 
!arge impact o n the individual farmer's choice of which crop to cultivate. Crop 
tax levels (connected to the assumed water requirements of the crops) were 
low, especially when comparing with the cost of other inputs such as seeds, 
fertilizers and labour and they did not reflect either the marginal cost of sup
plying water or the marginal productivity of supplied water. 16 

Moreover, the collection rate of the tax was far from complete. This was 
partly a result of unclear division of responsibilities and lack of coordination 
between the Public W orks D epartment and the R evenue D epartment con
cerning enforcement of crop restrictions. 17 In the Lower Bhavani Project the 
low rate of tax collection was also connected to the agitation of the LBP Ag
riculturist Association. In 1992, the state government decided to raise crop taxes 
by more than 300 per cent, to increase st:ite income and provide a strongcr 
incentive for farmers to grow less water intensive crops. 18 Paddy would now 
be taxed at SOS R s per ha, irrigated dry crops at 355 Rs and water intensive 
crops such as sugar cane or banana at 6SS R s. 

The LBP Agriculturist Association argued that the tax increase had not been 
properly advertised and therefore urged farmers only to pay the old tax rates. 
The case was taken to court and a stay order issued to the effect that members 
of the association should only pay the old tax rates until the case has been set
tled. In 1996, farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project still only paid the old tax 
rates. On another occasion, Lower Bhavani Project farmers simply refused to 
pay an accumulated debt of 3S million R s of fines for violating cropping re
strictions, and got away with it by threatening to make a black-flag demonstra
tion in front of the Agricultural minister. Even though the violent demonstra
tions of the Tamil Nadu Farmers' Movement seems to be history, several ral
lies and protest ac tions outside the Collectorate in Erode have recently been 
pursued by the LBP Agriculturist Association. 

Even though subsidies for irrigation water are substantial, farmers perceive 
that the terms of trade for agricultural products have declined alarmingly the 
past decades.19 Farmers were selling their produce on markets strictly regulated 
by the Price and Marketing Boards. Figures, albeit unreliable, indicate net profit 
rates ranging betwecn 25-50 per cent of a total income of 12-22,000 Rs per ha 

"'Land tax is hased 011 thc fe rtiliry ofthe soil and whcther it is irrigated or not, and 1-anges from 2.5-
9 R s/ha. In 1he Lowcr Bhavani Project most land is registered as 9 R s/ha. Land tax is multiplied wich 
the water ch.1rges which are based on which crop is grown. Water charges rangc between 5-50 Rs/ 
ha. Before 1992, the product ofland tax and water charges was again multiplied with a Water Cess 
of 1.45 and Land Surcharge o f 2.5. (Palanisamy 1994) In 1986-87 hardly 10 per cent of the cost or" 
supplying irrigation water was recovered from thc users. (Vaidyanathan, 1993) 

"Palanisamy, 1980. 
1
• The \Vater Cess mulriplicator was increased from 1.45 to 4.5 . 

''' Varshney, 1993, howevcr, comes to the opposite conclusion. 
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depending on the crop cultivated.20 In general, crops with higher water require
ments generated higher profits. The choice of crop also depended on the risk 
connected to various crops and whether the produce would actually be put on 
the market or not. For example, gingelly, even though not very profitable, was 
seen as a very low risk crop since it is draught resistant. Paddy, for example, 
was often grown for home consumption. 

Table 5 .1: Crop taxes and water requirement. 

Crop Tax 1992 - Tax - 1992 Water 
(Rs/ha) (Rs/ha) Requirement 

(m3 / ha) 

Groundnut 112 355 5,000 
Maize 112 355 5,000 

Cotton 112 355 5,500 
Paddy 162 505 12,500 

Sugar cane 212 655 25,000 
(Source: Palanisamy, 1994, and Sivanappan el al., 1989) 

As we have seen, the economic incentives guiding the farmers did not encour
agc any frugal use of irrigation water. The heterogeneous and poorly coordi
nated administration, corruption, weak incentives, and loosely enforced poli
cies are important factors behind the inefficient water use in Lower Bhavani 
Project. Moreover, the tendency of individual and groups of farmers to ille
gally manipulate the flow of canal water both in branch canals and sluices, also 
contributed to the unequal distribution of water between head and tail of the 
scheme. In this situation, the Agricultural Engineering Department begun to 

implement the Command Area Development-programme in 1982. 

The N eed for Governance in Irrigated Agriculture 
Whether it is the government, a private agency or an informal group of farm
ers that are responsible, there are three functions that have to be provided in an 
irrigation scheme. Firstly, the irrigation infrastructure has to be financed and 
built. In the case ofboth the Lower Bhavani Project and the Old schemes this 
has been taken care ofby the governments ruling the area at the time of invest
ment. The farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project have contributed financially 
via a Betterment Levy, charged over a number of years after the completion of 
the project in 1956, but this fee has not covered more than a small part of the 

"" More exact figures ofthe profitability of different crops in the Lower Bhavani Project are difficult 
to obtain without detailed invcstigations ofinput and output prices and their fluctuation over time. 
No such investigations were undertaken. 
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total cost. Tims, this public good was mainly provided by the government. 
Secondly, the irrigation infrastructure needs maintenance and repairing, and 
the main canal and larger distributories have to be desilted regularly. Thirdly, 
to ensure efficient and equitable distribution of water between distributories, 
sluices and fields, a comprehensive system of rules and regulations and means 
for their enforcement is needed. In large scale irrigation schemes, the two lat
ter provision problems have been the responsibility of the Public Works De
partment ever since the time of British rule. With the implementation of the 
Command Area Development-prograrrune, tasks which used to be carried out 
by the government now became the responsibility of the farmers. 

In some areas, farmers had already been able to establish entities of collec
tive action able to take care of same of these tasks. Every one or two years, just 
before the water release for the next cropping season, branch canals have to be 
cleaned from silt and agricultural waste. Officially, the Public Works D epart
ment was responsible, but usually the appointed contractors performed so badly, 
that the work was more or less useless. Therefore, in some branches, farmers 
would carry out the work themselves: 

"For the last 45 years, no desilting oj the branches has been taken up by the Public Works 
Department and the ,~overnment. So, all thefarmers that belong to our particular branch they 
contribute according to the area and we take up the desilting work ourselves. Usually some 15-
20 days before the release we used to discuss with 2-3 people, and whoever cameforward lo take 
up the work, they put some money. lf it is possible we will collectfrom the rest of the fellow farmers 
as well. The work may tota/ly cost 1 ,000-1,500. The shortage oj money even after the collection 
may be some 200 Rs. " 

(Large farmer 4)21 

Enforcement mechanisms were rather weak though: 

"A . 22 Everyone contributes according to acrea ... ~e? 

I. 23 According to acreage and according to person. lf a man is generous and he is quite well oj, 
you can ask him to contribute more, 'because it is for public good, people like you should 
contribute more'. 

A. Does everyone give? 

I. Many people won't give, there are people who have more irrigation, they didn't give, and 
there are people who will give. It is very diffrcult to get money from the wealthy persons. 

A. What happens if someone does not pay? Pressure? 

I. It is not so much oj pressurizing. It isa kind oj hearing. Whenever they meet the irrigator 
or someone ivho works for the farmer he will say 'lf people like you do not pay, rhen, how 
can we take up this work? I think it is better that you pay. "' 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

" In some branches each farmer concributed with labour, in others with cash. The contribution was 
usually related to the area owned by each farmer, and could amount ro 90 R.s per ha. (Large farmer 
10) 
22 Anna Blomqvist through interpreter. 
2

' The in formant 
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Even in these cases it was rather common that problems of enforcement arose. 
These groups of farmers had created informal governance structures that ena
bled them to carry out desilting ofbranch canals with resources mobilized within 
the group. A common definition of free-riding had been established, hut en
forcement mechanisms were weak. Farmers with good water supply, i.e., with 
land at the head reach of the branch canal, and wealthy farmers seemed to be 
more inclined towards free-riding than others. Thus, desilting work affected 
individual farmers in different ways, and the incentive fo r participating in 
desilting dforts varied depending on the location of the plot in the sluice or 
branch. 

Institutional change enabling collective action at local leve! is more likely 
to appear if the -interests of the potential participants are homogeneous.24 This 
assumption creates an inherent dilemma for collective action in canal irrigation 
systems, since the very existence of a head and a tail creates different cost-ben
efit ratios of participation for head and tail reach farmers. In a large irrigation 
scheme like the Lower Bhavani Project, the difference in water supply between 
the area closest to the dam and furthest away from it, between head and tail of 
distributories, between head and tail of branch canals and between head and 
tail ofsluices means that the interests of different groups of farmers vary greatly, 
at least when regarding re-allocation of water from head to tail areas. 

If the farmers in one sluice want to improve their total yield (w ithout in
creasing the total volume of water used), a re-allocation of water within the 
sluice, between head and tail is necessary. Normally, however, it is mainly the 
tail enders that have an interest in limiting seepage, improving desilting prac
tices, lining canals and taking other measures to make water allocation w ithin 
the sluice more equitable. Such measures, however, would also affect the head 
reachers. Farmers, whose fields are affected by water logging from seepage would 
probably welcome a lining of the canals, w hereas farmers benefiting from seepage 
affording excellent ground water recharge for their wells may lose economi
cally if measures to reduce seepage are taken. H ead reach farmers using their 
locational advantage for illegal water acquisition are likely to raise objections if 
the lining of canals or introduction and enforcement oftime- schedules should 
restrict these possibilities. Thus, the cost-benefit structure of joining such an 
entity of collective action is different for head reach and tail end farmers. Even 
though it is likely that total production in a sluice or distributo ry (not to men
tion the entire irrigation scheme) would increase if a more equal water alloca
tion could be achieved, potential losses for head rcachers might prove a major 
obstacle to the introduction of a new allocation pattern.25 

~· See for example Ostrorn , 1990, H yden, 1995 and C haptcr Two. 

~5 Of course, these clifferences in cost-benefi t structures dcpcnd on how far the organization can and 
will go in pursuing the re-allocation of water w.i thin the sluice, and other common goals. A group 
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In the Lower Bhavani Project the inherent opposition between head reach and 
tail end interests created problems at all levels. Sometimes there were violent 
conflicts between head and tail farmers at sluice leve!: 

"In one sluice, the tail endfam1ers wouldget waterbyfighting, atid all, but even then head reachers 
would not allow. They made some three or Jour pipelines and took more water to the head reach 
itself. So they had a /ot oj problems before I went there. Initially, I had lotof problems in convincing 
especially head reachfarmers. But since tail endfarmers had scarcity, they readily cameforward 
to form association. In another sluice, when we had a meeting, it was a real fight between head 
reach and tail endfarmers. The head reachfarmers came with big sticks and the tail endfarmers 
with big scones. They were going to fight." 

(ICO 4 about the efforts to form local sluice associations) 

Even though not always ending in the violent way described above, conflict
ing interests between head reach and tail end farmers were present at all levels 
within the sluice, branch, distributory, and along the main canal. If water man
agement should improve and the gap area be reduced, such conflicts would 
have to be settled and water reallocated from the head to the tail. 

Changing Externa! Institutions 
As noted above, the impressive expansion of the irrigated area since 194 7 had 
not yielded the expected results. Due to unequal water distribution between 
head reach and tail end at system leve!, and because of irregularities of water 
allocation along branches and distributories and within sluices, the gap area in 
most !arge and medium irrigation schemes was substantial. Official sources 
estimated that 15 per cent of the total irrigation potential was left unirrigated, 
while other observers noted figures ranging between 20 and 70 per cent in 
various projects.26 

In order to reduce the gap area and improve the social pay-off on substan
tial investments in irrigation infrastructure, the Governmcnt oflndia initiated 
the Command Area Development-program in 1974. Originally the implement
ing authorities chose to concentrate on reducing the gap area, mainly through 
the construction of field channels, i.e., channels distributing water within the 
areas irrigated by each sluice, from the sluice outlet to the individual plats. These 
channels were called onjarm-development works. These investments continued 
throughout the sixth and seventh five year plans (1980-85 and 1985-1990). 
Gradually however, focus was shifted towards system leve! water management, 
and the involvement af farmers in changes instituted below sluice outlets. The 
eighth five year plan (1990-95), emphasized increased user participation. By 
involving farmers in the process of improving water management practices two 

of farmers accing together w ith the aim of increasing the water supply to their area, nJJybe Jt the 
expense of anothcr sluicc or branch, may of course attract local heJd reachers co the group Js well. 
2" Sivamohan and Scott, 1992:9. 
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advantages would be gained. Firstly, it was expected that investments in on
farm-development would have greater effect if farmers could be involved in 
planning and construction . Secondly, a possibility to reduce costs for the im
plementing governmental departments by transferring certain responsibilities 
to farmers was foreseen.27 
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Figure 5.4: Irrigation Potential Created in India and Area A ctually Utilized with 

Percentage Gap, 195 6-1990. 

(Source: Government oj India, Ministry oj Water Resources, 1989, in Sivamol1an and Scott, 1992.) 

By 1989 a total of 131 irrigation schemes in India had been included in the 
Command Area Development-program. 28 Each state government was respon
sible for programme implementation. The Agricultural Engineering Depart
ment was the responsible authority in Tamil Nadu from 1982. 

In the Lower Bhavani Project, extensive investments were made in lining 
field channels and improving sluice structures from 1982. 29 In the early phases 
of the project, investments in onjarm-development work were carried out by the 
Agricultural Engineering Department alone, and fa rmer_s where not involved 
in planning o r construction. Even though the investments did improve water 
delivery at the tail end of sluices, project cost-effectiveness was low. Newly 

27 Government of lnc:lia, 1989a) and Government of India l 989b). 

'"Sivamohan and Scott, 1992:14. 
2" lnterestingly enough, few measures ha ve been taken to re-allocate water within the agricultural 
sector from the Old to the New scheme, neither has any on-farm-development work been seriously 
suggested for the Old scheme. Changcs in thc system of water releases to promote a less water-in
tensive cropping pattern ha ve not been discussed either. 
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lined field channels and sluice structures were sometimes destroyed by farmers, 
and in many cases farmers did not want on-farm-development to be carried 
out on their land at all. Often the quality of work carried out by contractors 
hired by the Agricultural Engineering D epartment was deemed substandard by 
the farmers.30 In same sluices, fam1ers had even been threatened not to inter
fere w ith contractors work. 

In 1987, a visit by the Superintending Officer of the Agricultural Engi
neering Department toa sluice in the middle reach ofthe Lower BhavaniProject 
became the starting point fora dialogue between department officials and farmers 
on how best to involve the users themselves in water management both at and 
above sluice level.31 It was obvious that a successful decentralization of respon
sibilities from the department to farmers' groups depended on the farmers' ability 
to cnforcc rulcs and prcvcnt frcc-riding among thcmsclves. Thus, reliable gov
ernance structures had to be designed, created and used to achieve the goals of 
the Agricultural Engineering Department. 

As noted above, a vibrant farmers' organization already existed in the Lower 
Bhavani Project at this time, namely the LBP Agriculturist Association. Its past 
relation to the Tamil Nadu Farmers' Movement combined with its recent 
agitation against the state government and, among other things, the role it had 
played in the problems of implementing the new higher crop taxes·, made the 
Agricultural Engineering Department somewhat hesitant. Would an organiza
tion positioned so explicitly against the government really be able to perform as 
a reliable counterpart for implementing a project like the Command Area De
velopment-program? The circumstances of the case of the LBP Agriculturist 
Association made the Agricultural Engineering Department decide that it prob
ably was not. Instead, a different strategy ofhow to involve farmers in the design 
and construction of on-farm-development work and water allocation below 
the sluice outlet had to be formulated and adopted. 

Creating a Legitimate Counterpart 
In 1987, after the field visit of the Superintending Officer to the m.iddle reach 
sluice, a farmer participation mode! from the Philippines was introduced by 
the Agricultural Engineering D epartment. The ambition was to involve dif-

30 When public authorities engage contractors to execute infrastructural prOJeCts, it may often be the 
case that the contractor paying most bribes to the responsible official gets the contract. Naturally, this 
would benefic the official pcrsonally, but would not ensure that the contractor's offer rcally is the best. 
The quality of contractor work is often low in order to reduce costs. This does not prevent the con
tractor from getting future contracts since it was the size of his bribes rather than the quality of his 
work that got him the contract in the first place. Both the responsible official and the contractor 
benefit, but at the expensc of the infrastructure users. All of my informants in the Lower Bhavani 
Project had an extremcly negative attitude towards contractors and the quality of their work. 

·' ' Arumaisingh, 1989:30-31. 
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ferent levels of farmers organizations in relevant management tasks previously 
executed by the Public Works Department. Even though this was proposed 
years before both the Nordic Initiative and the Rio-conference , the idea was 
well in line with the principle that water should be managed at the lowest 
appropriate level. 

As we can see several of the tasks that user organizations were expected to 
take care of could be described as public goods. Among those were the provi
sion of a set of rules regulating water distribution within the sluice, the moni
toring and enforcement of the latter and the task of financing and carrying out 
maintenance work. The principal goal of the Water User Association-project 
was to increase water use efficiency by investing in infrastructure below the 
sluice outlet and doing so by involving farmers in water management. Conse
quently, a reliant link enabling a constructive dialogue between the Agricul
tural Engineering Department and the farmers was needed. The tense relation 
between the Farmers' Movement and the government in combination with 
the differing interests between head reach and tail end farmers hindered the 
process of institution building. The solution to both these problems was also 
found in the Philippine model af farmers participation, and so calJed Irrigation 
Commitee Organizers, ICOs, were sent out to the villages to work together 
with farmers while planning for improvements in irrigation infrastructure: 

First soda/ly educated engineers, ICOs go to the village which is chosen. During one month he 
stays in the village and diswsses with the leadingfarmers about their problems on water supply. 
Then, they are informed abour the onjarm-development that the staregovemment offers, on the 
co11dition that the sluiceorganizes i11 a sluice commiltee. In the beginning it took 2 years ro Ol',_f?anize, 
now only 3 months. 

(High leve! official, Agricultural Engineering Department, Madras) 

The scepticism of the fanning conununity against this sudden interest shown 
by the Agricultural Engineering Department to help farmers was widespread. 
The frosty relation between farmers and the Public Works Department in 
particular and the state govemment in general, further increased the rnistrust of 
the farmers. 

"I was approachedfor thefirst lime by ICOs in 1988. They told that thegovernment was,~oin.f? 

to help Jorming associations through the Agricultural En,f?ineering Department. 'Oh, how rhe 
government was going to help i11 forming these associations?' Previously the ~overnment had 
crnshed all thefam1ers' associations, they had heaten them, they hadfired at the111. I was really 
wondering, I couldn't believe it. The ICOs had to meet tliefarmers a numberoftimes to convi11cr 
them that it is not like the previous association. They had lo take a fot oj efforts." 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

Resistance had to be braken in same way and initially the most important thing 
for the ICOs was to show that, even though employed by the government, 
they were "responsible" persons that had "come clown" to the farmers: 
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"I think this ICO has struggled hard. He attended all the Jam i ly functions oj most oj the people 
in the villages, whether it isa good function, whether it isa marriage or death or whatever it may 
be, or a new house. Even if the two people were enemies, he attended even everyone's marriage 
and everyone'sfunction. So, he became close to everyone. People trusted him, somehow he became 
an important person who can so/ve their, even the local problem. Even those issues that before 
ICOs might have gone to the court can be stopped. And he used to bring people together, and 
he used to discuss. He was herefor one year and then only they could trust him and f orm the 
association." 

(Large farmer 3) 

Farmers in each sluice should form an irrigation committee. (see Figure 5.5.) 
These sluice committees were expected to take part in the planning of on-farm
development work. In some sluices, farmers were even given the responsibil
ity of executing the actual work; building diversion boxes and lining canals, 
work that had previously been carried out by contractors. Timc schcdulcs for 
water distribution (a certain time per acre) should be developed and enforced, 
desilting and repair work on field channels carried out. Other tasks were to 
solve water related conflicts and prevent encroachment of canals, as well as other 
intentional damage made to field channels, cart tracks, etc. 

When all sluices in one branch canal had formed sluice committees, they 
should form a branch committee together. The intended task for such branch 
committees was to organize desilting of branch-canals every one or two years. 
A potential responsibility for branch committees would be to distribute water 
between sluices along the branch distributory, but for the time being the Lascars 
of the Public Works Department continued to take care of this task. 

The branch committees of one main distributory formed an irrigation caun
cil. The Lower Bhavani Project was divided into three parts, the upper, middle 
and lower, each consisting of a number of irrigation councils. The upp er area 
councils were named U1, U2, U3 etc., the middle M 1, M2 etc. and the lower 
L1, L2 etc. Each council consisted of one distributory, three to six branch ca
nals and a !arge number of sluices. Altogether there would be around 40 irri
gation councils. When a council had been formally registered, it received an 
amount of money from the Agricultural Engineering Department intended for 
maintenance and administrative costs. This was the management subsidy of 100 
Rs per hectare, which was distributed to the council without obligations for 
the first year, but the second year with the provision that the council could 
collect the farmers share of 25 Rs per hectare. The whole idea of the manage
ment subsidy came from one of the farmers, who had heard that 100 Rs per 
acre had been allotted for the education of farmers. His suggestion was the 
following: 

"'Tliis money should not be spent on propaganda, garlanding ministers etc. like in the Forest 
Department. You should give the money to the councils instead and they will be used. For any 
organization to be succesiful, it should have its own goals, it should liave power, and it should 
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havefinancial resources. You leave us thefull eon/ro/ ef the interest alone, and we will spend it. 
Jf you do this, we can also contribute with 30, 40 Rs per hectare. And if we put the money in 
a money-multiplier scheme or i11 the future when farmers are willing to pay more, it is goi11g to 
be big money like 100 or 150,000 Rs. '" 

(Large farmer 5) 

Except for covering maintenance costs, the councils also planned to use the 
management subsidy to provide collective services like trashing floars, farmer 
owned input shops, schools and extension services. 

The final step of the process ofbuilding a farmers' organization able to deal 
with issues of water management was to gather all 40 councils in a Federation, 
able to repre~ent all the farmers of the Lower Bhavani Project. 

\ 

committees 

Sluice committees 

Figure 5.5: Organizational Structure oj the Water User Associations in the Lower 
Bhavani Project. Sluice and branch committees, irrigation councils and Federation oj 
councils. 

T hrough devoting much time and effort, ICOs gradually gained the confidence 
of farmers, and the process of creating local governance structures through 
collective action slowly began. During organizational work it soon became clear 
that the main problem would be to encourage all farmers to become involved 
in the committees. That ICOs partly succeeded in winning their 2onfidence 
did not automatically mean that all farmers voluntarily joined. It seemed like 
different groups of farmers had different opinions about whether it really was 
beneficial to change the pattcrns of water allocation or not. Thus, the same 
dilemmas of collective action facing the rnilk-collecting king in Chapter One, 
now became the main obstacle for improving water management in the Lower 
Bhavani Project. 
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Institutional Change through Persuasion 

A s we saw in Chapter Five, a number of factors existed that could hinder, 
rather than promote institutional change aimed at redistributing water be

tween head and tail. The tense relation between the farnung community and 
the government, combined with the underlying conflict between head reachers 
and tail enders within the scheme, rendered the task of organizing farmers com
plicated. The head-tail conflicts were at the root of unequal water distribution, 
being one of the most important issues for local user group organizations to 
address though there were other issues of conflict among farmers . 

Conflicting Interests - Another Dimension 
Many scholars studying factors promoting or hindering the appearance of col
lective action in irrigated agriculture put their main emphasis on the physical 
circumstances in the sluice, tank or irrigation scheme. 1 Building on empirical 
material from irrigation schemes in all parts of the world, a causal relationship 
between the adequacy of the water supply and the existence of institutions for 
collective action has been established. According to these findings, governance 
structures able to deal with provision dilemmas are most likely to be found in 
irrigation projects where the water supply is less than adequate, but not ex
tremely scarce. Where water is abundant, it is argued, there is nothing for farmers 
to gain in organizing, and where water is extremely scarce, the cost of conflict 
solving becomes so high that it overv..reighs the benefits of organizing.2 Tims, 
it would be easier for collective action to appear in tail or n1iddle reach sluices 
or councils than in the head reach of the Lower Bhavani Project. To some extent 
this hypothesis could be confirmed. Generally, tail end Water User Associa
tions functioned better than those in the head reach of the irrigation system: 

"L 14 council is more effective when compared lo UJB council. L 14 farmers have waler scarcity, 
so ijlhey don 'I lake a11y sleps righl now lhen they willfeel acule shorlage the years lo come, maybe 
in three or Jour years time. So they 110/untarily come forward and involve in the activities oj lhe 
council." 

(ICO 4) 

Similarly, farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project were considerably more posi
tive towards investments in on-farm-development work and the idea ofform-

1 See, for example, Tang, 1989, Wade, 1988 and Oakerson, 1992. 
1 Tang, 1989. 
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ing associations than farmers owning land in the Old ayacuts. This could be 
explained by the fact that the Old scheme received several times more water 
per unit ofland than the New. 

The inclination of many social scientists, and indeed a lot of my inform
ants, to focus on the issue of differences between the head and the tail, could 
not disguise the fact that there were also other factors affecting the process of 
institutional change in the Lower Bhavani Project. Some authors studying other 
areas in Tamil Nadu, have argued that what at first sight seems to be an 
uncompromizable conflict between head and tail farmers, between upstream 
and downstream farmers," has actually been counteracted by many local com
munities. 3 In such cases, already existing and well functioning governance struc
tures were able to ensure that the tail end and clown stream areas were better 
irrigated than those further up along the river or main canal. If such structures 
existed in other areas of Tamil N adu, then w hy not in the Lower Dhavaui 
Project? Actually, it soon turned out that they did. 

The first indications of the existence of socio-economic institutions that 
could counteract the head-tail-logic of water allocation appeared in the con
stantly recurring stories about someone called Hejaman. Almost everyone could 
tel! the story about how he increased the length of the Lower Bhavani Project 
main canal by more than 55 km: 

"Informant When you combine the whole af Lower Bhavani Project, there is a big landowner 
and his son. He has more than 280 ha in the low reach . 

foterpreter 4 Even in the time oj the British rule he was like a king here. Everyone respected him 
as a big lord ar captain ar president right from the beginning. And his fa ther was a 
minister congressmat1. He contested in the last election against jayalalitha.s He was 
ca/led Hejaman. 

lriformant He has rio land in the Old ayacut, only in Lower Bhavani Project. It was because 
oj him tlie extetision canal was built. Still, he has very good command over people 
here, he hasa very good name among the people because he got water for all. Du ring 
British rule he was like a ki11g in the whole area, so everything was under his com
mand. So we don't knowexactly howmuch area he owned, but afier the land ceilin,R 
the land was distributed to the people around here. 6 

Interpreter From my experience in Lower Bhavani Project, people to/d that he had over 2, 400 
ha before. 

Informant Possible. They have a lot ofjlats i11 Erode, cinema houses. Whenever peoplegot any 
problem around this place they will approach him and ifhe comes, ifhe listens ta tliem 
and ifhe offers somejudgement, people will say; 'OK, Hejaman is telling, OK. "' 

(ICO 4) 

1 Folke, 1995, Mosse, 1996. 

• During some interviews, the interpretcr became actively involvcd in the conversation. 

~ Ms. Jayalalitha was the leader of the ADMK party, which at the time of the 1991 election was the 
main rival of the Congress party. (ADMK: Tamil political party. in power between 1991 and 1996.) 
6 According to the land ceiling legislation introduced afier 1947, a maximum of 6 ha ofirrigated land 
can be own by the same person. See also Chapter Five. 
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According to the original plans for the Lower Bhavani Project, the stretch of 
the main canal and the largest distributories should not look like they do today. 
The following explanation was afforded from a number of unofficial sources: 
When the main canal was under construction a severe famine had struck the 
dry areas ofTarnil Nadu. A number oflarge farmers around Arachalur7 with 
close connections to the Congress party, saw this as a reason for changing the 
course of the Lower Bhavani main canal to include their (and their neighbours') 
lands in the ayacut area. Through political intluence they induced the Public 
Works Department to lengthen the main canal by more than 55 km, hence its 
present length. Since the capacity of the dam was still the same, an equally large 
area originally intended for irrigation was excluded in other parts ofthe project. 
T hus, Hejaman and his allies had been able to influence the state government 
to allocate water to areas which were not eligible according to the original plans. 

The possibilities for powerful farmers to change the course of the main canal 
are of course limited today, but they can still influence the allocation of water 
to their advantage, particularly at sluice leve!: 

Usually, if there is some rich person in the s/uice, he will do the nursery and plantation before 
anyone e/se, he is a/ways the.first to get water, even if his land is in the tail end. The VIP has 
priority in water, and if there is water scarcity he may irrigate 100 per ce11t oj his land while others 
only irrigate 7 5 per cent. 

(ICO 4) 

Several informants claimed that in some sluices when water was first Jet in, it 
would be allowed to flow freely until it reached the tail end ofthe sluice, which 
was thus irrigated first and only after which farmers nearer to the sluice point 
would be able to take water for their land. In all such cases, a certain propor
tion of the landat the tail end was owned by a large farmer. Generally, such a 
!arge farmer would be known as the local VIP (Very Important Person). When 
probing deeper into the role of these VIPs, it became clear that they had a lot 
of influence on water allocation at sluice leve!, and sometimes ev en at branch 
leve!. Thus, a VIP was often able to brake the seemingly inherent conflict 
between head and tail in the sluice, an ability which proved to be yet another 
obstacle to equitable water allocation.8 

The position of each VIP in his village or area was easy to understand within 
a patron-client framework, where the VIP, i.e., the patron, exercised his moral, 
economic and sometimes even physical power to influence the behaviour of 
his followers, i.e., the clients: 

7 At the tail end of the Lower Bhavani Project. 
8 The fact that most of the interviewed infomiants were of the Vellala Gounder caste - tradi tionally 
both the landowncrs and feudal kings of rhe area - probably contributed to generally less pronounced 
statements conceming the importance of the caste system and its decisiveness on power relations 
between different groups. 
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The land/ords ha ve their followers. To them they are giving something, but they are takin.C? more 
back. The people bound by the VIPs cannot go outjrom that relation. Thcy may have a loa11 
with the VIP, either a short term loan or a lump 5um. In the short term case they wi/l pay an 
interest of26-43 per cent peryear. The VIPs usually have more than 8 ha and maybe some other 
business as well. 

(ICO 2) 

Even though the role ofVIPs was to some extent traditionally decided through 
their function in the local temple, the exercise of econornic power was clearly 
the dorninating aspect of the patron-client relations between Counders.9 Land 
turned out to be a key resource under the control of VIPs. 10 Moreover, a VIP 
would often have access to financial resources, either from his own capita! or 
through contacts with private finance companies, and often tied smaller farm
ers through loans with very high interest rates. A VIP could also be in posses
sion of other resources, for example a tractor, which he could rent out to his 
followers. In return, they would not only pay interest on their loans and rent 
for the tractor, but also be obliged to support him in conflicts concerning water 
allocation, temple land, and political rallies. The interest rates of 2 to 3 per cent 
per month (i.e., 26 to 43 per cent effective interest rate per year), made it very 
difficult for the followers to tenninate the relation, since their ability to pay off 
their loans was lirnited. 

Often, the position of the VIP also depended on his access and ability to 
influence the allocation of resources channelled through the government bu
reaucracy. Knowledge and personal contacts able to manipulate the bureau
cratic system, enabling control of water releases and the distribution of gov
ernment subsidized agricultural inputs etc. were also important assets of the 
VIPs: 

The VIPs have contacts in the district and state administration and the palitical establishment. 
Even a smal/farmer canget same benefit thraugh tliem, either by directly contacting them, or by 
gaing thraugh same intermediate. 

(ICO 7) 

Moreover, access to land records often enabled a VIP to influence transactions 
such as the selling and buying of land: 

'' Local dominant caste, traditionally fam1ers. 
10 Gough, 1981, puts forward a theory explaining the base of authority and power in the local com
munity. In the two villages in Eastern Tamil Nadu that she studied, each caste had their own political 
sphere with their own leaders appointed according to age, experience etc. All the caste assemblies 
were under the jurisdiction of the Brahmin assembly which represented the ultimate power in the 
village. During the study period, between the 1950s-1970s, the donunance ofthe Brahmins eroded 
in both villages, a fact that Gough could correlate with the changing ownership ]:!~ttern ofland du ring 
the same period. She came to the conclusion that control over the means of production also affords 
control over people. In Gough's analysis, the structures of dass and caste coincided, and these two 
factors together dctermined who could become a leader and who could not. The extent ro which 
this is relevant for the Water User Associations in Lower Bhavani Project is limited though since most 
land owners, and thus members in the association, are ofthe same caste. For other aspects ofsocial 
and economic life in the area it may of course ha ve greater relevance. 
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Often they are f rom the old zamindar Jamily, also ca/led muzif or karnam in Tamil, or Village 
Administrative Officers. In both cases they have total control over the st ale oj alfairs in their village 
because they have all the land registers and other information needed. 

(ICO t) 

Access to such information, combined with the VIP's position of power among 
his followers, also enabled him to function as a mediator in conflicts among his 
followers. 11 

s 
VIP m 
owner of connict solution a 

- land overnment subsidies I 

- well loan 

- tractor a back+interest+securit f 

priority in water allocation a 
access to r 

labour 

- finance 
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Figure 6.1: T he contract between aVIP and his followers 

A VIP's contacts in government bureaucracy could be used as an asset by in
ducing officials to direct subsidies or water to specific persons or areas. In some 
cases, connections with politicians or high level officials could also leave the 
VIP considerable freedom to exercise physical power without the involvement 
of the state: 

For example, in this area, there isa high politician and his brother. They cari even make murder. 
The smal/er farmers are not in a position to oppose him. A VIP wi/l pursue his domination by 
thefollowing means. He wi// often own half of the village land, and sometimes be involved in illegal 
arrak12 production and othercriminal activities. The V!Pcan also threat hisfollowers, and some
rimes harass them in all sorts oj ways unril they surrender and se/I their land fora 5ymbolic .mm. 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

Thus, the economic power of the VIPs was sometimes combined with the 
exercise of physical power without state repr-esentatives interfering. 

11 This function was also mentioned in the cxcerpt above concerning the position ofHejaman in the 
Lower Bhavani Projcct. 

"Home-distilled alcohol 
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Large land owners were not always connected to illegal alcohol production, 
illegal water acquisition and violence, though. In many cases the local patron 
was known for taking certain steps to develop his village or area. The exten
sion canal, for example, did not only benefit Hejaman but also his poorer neigh
bours. As we saw in C hapter Five, the initiator of the desilting ofbranch canals 
was often left with an unproportionate share of the costs. Another way of serv
ing the village could be by donating property for public uses. 

In the local context, the term VIP generally referred to !arge farmers with
out such social ambitions. As far as I could judge, the categorization of differ
ent types of large land owners depended to a great extent, on their ability to 
create a reputation for themselves. T hus, in the discourse of my informants some 
!arge farmers were constructed as "good", while others were "bad". If there 
actually were any differences in the behaviour of these two categories of !arge 
land owners was difficult to reveal, but it is likely that they were all involved in 
contracts similar to that described in Figure 6.1. 

Whether large land owners were good or bad, they were likely to play a 
considerable role both in existing institutions surrounding water management, 
and in creating new institutions such as the Water User Associations. To be 
able to reach the stated goals, the Water User Association had to ensure that 
water was more equitably distributed, both between the head and tail of sluices 
and between large and small farmers. The first step in this process was to gather 
small and !arge farmers from the head and tail of each sluice to a meeting. 

Finding Common Ground 
When ICOs started working in a new sluice, their first task was to gather all 
the sluice farmers to a meeting, the forma! reason being to appoint a president 
and four other office bearers to the sluice committee. T he main function of the 
meetings, however, was to create an understanding between different groups 
of farmers and create an awareness concerning the present problems of water 
allocation. T hus, a main objection was the introduction of a new way of thinking 
regarding water allocation, and, in a longer time perspective, the internaliza
tion of new norms. 

The first meeting was the most important in the institution-btrilding proc
ess and also the most difficult to arrange . First, all farmers owning land in apar
ticular sluice had to be identified, located, and the ideas of the association had 
to be explained to them individually. Since the land records were incorrect 
(partly due to the land ceiling legislation, partly to lack of upgrading) ICOs had 
to start from scratch. At least one round of visits to all the farmers and some
times several visits to VIP farmers were undertaken with the aim of gaining the 
confidence of sluice members and to present the ideas of the association. 
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Getting the farmers together demanded a tremendous effort by the ICO and 
naturally work increased the larger the group. Since most farmers did not have 
a telcphone and the mail service was not fast they had to be informed in per
son. Often ICOs would go one round one week prior to the meeting, and then 
once again the day before the meeting. They would trave! by bus, cycle, mo
torcycle or walk, and just getting in touch with all the farmers expected to 
participate in a council meeting could take several days or more . Of course, 
the amount of work depended on the size of the sluice or council and how 
spread out the farming settlements were. One factor that increased the cost of 
information spreading was that the irrigation infrastructure was not designed 
to fit in with already existing villages, and therefore farmers owning land in the 
same sluice sometimes lived in several different villages. On average two meet
ings per slu ice were required to formally register sluice committees.13 The 
meetings were usually held in the evenings since farm work had fin ished by 
that time. They took place under the village tree, in a milk cooperative locality 
or, if it was a council meeting, in a wedding hall which could accommodate a 
larger number of participants. 

However, informing farmers about the time and place of meetings was not 
enough, they also had to be motivated to participate. A farmer owning land in 
the Lower Bhavani Project, as can be said of many of us, has other more acute 
things to take care of than going to meetings to discuss potential improvements 
of his situation in a remote future. Again , the trustworthiness of government 
employees and their intentions was usually questioned by the farme rs, and the 
I COs had to put clown a great deal of work to persuade farmers that it would 
be well worthwhile to spend the necessary time and effort. There were several 
arguments to be used, all connected to support from the Agricultural Engineering 
Department. The most obvious being on-farm- development work that, even 
though funds allotted from the depa rtment were ofcen not enough to cover 
the whole sluice with a lining of field channels, still improved the water supply 
to the tail cnd considerably. lnviting department officials, politicians and rep
resentatives of other influential institutions such as banks to association meet
ings gave farmers a chance to express their needs and demands directly to the 
responsible authorities. 

"The ICOs exp/11i11ed that 011/y good thinJ~S u1ould folloiv on the farmers' association . They 
condu~ted 11 mm1ber oj meetin,'(s many times al the sluice leve/ and they explained to ihefarmers 
good 1hi11.~s thcy would e11joy if tltcy ltad an associ11tio11; 'If you ha11e yoiir association yori cm1 
fightforyou r rigltts. A ma11 alo11e c111mot be a power, he ca1111or do anythi11g, bur if you are u11ited 
io,'(erher you ca11 tel/ yourgrie11ances ro the,l(c>llernme11t 1111d the gcwernmrnr, in turn, can take .(Cllne 

step.s to so/11e your problems'." 

(Middlc size farmer 2) 

" Unpublished figurcs, Agricultural Engineering Department, Erode, 1996. 
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The first meeting had wider implications as well though, in that if successful, 
it could form the basis of the continuing organizational work. It was <luring the 
meetings that head reachers met tail enders, large farmers met smaller farmers 
and followers of different VIPs met, sometimes for the first time: 

"When you have associations like this, when they discuss together, it helps to understand the 
problems in one area by the farmers oj another area, so it helps /inking the farmers oj different 
irrigation practices and helps them i11 understanding each others problems. lf they have a meeting 
al the council leve/, farmers belonging to one area can understand the problems in the other area, 
so that they ca11 be so/ved, and when they ha ve meeting at the Federation leve/ probably farmers 
oj one irrigation council can unders/and the problems oj another irrigation council, whether it is 
the head reach or the tai/ end. They can understand each others problems and so they can fi11d 
ways to so/ve them. Unless they understand each others problems, it will be dljficult. 11 

(ICO 1) 

At the stage when on-farm-development was to be planned and executed al
ready existing conflicts between individual farmers and between groups of farm
ers were often brought to the före. Thus, the initial stage of the organization 
process was very sensitive. It was important that suspicions of one group ben
efiting more than another from the Water User Association did not arise. Ac
cording to the official policy, a sluice committee did not exist until everyone 
owning land registered as ayacut area irrigated by that sluice, had signed the 
association document. A recurring problem was that land ownership did not 
guarantee a wish to become involved in locally based institutional work: 

"There were so many people who made a lot oj troub/es. They didn't eveu come to the meetings 
du ring that lime. Whileforming the association only some 60 per cent oj the people attended the 
meetings at thefirst lime, but we had lo get the signatures oj all thefarmers in the sluice. We went 
to everyones house, everyones farm to get their signa tu res. In spite oj that the other 10 or 5 per 
cents were dljficult to get the signaturesfrom those people on agreeing of Jormi11g an association. 
Maybe they have a very good resource oj water and they may have some other associations, and 
they have good connections with Lascars and some people in Public Works Department and those 
people are not interested informing the association." 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

A farmer could decide to join the initial meetings, participate actively and 
constructively in the discussions or he might not, thus rejecting the whole idea 
ofWater User Associations. The cost-benefit ratios facing potential farmers did 
not seem to encourage participation in the Water User AssoCiation, particu
larly not head reach farmers and those with enough powers to ensure a secure 
water supply even to their land at the tail end. A small VIP from the tail end 
who had chosen to stand outside the Water User Associations said: 

In the sluice where I own most land, no sluice committee has beenformed, so I am not involved. 
Because if I have some problem I know how to solve it. I know who and how 10 approach and 
I also have my own resources lo solve my problems. The Water User Associations can not so/ve 
any problems. 

(Large farmer 8) 
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This farmer knew how to acquire enough water for his lands even before the 
association had been formed and had therefore chosen not to become involved 
in association work at all. Naturally, the individual decisions made at this stage 
were crucial for the possibilities of creating the necessary institutions for col
lective action. Especially important were the decisions of the local patrons, since 
in most cases, their clients would follow their example. In sluices where no 
particular !arge land owner was present, the sluice committees were mast easy 
to form. VlPs were generally viewed as problems by ICOs. If they did not 
become involved in association work, neither would their followers, and often 
they had no reason to participate since their water supply was already secured 
by their VIP position in the village. Clearly, the non-participation of a VIP 
and his group of followers was not only a problem during the formation proc
ess, but continued to be so later in association work as well. The VIP and his 
group would not participate in meetings, they would violate time schedules 
for water supply, damage on-farm-development infrastructure and in other ways 
disrupt association work, or they would just stay outside accepting whatever 
was decided but without contributing to the process. If a VIP chose not to get 
involved there was no way of forcing him to do so, since the organization did 
not have any forma! rights to sanction the rules of action and there were few 
additional measures that could be adopted. 

" In the rural areas, if they boycott anyone, they will havegroupism. And they wi/I never be ab/e 
ta undertake the construction work, maintenance work and all that. lfful/ cooperation is obtained 
from all people, then it avi/I be easy. That means, if you socially boycott one person he will gather 
somebody else lo support him and there will be groupism. Because if anyone refuses ro pay, we 
have no righl lo Jorce lhem." 

(Large farmer 2) 

The lack ofboth förmal and informal sanctions to induce individualsand groups 
to become involved actively in Water User Associations caused severe prob
lems in the association formation process. The nation of common benefits from 
the organization was far from shared by all farmers which rendered social shun
ning useless since there was no one to execute it. Instead of pointing out one 
or a few farmers as free-riders such an effort would create groups of farmers 
standing against each other, for and against the organization, and the basis for 
collective initiatives involving all groups would become very limited. The best 
way of involving the VIPs in association work seemed to be to appoint them 
as office bearers in the association. 

Appointment of Office Bearers and Groupism 
Water Uscr Association bylaws stated that office bearers should be appointcd 
through an election among the farmers of the sluice, branch, council, etc. These 
forma! rules were not practised in the field however, and often the appoint
ment of president, vice president and secretary was influenced by the ICOs: 
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"It is only by general consensus that we nominate the leader or elect the leader. Actually, it may 
look like an election, but it is not. Actually, the ICOs by their experience they know, they can 
distinguish who can be a leader for the sluice leve/ or branch leve/, and who will be the best for 
the councils, and who will better represent the Federation among the council members. So, in that 
way, it may look like an election, but it is all done by the ICOs who actually create the thing. 
Whenever they go to some place they highlight some good things about some people. It becomes 
very easy. When it comes to elections no one will say no. 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

In this way, the participation of the VIPs followers could also be ensured, and 
a !arge proportion of the farmers in a sluice would automatically be involved in 
the association. Another reason for appointing VIPs as office bearers is that their 
connections in the irrigation bureaucracy and their ability to influence deci
sion-making in the political establishment could serve the aims of the Water 
User Associations. Consequently, many office bearers in the Water User Asso
ciations had a past in politics or in government service. In the council where 
Hejaman owned mast land, both farmers and ICOs were convinced that he 
would make the ideal president: 

"When Iformed the particularcouncil, all the party members present,14 even though he was not 
there himse!f, even in his absence, they told, they demanded that he should be ourpresident. When 
these people are getting involved in water management or getting water to the tail end in Lower 
Bhavani Project, then it i.vill be useful. No one will say no when these people ask f or help from 
any department and whoever may be the Covernment. So injluential ... That will be beneficial 
for thefarmers. At the district leve/ everyone ~nows him. Even a small farmer in Cobi IS knows 
him. So, he has good command over the people." 

(ICO 4) 

Apart from the capacity to influence other farmers to become involved in the 
association and for putting pressure on governmental departments, the economic 
strength of the office bearers was also important. Along with ICOs, leaders were 
the persons that became most involved in organizational work. It was nearly 
impossible for a farmer completely without means to carry out the necessary 
tasks, especially at council and federation levels. An office bearer at council leve! 
pointed out the extra personal responsibilities and costs involved with the ap
pointment; 

"Often, at least once in ten days there isa Federation meeting in Erode. Each and very time whe11 
wego to Erode we have to spend out money, 20-25 Rs, with nobody to contributeforth e expenses. 
We have lo payfrom ourown pocket. Two times we visited Madras, myself and fiveother Federation 
members, and stayedfor three days and met the World Bank-team. And each time we have to 
spend out money, and I spent about 600- 700 Rs each lime. And nobody to contribute." 

(Large farmer 2) 

" I.e., farmers supporting the Congress party, most probably clients of Hejaman. 

is T own situated in head reach of the Lower Bhavani Project. 
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Apart from arranging and participating in association meetings, Water User 
Association office bearers at higher levels were expected to attend meetings 
convened by the district officials, for example the monthly Farmers' Grievance 
Day in Erode. The most active leaders at council and Federation level spent 
five to seven days per month on association work. Since the office bearers did 
not get any expenses reimbursed by the Water User Associations, the whole 
cost was bom by the office bearers themselves. In o rder to reduce the efforts 
demanded from the office bearers, the executive conuTlittees power of deci
sion for the association was delegated upwards: 

"Al the council, we are not inviting all the farmers . We lake only the executive members from 
the slu ice committees . So, that means thar rhe number oj persons is limited. Still, they repment 
the whole mass. lf we would invite all the thousands oj people to the meeting, we couldn't decide 
anything! All their opinions are represen/ed by rhis group oj people. These executive members 
represen I the particular sluice, they represent the whole mass." 

(ICO 2) 

"Usually, we take decisions when we meet together, but it is not a/ways like rhat. It is not that 
everyone shou/d be there when you lake a decision, it is not like that. Forexample, today morning, 
to sol ve a particularproblem, I went with the president lo personally inspect the si te, see the problem 
and we so/ved it. We also /ooked fora place lo bu i Id the <1fice oj our council and o place for our 
trashingjloor oj the council. Then, we will convey rhis to the other execwtive committee members 
ofthe council; 'So, we have seen this spor, we have taken this decision, will it be all r(~htforyou?' 

It is almost a decision, but it will be conveyed to them. " 

(ICO 3) 

To delegate important decisions upwards to the office bearers as described above, 
required that they had strong legitimacy for their mandate among the rest of 
the farmers. This was still another reason why the appointment of president or 
secretary was a fundamental question for the functioning of the association . 

In situations where the VIPs of a sluice or branch had a relaxed relation to 
each other, office bearers were easy to select, but in cases where competing 
VIPs and their followers stood against each other, appointing formal posts could 
pose a serious problem. Conflicts concerning econornic issues such as land own
ership and water allocation sometimes promoted lon g lasting tensions between 
VIPs: 

Each t'illa<l(e will have its 011m one or 11110 VIPs . 011c village may cover .1everal sluices . Sometimes 
the VIPs oj two dijferent vi//11,<,?es wi// ha ve land in the same sluice. lf two VIPs exist in the same 
area, there is usually a coordinatio11 o.f tl1i11king between them, they will have so111e nwtual 
understanding. lf there is 110 u11dersta11din,~, their .followers will be induced lo participate in the 
conjlict. Thcn, it is only a matter oj prestige! The conjlict ca11 conccrn political issurs, caste, lave 
marriage, water distribution, personal perfonnance oi' style, one VIP i11terfering too muc/1 in the 
affairs o.f the area domi11ated by the ot/1er VIP. 

(IC08) 
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The occurrence of this type of conflict between VIPs and their respective fol
lowers, locally known as groupism, was clearly one of the most important obsta
cles to involving everyone in Water User Association work. In one head reach 
sluice, the conflict between the two dominating VIPs was based on politics: 1<· 

"In the initial meetings, the expected attendance was not available due to non-coop
eration among farmers and because they did not have any interest to participate in the 
meeting. Cooperation and support was increased step by step before and after forrning 
the comrnittee. Some ADMK oriented politicians tried to appoint their own support
ers as office bearers. The majority ofthe farmers were ready to blind.ly follow the state
ments given by Mr. A. (ex-panchayat presidentanda big farmer). Mr. B. advised others 
to elect the ADMK supporters as office bearers. In this connection, without taking any 
decision, meetings were consequently postponed and cancelled. Details of association 
formation, benefits of association, demerits by the interference of politics are explained 

to the farmers. By that the association has been form ed without political interference. "17 

In this sluice the ICOs finally succeeded in appointing office bearers, and for
mally registered the sluice committee. Sometimes, appointing both VIPs in
volved in a conflict to posts cou]d be used as a means of reconciling different 
groups: 

One way oj bringing the groups together in the association may be to appoint the differenr VIPs 
lo one office bearer post each. This has to be done with somefinesse. It is importantfor each VIP 
to feel that importance is given to him, that his leadership qualities are recognized, and that he 
is not excluded from the potentials that could come with the association. For example, if a group 
recognize you as a leader, then your personal work can be easier, for example to get an electricity 
connection. lf you are well-known, people at the Electricity Board will be more ready to he/p you. 
Therefore, it may be enough to filk someone to be the president, and he may very well say 'OK, 
I can be the vice president or the secretary', but still, he was at least effered the honour." 

(Research Consultant) 

Even when the conflict between VIPs was based on their support to different 
political parties, a "fair" distribution of posts between the competing groups 
could be a way of soJving the conflict: 

"All the farmers belong to the Gounder community except a few who belong to the 
Nadar community. Mr. H ., an owner of'H Theatre' belongs to Congress(l). Mr. P. 
belongs to ADMK party. These two persons are not ha ving good terms. But o>hers give 
due respect to these two fellows. Political problem is more in this slu ice. By continuous 
negotiation, the dispute between Mr. P. and Mr. H. was solved."18 

In this tail end sluice, groupism based on political divisions was substantial, and 
the two leading farmers were politically active in parties that have a long tra-

1<•Even though political clientelism certainly was an important feature oflocahocial and economic 
life, and especially so when elections were in sight, no evidence was found that such relations were 
the cause of existing patron-client relations. Rather, political entrepreneur.; at higher levels seemed 
to use such relations in order to gain votes. 
17 Head reach sluicc history. Translated from Tamil. 
"Tail end sluice history. Translatcd from Tamil. 

110 



lnstitutional Change through Persuasion 

dition of encounters with each other. In order to form the sluice committee 
the two groups had to be brought together and appoint one president for the 
whole sluice. After long negotiations Mr. H. was appointed as president and 
Mr. P. as vice president of the sluice committee. This example may explain the 
fact that virtually all interviewed farmers emphasize that if party politics are 
involved in association work, any collective action embracing followers of 
different political leaders would be very difficult. In the example above, politi
cal groupism was already explicit, and therefore the appointment of office bearers 
became a very sensitive issue. The only way of bringing the parties together 
was apparently to give both sides due influence in the sluice committee. In other 
cases the VIP was not willing to involve himself at all even if offered a post in 
the association. On quite a few occasions the local VIP neither came to the 
meeting nor accepted the offer to become office bearer. Below, an example 
from the middle reach of the Lower Bhavani Project: 

Wlien the ICOs came to the council, they jirst tried ro approach Mr. P., bur soon realised that 
it was in vain. Hesa id: 'What are you going to do for us? You are going to form an association? 
Hahahaha!' Even the Assistant Executive Engineer from Agricultural Engineering Department 
could not convince him. Still, the association was formed and the on:farm-development work 
started. All the time conjlicts occurred when the followers oj Mr. P. demanded advantages in the 
planning and construction ef jield channe/s and similar. Once, one farmer demanded two diversion 
boxes 19 where only one was needed. He wanted to have onefor himse!f. When the ICOs brought 
the Assistant Executive Engineer from Erode lo help them in the negotiations, the followers had 
brought tools, which are usually used for working with the land, but which also could be used fo r 
violent purposes. We had to compromise. Mr. P. was clearly irritated by the work oj the asso
ciation . At the council leve/, he was symbolically °"ffered a post, but refused to rake it. None oj 
hisfol/01.vers were giverz any positions as the ICOs were afraid that this could cause conjlicts. 

(ICO 7) 

Enforcement of Rules 
When a sluice committee had been formed, office bearers appointed, on-farm
development work completed and rules for water allocation decided, a gov
ernance structure had been created through which the governing of irrigation 
water allocated to the sluice should take place. There were numerous rules 
concerning the contribution of resources for providing necessary public goods 
and allocation of irrigation water that now had to be enforced by the Water 
User Associations. According to the time schedules for each sluice, water should 
be allocated to each field for a certain period of time calculated according to 
the area. This system replaced the previous practice of field-to-field irrigation 
and had built-in mechanisms reducing the incentives for taking more than one's 

"'Structure to enable equitable distribution of water berween field channels. Vital part ofrhe on-farm
development work. 
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share. (Such as the fact that if one irrigates longer than the allotted time, it will 
directly affect the farmer next in line, who is likely to protest immediately. T his 
renders smaller monitoring costs than with field-to-field irrigation.) Farmers 
were expected to make sure that the time schedule was followed. Another im
portant contribution to association work was participation at association meet
ings. Other types of inputs required from farmers were financial, material or 
labour contributions for infrastructure investments and maintenance, for in
stance their contributions to the management subsidy. 

Whether informal or förmal, both allocation and input rules are rather 
pointless unless mechanisms for monitoring and enforcement are developed. In some 
sluices enforcement mechanisms were quite strong: 

".if someone indulges in damaging the strncture by going by bu/lock earl an these structures, we'/I 
discuss the ways to prevent such kind ef activities . Whileforming the association it is an unwritten 
law that everyone should obey whatever the leader says. Un/ess we are united we cannot take up 
anything. It is usually like t_his; if the leader in a particular sluice says 'OK, don't do it' then 
all the other farmers will accept, they won 't do it . .if anyone damages, then 80 per cent ef the people 
willgo and pressuriz:e him 'Why did you do like this? Thegovernment has spent so much oj money 
to build this structure. OJ course, it isa kind ofloan . .if you damage it, it isa kind oj burden on 
us. Why did you do like this?' We will all unite and pressuriz:e him . In our sluice, onefarmer 
did like that. Then, we all united and went ta him and we told him 'Why did you do like this?' 
He said 'No, I will not do it again.' Then, we commonly repaired that structure. " 

(Small farmer 4) 

In many cases, the appointment oflarge farmers or VIPs as office bearers, proved 
to be an important factor for enhancing the enforcement powers of the asso
ciation. The influence that the leaders had over their followers could be used 
as a means of pursuing association goals: 

".if there isa leader in every sluice, it is possible to have eon tro/ over the distribution oj the water 
within the sluice. At the branch leve/ the branch president is the /eader. He can so/ve the problems 
between the sluices; !f one sluice is receiving more water, so the other sluice wi/I say that same sluice 
has taken more water . .if there is a conjlict, if someone actually indulges in doing so, he goes and 
says them not ta do so . Naturally, the culprit comes ta an understanding that he should not. In 
that way, the leader is helpjul in the distribution between s/uices. The leader has to have good 
contacts and good relations with everyone, even if good or bad, he has ta adjust to Cl'cryone. 
Whether it is an official or afarmer, he has ta be able ta make a compromiz e. fo that way only 
he can sustain his leadership." 

(Small farmer 2) 

This quotation indicates that the authority and diplomacy of the leader can help 
him enforce water allocation rules within and between sluices. In a middle reach 
council, leaders also exercised the possibility of creating public opinion against 
a rule-violator, which in the end proved successful: 

"In my council even the stones (linin,R thefield chan11els) have been stolen' vVhat we did? What 
our council secretary did? He, with the help oj two &oys, searched for thosr stones, because you 
canfind out. The stones will have same concrrte stickin,f? ta them. One man was building a 11ew 
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house. Then, our secretary could locate the stones. The man had actually taken all those stones 
Jorconstruction. Our secretary told him; 'What are wegoing to do with the stones? Are yougoing 
to replace it? Because otherwise I am going to write LBP 20 in all those sto11es and I will bring 
all the farmers oj the village to your place to see.' Then, the man sa id; 'No, no, !'Il pay for the 
stones.' 'No paying.' 'OK, I will get new stones to be replaced by the other ones. ' In fact he 
brought the same stones to the samefie/d. Awareness is there, it is working. For any system lo 
survive and bcfollowed, there have to be enough training and experience. For example in the 
Muthur area (the tail end) people have stolen the shutters and iron fram es,21 they are selling them 
in the shops where they deal with iron and lead. We cou/d notfind the men who had stolen them, 
but we could locate the shop where they were selling them. So, wegot back nearly 150 shutters." 

(Large farmer 5) 

The stolen stones were easy to identify and since a united farmers group was 
there, the culprit could be pressurized to retum the stolen material. In other 
sluices the enforcement strength of Water User Associations was not as im

pressive as in the cases described above. Du ringa field visit toa head reach council 
at the beginning of 1995, we learnt that only ten out of 240 shutters installed 
by the Agricultural Engineering D epartment during on-farm-development work 
were still where they had been placed. A metal dealer in a nearby town offered 
25 Rs per piecc, and the shutters were not left idle during non-turn season; 
most of them had been stolen and sold. Sirnilar thefts were widespread in all 
areas of the Lower Bhavani Project. In the case of the shutters, two circum
stances hindered the same swift retrieval as in the case ofthe stolen stones. Firstly, 
it was difficult to identify the thief or thieves, partly because the shutters were 
taken <luring the dry season when the fields were almost deserted, and partly 
because they were immediately sold to a third party who could claim to have 
acted in good faith. Even though several councils contacted local police con
ceming the thefts, not even they had any means of identifying the culprits. 
Secondly, the farmers w ith w hich I discussed the shutters thefts suggested that 
it was agricultural labourers and not land owning farmers who had taken them. 
It was argued that agricultural labourers would not lose anything in terms of 
less water because of the theft, and that they were also the poorest group among 
the rural population and rnight well need an additional household income. 

Even though the above reasoning is rather speculative, its mere existence 
highlights the important distinction made by farmers of who was to blame for 
the violation. Tills distinction in tum decided what could be done about it. As 
long as it was one of the land owning farmers in the sluice or bran ch, the Water 
User Associations ambition was to include the culprit under their jurisdiction. 
Under such circumstances, Water User Associations had a responsibility, and 
on occasions, they were also capable of taking it. But if, as in the case of the 
stolen shutters, o r the regular practice of throwing agricultural waste (banana 

:?1l Lower Bhavani Project. 

~· Vital part of the on-fann-development work. 
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stocks or stones from the fields) into the canals, the Water User Associations 
had identified the violators as being agricultural labourers, they were conse
quently without means to control such malpractice. Whether it actually was 
farmers or agricultural labourers who were responsible for these actions is hard 
to know, hut it was obvious that Water User Associations had defined certain 
rule-violations as being outside the control of the association, and therefore, 
automatically excluded these issues from the agenda. 

The fact that sometimes rule-breakers were clearly farmers, and even mem
bers of the association, did not ensure that sanctions were imposed on them 
though. In many sluices and councils the governance structures of the associa
tion were not strong enough to deal with rule-violators, and loyalties towards 
friends, relatives or VIPs were often stronger. The following quotation indi
cates the fragility ofWater User Associations: 

"Famiers used to tel/ me that 'So and so is tapping water i/lega/ly, but howcan I prevent by asking 
him directly? Our relation uiil/ be spoilt. Somebody should be given power, like the president, 
or the secretary or someone.' The council can do something, bur it is not reported to the council. 
It's known only up to my leve/. As an ICO, if I report the matter to the council, then it will be 
made as a big issue and it may end in a big conflict. We are here to so/ve the problem, I should 
not create the problem. Instead oj making this as a /Jig issue, I can personally go and appeal to 
the particularfarmer; 'Please don't do like this' I can tel/. Sofar,five persons have been reported 
to me and so far I have approach ed only one oj them, and I told him not to do so, bur he has not 
yet stopped, he is still doing that." 

(ICO 3) 

Several interesting implications can be drawn from this guotation. One is that 
the acceptance of violations could be connected to the violators position in the 
local community. Since the enforcement power of Water User Associations 
was not strong enough to deal with the disobedience of influential farmers or 
individuals supported by an influential man, many farmers felt that Water User 
Associations were too weak. As it was, this ICO was informed about the vio
lations, hut had no authority to take up the matterat a Water User Association 
meeting. Even if he had, the meeting would not have been able to deal with 
it anyway, since the issue could grow into a conflict between groups of farmers 
or between VIPs and their followers. If such a scenario developed, the goals 
and powers of the association would prove the weakest, and soon be overshad
owed by the aims of individual farmers. Therefore, the I CO was not rea dy to 
risk results achieved over years of efforts, for a public quarrel that might split 
the Water User Association into several openly opposite parties or groups. 
Moreover, he was reluctant to endanger his own relation with individual farmers. 

Another issue which highlights both the low legitimacy oflong term asso
ciation goals and weak enforcement mechanisms was the collection ofthe farmers 
contribution to the management subsidy. When formally registcred, each council 
received 100 Rs per ha from the Agricultural Engineering Department. If the 
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council was able to raise 25 Rs per ha from member-farmers <luring the sub
sequent year, another 100 Rs per ha would be allotted from the department.22 

The hierarchical set-up of the association, and the possibilities for delegating 
responsibilities both upwards and downwards at first seemed to enable smooth 
collection of farmers contributions: 

"It is usually done by the sluice association president. Not only the president, maybe the vice
president, treasurer and secretary. They will collect ir and hand over it to the branch committees, 
and branch committee will then give it to the council. So, the money will be with the cou11cil. 
Accounrs are kept only at the council leve/ and not al the branch committee leve/ or at the sluice 
leve/." 

(ICO 1) 

One council even discussed the possibility of collecting the money at a meet
ing to which each farmer would bring his contribution. These plans failed due 
to the difficulties of persuading farmers to contribute at all. Instead, the sluice 
level office bearers together with the ICOs, would visit each farmer and ask for 
his contribution. In an attempt to reduce free-riding, the authority ofleading 
farmers was used to induce farmers to contribute: 

"The normal tendency oj the people is logo by majority. And if majority does not pay, we ha ve 
lo even more convince them. Jf there are people, if anyone oj their relatives or if anyone who is 
close lo him pays, then he will think; 'OK, if he pays, I am also pa}'ing'. So it goes. So, what 
the ICOs will do, we will go and approach that particular person, that relative, we will go for the 
main switch. When we get money from that particular person we will go and say lo that other 
person 'Oh that man, Mr. K., has already paid. ' - 'Oh, K. has already paid, I am a/so ready 
to pay.' Even without knowing oj the purpose oj giving money, lie will pay. 'Because that man 
has paid, I will also pay. "' 

(ICO 2) 

A tail end informant further expands on this method of collection; 

"Some peop/e they don'! pay out ofinterest, it is becauseofthe person who is coming there lo collect 
the money, lo respect him. Because if you go to someones house and you are close to him, if I come 
with you, just lo respect you he will give c<!lfee lo me also. Just like that." 

(Large farmer 4) 

Tims, decisions about contribution were not only a calculation af costs and 
benefits for the individual. Actually, the amount per ha to be collected was almost 
negligible, especially if comparing to the costs of other inputs. Rather, the 
decisions of others, either the majority or even more important, someone close 
or respected, even a VIP, directed the individual. This had two consequences. 
Firstly, the extent to which others participated or not, affected the result of col-

22Even though the Water User Associations bylaws prescribe a membership fee ofRs 50 per person 
as well as an amma! subscription fee ofRs 12.50 per ha, the collection of such a fee was never, ever 
mentioned by any in formant, whether lårmer, ICO o r Agricultural Engineering Department oflicial, 
and this makes it reasonable to believe that the membership fee was actually never collected. 
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lective actions. If a majority of the farmers contributed and the rate of free
riding was kept at a low lev el, the risk of being cheated would be low, and the 
inclination to contribute stronger. On the other hand, if majority did not con
tribute, there was no reason for a few to waste their money. The quotation 
above indicates that it was not that simple however. The difficulties of per
suading farmers to contribute as well as the logistic circumstances make the efforts 
of collection extremely work-intensive. An ICO explains the difficulties of 
bringing the right persons along when collecting management subsidy: 

"When you go and collect the money to individualfarmers it is very d!fficult because you have 
to explain at least half an hour or even one hour in every house about the management subsidy. 
So it lakes a fot if time. When yougo and collecl the money we cannotjust simply say; 'We have 
come here to collect the money, 25 Rs per ha.' It is not like that. lf we lake somefarmers that 
are close to them they will be convinced. fo that way it means a lot oj planning and tactful ap
proach." 

(ICO 3) 

The massive efforts that had to be taken to inform farmers about the possible 
benefits of contributing and of creating a trust for the association's appropriate 
handling of the money made the work load enormous. Even with the help of 
ICOs, who were employed full-time to take care of such things, thc result was 
rather discouraging: 

"These ICOs, they went outfor collection three or Jour days. They could collect only 3, 400 Rs 
and then, because oj all the work, it stopped. There is no initiative, no enthusiasm among the 
farmers lo contribute. At the council leve/ it is very good and it is very usefulfo r thcfarmers to 
have an association. Everyone knows that and everyone says that it is better to have this or~ani

zation but they are reluctant, and in practice rhey are not doing anything, they just come and speak. 
Someone has to leave his own work and take the responsibility oj informing and col/ectinx the 
money." 

(Large farmer 4) 

In February 1994, six councils had received the first instalment and totally 1.2 
million R s had been distributed, all under the presumption that farmers would 
contribute with their share. Only one council, M6, had had any success in col
lecting the farmers' share though, and had consequently received the second 
instalment. In the other councils the collection of the farmers' share had been 
negligible. 23 

Even though numerous success stories about well-functioning sluice com
mittees and councils were reported by my informants, it was obvious that the 
Water User Associations had problems. Resources to meet coordination costs 
were limited, and enforcement mechanisms weak. Another cause for cancern 
was that rather than diminishing, these problems seemed to grow over time. 

23 0ne of the strongest tail end councils only collected 9,000 R s, which was only one tenth of the 
sum required to receive the second instalment. 
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Effects of Institutional Change 
in the Lower Bhavani Project 

B y March 1995, sluice corrunittees bad been formed in 1,788 sluices, cov
ering 48,994 ha and involving totally 40,859 farmers in the Lower Bhavani 

Project. 1 The gap area had been reduced by over 65 per cent in the tail end 
sluices and almost completely bridged in head reach sluices. The yield of paddy 
per ha had increased by an average of 20 per cent. Over 90 per cent of the 
farmers bada positive attitude towards on-farm-development work and 83 per 
cent were of the opinion that the Water User Associations maintained equity 
in water sharing, maintenance of canals and solving of conflicts.2 Moreover, 
better information about water inflow ta the sluices, branches and distributories 
was now available to farmers. Simple measuring devices bad been installed by 
the Agricultural Engineering Department in a few places, and farmers had been 
instructed how ta use them. Better water volumes data and an ability to inter
pret such had provided farm.ers with bard fact based arguments both ta address 
canflicts between groups of farmers, and when making complaints to the Pub
lic W orks Department: 

"Previously, they didn't know their share. They knew that it was not enough . But how much 
water they should get and how to check it, whether they were getting the required quantity or not, 
they didn't know. But now, they are all educated. lf they know the actual supply, they canfind 
out the difference between the actual and designed discharge. And if rhey find that there is a deficit 
supply, based on this record they will represen/ to the Public Works Department that 'We have 
got only 7 5 per cent oj the water or 60 per cent oj water. So, we have to begiven thejull supply.' 
So, if thejarmers know how to measure the water, probably it is very diffirnlt to cheat rhem." 

(ICO 1) 

Farmers bad been afforded better comprehension ofthe functioning of the system 
and widespread awareness of existing frauds and what could be achieved if they 
acted as a collective. Moreover, contacts and information exchange with au
thorities had improved substantially. Officials from the Agricultural Department, 
Agricultural Engineering Department, Public Works Department, State Bank 
of India and Revenue Department attended inauguration functions and ordi
nary meetings of the councils, thus making themselves directly accessible to 
the farmers. The Federation of Water User Associations demanded that their 

1 Unpublished figures, Agricultural Engineering Department, Erode, 1995. 

~ Krishnamoorthy et al., 1993. 
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representatives should be invited to the monthly Production Council Meet
ing, convened by the Collector, but without any result. Even so, the better 
confidence and organization of the farming community made collective rep
resentations possible even at state level: 

"We have done something al the Federation leve/, I think it is good and it would also find the 
place in our discussion. It was in]anuary, 1990 or 1991. We did not have enough water in the 
dam, and it was lime for release oj water to the second, dry tum. The water scardty was great in 
the area. There was no water even to irrigate coconuts. In some places people were struggling to 
get enough water to cattle also. The council members went to the representative oj the Federation 
and with the Federation members, they went lo Madras and approached the then Public Works 
Department Chief Engineer and they asked him to supply water. The Chief Engineer accepted 
in trying to open the canalfor irrigation 30 days,for dn'nking water,for cattle and for the coconut 
crop. This is the support that we have got by the Federation; the courage to represent to higher 
authorities in the government." 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

These were some of the positive achievements of efforts to form Water User 
Associations in the Lower Bhavani Project. As shown in Chapter Six, how
ever, forma! formation and physical infrastructural improvements were not 
enough to ensure that Water User Associations functioned as intended. There 
was more to do, and resources to meet coordination and motivation costs were 
difficult to mobilize. 

Meeting Coordination Costs 
As we saw in Chapter Six, considerable time and effort was necessary just to 
arrange a sluice committee meeting, and for the association to function at all, 
a lot of other tasks of an administrative character had to be carried out. Clearly, 
farmers themselves had no time to spare: 

"One ICO,J at least, is neededfor maintaining an already form ed council. In my council, I know 
only 30 per cent oj the people directly, because it's 1, 400 ha area and so many persons are 
involved, and the rest are not known to me, all were introduced to me by the ICOs . And you 
might have seen today; I came from thefield, I camwt know everyone's grievances because I don't 
have enough time for going to know all their grievances . In Collector's ojjice or whatever it is, you 
need a clerk or an assistant to mo ve a file from one table to another within the room, but how can 
you expect the president oja council to look after 1,400 ha oj/and without any assistancefrom 
the official side. Is it rea/ly possible? " 

(Middle size farmer 2) 

Substantial administrative capacity was needed therefore, for information ex
change within Water User Associations to function reliably. Even gathering 
the executive committee of a council required substantial efforts: 

3 Irrigation Committee Organizer. 
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"Yah, it isa fo r oj work, especially since the president is in one village, the secretary is in one village, 
the treasurer is in one village and one is in Trichy district. 4 Every time you have to go personally 
ro say that we have a meetirig. Tirat takes two days, just lo ger these people together. And rhen 
they will say 'OK, we are coming to your place or we will be at their place?' Then it takes two 
or three days to plan. " 

(ICO 3) 

Many informants realized the magnitude of necessary administrative work, and 
often pointed at the crucial role played by ICOs. The present division ofla
bour between ICOs and farmers was generally perceived as ideal. It was re
peatedly emphasized that Water User Associations needed organizational sup
port in the form of ICOs. 

Between 1987 and the beginning of 1995, around 50 ICOs were employed 
in the Lower Bhavani Project. They worked systematically from a few villages 
with a limited area at a time. Ten ICOs worked intensively for several years in 
the first council. Later on, the number of ICOs and the time allotted to the 
formation of each sluice cornmittee, branch cornmittee and council gradually 
decreased. On average each ICO was responsible for 250 farmers during the 
formation period. 

The I COs mostly worked with supporting Water User Associations at sluice 
and council levels. Even though funds allotted to the councils through the 
management subsidy could be used to employ administrative staff, no council 
had chosen to do so. Neither was any money invested in office localities. The 
situation was similar at Federation level. At the beginning ofl 995, the Federa
tion, then consisting of 27 councils, kept all its fi.les in a cardboard box. The 
box was sto red in a ho tel in Erode owned by one of the Federation office bearers. 
This was the administrative capacity of an organization claiming to represent 
over 40,000 farmers. Clearly, more resources would be needed to meet the 
nccessary costs of coordination in Water User Associations at all levels. 

Motivation Costs, Economic and Moral Power 
According to the rational-choice model of human decision making expected 
costs and benefits would be the factors that influence the individual farmer in 
his choice as to whether or not become involved in an organization working 
fora collective good. Participation in Water User Associations required indi
vidual contributions hut did not deliver individual benefits, and selective in
centives were difficult to design and enforce. A number of costs arosc for farm
ers who chose to involve themselves in the association. Management subsidy 
and funds for desilting branch canals were the main monetary contributions 
demanded, hut they did not constitute the major cost for participating farmers. 

•The very tail end of Lowcr Bhavani Project is situated in neighbouring Trichy district. 
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Being active in Water User Associations also demanded spending a great deal 
of time at meetings and gatherings at sluice, branch and council lev els, ev en for 
those who were not active as office bearers. The fact that the land owning pattern 
was not coordinated with the divisions between different sluices and branch 
canals meant that farmers owning land in several sluices had to engage them
selves in several different sluice associations. The costs of going to meetings in 
terms of spending valuable time were perceived as very high fora large number 
of farmers. 

The main advantage of forming a sluice committee was on-farm-develop
ment work carried out in the sluice after association registration. In 1991, on 
average 4,500 Rs per ha was invested lining field channels and in other devices 
for allocating water equitably over the whole sluice. As pointed out above, 
however, these investments benefited the collective and not individuals. Even 
so, there is reason to believe that on-farm-development was the main material 
reason many farmers joined the association: 

"The farmers showed much interest only in on-farm-development works without taking 
care about association activities. I ha ve explained that formation of association is not 
only for doing on-farm-development works, but to improve the water management. 
And I cleared that doing on-farm-development is one part ofthe work in association 
objects."s 

Moreover it was important that the benefit of acting collectively could be 
enjoyed more or less immediately. Time seemed to be an important factor in 
farmers valuation of costs and benefits. Benefits of the future were not perceived 
as interesting as immediate rewards. ICOs found it easier to convince farmers 
to attend meetings if they could offer some inunediate benefit for doing so. An 
ICO tells us: 

"See, whenever we ask them to attend a meeting, they expect that we are going lo benefit them. 
That means, that when they get nothing, when asked to comefor a meeting, then it is ridiculous . 
That means, when we just discuss, then they gain nothing, hut when you do somethingfor them 
at thefarm leve/, practical ... " 

(ICO 4) 

As shown in Chapter Six, farmers did not make their decisions without con
sidering the decisions of others. Rather, group or group leader decisions de
cided the magnitude offree-riding. Local definitions of free-riding were multi
dimensional. Consequently, a person could participate in one collective effort 
while being a free-rider in another. Under certain circumstances, contributing 
actively to the collective action of one group was only possible by free-riding 
from the obligations of another. Thus, dimensions of participation in collec
tive action where non-participation would be defined as free-riding by the 

5 Tail end sluice history, translated from Tamil. 
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Agricultural Engineering Department, may be perceived differently by the 
persons involved. 

It can be concluded from examples given in Chapter Six that Water User 
Associations in themselves did not have any means of punishing free-riding, a 
fact directly related to the rnixed identities of individual farmers. There were 
few explicit penalty rules and even fewer means of actually enforcing them. 
N o resources were devoted to monitoring activities, and even if there were it 
would not mean much, since there were few possibilities of punishing culprits 
and enforcing association rules. Free- riding from association efforts was indeed 
free whereas other entities of collective action had stronger enforcement mecha
nisms. Indeed, toa large extent Water User Associations were based on already 
prevailing socio-econornic structures in the local community. The main means 
of enforcing association rules was to use already existing patron-client relations 
to induce farmers to participate in association work. In this way, the economic 
and moral power oflocal VIPs6 could be employed to pursue the goals ofWater 
User Associations. Thus, group identities and patron-client relations were more 
important for the formation of the establishment of collective action at various 
levels, than individual decision making. If involved in a patron-client relation, 
a farmer could expect more reliable and greater benefits from such a relation 
than from the association, and therefore choose to stay with his patron and not 
participate in association work. As indicated above, this may be understood as 
free-riding from the point of the farmers active in the Water User Association, 
hut is also a participation in the patron-client form of collective action. 

One of the main obstacles to forrning sluice and branch cornmittees and 
councils were local patrons who refused to become involved in the associa
tion. Creating alternative institutional structures with their own enforcement 
mechanisms required substantial efforts of persuasion and negotiation in which 
lCOs played an absolutely crucial role. Awareness creation and education was 
often suggested both by farmers and officials as the most important way to 
encourage association work in situations where a local VIP would not involve 
himself automatically. 

If the local VIP was not willing to becoming involved in association work, 
other persons could sometimes develop legitimacy as leaders. Each sluice had 
a number of corefarmers who would most certainly be more receptive to ICO 
arguments and easier to motivate for association work: 

A corefarmer i.1 something di.ffere11tfro111 a VIP. He may not have as much land, lmt he 1vill have 
some ideas that the other farmers tvi/I accept. He tvi// also be very ho11est re}!ardi11.e water 111a11-
a.ee111e11t. He is urna/ly 1101 educated, because, i11 ltrdia, usually tl1e educated persons are not 
ho11est, so liis ideas will be based 011 liis 1nv11 tlii11ki11.e. 

(!CO 4) 

'' Very lmportant Per.;on. 
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Corefarmers are something else. They have good wntact with the other farmers, good education 
in agricu/tural practices, midd/e dass and often tai/ enders, haha, because then they will have water 
problems. There wi/J be one to five core farmers in every s/uice. They are respected and with 
personal interest they are comingforward to do the work. 

(ICO 2) 

Even though mast office bearers in the Water User Association, atleast at council 
and Federation levels were VIPs with substantial land holdings, same core farmers 
also succeeded in making their way to a förmal position. In the tail end even a 
few office bearers at council leve! only had a few ha. 

Thus, both in cases when VIPs came forward to join the association and 
when core farmers became the means of involving other farmers, the main tool 
ofICOs was the moral power they could exercise. Their position as independ
ent parties employed by the government was a platform from which they could 
exercise their persuasive powers on farmers ro participate. In this process, ICOs 
had an important advantage:: their message included a ready solution; on-farm
development work would be designed according to "scientific principles" able 
to ensure equitable water distribution within the sluice. Thus, ICOs had a 
definite solution to the problem of inefficient water use, and they used much 
of their time trying to make farmers, and particularly VIPs, accept this scien
tific solution as the best way of allocating water. I COs themselves saw the process 
as a form of farmer education and carefully explained and demonstrated the 
Agricultural Engineering Departments goals at meetings so as to make sense in 
the local conditions of each sluice, branch or council. Common benefits in the 
form of on-farm-development work, scientific principles according to which 
water would be allocated and the values of equity in water distribution were 
highlighted to the farmers. Mast of these efforts were aimed towards VIPs and 
head reach farmers, w ho had the least to gain from organizing. The fact lthat a 
number of these farmers did choose to participate actively in association work 
indicates, to some extent, that ICOs succeeded in changing their individual 
perceptions and valuations of the present and ideal water distribution. More
over, through the organizational process small and tail end farmers who had 
suffered from unequal water distribution, gradually got the opportunity to claim 
their rights to a proportionate share of the water. Through the ICOs' exercise 
of moral power, new norms were internalized both among those previously 
benefited by unequal distribution, and among those who would gain from a 
new pattern of allocation within the sluice. 

The Role of Externa} Institutions 
Local institutions were often difficult to inftltrate with new ideas which would 
alter the pattern of water allocation. To a considerable extent they were sup
ported by, and supported for that matter, institutions at higher levels. As men
tioned earlier, most patrons based their power not only on the control of land 
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and other production resources, but also on their ability to influence govern
ment bureaucracy through a combination of nepotism and corruption. This 
was particularly evident in the Public Works Department: 

"At this time, it was a kind ef bribing. If it was a sluice leve! problem, if a particular sluice didn't 
get water, everyone did not know where the Public Works Department is, or whom to approach. 
There would be some key persons, those who havegot the real fink with the department. So, this 
person would collect some money and he would be responsible to do something to get water. Those 
farmers did not represent the collective views ofthefarmers together, probably they were se!fish and 
they had their own aims to be fu!filled, so in that respect, their views were tota/ly biased. But the 
other farmers thought that the bribing was very easy. People in general, they didn'I ha ve the 
patience ef waiting, even ijthey could do wilhoul bribing in three days, if they could do wilh bribing 
in one hour, probably lhey are ready lo pay. Why should they wailfor lliree days' But bringing 
togelher everyone and working together and representing logelher to the ~ffice, it will take some 
time, you know. These people who are employed to bring those bribed money to the ojjiccr or the 
person concerned, you know, they are a.ffected. And they will not just give the whole money to 
the office, they will lake some share, it seems. So, it is a kind oj business, and if we go and say: 
'Don't give bribe, we are all here lo fight for your rights. ' then who will accept? These people are 
qffected and they will do some propaganda against. Those who are getting bribes and taking their 
shares andgiving money, they are trustworthy persons to thefarmersfrom that area . That is why 
the problem oj bribing is coming up again. 

(ICO 2) 

Thus, the extension of clientelistic relations at local level to governmental 
bureaucracies involved in irrigation management prevented dunges in power 
balances in the local conununities. Already existing local institutions and their 
links with external institutions benefited economic elites ac both levels, i.e., 
local VIPs and government officials. Early in the process offorming Water User 
Associations in the Lower Bhavani Project, another government department, 
the Agricultural Engineering Department and its field level employees, the I COs, 
to same extent counteracted the effects of these extended clientelistic relations. 
Gradually, however, increasing bureaucratic conflicts within the government 
between the Public W orks Department and the Agricultural Engineering 
Department, and the weakening of the Agricultural Engineering Department7 

again enabled clientelistic relations to prosper. 

The question is whether we should interpret the meagre result of the col
lection of farmers' contribution to the management subsidy for example, as a 
free-riding behaviour en masse or not. One farmer pointed out the lack of trust 
among farmers for Water User Associations, mainly due to their dependency 
on the state government: 

"Concerning the farmers, there is a d!fference between willingness ro pay and act,,al capacity lo 
pay. These 25 rupees contribution to the manageme11t subsidy, it is nothing. It is one day wage 
fora male labourer. It is the willingness to pay that lacks. The government should do something 

7 A reason for this weakening of the Agricultural Engineering Department was the transfer and re
tirement of a number of departmcnt officials at district and stare leve! who had devoted strong sup
port for Water User Associations. See also Reddy, 1991 . 
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to make thefarmers willing lo pay. Butfor that thegovernment has lo come down. Forexample, 
thefarmers repor/ that the Cooperative Society and the Milk Cooperative, they were running with 
enoughfunds. Every Cooperative had 3 or 4, oreven 500,000 Rs. So it was so strong. But when 
it had grown toa big organization, the government intervened and now many ef these Coopera
tives are running ar loss. And now the farmers think that if the Water User Associations grow 
to a strong organization then the government will intervene just like it did in the other o~~ani
zations that havefailed. This is why they do not want to pay. To achieve confidence to collect 
money, the government and the organizations must do something to make the people to have 
faith." 

(Large fanner 5) 

This excerpt highlights the importance of potential benefits of contributing, 
i.e. , what farmers could expect if they contributed, and how sure they could 
be that such expectations would be fulfilled. Apparently, the risk ofbeing cheated 
by other farmers, but especially by the government was perceived as quite sub
stantial. The legitimacy of the organization was weak, and its potential lack of 
integrity vis-a-vis the government was time after time commented on by in
formants. Thus, government policies and implementation by governmental 
departments were of tremendous importance for local and regional collective 
action initiatives. The stability and trustworthiness of governmental conunit
ments was crucial for the development ofWater User Associations which went 
hand in hand with the legitimacy oflocal associations. The main reason for not 
contributing to management subsidy was that control over collected money 
was quite insecure. Thus, free-riding as defined by the Agricultural Engineer
ing Department may very well be viewed as reasonable risk-minimizing be
haviour by the farming community. 

During the initial phases of the Water User Association-project, financial 
and moral support from the Agricultural Engineering Department was strong. 
Up till 1991, 4,500 Rs per ha was allocated for on-farm-development work in 
the Lower Bhavani Project. From 1991 onwards, however, this support gradually 
deteriorated. In 1994 the sum allotted for on-farm-development work was low
ered to 700 Rs per ha. The work of ICOs was disturbed and suddenly they 
were to report daily to the closest Agricultural Engineering office (in some cases 
situated 35 km away from the area where they were working) and their wages 
were reduced while their work load increased. In 1993/94 many intOrmants 
expressed concerns over the development, and in early 1995, their worst ex
pectations came true; all ICOs working in the Lower Bhavani Project were 
fired from their posts. All association work stopped, any positive changes 
achieved by Water User Associations gradually disappeared, and earlier patterns 
of unequal water distribution were restored. Obviously, it was not possible for 
farmers to uphold the association on their own: 

For the past one year, we didn't have any meetings in our council, because since the ICOs were 
fired only the Federation is Junctioning. 

(Middle size farmer 2) 
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From this we understand that external institutions played an immensely im
portant role for institutional change at local leve!. As should be kept in rnind, 
the initiative of forming Water User Associations originated from the Agricul
tural Engineering Department, which could initially ensure a certain extent of 
externa! support. However, clientelistic relations between local VIPs and gov
ernment officials functioned as obstacles for institutional change at local leve!. 
Once support from the Agricultural Engineering Department weakened, the 
possibilities for upholding new local institutions disappeared. Thus, the same 
external institutions which enabled and actively initiated organization-build
ing at local level, were also a contributing factor for the failure ofWater User 
Associations. 

Even so, many farmers suggested that the only way to strengthen the weak 
enforcement mechanisms ofWater User Associations and to lim.it local el1tes' 
influence on official decision making, was by increased and more reliable state 
government support: 

"lf certain powers are given to us, then we know l10w lo manage. For example, if the panchayat 
board decides to lake a resolution, the Revenue Department is bound to answer for the resolution. 
They have to implement it. Likewise, iJ we take any resolution, at tf1e Federation leve/, the 
Reverme Department should beable to help us, the R evenue Department shou/d beable ro implement 
it. For example, if someone is illegally tapping the water, then maybe we can cut the water supply 

fo r some lime. We were told like 'OK, some ef youfarmers are taking the water i/lega/ly, you 
control yourself.' In that case, if I kill someone, shou/d we so/ve that problem also?! Then, what's 
the reason why we have the police and the courts?!" 

(Large farmer 5) 

Even though the general scepticism of farmers towards government interfer
ence was strong and their experiences of government bureaucracies negative, 
they wanted assistance in enforcing the rules of the association. It was requested 
that the state government should delegate some of its power to the association 
leaders so that interna! enforcement mechanisrns could be supported by those 
of the state. 

The Future 
Since 1992, there have been ongoing discussions regarding the decentral iza
tion of even more water distribution and irrigation infrastructure responsibili
ties from the Public Works Department to the different levels of Water User 
Associations. In preparatory work for the Tamil Nadu Water Resources Con
solidation Project, it is recornmended that farmers and their organizations should 
assume substantial financial and administrative responsibilities. Firstly, fees paid 
by farmers for irrigation water should be increased, so that they cover the full 
costs of supplying irrigation water, including capita! costs fo r investments al
ready made. The ideal way of collecting such fees would be to introduce a system 
of volumetric water charges that would replace the present system of crop taxes. 
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T he Public Works Department would supply water to the distributory outlets 
from where responsibility for administration, monitoring and enforcement of 
volumetric charging should rest with Water User Associations. The bulk of the 
collected fees should be transferred directly to a local fond and not allocated 
through the state budget.8 Finally, full responsibilities for operation and main
tenance below distributory outlets would be transferred to farmers associations:> 
Indeed, expectations on W ater User Associations were comprehensive. 

Considering what has been said above about the administrative and en
forcing capabilities of Water User Associations, it seems that a considerable 
amount of difficulties would arise if such a policy was implemented. A head 
reach Lascar develops the problems that may arise: 

The decentralization can be very difficult to implement in che councils thac I am working in. It 
may go well one or two cropping seasons, but after some lime there will be problems. lfJor example, 
the president is responsiblefor the equitable distribution oj water, what will he do if some relative 
oj his asks for rnore water !han his share? Would the president be able lo say no? And even if 
he was, would the otherfarmers not suspect that hesa id yes? lf a Public Works Department official 
or a Lascar has the responsibility it is easierfor them to act independently. lf a leadingfarmer cakes 
all the decisions, everyonewill try to inteifere. Moreover, volumetriccharging would be very di.fficult 
to implement at the council leve/. Suppose that a certain volume oj water is fet into the distributory 
to be distributed. Some wacerwill reach thefields through the canals, sorne will percolate and partly 
be pumped up to irrigate the land through a wel/. The problem here will be thatfarrners with wel/s 
can very wel/ say that they are not using canal water al all, and therefore they should not pay. 
How could the council handle that? 

(Head reach Lascar) 

T his excerpt highlights the two circumstances that form the core of the diffi
culties of decentralization. Firstly, governance structures able to overcome the 
dilemma of collective action at sluice, branch and council levels have not yet 
been established in the Lower Bhavani Project. The legitimacy and powers of 
Water User Associations are simply not strong enough. Secondly, the moni
toring and enforcement capabilities of Water User Associations would most 
certainly not be able to handle the problems connected to volumetric charging 
ofirrigation water. Thus, the position ofWater User Associations in the Lower 
Bhavani Project is similar to that of the king in the Tamil proverb. Even if the 
container grew or had to be fi.lled with wine instead of milk, it is not likely that 
Water User Associations would be able to fill it with anything other than water 
without radical changes both in the externa! institutional set-up and with con
siderably strengthened local governance structures. 

•The political restoration of the village panchayats which commenced with the Seventy-third 
Amendment to the C onstitution in 1992, could afford a possibiliry for local financial independence. 
(Governmcnt of lndia, 1992) 

• Informal reports, Tamil Nadu Water R csources and Consolidation Project, 1993. 
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CHAPTER E1GHT 

Implementing the Polluter Pays Principle 

S ince 1991, when the liberalization of the Indian economy began, any in
crease of exports has been warmly welcomed by the central government. 

To some extent, the growth of private industry aiming at export markets has 
improved India's macro-economic situation, but industrial expansion has also 
resulted in adverse effects for people settled in the vicinity of industrial centres. 
Even though environmental legislation has developed considerably during the 
past 25 years and state Pollution Control Boards have now been set up in every 
state, the difficulties of enforcing legislation are still a severe problem.1 T he 
inability to obtain accurate information about existing industrial units and 
monitoring and enforcement problems experienced by the Pollution Control 
Boards has resulted in slack enforcement of existing legislation. The existence 
of innumerable small industrial units, partly a result of special economic poli
cies intended to stimulate Small Scale Industries, constitutes a major problem 
for Pollution Control Boards. 

To tack.le the incapability of Pollution Control Boards, the idea of Com
mon Effiuent Treatment Plants, CETPs, has been promoted throughout the 
country. Liquid effiuents from geographically co ncentrated dusters of pollut
ing factories are to be treated in !arge treatment units owned and operated 
collectively by such factories. In 1992, the total number of sites considered for 
CETPs by the government oflndia were as many as 34, including eight in Tamil 
Nadu.2 The CETP-idea strives to implement the Polluter Pays Principle by 
making industrialists pay a !arge part of the costs for treatment of effiuents while 
letting the private sector take care of several ofthe enforcement dilemmas pres
ently facing the Pollution Control Board. One of the sites suggested for con
struction of Common Effiuent Treatment Plants is the city of Tirupur, where 
effiuents fro m textile bleaching and dyeing industries have polluted local ground 
water severely. 

The Textile Industry in Tirupur and its Externalities 
O n the dry plain east of Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu lies the small town which 
over a period of ten years has become the centre of hosiery manufacturing in 

1 Chaturvedi, 1996, D'Souza, 1995, Khator, 1991. 

~National Environmental Engineering and Research Institute, 1992. ln fact five were si tes in the same 
region as Tirupur, i.e., in the Coimbatore and Periyar districts. 
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India. T raditionally a small urban centre occupied in producing hanclloom sarees 
and cooking vessels, and with the sale and processing of raw cotton, Tirupur 
has grown to an industrialized city in which everything evolves around the 
hosiery industry. The initial growth of the knitwear industry began in the 1970s, 
when the production ofknitted garments for the local and national market began 
in small scale. In the midclle of the 1980s, capital accumulation and develop
ment of skills enabled some of the larger units to start producing for export, 
and within 10 years the modest industrial town had grown toan industrial centre 
that produced 85 per cent oflndia's total export of hosiery garments.3 

Table 8.1: Direct export value oj hosiery productsfrom Tirupur 1985 to 1995 

Year Direct Export 
Valu" (Rs . m illion) 

1985 190 
1986 380 
1987 740 
1988 1,040 
1989 1,670 
1990 2,900 
1991 4,280 
1992 7,750 
1993 -
1994 11 ,980 
1995 20,000 

(Source: Tirupur Exporters' Association) 

One of the main characteristics of the textile industry in Tirupur, and one of 
the explanations for its success on the export market, is the congregation of 
many small units performing different phases in the production chain. Thou
sands of units are involved in spinning, knitting, bleaching, dyeing, printing, 
embroidery and stitching, anda flexible system of horizontal and vertical inte
gration is at work. Usually a coordinating agent, either a merchant fo r the 
domestic market, a direct exporter or an export merchant places orders, or job
works, 4 indifferent units for each step of the production chain. Thus the knit
ted fabric moves from the knitting unit to the bleaching unit, then from the 
bleaching unit to the printing unit, and so on. This system seems to have de
veloped partly as a response to the rules and regulations governing Small Scale 

3 Mr. Ponnusamy, secretary ofTirupur Exporters' Association in Swaminathan andJeyaranjan, 1994. 

• Contracting of orders, or parts of orders, between difTerent units specializing indiffe rent parts ofthe 
production process. 
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Industries,5 under which most knitwear industry in Tirupur is classified, and 
which are generally more favourable in terms of tax and labour regulations than 
those regulating larger units. Sister-companies owned by the same person, family 
or group of partners are conunon. 

The bleaching and dyeing industry is characterized by lower investment 
requirements than for example, embroidery or scitching, which arc more ma
chine intensive. Generally, total investments in very small units are relacively 
smaller than in larger units, compared to processing capacity. A very small unit 
may ha ve invested as litcle as 30,000 Rs to realize a processing capacity of 200 
kg per day, while in middle sized units the figure seems to be around 100,000 
Rs for 500 kg. Relative investmcnts in ex cess of 200,000 Rs per tonne of pro
cessing capacity were only realized in very !arge units with imported technol
ogy. The main input costs other than capita! costs are chemicals and dyes (which 
account for approximately 50 per cent of costs), labour, energy and water. Profit 
margins varied depending on shades (generally, darker shades afford a lower 
margin than lighter) and whether the job-work was done for the local marker, 
export mercharidiser or for direct export (generally better prices are realized 
for export production). Many dyers claimed that their margins had decreased 
over the last 2-3 years. 

There isa general segmentation between firms producing for domestic and 
export markers, the former being mostly smaller units restricted in their quality 
performance by old technology, the latter being !arge units.6 Such is also the 
case in the dyeing industry even though some smaller units with specific equip
ment, for example for dying black, also produce for the export market. Qual
ity requirements for the export market are substantially higher than for the local 
market in terms of colour fastness and shade accuracy. Horizontal job-work
ing, i. e. , sub-contracting between dyeing units was unusual.7 Most dyeing units 
in the export trade admitted that they had some family, friendship or economic 
relation with their customers, but at the same time everyone emphasized that 

5 Companicswith total investmentsof1ess that 4,500,000 Rs. (Madras Institute ofDevelopment Studies, 
1988:213) 

'·Cawrhome, 1995. Exact figurcs for how much is produced for the domestic market and how much 
is exported from Tirupur are not available. Cawchome estimates that 10 to 40 per cent ofthe middle 
and !arge sized firms she studied were involved in production for the Indian marker. Some of my 
informams estimated that 1/3 to 1/ 2 oftotal output was sold domestically. It is clear however, that 
the export marker is the main driving forcc of industrial development in Tirupur. 
7 This can be compared with the study ofCawthome, 1995, who argues that networking in Tirupur 
often involves small er units working as allies to larger unics in well-established relationships to mini
mize issues of product quality. Thus, patron-client relations could exist within the indusrry in that 
larger firms control access to the merchandisers, and restrain the development of small and medium 
sized units, while at the same time bencfiting from their production capacity and reaping part ofthcir 
profits. No evidence ofthe existence of such relations was found in this study ofthe dyeing industry, 
though. 
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performance in terms of quality, delivery time and reliable payment was more 
important in the long run . Only one of the interviewed dyers gave job-works 
to other dyeing units, in this case to his brother who was also a partner in the 
unit he managed himself It was quite common, however, that one family owned 
several companies.8 In such cases, horizontal networking in the form of job
work between firms was probably the case, but apart from such cases the fol
lowing excerpt well represents the situation of many !arge and middle size dyers: 

We used to be three partners, alljriendsjrom college, but now one has left so we are only two. 
We have 10- 15 customers out oj which 5 are direct exporters and occupy a main part oj our 
capacity. One oj them puts all his orders with us, tota/ly 25 per cent oj our capacity. We were 
friends during our college time and have a good relation. Our unit used to give job-works ro a 
smal/er unit, but now we have stopped because he messed up the quality. Nowadays we only give 
sub-orders for washing, because that is difiicult lo mess up. Now, we would rather say no to 
customers thangivingjob-works. Usually my business relations are with friends ofbusinessfriends. 
I appreciate if some understanding can develop, and if I can trust the people 1 am doing business 
with . It is both an advantage and disadvantage lo do business with your relatives or friends. It 
gives you good control in one way, but if something actually goes wrong in the business relation, 
the whole relation will be spoiled. Usually, business relations in Tirupur are based on which unit 
is the best. Othenvise it wi/l befamily wise. 

(Middle size dyer 1) 

For the export market, quality, and to same extent punctual delivery, were the 
two mast important requirements. For the upper segment customers' price was 
ofless importance.9 Dyers producing for the domestic market worked under 
different circumstances, though. For them, price seemed to be the aspect that 
mattered mast, even though many informants emphasized the quality of their 
work. 10 One small scale dyer described his situation thus: 

8 In fact, many ofthe dyers I met owned several units both involved in dyeing and other steps ofthe 
production chain . A report by Business India quoted in Swaminathan and Jeyarajan, 1994, finds it 
unlikely that more than 500 families altogcther are involved in the textile business in Tirupur. The 
!arge number of units could be explained by efforts to avoid taxation and excise duty which could 
be imposed if individual units expanded beyond a certain point. The rapid growth of the industry 
in the recent years, combined with documented high social mobility (Cawthorne, 1995 and 
Swaminathan and Jeyarajan, 1994) indicates that this is not entirely true anymore, and that more 
people are actually involved in the industry as owners. The institution of Kaslitakkoottu is an arrange
ment where a skilled labourer can institute a partnership with an unskilled but financ1ally stronger 
person to starta unit. The skilled partner may be entitled to 10-25 % ofreturns. (Swaminathan and 
Jeyaranjan, 1994.) The resulting upwards social mobiliry ofthe working dass is generally considered 
as a factor promoting an equal distribution of profits. At least one of my inforn1ants was a former child 
labourer who had now found enough capita! to set up a small scale dyeing unit. 

'One European buyer even sa id that: I will never bar.1111in about the price! lf tlie supplier asks for 40 Rs per 
piece, I will somelimes ~ffer liim 4 5 Rs per piece. In this way lie will not l1ave any excuses for culling down on 
the qttality. (European buyer) 

'"Consideration of a certain methodological problem might be required here. Even though I clearly 
presented myself as a research scholar with no interest at all of getting invol ved in the textile busincss, 
I got innumerable offers to do so. It may be the case that my informants saw it as important to highlight 
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I get orders from approximately 10 banianll companies a week. They give only small orders, 
maybe 15 0-200 kg each . These relations are very short and changing veryoften because sometimes 
there is same problem with the colour, and sometimes during the rainy period we have no place 
lo dry thefabric. When it is for the local market the colour is not so important. For example, look 
al this tubular fabric which I have dyed for the market in Erode. On the back si de the colour is 
very uneven, something that would not have been acceptable for export. But on the front si de it 
looks allright, and it is OK for the Indian marker. 

(Small dyer 4) 

To some extent, it seemed like larger units with direct export customers were 
better off compared to small units producing for the local market at least in 
terms of profit margins, but involvement in the export business also included 
larger risks and the nuisance of not getting immediate payment for delivered 
work. The organization of production in a chain of job-work coordinated by 
a merchandiser meant that no contractcd unit could be paid until thc mcrchan

diser himself had delivered and received the payment from the foreign buyer. 
In this way, each unit involved was dependent on the successful completion of 
work of all other units in the production chain, and on the foreign buyer to 
accept and pay for the delivered goods. 12 

Bleaching and dyeing of fabrics are the two most water demanding produc
tion steps in the hosiery trade. About 40 litres of water per kg of processed fabric 
is needed for chlorine bleaching, but low quality water can be used without 
affecting production process negatively. Depending on shade, technique and 
chemicals used, the volume of water required to dye one kg of fabric varies 
between 70 and 240 litres. The dyeing process (including peroxide bleaching), 
however, requires high quality water. 13 In 1994, approximately 90 million li
tres of water was used and discharged from the dyeing and bleaching industry 
in Tirupur per day.14 The units involved in bleaching and dyeing are many, 
and small, few of them ha ving a processing capacity of more than 3,000 kg per 
day. 

Both bleaching and dyeing of textiles involves the use of chemicals which 
may cause negative effects on the eco-system if effiuents are not treated before 
d ischarge. In Tirupur, the most important chemicals are sodium hydroxide, 

their qualities as suppliers while answering my questions. Thus, if an informant did not admit to giving 
job-work, orensured me that price would never conflict with quality at his unit, this may be a slight 
diversion from actual policy. 
11 thin T-shirt, vest 
12 Du ring my stay in Tirupur, I heard of several cases where goods had been delivered as agreed, buc 
where che foreign buyer either used quality defects as an argument to decrease his payment, or simply 
did not pay at all. One interviewed dyer had completed an order worch 500,000 Rs five months ago, 
but had still not been paid. 

"Samphat Kumar et al., 1994. 

"Tirupur Dyers' Association. 
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sodium hypoclorite, sodium sulphide, hydrochloric acid, and reactive dyes. 15 

In 1995, not more than five textile processing units had any treatment facilities 
for their effiuents, and none of them were in regular use. T ims, virtually all 
effiuents were let out to the Noyyal river and its tributaries without any treat
ment whatsoever. This has caused severe water pollution in the area around 
and downstream of Tirupur. Local ground water has become brackish, and 
considerably harder during the past 10-15 years. Other harmful substances in
clude a number of dyes, many based on benzidine structures or heavy metals, 
both known to be toxic. 16 The low quality of ground water has resulted in a 
widespread transport of water from wells outside the town, primarily to the 
dyeing industry, but also to the domestic sector. In 1994, around 60 million 
litres of soft water was moved each day by tankers from bore wells up to 37 km 
from Tirupur to the textile processing units. 17 In early 1995, the price for one 
tanker ofwater (normally 15,000 litres) ranged between 200-260 R s, and wa
ter accounted for somewhere between 5-15 per cent of total production costs 
in the dyeing step. In early 1996, the price of one tanker had risen to 300 Rs, 
probably because of the monsoon failure. One dyer described how the present 
situation had developed: 

"In 198 4185 there were no lorries . Only after that, when the export business started the pollution 
got worse and the /orries came. In 198 4, it was a drought year so there was even water scarcity 
for our unit. We cou/dn't get water within three kilometres, we had to goten kilometres to get 
the water. Because oj the borewells, not many lorries where there, but 1ve hired lorries for trans
porting water in a small scale. When the people observed that those who were transporting good 
quality waterfrom the outside, the colours were better, the neighbouring unit would think 'OK, 
they get bett er co/ours j ust because they are i?etting water from outside, then, OK, I should also 
use tankers.' So, then the dyers who didn't have their own tankers, they started buying one or 
two and also the lorry owners who transported, they thought it was booming business, and they 
started buying lorries. " 

(Large dyer 17) 

15 Jacks et al., 1994. As a consequence of recently imposed import restrictions by several Western 
govemments on chlorine bleached textiles the use of peroxide is gradually gaining importance. The 
use of natura! dyes is still very lirnited, mainly because the market for naturally dycd gannents is 
extremel y small. 

'"J acks et al., 1994. It is mainly the salt, NaCl, used to fix the dycs to the fabric that causes problems 
of pollution. The ground water becomes salt, and the Na• ions replaces Ca,. ions in thc ground, and 
the hardness of the ground water increases. The locally used mcasurement of water quality was PPM 
ofTDS, or just PPM, standing for Parts Per Million ofTotal Dissolved Solids, i.e., salts. Pollution 
oflocal ground water was not the only effect ofthe textile processing industry. Twenty kilometres 
downstream of Tirupur, farmers owning land in the Oratupalayam irrigation scheme complained 
about crop damages caused by polluted water from thc Noyyal river. See also-·Chapter Four. 
17 Sathiah, 1994. R eliable figures ofhow many tankers are involved in this massive transport of water 
are diflicult to o btain. Estimations range between 250 and 1000 tankers totally. Kumar and Nclliyat, 
1995, from infonnal sources, cstimate that the total number lies somewhere around 700 tankers. 
18 vessel usually used by women to fetch water for domestic purposes. Onc kuddam contains 15-18 
litres. (Bergh and Nordberg, 1996) 

134 



lmplementing the Polluter Pays Principle 

70% 

6 2% 

60% 

50% 

.'1 ·c: 40% 
::> 

0 
~ 30% 
Cll 
.c:: 
(/) 

20% 

10% 
10% 

1 % 

0 % • 

6% 

~ 2% 1% 
~---l.-_~_. 

0·299 300·599 600·899 900· 1199 1200· 1499 1500· 1999 2000·2500 

Processing Capacity (Kg/day) 

Figure 8.1: Processing capacity (kg lday) ef dyeing and bleaching units in Tirupur, 
1992. 
(Source: Tirupur Dyers' Association. Please note t/1at t/1efigures nre bnsed on surveysfarthesetting up of Common 
~ffluent Trentment Plants, and thus, only units involved in this initintive nre included.) 

Water transporting has increased every year since 1984/85 along with aware
ness among dyers about the importance of water qual ity on production results. 
A considerable amount of planning and moncy was required to secure water 
supplies that earlier could be taken for granted, and most dyers perceived this 
as a problem. M any units with their own wells used local ground water with 
high PPM, and mixed it with water from the tankers to reduce the hardness in 
softening plants and reduce costs. Some smaller units even bought water in pots: 

"We have a well. We use the well water, it is salt water. Butfor the light colour we buy wnter, 
Bhavani water,from a tanker. Weget it in pors, kuddams. 18Six kuddams. Only lo mix it with 
the dye we usefor the light dye, six pors is enoug/1. It is 50 paise per pot." 

(Small dyer 2) 

T he market fo r water appeared to be working rather well, but unreliability of 
deliveries and the varying water quality provided by market tankers still made 
it worthwhile for many units to have their own lorry. 19 

"Acrually, in our factory we are having 4 or 5 borewells in various places. But it is hard water. 
It is on the banks ofthe Noyyal, but we ca11not use thåt waterfo rany purpose. Up to 4000 PPM. 
We cannot see any colour, in some areas it may even be pink or yellow, like that, but i11 ourfactory 
il isn 't. But the water is very hard. The softening plant is not working,for 2000 PPM maybe, 

19 About 250 lorries out of totally 700 are privately owned. (Kumar and Nelliyat, 1995.) 
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but not for 4000. We get our water from the northern si de oj Tirupur, 10-15 km away. We 
are buyingfrom someone's land. We have two tankers, they are supplying. For just the well 
owner, we are paying up lo 70-7 5 R.s. And then diesel, transport, driver, tota/ly the bil/ is 290-
300 R.s depending on season. The lorry water is 300 PPM." 

(Large dyer 16) 

The total cost of the supplied water varied with the quality and the distance the 
water had to be transported; for good quality water, the well owner would 
demand a higher price and <luring the sumrner it was necessary to go longer 
distances to find good water. The further away from Tirupur, the cheaper the 
well water but transport costs were higher and increasing every year. 

The excerpts presented above well describe the situation of the processing 
units in Tirupur; the supply of quality water was an acute problem, and thus, 
the industry was not able to completely externalize the negative effects of pol
lution. In several cases dyers had invested in pipelines for their effiuents which 
moved the point of discharge a couple of kilometres downstream of the unit, 
thereby preventing the polluted waste water from percolating locally and affect
ing their own wells. The increasing difficulties of supplying water to the pro
cessing units, combined with labour shortage and irregular power supply in
duced some dyers to move their units outside the city itsel( Some even con
sidered the possibility of moving their business to Erode or even as far as Kerala. 

Still, alternative solutions were not perceived as very tempting or realistic 
to the dyers. One dyer was of the opinion that: 

Water is so abundant that there is no reason fo r recycling it. Within three to five km we can 
transport the water and that is no problem. To transport the 1vater this short distance is more 
economic than lo recycle it. 

(Large dy er 1) 

Thus, neither economic incentives or social norms prevented the continuing 
destruction of ground water resources. The price for water transported by tanker 
was still affordable, and the possibility of treating effiuents was not considered 
as a realistic option. Rather, the demand for cheap hosiery products on the global 
market encouraged local industry to carry on as usual. 

Changing Externa} Institutions 
The situation in Tirupur seems to be an example of the classical problem of 
negative externalities from one economic activity, affecting another and thereby 
causing a conflict of interest between upstream and downstream water users. 
T he bleaching and dyeing units can be described as economic actors who do 
not bear the total costs of their activities but instead externalize them to other 
water users such as households and farmers. In economic science it has long 
been argued that this type of situation is not optimal and that externalities should 
be internalized, so that each party bears the full cost of his activities. Which 
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technigue should be used in practical policy has been a matter of debate, though. 
The Polluter Pays Principle, PPP, could be implemented either by a regula
tory approach, which has been much used in the developed world, or with the 
help of econornic incentives, which are gaining more and more ground in today's 
practical policies. Generally, regulatory approaches are considered to reguire 
more administrative input than economic incentives, but recently this has be
come a matter of debate.20 Even if a market approach is used, a certain admin
istrative capacity must still be developed if econornic incentives are to be im
plemented and have any effect. 

In India, the issue of environmental guality and protection was first raised 
by the central government in the 1960s. Initially, industrial development and 
environmental protection were seen as two conflicting goals, and for a long 
time development was given the highest priority in the five-year plans. Grow
ing international awareness, combined with recognition of the relation between 
environmental protection and the livelihoods of millions of rural Indian citi
zens, triggered the design of quite elaborate environmental legislation in the 
beginning of the 1970s. 

The Water Act was passed in 1974, to control industrial water pollution, 
and was gradually adopted in all states. Parallelly, state Pollution Control Boards 
were set up in order to enforce the new legislation. The Water Prevention and 
Control of Pollution Cess Act of 1977 was passed to improve the financial situ
ation of the state boards. All states except Nagaland in the north-east had set up 
Pollution Control Boards by 1991. In 1988, the Amending Act was passed by 
the central government, which gave the central board the power to take over 
state board functions if such <lid not comply with central board instructions. 

According to the 1977 legislation, water consurning units are charged a 
Water Cess according to volume of water used and the guality of discharged 
effiuents. T he amount of Cess depends on the volume of water consumed and 
to what extent it was treated before discharged. At the beginning of 1996, the 
rate for 1000 litres of water used and discharged as untreated chernical effiu
ents, was 9.5 paise. 21 This amount should be compared with the cost of supply
ing the same volume of water to a dyeing unit in Tirupur; approximately 20 
Rs. Thus, Cess levels hardly have any bearing on the expenditure reguired to 
clean up discharges, neither does it work as an economic incentive to reduce 
water consumption in industries. Moreover, since no meters exist, it is very 
difficult for the Pollution Control Board-representative to decide the actual 
volume used by eac h unit. It seems like the intended enforcement of "the 
polluter pays at least a fraction of the costs principle" is not even enough to 

finance the necessary administrative apparatus needed to enforce the Water Act. 

00 Sce fo r example Eskeland and Jimenez, 1992. 
21 100 paise = 1 rupee 
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Other economic incentives (mostly in the form of subsidies and soft loans) that 
have been used to induce industries to invest in cleaner production technolo
gies and treatment facilities have also been toa weak to have any noticeable 
impact. Similar !imitations in personal and financial capacity marked state Board 
work at all levels. 

It is entirely up to the state boards to enforce the Water Act, while the 
central board is responsible for overall planning and resolution ofinterstate con
flicts . State boards are more exposed to local lobbies, a fact that might affect 
enforcement negatively. The chairman of the state boards is appointed by the 
state governm ent, and is thus a purely political appointee, with the conseq uences 
for instability and corruption that this tends to have. The Water Act gives state 
governments (after consultations with state boards) power to exempt any re
gion or area from the provisions of the act, which gives ro om for industries and 
other interest groups to lobby the government for exemption. Moreover, dis
charge standards are decided by the state boards and any person can be exempted 
from following the standards .22 According to the law, a detailed application to 
the Pollution Control Board is required before starting an industrial unit. In 
order to promote the growth of the textile industry and modernize the units, 
however, the Tamil Nadu government has de-licensed the trade, "so that units 
could come up without any hindrance ."23 In Tirupur this exemption has cer
tainly benefited the textile industry: 

"For dyeing units it is an open policy, no need for any license. We are supposed to get clearance 
from the Pollution Control Board. No unit in Tirupur has got a licensefrom the Pollution Control 
Board.'' 

(Large dyer 12) 

While at the same time recognising the importance of promoting industrial 
growth in the Small Scale Industries-secto r and the necessity of minimising the 
environmental effects of such a development, the government ofin dia has made 
it quite clear that the Polluter Pays Principle is to be implemented. However, 
there is a strong opinio n that some form of subsidy to the industry should be 
considered to ensure the competitiveness of industries involving in treatment 
activities. In order to minimize the cost-effect of treatment, the idea of Com
mon Effiuent Treatment Plants, CETPs, was suggested. The idea originated 
from the existence ofindustrial estates where many small units resided and where 
the collection of effiuents would be easy to arrange, but has since also been 
seen as a solution for environmental problems caused by dusters of industries . 

22Due to their influence over the levels of standards via the Indian Standard Institute, the largerindustries 
are often able to ensure that the standards are set at lev els acceptable to them. When these standards 
become part of the national regulations, the medium and small firms find that they are required to 
comply wich higher standards and therefore seen as "resisting" regulations, while !arge industries are 
seen as "cooperating" with regulations. (D'Souza, 1995) 

" Indust1ial Economist, March, 1994. 
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The main arguments for several small units to join a project like tlus are that it 
may give economy of scale and specialization which would render it easier for 
smaller units to meet treatment costs. Moreover, the intention to subsidize 
environmental protection measures from the side of central and state govern
ments could be realized through allotting public resources for the CETPs. In 
1992, the total number of si tes considered by the government ofin dia for CETPs 
were as many as 34, including eight in Tamil Nadu.24 At that time only a few 
CETPs had been constructed, and hopes were set high for this solution to 
environmental problems caused by small industrial units. 

As mentioned above, the approach ofthe Indian environmental legislation 
is mainly adnlinistrative, hut its implementation has been severely hampered 
by the limited adnlinistrative capability of the enforcing agencies. This is also 
true in the case of Tirupur. W hen the Tanul Nadu Pollution Control Board 
was founded in 1982, there were approximately 70 bleaching and dyeing units 
in Tirupur. By the time the first Assistant Environmental Engineer had been 
posted in Tirupur in 1989, the number of processing units had increased to 
roughly 300. At the beginning of 1995, two engineers were responsible for 
around 800 dyeing and bleaching units, plus the thousands of other units in the 
area. In mid-95, a local Pollution Control Board-office with five or six em
ployees was set up, but still, in the nliddle of 1996, no regular treatment of ef
fluent water was carried out in Tirupur, and the exact number of dyeing and 
bleaching units was unknown. 

No. of Bleaching and Dyeing 
units in Tirupur 

1941 2 
1951 15 

1961 42 

1971 67 

1981 78 
1986 <y:) 

1989 450 

1992 518 

1994 713 

Table 8 .2: Number ef Bleaching and Dyeing Units in Tirupur 1941 to 1994. 
(Source: Dcvelopmcnt Plan for Tirupur Town, 1990, Tirupur D:ters' Association, and Kalaimany and Satl1iah, 
1994. T11e.figurcs only include members ef either the Dyers' or Bleacl1ers' Associations.) 

1' NationalEnvironmentalEngineeringResearch lnstitute, 1992. Fiveofthose werc si tes in Coimbatore 
and Periyar districts. 
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Figure 8.2: Map ofTirupur and the 10 proposed CETP-zones. Approximate scale. 
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It was obvious that the administrative strength of the Pollution Control Board 
was by no means enough to keep up with the growth of the textile industry in 
Tirupur. Most units were started (and some even went out of bus in ess again) 
without the knowledge of the board, and there was no realistic possibility of 
enforcing the standards for eflluent water quality stated in environmental legis
lation. The possibilities of reducing negative externalities by using natura! dyes 
or recycling effiuents was not seriously considered, neither by the industrialists 
nor the Pollution Control Board. Since the industry in Tirupur was working 
with tight margins, and was able to accumulate profit mainly by sweating labour 
rather than investing in new technology to improve productivity,25 it was un
likely that any of these alternatives could be implemented within a reasonably 
short time. Instead, the main aim of the Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board 
became the implementation of the idea of Common Eflluent Treatment Plants, 
CETPs. Several processing units were to lead their eflluents in pipes toa com
mon site. There, a ]arge scale treatment plant would be constructed to take care 
of their effiuents. Tirupur was divided into ten (later eleven) zones, each zone 
embracing between 34 and 107 textile processing units. The CETPs were to 
be financed as a limited company, with connected units investing in shares 
according to their processing capacity. The limited company board would be
responsible for operating the plant and for charging individual units for the 
eflluents they left for treatment. Treated effiuents would then be discharged 
either in the Noyyal river, or irrigate surrounding land cultivated with crops 
which would not be negatively affected by any remaining substances.26 

T he general arguments in favour of common treatment facilities instead of 
individual solutions made very good sense in the case of Tirupur. T he dense 
concentration of a !arge number of small units of the same type in a relatively 
small area was likely to render the CETPs a co nsiderable economy of scale. 
Additionally, smaller units had both leaner margins and less relative financial 
strength to invest in their own treatment plants. Therefore, the only realistic 
possibility for these units to comply with discharge standards, except of course 
to close clown, was to join a CETP. Another reason for treating eflluents from 
several units in the same treatment plant was the fact that it could save the 
Pollution Control Board a great deal of dfort. The ]arge number of point sources, 
combined with the limited administrative capacity of the controlling author
ity, indeed made it very difficult for the Pollution Control Board to enforce 

'; According lo Cawthorne, the industrialists have compensated themselves for the general rise in 
industrial wages to male labourers <luring the 1980s by a) extorting more labour from the existing 
work force by extending the shifi:s to 12 ho urs per day, 6 c:fays a week, and adopting piece rare wages, 
and b) employing femalc and child labour on the same working schedule and tasks but for considerably 
lower wages. Thus, the work force has been forced to "compensating in labour time for thc nced to 

improve productivity." (Cawthorne, 1995:55) 

~6The crop most commonJy mentioned, was coconut, which is resistant to high concentrations of 
salt in the irrigation water. 
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environmental legislation. By implementing the CETP-idea, the Pollution Con
trol Board's monitoring and enforcement costs would be considerably reduced, 
since the number of outlets would be lowered from 800 to only eleven. 

The first proposal fora CETP in Tirupur was made in 1989, and suggested 
one single plant for the then approximately 300 bleaching and dyeing units. 
Because of the rapid expansion of the industry at that time, a revised proposal 
of three CETPs with a total cost of 120 million Rs was presented by the Dyers' 
Association in 1991. At that time, subsidies offered by the state and central gov
ernments were quite generous; 50 per cent of the total cost would be covered 
by public resources, while the industrialists themselves would contribute with 
10 per cent of the total investment through shares. The remaining costs would 
be covered by lo ans from the Indian Bank of Development and Industrializa
tion. The collection of the first instalments to cover the industrialists' part be
gan, and each unit, regardless of size, was asked to pay 25,000 Rs. 

As noted above, the industry was e·xpanding explosively at this time, and 
the Pollution Control Board had difficulties merely registrating all the new units. 
Moreover, the rapid growth of the industry made it difficult to start any prac
tical work on the CETP-project. In 1993, as a result of the New Economic 
Policy adopted by the central government, the policy for financing the project 
was changed, reducing the amount oftotal subsidy to maximum 10 million Rs 
per unit and increasing the industrialists' contribution to 20 per cent of the total 
cost. 

Tims, the financial cornmitment expected from industrialists was increased 
substantially, and combined with the cost escalation of the project, the total 
burden on the dyers and bleachers became considerable. During a short period 
discussions about individual treatment plants were taken up again. However, 
in the middle of 1994 a renewed effort from the Pollution Control Board to 
implement the CETP-idea, combined with a temporary stagnation in the growth 
rate if the industry, resulted in a revival of the project. 

Naturally, the concerned industrialists did not show any particular interest 
in the idea. From their point of view, it made little sense that they would sud
denly have to consider the externalities that their industry caused. They cer
tainly did not come forward voluntarily to contribute to the CETP-investrnent. 
This circurnstance, combined with the weak administrative control of the 
Pollution Control Board was a problem. The dyers' own organization turned 
out to be the solution for both parties. 

~7 Alongside the rapid industrialization of the Coimbatore-region a !arge number oflocal trade o r
ganizations have been formed. The industry in Timpur, for example, is organized in separate asso
ciations of spinning, knitting, bleaching, dyeing and stitching units. In Coimbatore a Dyers' Asso
ciation was founded in 1957, and in Erode the majority of the tanneries are members ofthe Erode 
Tannery Association. These organizarions have succeeded in formally organizing quite a !arge part 
of the groups they claim to represent. The most influential of these associations is without doubt the 
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The Tirupur Dyers' Association 
The Tirupur Dyers' Association was formed in 1989 with the aim oflooking 
after thc interests of a quite small and well deftned group; the Tirupur dyers.27 

The fact that thc organization was formed in the same year as the Pollution 
Control Board started working in Tirupur is most probably nota coincidence. 
The sudden requests from the Pollution Control Board were immediately de
fined as a collective concern for the dyers and its efforts to implement the CETP
idea soon resulted in a negotiation process between the Board and the Dyers' 
Association. While the aims of the Pollution Control Board were relatively clear, 
the leading members of the Dyers' Association found themselves in a double 
role, where they had toa) protect the interests of association members, and b) 
maintain a constructive relation with Pollution Control Board. If they failed in 
balancing these two interests, members rnight leave the association, or the 
Pollution Control Board might take brusque action to stop the discharge of 
effluents. On the whole, the legitimacy of the association was quite high among 
its members, and the quotation below represents the views of many dyers: 

The Dyers' Association lakes care of the problem of talking unth the Pollution Control Board!" 
For each zone we have meetings anda president and secretary etc., who knows how to deal with 
thegovernment. We cannot do that individually. That is why we are members oj the association; 
they know how to deal with the problems. Unless you area member they urill not take up your 
problems unth the Pollution Control Board. 

(Small dy er 1) 

In 1995, approximately 95 per cent of all dyers in Tirupur were members, alto
gether 550.28 The membership fee was 1000 Rs, irrespective size of unit. In
creased pressure from the Pollution Control Board, combined with the role 
the Dyers' Association has taken to protect the interests of the dyers concern
ing different aspects of the common treatment plants were the most important 
reasons for high membership rates in the Dyers' Association. Increased pres
sure from the Pollution Control Board also reduced the tendencies of free- rid
ing from membership and the Dyers' Association could build up a consider
able lobbying strength by increasing the number of members. Most informants 
were of the opinion that the unity among dyers had strengthened their bar
gaining power against the Pollution Control Board: 

Forexample urith the Pollution Control Board and the pollution problems, !f we de al individually, 
probably they will be 11ery strict; 'OK, you must close down' and there is fot of problems. lf it 
is den// "''ith collecti11ely by an association, then they cannol be very strict. 

(Large dyer 17) 

Tinipur Exporters' Association, formed in 1990 with around 400 members, all !arge direct exporting 
textile units. See also Chaptcr Four. 

'"Ofthese only a fcw were yarn dyers, and it is not exactly known how many more dyeing unics other 
than the abovc 550 ex.isted in 1995. A separate organization, Tirupur Blcachers' Association, repre
sent the interem ofthe bleaching industrialists, but issues concerning Common Ellluem Treatment 
Plants have becn taken care ofby the Dyers' Association for both groups. 
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In negotiations between the Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board and the 
Tirupur Dyers' Association, the strategy of the Dyers' Association has been to 
ease the pressure from the Pollution Control Board, while at the same time 
function as a legitimate negotiation partner for the implementation of the CETP
project. In interviews and letters to concerned governmental officials, the Dyers' 
Association emphasizes its sincere ambition to come to grips with the environ
mental problems connected with the dyeing trade. The many initiatives taken 
by the organization to implement different treatment projects are pointed out, 
as are the policies of the Pollution Control Board, often perceived as inconsist
ent and unfair by dyers. Two main issues have been discussed; whether indi
vidual or common effiuent treatment plants represent the best solution, and 
how much the government should contribute to investment costs. 

The most vivid discussions <luring 1993 and early 1994 were whether effiu
ents should be treated by individual units or in common treatment facilities. As 
we ha ve seen above, in 1994 the government was clear about its priorities; com
mon plants would reduce the number of outlets to be monitored by the Pol
lution Control Board from 700-800 to only ten or eleven. Thus, the resources 
required for the board to enforce environmental legislation would be consid
erably reduced. The Pollution Control Board favoured the idea of individual 
treatment plants as late as 1993 however, and the change of policies has both 
confused the dyers and given them an argument to use in negotiations: 

"It is like this: They pressedfor individual plants first and even in our association we had pass ed 
a resolution stating that a common plant is not feasible for everyone, and that was standingfor 
some lime. Then, suddenly, it went back and the board people said that it is notfeasiblefrom 
our side lo monitor individual units, it isa difficulty for us, we do not have enough olficials lo 
attend to that, so common trea/ment plants will be viablefor us. So again it changed back into 
that." 

(Large dyer 2) 

The dyers were notat all keen on being responsible for the finance, operation 
and maintenance of common plants, and emphasized "the impossibility of 
running cornmon plantsand the viability and feasibility of running individual 
units".29 After a study journey toan erected CETP in Bombay, the members 
of the Dyers' Association executive committee could conclude that "the com
mon effiuent treatment plants are failures in almost all the cases".30 Problems 
with the collection of operation fees had arisen and the treatment process was 
not efficient. The idea of common treatment plants was rejected by the dyers, 
mainly based on the following argument: 

"Everybody should start their individual. If I want lo invest in treatmenr-at all, I have to give 
150 000 R.s. But I am not in a position lo pay 150,000 R.s to the CETP. But when a person 

'''Letter to the Srarc Minister for lndustries and Environmental Protection in Madras, 1994-03-14. 
3" lbid. 
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is allowed to do it individually, they can spend. When you go for common it is like that. There 
is a Tamil proverb; There was a king who asked all his people to bring one litre oj milkfrom each 
house and pour it info a very big container. Everyone was thinking 'Suppose I pour in one litre 
oj water instead, what will happen? No one will notice.' And ultimately what happened was that 
when they opened the container there was no milk in it. Only waterf"Jt 

(Large dy er 10) 

By referring to the proverb, this informant clearly formulates the free-riding 
dilemma that he thinks is likely to arise when individual contributions are to 
finance a conunon project like the investment and operation of CETPs. Many 
other informants exprcssed cancern as to whether it would be possible for dyers 
themselves to provide the institutions necessary to control free-riding. Another 
dyer elaborates further on the problems connected to collective action in the 
form of CETPs: 

Actually we are afraid ofjoining tliis project. We are taki11g the responsibiliry for collecting the 
money, buying lar1d for sludge disposal, etc. etc .. If the govemment had sa id 'OK, we collect the 
instalments from the units, then we take care oj the raising oj loa11S and all other things', then 
it wou/d be OK, but now we are taking the whole responsibility. Ajterall, it isa welfare scheme 
that wil/ benefit everyone, and also if the industry is flourishing, the public will be benefited sol 
rhegovemment should be responsible and take care oj all the risks. We lrave to ma11age everything. 
What ifsome 10 units want lo close down because the business is du/I? Orijthere is some problem 
with the land/ord. In Tirupur 50 per cent oj all units are situated on rented land . Who will be 
held responsiblefor this? Therefore, it would have been better with individual treatment plants. 
Tlien, problems like this could be solved. 

(Large dyer 9) 

Clearly, most dyers seemed to prefer individual rather than common treatment 
plants referring to the difficulties of coordinating work with CETPs. Once thc 
Pollution Control Board had again decided that common effiuent treatment 
plants would solve the pollution problem in Tirupur, a vivid discussion about 
the amount of subsidies to be allotted broke out between the Dyers' Associa
tion and the Pollution Control Board. The central and stare governments had 
ensured up to 100 million Rs o f the investment cost of each CETP since 1993 
and dyers strongly opposed the government's ambition to adopt the Polluter 
Pays Principle, pointing at the foreign exchange and employment opportunities 
that are generated by the trade. The central passage of a letter edited by the 
organizations' president, that was produced in hundreds of copies and signed 
and sent by individual members to the chairman of the Tamil Nadu Pollution 
Control Board in early 1994, affords us a good sumrnary of the Dyers' Associa
tion's argumentation: 

" It is only in the fitness ofthings to make a request in this context that your good office 
be made use of to recommend to both the Central and State Governments to grant 
subsidy ro our treatment plants (both individual and collective) as in other states, the 

" See also Chapter One. 
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underlying principle being that the treater ofthe pollutant should be given liberal Stare 
financial assistance in the interests of public hcalth in general and promotion ofhosiery 
export in particular. As a potential eamer ofthe invaluable foreign exchange Tirupur 
richly deserves a highly preferential treatment in tlus respect." 

A district level official from the Pollution Control Board explains were the board 
stands in relation to the dyers: 

fo the beginning the dyers thought 'Oh, we are exportingfor so many tens oj millions oj rupies, 
doing the country a service so the gover11111ent or the municipality should take the responsibility 
for treating our effiuents, like they take care oj the domestic water discharge.' But we told them 
that 'You are doing trade and earnin,(? a lot of money for yourself so you must also be prcpared 
to spend same oj that money lo lake care oj your waste water.' Still, we have some problems, 
especially with small units, but we can be very strict with them if they do not contribute. 

(High leve! Pollution Control Board official , Coimbatore) 

The dyers on their side argued that if it was not for thc dclay caused by the 
recurrent change of policies, the first CETP-project would already ha ve been 
realized, and many of them blamed the Pollution Control Board for recurrent 
project delays. Other informants frankly stated that: 

"Our intention is lo postpone. It is coming, it is coming and like that we can say another 3 years, 
another 5 years." 

(Large dy er 10) 

All interviews with dyers confirmed the stance of the Dyers' Association; the 
organization had accepted the thought of cooperating but it would do so only 
on the best possible terms. In all matters that were part of the negotiation pro
cess between the Dyers' Association and the Pollution Control Board, the or
ganization has maintained a consistent standpoint; the government is asking too 
much and helping too little. T he overwhelming goal of the organization was 
to try to avoid common treatment plants, or if that was not possible, to extract 
as much assistance as possible from the government to finance and operate them. 
Under the protecting roof of the Dyers' Association, many dyers hoped that 
implementation of the CETP-project might be postponed, and that investment 
costs covered by government funds would increase. At the same time, the Dyers' 
Association had to make sure that the Pollution Control Board did not become 
to strict. Thus, some of their demands had to be fulfilled, and the Dyers' Asso
ciation soon began to take steps to include non-members and use its adminis
trative capability to prepare for the implementation of the CETP-project. 

At the beginning of 1995 it seemed clear that it was the Dyers' Association 
and the ten CETP-boards that should execute the project, with full responsi
bility for administration, technology and funding. Altogether ten CETPs32 cost
ing totally 400 million Rs were proposed, and a government subsidy of 10 

3~ At a meeting in Madras on the 9th ofDecember 1994, the number of zones was increased to 11 
by splitting the largest zone into two. 
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million Rs per unit (=100 million Rs totally). The government ofTamil Nadu 
would also provide land for the ten sites. Three consultancies were appointed 
to prepare construction plans anda second round of collection of share capita! 
started. In 1994, all units were asked to contribute with the first instalments, 
which amounted to 15,000 Rs for bleaching units and 60,000 Rs for dyeing 
units. Again, the instalments were collected at flat rate, regardless of the total 
investment, processing capacity and water consumption of the respective units.33 

To define this effort of internalizing externalities from the processing indus
try in Tirupur as a case of collective action is not at all self evident. Enforce
ment of the Polluter Pays Principle is most commonly viewcd in terms of a 
state- industry relation. What makes the case of the CETP-plans in Tirupur 
different, is the fact that treatment is expected to take place in treatment plants 
owned and run by groups of dyers, rather than in individual treatment units. 
Thus, it has become the responsibility of the dyers and their association to cre
ate the nccessary institutions to cope with these functions and monitor and en
force input and other rules, thereby relieving the Pollution Control Board. In 
this way, non-compliance with rules could be defined as free-riding, in that 
participants in the CETP-project are likely to find it difficult to compete with 
the lower production costs of free-riders. Thus, the behaviour of free-riders 
has negative effects for participants in the CETP-project. However, a situation 
of tragedy of the commons caused by free-riding could not arise within the 
group of dyers, at least not in the short run. In the long run, however, the interna
tional comparative advantage that the textile industry in Tirupur has enjoyed 
could be threatened by the increase in production costs that a stricter enforce
ment of environmental legislation would cause. Still, the negative effects of water 
pollution would hardly be reduced of course, if a large number of units chose 
not to participate, and in this way, a tragedy of the commons on a larger scale, 
embracing the whole population of the area would arise. Because of the high 
total cost and the negative effects of free-riding for the units participating in 
the project, it became necessary for the Dyers' Association to try to include as 
many as possible. Again, the same type of dilemmas facing the milk collecting 
king in Chapter One had arisen, and now it was up to the Tirupur Dyers' 
Association to solve them. 

33 In early 1995, an unconfirmed båt well spread rumour had it 1hat another 15,000 Rs would soon 
be collec1ed, thus raising the flat rate inscalment 10 100,000 Rs per unit (25,000 + 60,000 + 15,000). 
Therefore, in some intcrviews quoted below, informanls refer 10 the total 6gure of100 000 Rs when 
discussing instalments. 
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CHAPTER N1NE 

Institutional Change through Coercion 

E ven though most dyers and bleachers in Tirupur were reluctant to increase 
production costs by treating their effiuents, both the central and state Pol

lution Control Boards.were pressing fora solution to pollution problems. Since 
the boards lacked the necessary administrative capacity to enforce legislation, 
the Tirupur Dyers' Association was given the task of implementing the Com
mon Effiuent Treatment Plants-idea.1 Thus, it was up to the dyers themselves 
and their organization to create the governance structures necessary to enforce 
the Polluter Pays Principle. The role of protecting the interests of the dyers 
that the Dyers' Association had taken visa vis the Pollution Control Board fa
cilitated the initial process of including a majority of the dyers. Later on in the 
implementation process, however, this position became a problem. 

Building a Governance Structure 
As we saw in Chapter Eight, the persistent efforts of the Pollution Control Board 
to enforce environmental legislation in Tirupur had induced a lot oflocal dy
ers to join the Tirupur Dyers' Association. This was not automatically achieved, 
though. In the initial stage of the CETP-implementation process, the Dyers' 
Association used advertisements in local Tamil newspapers to spread informa
tion to potential members. There were two campaigns; one in 1992 when the 
first CETP-project was discussed, and one in 1994 when the deadline to join 
the second CETP-project had been decided. In 1992, the response from the 
dyers was limited, but in 1994, pressure from the Pollution Control Board was 
taken more seriously, and a large number of units contacted the Dyers' Asso
ciation to join both as members and in the CETP-project: 

W e put adverrisements in the newspapers lo find all unit owners, and even people who did not 
have a unit -~ave a check to the collection. Maybe they were thinking oj putting up a irn it in the 
near fut ure or somethinJ~-

(Large dyer 5) 

By 1994, everyone was aware of Pollution Control Board demands from the 
had reached everyone, and most dyers of tubular fabric had joined both the 
Dyers' Association and the relevant CETP- zones . Numerous units working 
with yarn dyeing for the local market were still outside the organization, though. 

1 From now on CETP. 
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Membership fees, possibly combined with donations, soon enabled the asso
ciation to set up its own office which was located in central Tirupur and con
sisted of one large room with three desks and two steel !ockers, in which the 
files were kept. Two full-time employed clerks occupied two desks while the 
third was used by the Assistant Environmental Engineer from the Pollution 
Control Board in Coimbatore. The office was open from 10 a.m. to 7.30 p.m., 
six days a week. There was also a phone, anda complete address list of the 550 
members. 

The office bearers of the Dyers' Association had remained the same since 
its foundatio n in 1989. Once the geographical boarders of CETP-zones had 
been decided, organizational structures had to be created and office bearers 
appointed for each zone. Economic strength and personal interest were crucial 
qualities of the office bearers, who appear to ha ve been appointed without much 
discussion: 

"Actually the appointment oj qffice holders it is not electoral. We got some people who are chair
man, managing director and secretq_ry and all. They have been therefor quite some time. They 
do the work. ". 

(Middle size dyer 1) 

Largely speaking, the goals of the association and its stance in the negotiation 
process with the Pollution Control Board had strong legitimacy among mem
bers, and those appointed were assumed to work towards such goals. Dyers with 
contacts in the political establishment and bureaucracy would be popular as office 
bearers, since their contacts could be utilized for the benefits of the whole 
organization. The office bearer quoted below had a long career in the admin
istrative establishment behind him: 

I was appointed as office bearer when the association was form ed, but in my absence. Later they 
came to me and said 'We are going to ask you about something and you shou/d not say no to 
us.' So, I accepted to be an ciffice bearer, but it was decided in rny absence. Most work will be done 
by some other office bearers and the stajf at the office. But when we have to meet ministers and 
politicians usually me and another o.ffice bearer will go . 

(Large dyer 15) 

As we can see, the main function of this office bearer was to present the re
quests of the association to politicians and higher government officials. On such 
occasions, his contacts from the past ensured efficient lobbying from the Dy
ers' Association . 

Once most dyers had registered as members in the Dyers' Association and 
joined the relevant CETP-zone, routines for decision making had to be estab
lished. The administrative work that enabled Dyers' Association and CETP
boards meetings to take place, was substantial. The efforts necessary to arrange 
a m eeting varied, depending on the type of meeting. General body meetings, 
to which all 550 members were invited, were arranged by the association of-
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fice. Generally, they took place in a marriage hallon the outskirts ofTirupur, 
and since all units were situated in Tirupur and surroundings no member had 
to travel more than 25 km to participate. The dyers were informed through 
letters and advertisements in the local press. Moreover, office bearers in each 
CETP-zone would be personally informed so as to make same effort to ensure 
that members of that particular zone would be reached by information con
cerning the meeting. When the 20 members of the Dyers' Association execu
tive committee, i.e., the chairmen and directors of different CETP-zones, met, 
they were informed directly by the association office. For example, fora meet
ing scheduled on a Monday, the clerk at the office would call each person the 
Friday before, and again on the Saturday to remind them about time and place. 
Arranging meetings within the different zones was the responsibility of each 
CETP-board: 

"To rhe board meetings we have ro inform ourselves. The director and managing director will fix 
time and place. We will send some person that is employed in any oj rhe units lo de/iver the letters 
personally. In rhefi4t1m we may employ someone ro do this kind of work. The post service is too 
slow, oj we decide that we will have the meeting tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, rhen we have 
to type the letter and then it will take coo long rime for the letter to reach by post. lf we send it 
wirh someone it ivill reach che same day." 

(Large dyer 12) 

Geographical distances were short, and the fact that many dyers were not only 
competitors, but often also each others relatives or friends, was sometimes used 
as an alternative way of spreading information: 

"lf they have lime they will send letters, but sometimes if they want lo arrange it immediately, 
within one or two days, they just give a11 advertisement in the paper. Also sometimes they try 
to inform through their friends like 'Tel/ me, rhen I ca/I some ten people' and then it spreads. Our 
area is small, so wejusr go there personally and inform 'We will have a meeting tomorrow. ' They 
ieforrn their neighbours, someone comes to me, then I call my neighbour, he will tefl the och er one, 
so they are informed." 

(Large dyer 17) 

The frequency of meetings depended on "the necessity." During 1994 and 1995, 
the reinforced efforts of the Pollution Control Board to enforce environmen
tal legislation made frequent meetings necessary. At the end of 1994, four gen
eral meetings of the association were held in six months, and in the CETP
zones an even larger number of meetings were arranged. Even if the boards 
could gradually take over some work from the Dyers' Association office, thc 
employees there had heavy administrative responsibilities. It was evident that 
thc work load had increased substantially since the CETP-project was speeded 
up in the middle of 1994. Apart from ensuririg that association members were 
afforded requisite personal assistance concerning problems with the tax authori
ties or applications to the Pollution Control Board, the association office also 
had overall coordinating responsibility for the ten CETP-zones. 

151 



Chapter Nine 

Consensus seemed to be a requirement for any decision to be made at associa
tion and CETP-zone meetings.2 Moreover, quite extensive responsibilities were 
delegated upwards, from the general body, to the executive committee, and 
from the CETP-zone meetings to the zone-boards. Thus, the executive mem
bers of the Dyers' Association had extensive mandates to both carve out the 
standpoints of the association and negotiate matters with representatives of the 
government. An executive member describes the work and powers of the ex
ecutive committee: 

"We have regular meetings. We, the people in the executive committee, used lo meet every two 
months. Sometimes, extra meeting also, if some problem comes, we meet. There are 15 members 
in the executive committee. We discuss the general problems, major issues like sa les tax, pollution 
con trol, treatment plantsand everything. We have bigfreedomfrom the general body lo execute. 
We are free to act on issues like dealing with the government regarding the sa les tax, contract tax 
and other things. On common problems that ajfect the dyers, we can lake action withot1t const1lting 
the General body." 

(Large dyer 7) 

The comprehensive powers and responsibilities ofleading members of the Dy ers' 
Association and CETP-boards meant that they had to put a lot of work into 
common issues. Costs for representation, information journeys and some ad
ministrative tasks were toa large extent bom by themselves. For them, the pattern 
of efforts devoted to organizational work differed radically from that of ordi
nary members. The main effort expected from ordinary members was the pay
ment of membership fees and participation in general body meetings, whereas 
the responsibilities of executive committee members were substantial. They 
were responsible for crafting and pursuing the goals of the organization, and 
gathering and sharing information concerning national and international de
velopments on markets and in the technology field of the trade. T his informa
tion was spread to members through circulars and at general body meetings. 
Another important function of office bearers was to create and maintain good 
contacts with the political and administrative establishment. This work included 
writing petitions and resolutions, informal discussions with local representatives 
from the Pollution Control Board and journeys to Coimbatore and Madras to 
present association demands for responsible politicians. Costs for these contacts, 
both in terms of time and trave! expenses, food etc. were entirely borne by the 
individual office bearers. The economic commitments expected from leading 
m embers of the association and CETP- boards meant that only dyers owning 
rather !arge units could fill such a role. Clearly, finding the necessary time for 
association-work was their main problem: 

2 Since I was not invited to any of the meetings of the Dyers' Association, and since gate-crashing 
seemed to be inappropriate, the information obtained about what actually happened <luring thesc 
meetings is solely of a second hand character, derived from the conducted interviews. 
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I cannot do my ordinary work, it is like publicservice. I spend a lol ojtime on lhe association work. 
At /east one day per week I spend for the CETP work. Every one or two weeks there may be 
a meeting in Madras and then I have to go. Even my wife sometimes asks me if Ifind lhe time 
lo do any business here. Unlil completion we only chose persons lhal are interested in the project 
to do the work. Once it has been completed we have lo employ some full time stqff. 

(Large dyer 13) 

Some office bearers were more active than others, however. One informant,3 
formally appointed as office bearer in one of the CETP-zones, had even stopped 
going to zone-meetings, stating that he had so much work with his own busi
ness.4 Obviously, it was sometimes extremely unrewarding for individual dy
ers to put too much effort in association work. Even so, the association and 
CETP-boards had been formally institutionalized, and mobilized considerable 
administrative strength. This development suited the Pollution Control Board 
very well. As mentioned above, one of the three desks in the Dyers' Associa
tivn office was occupied by a Pollution Control Board field level engineer from 
the Coimbatore office. Office facilities such as a desk and ~elephone were not 
the only services extended by the association, though. Information about asso
ciation members, their processing capacity and the location of their unit was
also shared with Pollution Control Board-representatives who could thus stretch 
their administrative capability considerably.s 

Even though the Pollution Control Board was able to make use of the ad
ministrative capacity of the Dyers' Association and CETP-Boards, they could 
not be totally dependent on information from these bodies. Some dyers were 
critical of the way the Pollution Control Board was using the Dyers' Association 
to promote their own goals: 

"They wanted lhis map to reach our unit without the association 's help. lf the Pollulion Co11trol 
Board wants to visit a particular unit, ijthey are not ongood terms with the Dyer's Association, 
then they need not consult them, they can directly come here and see the person concerned. When 
the government goes thro~1gh the association, probably they cannot be very strict, but when they 
come directly and say 'Unless you close down ... ', they can be more strict. We have given them 
space, tables, chairs, everything, and they are coming and sitting there and they are scolding us." 

(Small dyer 1) 

At the end of 1995, the Pollution Control Boards marked a more independent 
and self-reliant way of working by setting up their own local office, moving 
their fi.les from Coimbatore, and creating a local base for field leve! officials. 
Thereafter the Dyers' Association office was only used for the purposes of the 
dyers. 

3 (Large dyer 14) 

'Unconfirmed rumours were heard that initially hc had been very active in the CETP-project, but 
had recently !ost some moncy, and did not dare to split his attention any more. 
5 This circumstance had dramatic effects on the possibilities for enforcing CETP-rules, something I 
will rctum co later on. 
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Redefining the Meaning of Free-riding 
When the new members of the Dyers' Association had joined, thus involving 
the lion share of the dyers in Tirupur in CETP-work, more de ta i led informa
tion regarding their responsibilities and expected input had to be spread in a 
persuading way. The internalization of new norms was the first step on the way 
to successful enforcement of environmental legislation since, as one dyer pointed 
out, the first thing to get control over had to be "the rnind pollution": 

J.6 "I am alwaysfond to tel/ that the easiest solution is actually here." (pointing at his head) 
'The pollution is in the mind. People must have the social awareness, othenvise it will not 
work. If there is not a reduction oj the mind pollution, the monitoring problem will still 
be there.' There is a Tamil proverb; 'Unless the thief changes his mind, theft cannot be 
prevented. ' It will be there. No police, no law can prevent unless ... 

A. 7 But if there isa fot oj money in110/11ed in it, especially in the textilc business - l 111ea11 
even if you are aware you will still see. the money that you can earn . 

I. Still more money is in11ol11ed in drug dealing. Can wegofor that!? Evenfor people in the 
textile industry,for examp/e here in Tirupur, a time wi// come when they say 'We cannot 
do that.' liVhy? Because they are aware oj il." 

(Large dyer 2) 

Before 1989, high business profits were the main cancern of dyers, and pollu
tion was not really seen as a problem. One dyer explains how dyers perceived 
the deteriorating quality oflocal ground water: 

"We wanted to do business, we didn't think about pollution ar all: 'OK, our water is not good, 
OK, we buy waterfrom outside.' We wanted lo keep t!re business running, so that was our prime 
motive." 

(Large dyer 17) 

Membership in the Dyers' Association could be seen as a first dimension of 
contribution to the CETP-project, since a membership gave the Pollution 
Control Board information about the existence of a unit, and thus, the possi
bility ofincluding it in the project. The second dimension of participation would 
then be to contribute with the instalments to CETPs. The first steps taken by 
the Dyers' Association in order to raise the dyers share of capita! needed for 
CETP-investments, were the efforts to collect two instalments from members. 
In 1991/ 92, the first instalment of25,000 R s per dyeing uni t was collected, and 
in 1994/95, the second instalment of 60,000 R s per unit. 8 During collection of 
the first instalment, most of the dyers resented demands for treatment quite 

0 Infonnam. 
7 Anna Blomqvist. 

"In 1995, the share ofthe investment cost to be covered by the industry was approximately 70 per 
cent of the total cost. Part of this was collected from the dyen and bleachen, thc rest to be covered 
by soft loans financed by the World Bank. 
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strongly. A dyer who was very aclive in the Dyers' Association <luring this period 
said: 

Whatever steps we took, none oj our other members were willing lo cooperate. At thal time, we 
spenl so much time to co11vince and collecl tlie insta/ment b11t the only 1hing wegot was a bad name. 
A t that time, 4-5 years ago, when we went to collecl thefirst instalmenl, we were harassed by 
the other people. W11en a person came to col/ect they wou/d not even offer him a seat! In that way 
they would insult the person. I went myself, and we spent so much time and effort. 

(Large dyer 5) 

A majority of dyers were unwilling to contribute, and the definition of a free
rider was, in fact, someone who did contribute to CETPs, rather than someone 
who did not. Clearly, internalising new norms regarding the pollution prob
lem would be a basic requirement for the successful implementation of the 
CETP-project. 

In this process, association meetings were important events. The general 
body and CETP-zone meetings provided an arena for interna! discussion and 
for an cxchange of experiences and views among dyers. At the end of 1994, 
four general association meetings were held in six months. The result of these 
discussions was that a more coordinated problem fommlation was realized among 
members: 

1 

"When we meet and discuss on the pollulion problem it isa transfer ojknowledge. When some
body has some question, automatical/y some one answers thal, so during the discussion awareness 
is crealed. A t least for the past lwo or three years we had so much disrnssion in the association, 
we had so much oj discussions with lhe board members, and we discussed with the pollution 
experts. Now, those 1vho didn't knowanything oj pollulion - the dyw-has understood what 
is polluliM1 and how far ir is going to a.ffect. Awareness has come." 

(Large dyer 4) 

In addition to providing dyers with a forum for discussion, these meetings fa
cilitated the spreading ofinformation about Pollution Control Board demands, 
which was easier than contacting each dyer individually. Thus, the General Body 
meetings also functioned as a channel through which the Pollution Control 
Board could compel the dyers to accept the idea of a CETP: 

"They have been trying lo do thisfor the fastfew years. By adopling many methods, to co1wene 
meetingsforall oj us, try toconvince us, they used to send orders like that 'You wilf be cl osed down'. 
The minister also came here once and he had given an ultimatum that un/ess something was done 
within a certain period he would lake action." 

(Large dyer 2) 

A Pollution Control Board official confirmed that the meetings had played an 
important role in his work of raising awareness: 

I used my authority as a high official. In the rneelings I convinced 1he industria/ists that they must 
do something. It is always better lo meet face to face, so meetings are the best way oj convincing. 
We used carrot and stick, mostfy stick, I believe. 

(High level Pollution Control Board official 2, Madras) 
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Even though the messages convened at the meetings were not always welcomed 
by dyers, the presence of officials from the Pollution Control Board seemed to 
furnish them with a feeling of significance; there, important decisions of the 
Pollution Control Board and executive committee of the Dyers' Association 
would be announced, and maybe changed: 

Right now it is actually we who are pressing the Pollution Control Board and their <ifficials to 
come to the meetings, so that the mernbers wil/ also find it worthwhile to come. lf there are some 
<ifficials they wil/ come, so we are pressingfor that. 

(Large dyer 13) 

In 1994/95, it was easy to notice that the issue of efiluent treatment was at the 
top of the agenda; all interviewed dyers raised the subject almost immediately, 
often without me even mentioning it. No one expressed any other opinion 
than that water pollution was harmful and should be stopped, and many in
formants were very particular about emphasising their will to solve the prob
lems. The only issue of debate was how this would be best achieved. In 1996, 
the failure of the monsoon had put the pollution issue even higher on the agenda. 
Dyers had realized that the negative effects of pollution could not be entirely 
externalized, and that deteriorating water quality does affect them as well: 

In my area, 2 hectare, I have 4 bore wells and one open well. I have spent hund reds oj thousands 
rupeesfor getting water that has now become useless. I have invested so much money for getling 
water, some years ago I bought some land oulside Tirupur and spent 4 million Rsfor wells etc. 
Now, that area is also spoilt. Jf I had invested in a recyc/ing plant, it might have been more 
expensive, but at least it would have been sustainable. 

(Large dyer 13) 

Undoubtedly, awareness about the negative effects of pollution had increased 
considerably, not only among dyers, hut also among people living in the town, 
district and even neighbouring districts. Several informants who had made 
themselves a fortune in the trade, now expressed deep concern whether it had 
been worth it or not: 

A ll dyers are well aware that we are polluting. We know that we ourselves will get a.ffected. We 
have invested in the industry here, and all those investments are going lo be ours for ever. Jf it 
is risky to live in Tirupur, if it gives health effects, then, what will be the use? Even now, people 
who can a.fford to send their children lo school in Ooly will do so. My daughter goes to school in 
Nilgiris.9 And when the children comeback homefor vacalion they have logo to thc doctor every 
week, which is not necessary when lhey are in school. Ijit is like that, everything wi/l be in vain, 
a/l the hard work. I think people ha ve got a feeling that we ha ve to do something about it. People 
have thatfeeling I hat ourchildren will be a.ffected and that we have lo protect ourown environmenl. 
Otherwise everything will go, like when lhe plague broke 0~11 in Cujarat, 10 people thou,~hl that 

'' Ooty and Nilgiris are hill resorts in the nearby Western Ghats. 

'" In the autumn of1994, a numberofcases of plague wcrcdiagnosed in Surat in Gujarat. Even though 
the authorities tried to prevent it, thc fears of an epidcmic caused hundreds of thousands of people 
leave the city in a rush. The event got a lot of attemion both in national and international media. 
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it was unhealthy to live there and they lefi the city. The same thing can happen in Tirupur because 
oj the pollution. 

(Large dyer 13) 

Widespread awareness has apparently made it easier to motivate the dyers to 
attend meetings concerning the treatment of effiuents; 

"Now, no one is unaware of the things going on in Tirupur. In 1984-85 we did not know what 
is pollution, then, since 1987 onwards, we've been told that we are polluting, we have to go fo r 
treatment plants. In 1990 and onwards, it was very strict. By the time now, even the people livin,'.? 
in slums they know what is pollution . .lf they say Tirupur-pollution, everyone knows. In such 
a case, if we are to con4uct the meeting, then we should inform the dyers and bleachers because 
they may not know the date. But to jo in a common ejfluent treatment plantor about what is ,rtoing 
on in Tirupur - they are aware - so they have to come and join." 

(Large dyer 17) 

It is clear that an increasing number of dyers ha ve realized the need to do some
thing about water pollution. Judging from the statements of my informants, 
most dyers in Tirupur perceived the pollution problem as devastating, and that 
willingness to do something about it was strong, at least at the rhetoric leve!. 
By the time of the second instalment collection , the views of mo st dy ers had 
changed, and the definition of free-riding was now someone who did not 
participate, rather than someone who did: 

The CETPs is a must. The Pollution Control Board should be very .<trict in enforcing the en
vironmental legislation. Otherwise, some units who are not paying the instalments and runnin,(( 
costs can undercut my prices because I have to pay that cost. So, the Pollution Control Board must 
be strict . .lf we came to know that there are units who are not included, we will inform that to the 
Dyers' Association and then they will inform the Pollution Control Board, who will have to lake 
action. The CETP is better because it makes cheating more d!fficult. 

(Small dy er 4) 

Two days later, however, this informant re-defined the concept offree- riding 
slightly. H e had just escorted us to meet his brother who was running a small 
scale yarn dyeing unit, when he said that yarn dyeing units outside the CETP
project did not disturb him. For him, it was most important to include units 
which competed on the same market as himself, i.e., tubular fabric dyeing units. 
His brother was not involved in the CETP-project, neither was he a member 
of the Dyers' Association. 

T hus, different definitions of free-riding existed, depending on group iden
tification. Obviously, the main concern was not the environment but possible 
effects on the competitive strength of units within and outside the project. Here 
the segmentation between domestic and export markets did not play an im
portant role. Rather, the line of demarcation was drawn between units dycing 
tubular fabric and yarn dyeing units . These two typcs of '.tnits compcrcd 0 11 

completely different markets, and thus, the free-riding of many yarn dycing 
units from the CETP-project did not disturb the tubular fabric dyers . 
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It is reasonable to believe that the internalization of environmental norms 
among the inhabitants of Tirupur, reduced the tendency for strategic behav
iour of individual dyers, and consequently lowered enforcement costs. A great 
number of dyers had deliberately put clown a significant amount of time and 
money in order to implement the CETP-project, others had contributed with 
their instalments without hesitation, and peoples' perceptions and behaviour 
was slowly starting to change. Even if the new norms were not completely 
internalized at individual levd, they clearly had a great impact on the societal 
leve!. Dyers complying with CETP-rules and environmental legislation were 
very keen on reporting those who did not (at least if they were competitors) . 
In this way monitoring costs were reduced as neighbours reported neighbours 
to the Dyers' Association, which, in tum, passed on information about defaulters 
to the Pollution Control Board. Moreover, since awareness was high among 
people in general they could also play a role in reducing monitoring and en
forcement costs. For example, one of the local la bo ur unions had declared its 
willingness to take action against units who did not comply with existing rules, 
and if such organizations were involved in the enforcement process, they could 
indeed put very strong pressure on defaulters. It is unclear, however, to what 
extent statements made <luring interviews with me should be interpreted as real 
commitments. In other words, the increased awareness and administrative ca
pability may not have been enough to arrest the continuing degradation of water 
resources in Tirupur. In the following, however, we will see that there were 
several further steps to take, and additional institutions that had to function before 
the CETP-project could be implemented in Tirupur. 

Enforcing the Pollu ter Pays Principle 
As noted above, the cost-benefit structure for participating in the CETP-project 
was repellent for any entrepreneur. After all, the objective of the project was to 
internalize externalities affecting other groups in society. Thus, to tal produc
tion costs for processing units that became involved in the project would be 
considerably higher than for those units who managed to stay outside. Units 
trea ting their eilluents were likely to be affected by major disadvantages on an 
increasingly competitive market. 

Increased awareness had created interna! pressure within the group of tu 

bular fabric dyers that everyone ought to join the CETP-project. Still, how
ever, the association's internal enforcement strength was not very well institu
tionalized. 

"It is not like the government authority where you can go and col/ect taxes. We don 't ha ve those 
powers. Most what you can do, you can pass the resolution in your board. It is not very easy, 
there may be problems. Suppose in my case, I may befaultant, I won't allow my company to 
suddenly take action on me, because I will have other people with me. Also in the board, I will 
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try ro set my injluence. It is very difficult unless you have the governmental a,~ency to implemwt 
this ru/e. Among the association members it wil/ be very difficulrfor us to enforce, very d!lficult." 

(Large dyer 2) 

Neither the Dyers' Association nor the CETP-boards had sufficient autho rity 
to sanction free-riders. The only method at hand was persuasion with the help 
of arguments or personal influence, and the association did not have a stablc, 
reliable, functioning way of producing incentives to make members contrib
ute. Moreover, some industrialists still seemed not to perceive non-contribu
tors as free-riders. The collection of the second instalment was rather success
ful however, because of the well developed administrative capacity of the Dy
ers' Association in combination with a renewed pressure campaign from the 
Pollution Control Board: 

Recently, they ha ve come forwa rd and paid the first instalment oj about 60, 000 per unit, bu1 
it is only after very hard pressure from rhe government. In the beginning, 1hey ivould no1 even 
come to the mee1ings if we called them. We ha ve exerted a lot oj pressure ro come so far. 

(Ficld leve! Pollution Control Board official, Tirupur) 

The most important means of the Pollution Control Board in compelling dyers 
to contribute was thc possibility of issuing closure notices to units who refused to 
contribute with required amounts. Even though there were several loopholes 
which polluting industrialists could use to escape environmental legislation, 11 

the 1988 Amendments gave the state boards power to close clown units w hich 
did not comply with eilluent standards. Closure could be forced by cutting 
electricity and water supplies. In Tirupur, at least 24 such notices were issued 
by the district Pollution Control Board by 1995, and in early 1996 another 13. 
The administrative work of the Dyers' Association played a crucial role in the 
issuing of these notices. It was the CETP-boards, coordinated by the Dyers' 
Association, that were responsible for the monitoring of contributions, and 
which infom1ed the Pollution Control Board conceming non contributing units. 
The Pollution Control Board then took over the initiative, and contacted rel
evant units, stating that if they did not contribute with their share a closure 
notice would be issucd. One way of further emphasizing Pollution Control 
Board powers were the meetings of the General Body and of CETP-zones. 
Du ring December 1994, for example, a series of meetings with CETP-zones 
were ordered by the Pollution Control Board. Pollution Control Board-offi
cials, executives and o rdinary members of CETP-zones participated at these 
meetings and the Pollution Control Board could use the established free-rider 
definition to let contributing dyers exert pressure on their non-contributing 
colleagues. 

Thus, it was clear that pressure from the Pollution Control Board would 
not have been very efficient without the careful coordination carried out by 

11 D'Souza, 1995. 
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the D:yers' Association. The swift issuing of closure notices to the units who 
had not contributed, and the many efficiently arranged meetings in which 
Pollution Control Board officials spoke engagedly about the need to treat ef
fluents, rendered the Pollution Control Board policies an air of strictness. 

Gradually, however, the credibility of the Pollution Control Board eroded, 
partly because of the slack enforcement of closure notices. Even though there 
were several registered units which had still not contributed their instalment, 
none had been closed clown in early 1995 and the effect of the closure notices 
was questionable. Mose dyeing-units in Tirupur were self-sufficient both with 
regard to water and power, and therefore there was really not much for the 
Pollution Control Board to cut. Although the 13 units given notices in late 
1995 had formally been closed clown, numerous rumours were heard that they 
were probably still in operation with the help of diesel engines. The water lorries 
were, of course, running as usual. It seemed like the degree of respect for the 
Pollution Control Board enforcement measures varied between the dyers: 

"For examp/e, ini tia/ly we were asked ro pay 25, 000 and all have not paid, but it was ro/d that 
those who had not paid would be asked to c/ose down theirfactory, bur nothing happened. It was 
not strict. And when we were asked to pay another 60,000, some people had 110 fa irh. For 
example, the bleachers were asked to pay 15, 000 and the dyers were asked to pay 60, 000. Some 
peop/e have not yet paid; 'OK unless you pay this amount the unit is going to be c/osed', but, 
oj course, no action will be taken. The same has been given every time and no action has been 
taken so far by the Pollution Control Board. All oja sudden they will be very strict, and then 
they will give some time, and then ... Some peop/e can't pay, some wil/ see what action the 
Pollution Contro/ Board wi/I take; 'Nothing happened to those who have paid and nothing 
happened lo rhose who did not pay, OK, we will see what happens. lf action comes we will pay.' 
They cannot make it so strict, that may not be possible, but once you become more strict some people 
will pay and some people may find some excuses 'OK, I have so many problems, I don't have 
any time, etc.' There is a/ways a scope or possibiliries fo r negoriation and buying time. There are 
people who can afford to but are not willin,'( to. There are people who may be wi/lin,'( but ca111101 
a.fford, there are d!fferent types. " 

(Large dyer 17) 

Apart from the slack enforcement of closure notices, several deadlines relating 
to the CETP-project were repeatedly postponed. The first deadline for join
ing the CETP-project was fixed as early as 1992, and a second one connected 
to the collection of the first instalment. Because of the rapid growth of the 
industry, these deadlines quickly became obsolete, and it was not until the ten
zone CETP-initiative was taken in 1994, that new ones were set . This time, all 
units should join the project before the 31 March, 1994, otherwise they would 
be closed down. Later on, however the deadline was postponed until 31 of 
August, 1994. By that time, the growth of the industry had stagnated, and 
deadlines for the contribution of tbe second instalment were fixed, but again 
postponed several times. Finally, <luring 1995 and 1996, several deadlines for 
starting construction work on the CETPs were fixed. It is reasonable to be-
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lieve that the repeated stretching oftime limits rnade rnany dyers doubt whether 
the project would ever be implemented, and, of course, this hesitation made 
them even more reluctant to contribute with their instalments. 

The fluctuating strictness of the Pollution Control Board could be un
derstood as a negotiation tactic aimed at keeping the two parties on speaking 
terms, by not being too strict. Varying attention in the local and national me
dia on the Tirupurian pollution problem, protest activities by environmental 
groups in the area, and occasional reminders from the central government that 
environmental legislation must be enforced, may be other factors that could 
explain the Pollution Control Board's temporary periods of strictness. Of course 
this is a long term process, and as one high level Pollution Control Board of
ficial pointed out; Rome was not built in a day, 12 Another official said that Issuing 
closure notice to close down is not realistic. There must be a proper alternative, then you 
can be s trict. 13 

National focus on water pollution in Tirupur, partly brought about by the 
reputation of a multi-million foreign exchange earner, partly by a series of ar-
ticles in the national press about the pollution problem, 14 had led to pressure 
from the central Pollution Control Board on the Tamil Nadu Pollution Con
trol Board and its district employees to strengthen their efforts. If this had not 
been the case, many dyers had the feeling that it might have been possible for 
the Dyers' Association to use its lobbying strength and financial resources to 
"adjust" with the district, or even state level Pollution Control Board officials: 

"We people cannot do anything. It has to comefrom above. If the o..fficer says us to do something 
then we are to do it. If they come from De/hi or if it is decided intemationally .. . If the central 
government is very particular about this place, probably we can avoid pollution completely. If it 
is just one or two officers here to dea/ with the pollution, probably the Dyers' Association hasa 
lot oj money, with that money they can just ... 'OK, don't bother about the pollution, you carry 
on ivith yourbusiness' they can do it, but it is comingfrom above-from Delhi, so no adjusrmeurs 
can be done." 

(Small dyer 1) 

Another informant suggested that the ambivalent enforcement of the Pollu
tion Control Board could be an expression of the perceived dichotomy be
tween development and environmental protection and the emphasis on indus
trial development described in Chapter Eight: 

lf the ,~overnment was strictfrom the beginning, people would have trea/ed, but the governmenr 
wantcd the industry to grow so that it could earnforeign exchange so 'Let it go', they were not 

•~ (High leve! Pollution Control Board oflicial 2, Madras) 
13 (High leve! Pollution Control Board oflicial 1, Madras) 
14 See for example bulky articles in The Hindu, 1995-07-04; River water pollution in Tamil Nadu: 
Bhavani basin bears the brunt. 1995-07-04; The Noyyal River: A glorified ditch, Survey ofthe Indian 
Environment, 1994, and Frontline, 1995-04-07; Problems, and Solutions, The Spectre of Pollution. 
See also Chapter Four. 
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very strict. Because India isa poor country they thought that the economy must grow before we 
can lake care oj the pollution, let it grow and we wil/ accept same pollution. Not like in japan 
or other advanced countries. I think 95 per cent oj the dyers are aware, the problem is that the 
government is delaying things. 

(Large dyer 13) 

The varying degree of pressure from the Pollution Control Board on the dyers 
to execute the project has, of course, made the latter reluctant to contribute. 
At the end of the day, it may tum out that those who paid their instalments did 
so to finance a project which was never implemented, and those who did not, 
could compete o n the market without having had to bear the cost of instal
ments. Moreover, if the project really w as to be implemented, there rnight still 
be units left outside it; units either small enough to escape the attention of the 
Pollution Control Board, or units too large to be pushed around by environ
mental legislation and its enforcing agency. But even if 100 per cent ofthe dyers 
in Tirupur were included, the CETP-project would have different effects on 
different groups of dyers. 

Conflicting lnterests Within the Dyers' Association 
In late 1994, early 1995, a sharp rise in cotton prices in the Indian market cre
ated a noticeable slump in the business in Tirupur. 15 Prices kept rising but many 
exporters still had to supply their buyers at fixed prices . Profitability dirninished, 
many orders had to be executed at a loss, and these circumstances made it dif
ficult for a large number of small and rniddle sized dyeing units to contribute 
with the expected CETP-instalments. In the long run, the operation cost of 
treatment would certainly put even further strain on the dyeing trade. A local 
chemical dealer made the following analysis of his customers: 

In the past years, since 1991, about 25 per cent oj the units are unstable, due to the problems 
ef yarn prices, but a/so because oj the stijf competition. These are only small units. In these years, 
onlyabout 10- 15 per cent ojthe new units that are set up have succeeded, and tharf(~ure is coming 
down. With newcomers we do only cash business. Someone should introduce rhem to us. It is only 
the established units that grow stronger and stronger. 

(Chemical dealer, Tirupur) 

Numerous other informants claimed that profit margins in the dyeing trade had 
come clown considerably in the past two or three years. The decline was com
monly explained by the expansion of total production capacity without a 
matching increase in demand. In 1973, the profit margin could be 10 R s/ kg of 
dyed fabric, w hile in late 1994 it was not more than 2-3 R s/ kg depending on 
colour and shade. 16 Since very small units often worked with meagre margins, 
unlike larger, older units, they were undoubtedly the ones most affected by 

15 See fo r example Frontline, 95-04-07; Troubled Tirupur: Yarn Price Hikes put Hosiery Town in 
a Bind. 
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both the rising yarn prices and demands for effiuent treatment. The flat rate 
character of instalments to the CETPs particularly aggravated this fact. These 
circumstances gave rise toa conflict of inte rests between I arge and small dyeing 
units: 

"We were asked lo pay 100, 000 Rs. It is very difficu/1 for me. lf the governmenl is going lo be 
very slrict, I think, I will be left with no choice but to close down. We welcome the idea lo have 
a CETP, but it should be like this: if we are asked to pay 25, 000 rnpees and if the big units 
are asked ro pay 100,000 Rs as the initial instalment, then it isfair. lnfuture rhere is no scope 
for the small dyeing u11its to come up. lf the yarn price is high, if we are to pay for the CETP 
and if we are to pay for treating rhe ejjluent,for the working cost, rhen I think we will have a lot 
oj problems. lts not good. We may not be able lo compete in the market. The president and the 
secretary oj the Dyers' Association, they approached us; 'We cannot go on like thisforever, we 
slzould go for CETP. We know that it is difficult for the small units lo pay the amount but still 
you have lo cooperate.' They are persuading it like this and we are asked to cooperate. It seems 
that the Dyers' Association is biased fowards big 1mits, that they are supporting 011/y the big 
units." 

(Small dy er 1) 11 

. -
Another informant said that he had come to Tirupur as a nine-year old boy to 
work in the textile industry. By working hard, saving and acquiring knowl
edge about thc dyeing process, he had finally been able to start a small scale 
dyeing unit togcther with a partner. Now he was afraid that those efforts would 
be in vain: 

"lf they become very strict that we should pay for the common ejjluent treatment as the other units, 
I think the only way for us is to close doum and we will a,{!ain become labourers." 

(Small dyer 2) 

Many small units found the demand on them to pay an amount equal to the 
larger units both unfair and illogical. Moreover they were unclear of what 
measures the Dyers' Association was actually ready to take in order to protect 
the interests of small units. It isa fact that the executive committees ofboth the 
Dyers' Association and CETP-boards were dominated by large dyers, and small 
units were notat all convinced that executive members would do their best in 
order to help them. Even though an understanding of the problems of small 
units was expresscd by several owners oflarger units, one could note their ten
dency to use the pressure from the Pollution Control Board to reduce market 
competition: 

'"Since the pricc charged for dyeing 1 kg offabric varied between 20-40 Rs depending on the shade, 
the profit m:irgin, in this case most probably only including running costS was rather high, especially 
in the past. 
17 This dyer had invested totally 400,000 Rs in dyeing facilities, and his units was situated on remed 
land. The contract with the landowner had co be renewed every chree years, and ifit was not, che 
dyer could only move che winches, while his investment in tanks may be reimbursed by the land 
owner "if he is prepared to give rnoneyfor those structures, but if he is not prepared to give for rhat, tlren we ha ve 
to leave everything and then go." 
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The small units iyil/ have ta c/ose down. Even if they use less water the pollution load is higher 
and also their labourers are more exposed lo the chemicals than in the bigger units. 18 In due course, 
those units have to be c/osed. They make the dyeing work very cheap, even we cannot compete, 
they may charge only onefourth oj our prices. But, cif course, the quality will be much less ... The 
government has taken a stand, we have ta contribute 60 000 Rs per unit, so we also have ta be 
strict. 'Let them pay the instalment and then per volume' we said, but they didn't want to pay 
so we told them that 'OK, you pay 10 000 now, and the rest in five more instalments, since 
you are only a small unit, and then we will see ... 'But even that they have not paid. They come 
to the meetings but they don't pay. It may not even be possiblefor them ta pay. 

(Large dyer 13) 

This informant, who was an office bearer in one of the CETP-zones, trans
ferred the responsibility for the stern demands on smaller units to the Pollution 
Control Board, but at the same time, indicated that price competition from 
these units was disturbing high-quality suppliers such as himself One of the 
brothers in an important textile business family involved in direct export, even 
looked forward to increased competition and reduced profit margins and the 
effects such circumstances would have on small and old-fashioned units, maybe 
because he was sure that he was well prepared to meet more difficult times: 

A hike in yarn prices will only reduce the production in Tirupur, which means that pollution wi/l 
be less. Only the people who do from better designs will survive, people with brains. And they 
wi/l be easier to reach with environmental arguments. The o/d people, 45-50 years, may be 
illiterate, they are difficult lo reach. Those who do unhealthy production should be wiped out. It 
shou/d be done. LAst year, 50 small units out if maybe 450 c/osed. That was the people with 
one or two winches. Only people who do quality work will survive. 

(Large dyer 18) 

Tims, some industrialists saw CETPs, and the whole idea of treating dyeing 
effiuents for that matter, as a way for industrialists who had already made it, to 

prevent others from doing likewise. Even Pollution Control Board officials made 
positive remarks concerning the expected structural change: 

All the /arge units have cooperated. They have invested so much money that they cannot take the 
risk oj getting problems with us. There is a fot oj unhealthy competition. But with the CETPs, 
it will be removed. There will be units who effers job-work for half the price as the others. We 
hope that 200 units will die because cifthe CETP, and this will reduce the unhealthy competition. 
It will be very beneficialfor the dyers . The units that only want to earn money without any lonJ? 
term planning will go and the more serious units will remain in business. lf they are not ready 
ta invest in treatment, they will go. 

(High leve! Pollution Control Board official, Coimbatore) 

18Without claim.ing to ha ve carried out a comprehensive study ofthe working conditions for labour
ers in !arge and small units, I dare say that their exposure to dye smffi and other chemicals is morc 
or less the same, wherever they are employed. Even though a few !arge dyers assured me that all their 
labourcrs uscd protcctive equipment provided for free by the owner, I neversaw any such being used. 
The chlorine bleaching units, where the labourers applied a kind of oil on their skin before entering 
the bleaching tanks m.ight provide a probable exception. Of course, one might wonder how efficient 
this oil was in protecting them from a solution that actually bleached cotton fabric and in wh.ich they 
spent hours each working day. (See picture on cover page.) 
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This statement from a Pollution Control Board official is rather surprising 
considering the arguments that the Pollution Control Board raised in favour of 
CETPs; that this was the only chance to get smaller units to treat their effiuents 
since they would not have the capital or land to build individual treatment 
facilities. Thus, this argument in favour of CETPs, has been neutralized by the 
Pollution Control Board insisting that all units had to contribute with equal 
amounts in the second instalment, without regard to processing capacity or total 
investment. 

Apart from the effect of the flat-rate instalment to CETPs on smaller units, 
it also seemed like Pollution Control Board enforcement was stricter on them 
than with the larger units: 

They have already given notice to 13 units and closed them down. They cut the e/ectn'city but 
they are rwnning with diesel. It was only to scare the other units. But oj course they could not close 

down the biggest units in Tirupur, because that is the dyers with the real injluence who are moving 
close with the qfficials. They have all the power. 

(Small dyer 3) 

It turned out that the position taken by the Dyers' Association as protector of 
all its members, and which had contributed to high membership rates, became 
a problem when the CETP-project was to be implemented. It was difficult for 
the Dyers' Association to take too tough a stand on smaller units, since the 
association and its leaders could gain a bad reputation if they did: 

"I. The Pollution Control Board is very strict against those who have not paid or who have 
not become the members. Once it is very strict, if Igo to some leading member oj the Dyers' 
Association and say, 'They are very strict bu/ please help', then he cannot deny it like 'Oh, 
no no, you have not paid, )'OU must 

0
eo out oj business.' He w1/l be reluctant, because if 

lie says like that then the message will .<pread; 'He hasa big unit, he doesn't help the people 
who rea/ly sujfer, the small ones.' So, he has to help a jellow-dyer who wants to .foin, so 
he cannot all oja sudden say 'No.' For example, even if I don't know him directly, bur 
I may be knowing someone who is very close to or as a relative oj same leading member. 
Then, if I go and tell him that 'You please tel/ this person' then it is very difficult for him. 
He cannot deny. That kind oj thing will be there. 

A . So it 's really up to the Pollution Control Board to be strict and not to the Dyers' Association 
lo enjorce? 

I. Only Pollution Control Board. lf the Dyers' A ssociation is strict about it, their name will 
be spoiled; 'OK, the big people they want lo spoil the others, they want to retain their 
position."' 

(Large dyer 13) 

This informant clearly describes the lack ofinstitutionalized enforcement mecha
nisms in the Dyers' Association. Moreover, he claims that there were possibili
ties to manipulate the interna! pressure that did exist, by using personal influ
ence. In this context personal relations between dyers became important and it 
was obvious that certain groups of dyers did not feel that they had the appro-
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priate influence on interna! decision-making. Criticism of executive cornmit
tee work and the extensive delegation upwards in the association was expressed: 

"Everything is controlled by the Dyers' Association. We cannot act individually. We are con
trolled by the Dyers' A ssociation executive commitfee. They are having negotiations with the 
Pollution Control Board. When rhey have the majormeeling, big membersfrom all the individual 
CETP-zones are invited. They will be participating in the board meetin,(!S." 

(Middle size dyer 4) 

Thus, upholding the balance between members interests and Pollution Con
trol Board demands gradually became increasingly difficult for the leading 
members . When the association succeeded in postponing yet another dead
line, or increasing the number of zones from ten to eleven (so as to increase the 
total amount of subsidies obtainable from state and central governments) through 
its lobbying efforts, its legitimacy among members was high. As soon as steps 
were taken among the dyers to raise resources for the implementation of the 
CETP-project, protests were heard, however. Even though the D yers' Asso
ciation had been able to mobilize the necessary administrative resources to 
implement the CETP-project and change the definition of free-riding, its 
enforcement powers were inadequate. 
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Effects of Institutional Change in Tirupur 

I n February 1995, the prospect of enforcing the Polluter Pays Principle in 
Tirupur seemed far more realistic than it had done in 1989. In only six years, 

an organization encompassing a vast majority of the dyeing units in Tirupur 
and with an administrative capacity to coordinate and monitor the collection 
of considerable amounts of money from its members had grown from nothing. 
Eleven Common Efiluent Treatment Plant1 companies had been formed, and 
most of the tubular fabric dyeing units had joined and contributed with first 
and second instalments, plus an additional amount (apportioned according to 
processing capacity). In May 1996, the construction of two CETP-plants com
menced. 

As a result of its efforts to enforce environmental legislation, the Pollution 
Control Board had been the driving force behind this development. Gradu
ally, as the negotiation process with the Pollution Control Board proceeded, 
the Dyers' Association was granted increasing responsibilities for the implemen
tation of the CETP-project. The division oflabour that gradually developed 
between the Board and the Dyers' Association placed heavy responsibility for 
the implementation on the polluters themselves. By obtaining information about 
new units, the Pollution Control Board could utilize the firm administrative 
grip over its members that the Dyers' Association had been able to establish 
(partly a result of the pressure from the Pollution Control Board on individual 
dyers). Simultaneously, the association was seen as a legitimate representative 
of the dyeing community in Tirupur, both by dyers themselves and by the 
Pollution Control Board. 

The increased administrative and financial strength of the Dyers' Associa
tion also meant that the dyers in Tirupur, through lobbying, now had access to 
and to some extent influence over political decision-making as a group. Thus, 
the Dyers' Association could be viewed both as a pressure group lobbying for 
continued slack enforcement of environmental legislation, and as an organiza
tion actively working to implement the CETP-project. 

1 From now on CETP. 
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Meeting Coordination Costs 
The administrative work required to initiate and implement the CETP-project 
was considerable. The Pollution Control Board pursued a consequent policy 
of not meeting any costs involved in coordination and monitoring. Instead such 
costs were bom entirely by the Dyers' Association and CETP-companies them
selves, and very few or no Pollution Control Board personnel resources were 
involved. During the time when local Pollution Control Board officials had 
their base in the Dyers ' Association office, they openly delegated routine work 
to the association clerks which they could have done themselves, a practice which 
ceased of course, once the Pollution Control Board had set up their own local 
office. It was obvious that the administrative costs for monitoring and enforce
ment which the Pollution Control Board avoided by pursuing the idea of 
common rather than individual treatment pl::mts, <lid not disappear. Instead, 
these costs were transferred to the dyers themselves, who become responsible 
for charging members and controlling the operations of the plants. 

Even though the förmal institutionalization of collective action in Limited 
Companies w as one way of minirnizing transaction costs, problems usually 
connected with other forms of collective action were still present. These in
cluded costs for arranging meetings, informing about the place and time of such 
meetings, preparing agendas and the opportunity cost of spending time at or
ganizational activities. The fact that the number of shareholders in each com
pany varied from 34 to 107 (before the decision to divide the largest zone into 
two) , that the units were situated within a geographically limited area and that 
many shareholders were literate2 and could be reached by newspaper adds, letter, 
or even by phone did lower these costs. At an initial stage like this, however, 
a wide range of issues had to be negotiated and decided upon, and the organi
zation had few if any routines for such processes. Thus, these efforts were 
considerable. 

The resources mobilized to meet these costs were of three types. Firstly, 
the two employees at the well-equipped and well-organized Dyers' Associa
tion office took a great deal of administrative responsibility for coordinating 
the work of the CETP-zones and the Dyers' Association. The running costs of 
the office were approximately 5,000 Rs per month (mainly rent and telephone, 
salaries excluded) in 1995. Secondly, association office bearers and the eleven 
CETP-zones did quite a lot of unpaid work for the implementation of the 
project. A reasonable estimation would be that they spent on average at Jeast 
two to five days per month each on association work. Thirdly, at the begin
ning of 1996, two CETP-zones employed one person each tö take care of ad
ministrative work within the zones. Thus, fou r full-time emp1oyees plus the 

1 Urban literacy in the Coimbatore district is 77 per cent. (Census, 1991) 
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work of the office bearers constituted resources available for coordination ac
tivities of around 550 units in 11 CETP-zones. Comparing available personnel 
resources with the recommended personnel strength of one CETP-organiza
tion, which according toa report from the National Environmental Engineer
ing Research Institute, should be around 30 full-time employees of varying 
skills and status,3 it becomes evident that the personal resources were not enough. 
Consequently, many informants mentioned plans to employ some staff to take 
care of administrative work and finance it as part of CETP-project operational 
costs: 

We ha~·e to have a spedal o.ffice to lake care oj this work. We visited some CETP in Madras, 
they had a big ojfice wirh permanent staff, a big building, anda lot oj space to store the records 
and the man there promised that he would help us on how to plan and maintai11 this ojfice. We 
will have a separate ojfice, and also the stq[f will be paid a hiJlher salary and they wi/l be given 
certain powers, ifthey are to collect somejees they have lo have certainpowers. It wi/l be like a 
para/le/ government. We will have a general meeting and frame the rules, appoint a committee 
that will take care oj the work. Right now we have meetings oj the members of the CETP-board 
every two weeks, but then we willgo and there is no continuity. It will be bet ter to ha ve a permanent 
ojfice. 

(Large dy er 11) 

The need for such an administrative set up to deal with coordination costs seemed 
well-motivated, but the quotation above also indicates that administrative 
strength had to be complemented by institutions that could ensure that CETPs 
running costs would be covered. Institutions able to enforce association rules 
were needed. 

Motivation Costs and Economic, Moral and Physical Power 
The use of econornic incentives to induce dyers to improve their water man
agement was oflittle importance in the case ofTirupur's dyeing industry. With 
its principle of volumetric charging, the Water Cess was indeed constructed to 
induce thc industry to reduce the volumes of discharged water, but an inability 
to meter discharges in combination with very low rates rendered the Cess 
pointless in this respect. Instead, its main function was as a source of incomc 
for the government. Neither did any institution or person involved in the as
sociation have any economic power to exercise over other members. Even 
though Cawthorne4 argues that patron-client relations exisred between large 
and small industrialists in Tirupu r, few, if any indications of such could be found 
in my material. Thus, patron-client relations did not appear to have played any 
significant role, at least not as a means of enfi;:>rcement in the CETP-project. 

'National Environmencal Enginecring Research lnscicute, 1992. 

• Cawthornc, 1995. 
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As we saw in Chapter Nine, knowledge about the relationship between the 
dyeing industry and pollution oflocal ground water resources was well spread 
among Tirupur dyers in 1995. Informants from other categories also had a good 
understanding of the problem. Ev en though many dyers were rea dy to prioritize 
industrial development in the conflict between industrialization and environ
ment, everyone recognized the importance of trying to lim.it and control pollu
tion. Many dyers also emphasized it was important to include all units under 
measures taken by the Pollution Control Board. 

The on-going internalization of environmental norms among the inhabitants 
in Tirupur reduced the tendency for strategic behaviour, and consequently 
decreased motivation costs, at least to some extent. A great number of dyers 
had deliberately invested a significant amount of time and money in order to 
implement the CETP-project, others had contributed with their instalments 
without hesitation, and people's perceptions ofthe problem were slowly chang
ing. This affected the monitoring of contributions from individual industrial
ists for which, among other things, the Dyers' Association and its members played 
a crucial role. Since a definition of free-riding had been established which made 
most dyers perceive non-contributors as cheaters, rather than the opposite, a 
kind of neighbourhood watch-function became increasingly important. Thus, 
the business community monitored contributions of individual dyers to the 
CETP-project, and to some extent, the existence of units who were not mem
bers of the Dyers' Association. The Pollution Control Board were not involved 
in any such activities, but relied entirely on the Dyers' Association and CETP
Boards for acquiring such information. 

But which forces in society lay behind this impressive rise in awareness and 
change in perceptions? In this case it was not primarily a governmental body 
that had exercised its moral power. One informant made the following analy
s1s: 

Already from the beginning, the Po/lution Control Board made agreat mistake. They said: 'You 
have to apply lo the board' and that was their only goal, they didn't say much about the actual 
treatment oj the effluents. They havefailed to create the awareness. The main reactionfrom the 
people was: 'What is this nonsense?' Because people here does not see the government as some
thing good or helpful. lf the Pollution Control Board had a real interest oj protecting the envi
ronment they would try to make some real awareness. But now, people are thinking only about 
the extra money they will have to spend on treatment. 

(Industrial coordinator, Tirupur) 

Consequently, most dyers were of the opinion that Pollution Control Board 
officials used their positions more to disturb the industrialists than to s_olve the 
pollution problem: 

"The people in the Po/lution Control Board, they have no idea about pollution. In f act, they don't 
know. After all, they are doing only paper work, nothing else. They will write a, b, c, d. 'Why 

170 



Effects of lnstitutional Change ... 

you don't apply to the Pollution Control Board, what is yourcapacity, if you don't apply we will 
take action. lf you don't answer this within 24 hours, you will be put injail.' Now, more than 
5000 people are there, lo control themselves!" 

(Large dyer 10) 

Thus, even though strict action by the Pollution Control Board has definitely 
increased awareness among dyers concerning pollution, the board has not 
worked with "positive" information campaigns. Occasionally, it seemed as if 
the top priority of the board officials was not the quality of treatment, but rather 
the mechanical implementation of the CETP-scheme. A field level official from 
the Pollution Control .6oard said that his job was to ... work as the police, not lo 
assist the dyers with any help. just to control what they are doing and that they are doing 
it right. 5 As a result of the coercive rather than persuasive attitude of the Pollu
tion Control Board, many dyers saw the payment ofinstalments to CETPs only 
as a way of getting the Pollution Control Board off their back, and opinions 
about board-activities were extremely negative.6 

Instead, the mast important factor in the internalization of new norms con
cerning the value of environmental protection, were the numerous actions by 
local fanners', labour, environmental and consumers' organizations, and the pub
licity that these created.7 No similar awareness campaigns were initiated by the 
Pollution Control Board and few specific efforts were taken to internalize norms 
defining free-riding as non- participation in the CETP-project. 

Moreover, the Pollution Control Board was not in a position to suggest a 
workable solution to pollution problems. In the case of the on-farm-develop
ment project in the Lower Bhavani Project, the Agricultural Engineering De
partment had a clear-cut and "scientific" principle to guide on-farm-develop
ment investments. Thus, a technical solution to the official problem formula
tion existed, and the basic problem was to educate farmers so that they would 
realize that on-farm-development was the appropriate measure to take. In the 
case of CETPs, however, the Pollution Control Board left such practical as
pects entirely to the dyers themselves. No "scientific" or "optimal" technical 
solution was suggested by the Pollution Control Board, which instead made a 
point ofleaving such questions to the dyers themselves. Obviously, insecurity 
concerning what measures should be taken was widespread, which also became 
a problem in the process of institutional dunge: 

'(Field leve! Pollution Control Board official, Tirupur) 

"Similar results concerning the reputation that a cormpt enforcing agency may gain havc becn re
ported from Malaysia, where the persuasi ve strategy of a provincial levcl agency was positi vely re
cei ved by industrial polluters, while the coercive atticude of a parallel municipal agency gave rise to 
comments such as the following: "Municipal o.fficers are no good. They do nol know wlrat tl1ey are calking 
abouc and only make a lot ef noise." (Braadbaart, 1995) 
7 See Chapter Four. 
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"The thing is; we don't know exactly what to do and how it is to be done, we don't know the 
exact method for trea ting and how much may be tf1e cost oj treatment. We are not aware oj all 
those things even now. Even not the Pollution Control Board orwe, people. They have not,11iven 
us any technology or any methods, they ha ve not suggested anything, so even now we don't know 
how it should be done." 

(Large dyer 17) 

Several doubts still existed concerning which treatment technology should be 
employed, how the conveyance system would work and methods of metering 
discharge. Many informants were concerned about the quality of CETPs and 
were worried that !arge sums may be invested in treatment plants with insuf
ficient treatment technology,8 non-functioning conveyance systems9 and not 
enough controlling mechanisms to raise running costs. The focus of the Pollu
tion Control Board on administrative control and fee-collection combined with 
possibilities for individual dyers to "ad just", did not contribute much in sol v

ing these problems. 

Thus, it is clear that so far the use of economic incentives has played a mar
ginal role in enforcing CETP-input rules, and that the internalization of norms 
through the use of moral power, mainly within the Dyers' Association and from 
farmers', labour, environmental and consumers' organizations, has been a nec
essary but far from sufficient step towards controlling free-riding. Still, the Dy
ers' Association and CETP-boards have been able to collect a substantial amount 
of money from dyers and bleachers. Here, the Pollution Control Board played 
a crucial role. Instead of exploring the possibilities of basing part of their en
forcement on increasing awareness through the exercise of moral power, the 
Pollution Control Board chose to use legislation at hand. 10 As shown in Chap
ter Nine, the Dyers' Association and CETP-boards were to a !arge extent re
sponsible for the administrative monitoring of new units and units which had 
not contributed with their instalments, but it was the Pollution Control Board 
which took legal action. Even though used with varying degrees of strictness, 
threats of closure notices and prosecution under criminal legislation did induce 

'Salt in the effiuents was especially difficult to get rid o( The two suggested treatment methods, except 
simply diluting the effiuents, were solar evaporation and membrane treatment, which would both 
be too cxpensive due to high land prices and thc costliness of fo reign technology. 
9 The functioning ofthe pipeline system that is supposed ro transport efllucnts from individual units 
to CETPs was one of the doubts. Sincc the units were quite scattered, between 8 to 13 km ofmain 
pipelines would ha veto be laid in each zonc , primarily along small streams and rivers. It would then 
be the responsibility ofindividual units to conncct themselves to these main pipc·lines. Transportation 
of eilluents by tanke r to the CETP was considered for two CETP-zones but by the end of 1995 it 
was decided that these two zones would be allowed to build individual instead of common treatment 
plants. 
1"Mainly making use ofthe powers defined by the 1988 Amendments to the Water Act. See C haptcr 
Eight. 
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a vast majority of member-units to contribute. Thus, the use of physical power 
by the Pollution Control Board played an important role in sanctioning en
forcement which neither the Dyers' Association or the CETP-boards could 
provide. The problem of including units outside the Dyers' Association in the 
CETP-project still persisted, though. 

The Ro le of Externa} Institutions 
Even though the division oflabour between the Pollution Control Board and 
the Dyers' Association did produce results, the use of physical power from the 
government' s si de was not entirely consistent. The position of the board as to 
whether individual or common effiuent treatment plants should be constructed, 
and how much subsidy should be given to CETPs has been changed several 
times, as have several dead-lines. This does render the financial contribution 
from individual units to CETPs a certain insecurity, and has given dy ers an excuse 
to delay implementation of the project. One result of the many delays was that 
some dyers who had been active in.the early stages later on lost interest, since 
they did not see that their work led anywhere: 

For the last three months I purposely avoided going to Dyers' Association meetings, it is no use. 
Whatever will be decided, if I execute, I will be the looser. One year ago it was the same, but 
at that time I still had the will to go, I was adjusted, bHt 11ow, I am 1101 going any more. It is 
no Hse. 

(Large dyer 5) 

Some of the instability of policies can be traced to the "adjustability" of the 
Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board. Even though, due to methodological 
problems, it is difficult to say anything definite about corruption, some com
ments concerning the likely existence of corruption within the Pollution Control 
Board are in place here. Many of my informants, both those involve<l in and 
outside the dyeing business, made general conun.ents concerning the taking of 
bribes by Pollution Control Board officials. Several dyers also specifically de
scribed how they had been paying rnoney to board officials at various levels. 
After the local board administration was strengthened by the opening of a local 
office, systematic extortion of money from dyers seerned to increase. The main 
efforts of the board since the inauguration of the new local office were devoted 
towards demanding licence-applications from all dyeing and bleaching units in 
Tirupur. The negotiation over the size of Cess (based on discharged volume 
which was difficult to assess without meters) and Consent Fee (based on total 
investment which was hard to estimate even if book-keeping had been avail
able) that cach unit had to pay, left considerable room for the reticence offield
level officials. The drive in late 1995 to get all units to apply for licences wid
ened the scope for informally pressing the applicants for money: 
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The Pollution Control Board has now become very strict! It was not like this before. Previously, 
they never visited the unit, but now they have visited Jour times in one year. But I think that 
they are mainly concerned with paper work. I can tel/ youfrankly, that if they don't have any 
money, then they willgo on inspection. When wefiled our app/icationfor licence with the board, 
we had to pay 1,500 Rs to get same smooth movement oj our case. It is not compulsory, but if 
you want your matter to move ... 

(Middle size dyer 6) 

At the beginning of 1996, it seemed like new units could also be informally 
sanctioned by local oflice officials, even though, oflicially, a dead-line should 
have prevented it. Pollution Control Board officials at various levels occasion
ally, or, as some informants claimed, systematically, used the (physical) power 
their position rendered them to gain personal benefits. Individual dyers were 
only too happy to escape from the potentially strict enforcement offormal rules. 
Occasionally, the adjustability of Pollution Control Board officials at higher 
levels gave individual dyers great powers: 

I know all the people in Madras, so if I have any problem I will go there and the problem will 
be solved. I can even get the District Environmentai Engineer in Tirupur tran.'iferred if I want to. 

(Large dyer 10) 

Even if this informant was merely bragging, this quotation pinpoints the fact 
that the authority oflocal officials to a large extent depended on support from 
higher levels of the Pollution Control Board. 11 Even though the discretion of 
Pollution Control Board officials left individual dyers with some scope for 
avoiding environmental legislation, many industrialists looked for stricter and 
more predictable behaviour from the Pollution Control Board: 

Some people will know the politicians and they will do something so that they can continue to 
pol/ute. But pollution must be stopped, the Pollutio11 Control Board must do something, otherwise 
the whole town will be affected. If everyone have individual treatment units, it will be very d!lficult 
to monitor that they arefunctioning properly. When the efficials come they can be bribed. It has 
happened like that. The thing is they should campare the pros and eons and then decide upon a 
stable policy, not change them all the time. 

(Large dyer 2) 

The authorities must be more strict. They should pui pressure on the units and not only lake bribes. 
If you ask them why they do it, they say it is lo satisfy the ministers above them, but some 
pocketing12 will also be there at the lower levels. In the Western countries you may have 10 per 
cent corruption. In India it is 90 per cent! 

(Chemical dealer, Tirupur) 

11 Ultimatcly, the lim.its ofTamil Nadu Pollution Control Board "adjustability" were decided by the 
central Pollution Control Board in Delhi, which does seem to be barder to persuadc than stare au
thorities. See also C hapter Nine and D'Souza, 1995. 
11 "putting others money in your own pocket" 
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It was clear that the role the Pollution Control Board had played in increasing 
awareness had little credibility among the dyers. The dyer who earlier bragged 
about his ability to influence the Pollution Control Board officials in Madras, 
had very little respect for them indeed: 

"[.13 I only leave my factory when I have 10 bribe someone. 

A.14 Can you bribe the Pollutimt Conrrol Board~ 

I. This isa big issue, I have to speak another 30 minutes. First, the Pollution Control 
Board, theircontrol is wirh the poliricians. They are controlled by politicians, they got 
pollured rlremse/ves! So, Pollution Control Board is not going to control the pollutio11 
because the political people is polluti11g the Pol/ution Control Board. Wegot the freedom 
from England, but we did not get freedom from our own people!" 

(Large dy er 10) 

From a quotation like this, we understand that thc moral powcrs of the Pollu
tion Control Board were rather weak. As a consequence of the adjustability of 
the Pollution Control Board some dyers even perceived an advantage with 
CETPs compared to individual treatment plants: 

The CETP will be much easier to monitor for the governmenr. 1J everyone would have rheir ow11 
unit they could easily adjust with the aurhorities by paying 1-2,000 R.s instead oj investing in 
a treatment plant. The Pollution Control Board would be easy to bn'bt. Even with the CETP 
some units tlrink it is better to pay 5,000 in bribes than 20,000 for invwment in this. 

(Large dyer 4) 

Thus, some dyers felt that if the CETP-boards were to start functioning in a 
satisfactory manner and the policies of the Pollution Control Board remained 
stable conceming standards to be met etc, CETPs might even be the preferable 
solution to the pollution problem. 

Thus, the composite and sometimes blurred goals of the government had 
a number of effects at local level. The central government was eager to pro
mote both growing export eamings and prevent environmental pollution. The 
state government was forced to adopt these goals, but seemed to put more 
emphasize on the development of Tirupurian hosiery business than on the 
protection oflocal water resources. Finally, growing tendencies for corruption 
within the Pollution Control Board signalled dyers that personal contacts and/ 
or money cou ld always buy them more time. 

The Future 
Work on two CETPs started in May, 1996, and soon the other zones are ex
pected to begin construction. When the CETPs are built, new motivation costs 
are bound to arise. The issue will then be to meet the running cost of the treat-

1.i lnfonnant. 
14 Anna Blomqvist 
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ment, make sure that all water passes through the CETP, and that none is Jet 
out beside the pipeline system. Two principles for apportioning costs have been 
suggested. The first, that each unit should contribute according to total capac
ity even if it is not fully utilized, would mean that measuring costs would be 
lower and that units would not have any incentive to redu ce (actually or by 
discharging water on the side) the volume of eilluents left to the CETP, but at 
the same time complicated negotiations could arise on how to assess total ca
pacity. The second, that meters should be installed and each unit charged per 
volume of effiuents, would increase metering costs (the cost of one water meter 
was said to be around 20,000 Rs) but would be easier to motivate, especially 
<luring periods of dull business, and would give an incentive to reduce the 
metered volume. Even though some informants were optimistic concerning 
the advantages of volumetric charging, most of them did not see modern tech
nology as a viable solution to the problem: 

The cost oj treatment will also be a problem, how do you know that they willgive the money they 
are charged? Someone will claim that he only dyes fight colours, which require less chemicals and 
thus less treatment, or that the unit has been closedjor the last month and that he should not pay. 
Oj course we can install meters but they can also be adjusted with the help oj corruption. 

(Large dyer 5) 

Another problem bound to arise is how to deal with units that go out of busi
ness. The increased production costs that treatment will cause may wipe out a 
!arge number of firms from the market. W e saw in Chapter Nine, that small 
units are especially vulnerable, and combined with continuing high yarn prices 
and increased international competition, the effects on the hosiery industry in 
Tirupur may be devastating. The complicated ownership structures and the fact 
that many units were set up on rented land further complicated the m atter: 

For the units that are set up al rented land, ifthere is some misunderstanding with the landowner, 
or ifthey are three orjourpartners and they may have same problem, then there will be problems 
with the CETP. Because the loans given by the banks will be registered in the individual com
panies and not in the CETP company's name. Then , if one unit goes out oj business, that loan 
has to be taken care oj by the other members. 

(Industrial coordinator, Tirupur) 

Gencrally, it seemed like the dynamic effects both ofthe present growth of the 
industry anda possible slump in thc future have been neglectcd in CET P-project 
planning. There were also a number of technical problems connected to the 
implementation of the CETP-project which not yet ha ve been entirely solved. 

As a !arge part of production in Tirupur is aimed at export, a note on the 
trends and m ovements on the international market and their effects of local 
pollution problems is relevant. In January 1995 , a number ofWest-European 
countries, among them Germany and Switzerland, banned the import of all 
garments produced with chlorinc and benzoic dye stuffs . T he dyers in T irupur, 
even those not involved in j ob-working for the export sector, were well in-

176 



Effects of lnstitutional Change .. . 

formed about new import legislation. 15 The hypocrisy of the banning policies 
sometimes caused irritation, though: 

"Those people in the developed countries, in the Western world, they don 't want to dye, that is 
why they have given all the work to us. In those countries, people are so sensitive saying that 'lf 
I wear a ch/orine bleached garment I willget skin diseases and it irritates me.' But here, the people 
who are working in the dyeing units they are working inside the chlorine. lf they are so conscious 
about that, why don't they pay extra?" lnstead oj askingfor these dark shades they should do 
only light shades and natura/ wlours. After all, if you buy a red or a violet T-shirt, is thatgoing 
to make so much important difference in your life? No, it isn't. 

(Large dyer 4) 

Even though awareness about the problems of water supply and pollution in 
Tirupur was widespread among foreign buyers, this did not bring about any 
change in their behaviour. A few companies from Western Europe used stand
ards for environmental tagging, but the share of production that applied those 
rather weak criteria, mainly focusing on less damaging chemicals and dye stuffs, 
was indeed small. One informant claimed that adjustment to one of the eco
labelling standards on the market raised costs by approximately 20 per cent. 
Only dyers who could be cross-subsidize by other steps in the production chain 
could take such orders. Obviously, most buyers were not ready to pay the 
increase in production costs and consequently the demand for environmen
tally friendly products in the West was low, and for consumers in the Indian 
market such aspects were most probably of very little importance. Information 
concerning the latest developments in naturally coloured cotton and natu ra! 
dyes was however, well spread, especially among larger dyers. Any changes in 
international and domestic markets towards increased demand for ecologically 
friendly produced hosiery products would irnrnediately have consequences fo r 
the quality oflocal water resources in Tirupur. Thus, reducing the mind pol
lution ofWestern consumers would also play an important part in the process 
of reducing water pollution in Tirupur. 

15 How the control of these bans was organized never became completely clear to me, though. A 
similar ban in the USA on import of products produced by child labourers seemed only to ha ve had 
one effect in Tirupur, namely thatthe local Lions Club manufåcturedand distributedamongits members 
a considerable number ofboards with the following message: "No child labour employed. Lions Club 
of Tirupur." These boards could then be seen on all larger production units, ev en though many 
industrialists openly told me that they had to employ children, and still did so. A buyer from Germany 
said that the use ofbanned chemicals could be controlled through laboratory tests, but also said that 
bis company sent all thcir samples to Singapore for testing since ... that is the only place in Asia wl1ere 
you can get a reliable result. 
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(HAPTER ELEVEN 

Comparisons and Conclusions 

T he efforts to create local governance structures among irrigation farmers 
and textile industrialists able to perform previously handled by the state 

have been analyzed in this thesis. In Chapter One, we left the Tamil king and 
his container full of water with the ambition to learn more about the possibili
ties for local communities to create their own governance structures. From a 
summary and comparison of the path of institutional change in the two case 
studies presented in Chapter Five to Ten, it is now possible to draw some 
conclusions. Did the Water User Associations in the Lower Bhavani Project 
and the Common Effiuent Treatment Plant Boards in Tirupur succeed in fill
ing their collective containers with milk or water, or <lid they remain empty? 
Which actors within state and local communities were in possession of moral, 
economic and physical power? Which distribution of responsibilities emerged 
between these parties du ring the process of decentralization? Was institutional 
change at local levd initiated and pursued by forces within the local commu
nity or were external factors more deterrnining in this process? 

Demand for Institutional Change 
The demand for institutional change was triggered by the increasing scarcity of 
water caused by industrialization and population growth. Whilst these changes 
in factor endowments have indeed fuelled collective action at local level (some 
examples were taken up in Chapter Four), few such initiatives within the civil 
society have so far worked in the direction of increasing water use efficiency 
within sectors. Rather, it seems, the main aim of various user groups has been 
to protect their present allotment of water, or increase it. All groups expected 
solutions to their problems to come from outside the group itself, usually in 
the form of government intervention. Farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project 
expectcd the Public Works Department to increase water supply to the New 
scheme by arresting upstream w ithdrawals and re-allocating water from the Old 
scheme. They also demanded that environmental legislation should be enforced 
so as to prevent continuing pollution of the regions' water resources. Industri
alists, on their side, managed in securing the water they needed w ithout much 
government intervention, but instead demanded that treatment, to the extent 
it was needed at all, should be the administrative, technical and financial re
sponsibility of the state. A comrnon suggestion from both farmers and indus
trialists was that the state government should initiate negotiations with the 
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neighbouring state ofKerala to clivert the flow of two west-flowing rivers. Thus, 
there were inunense expectations on the role to be played by the government. 

The govemment ofTamil Nadu declined to intervene along these demands, 
though. Instead, it took initiatives to induce water users to build local user or
ganizations aimed at improving water management within the group. Thus, the 
main driving force for institutional change at local leve! was a cornbination of 
increased water scarcity and changing externa! institutions. The two case stud
ies presented in Chapters Five to Ten, are but two examples of numerous sim.ilar 
developments over the whole ofindia. The formati on ofWater User Associa
tions in the Lower Bhavani Project was part of the national Conunand Area 
Development Programme. The Common Eilluent Treatment Plants in Tirupur 
were part of a national effort to control the adverse environmental effects of 
the country's accelerating industrialization. The main motives for decentraliz
ing thcse responsibilities from government departments to user groups were, 
to improve the quality of services provided by involving water users themselves 
in management responsibilities, and to decrease the government's financial and 
administrative commitments. Both these objectives are well in line with the 
new agenda for water management, in particular the principle of management al 
the /owest appropriate levels. The two cases investigated here are but two exam
ples of the adoption ofthis principle which today seems to guide policy makers 
around the world. 

In the region studies here, however, it soon became evident that several 
factors hindered the process of institutional change at local leve!. Overcoming 
those restraints proved to be essential for the success or fåilure of collective action 
among groups of water users. Here, an interesting fact was revealed. Even though 
these restraints in principle were the same in rural and urban settings, their 
magnitude and possible solutions varied between these two environments. This 
was not mainly due to differences in physical characteristics such as size of group 
or communication facilities between group mernbers, but to different existing 
local institutions and the way that the new tasks had been framed by the gov
ernment. Thus, an important part in understanding the decentralization proc
ess is to investigate how the division of responsibilities between the state and 
user-organizations was organized. Which functions could new institutions at 
local leve! provide, and to w hat degree did they rely on the state? 

Sharing the Costs of lnstitutional Change 
As we have seen above, the first type of problems encountered by user organi
zations were connected to the administration of members and Information, i.e., 
basically the issue oflowering and meeting coordination costs. When compar
ing the magnitude o f these costs between urban and rural organizations, it 
becomes evident that they were considerably higher in rural based Water User 
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Associations than in the urban Dyers' Association. Moreover, the capacity to 
deal with these costs also differed between the two user groups. 

The size of the group in combination with the habitation patterns of its 
members affected the magnitude of coordination costs. While the Tirupur Dyers' 
Association represented 550 individual dyers and the number of units in each 
CETP-zone 1 varied between 34 and 107, the number of farmers in the Lower 
Bhavani Project was approximately 70,000. The number of members in a sluice 
corrunittee could vary between 6 and 35 farmers, while most irrigation coun
cils encompassed 1,500 farmers or more. Thus, the limited number of indus
trialists made the urban user group much easier to reach and administrate. 
Moreover, available channels of communication in the rural context differed 
substantially from that of the urban. In the Lower Bhavani Project, a slow and 
unreliable mail service and low literacy rates an1ong farmers made letters an 
inefficient way of spreading information. Very few farmers had access to a tel
ephone, and even though the LBP Agriculturist Association sometimes relied 
on press releases to the Tamil dailies to spread information, neither these or 
any other means of mass-communication such as radio or TV were used by 
Water User Associations. The only way left to inform farmers about the time 
and place for meetings or the latest developments was to contact them in per
son. Therefore, the scattered habitation of farmers rendered costs connected to 
information spreading and meetings considerable both for the organization as 
such and for individual farmers. In Tirupur, the situation was quite different. 
Since more or less all the Dyers' Association members were literate, and many 
of them also had a phone connection, circulars and telephone chains could be 
used to spread information about association work and other news. Moreover, 
the fairly concentrated location of the dyeing units in Tirupur made it easy to 
contact units without telephones. 

Several factors raised the magnitude of coordination costs in rural com
pared to urban organization. At the same time, urban organizations were able 
to mobilize a much stronger administrative capacity. The Tirupur Dyers' As
sociation had an office with two employees, and could moreover utilize the 
resources afforded by the chairmen and managing directors of the CETP-zones. 
These resources enabled the organization to keep a finn administrative grip over 
the group it was representing. Thus, a combination of high membership fees 
and high membership rates had enabled the Dyers' Association to build a well 
functioning administrative apparatus capable of coordinating around 95 per cent 
of the concerned group. 

Water User Associations, however, had only been able to create a very lim
ited administrative capability of their own. Most information and coordina-

1 Effiuents from rhe textile processing units were ro be treated in Common Effiuent Treatmem Plants, 
CETPs, and the city was divided into eleven zones, each with its own CETP. 
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tion work, particularly at council and federation levels, was executed by the 
ICOs,2 and even though office bearers at sluice and branch levels did become 
involved in this work, they were highly dependent on the efforts ofICOs. In 
spite of the fact that councils had received a considerable amount of money 
from the state governm ent in the form of management subsidy, no council had 
used the received funds to arrange for a council office or employ administra
tive staff Consequently, none of the councils had offices o r systematic records 
of members and any such documents were kept by the ICOs and often frag
mented in sluice level records. Federation files were kept in a cardboard box in 
the commercial establishment of one ofthe office bearers. When organizational 
support from the government in the form of ICOs, was withdrawn in early 
1995, Water User Association work ceased altogether. 

For both the Water User Associations and the CETP-zones, the ability to 
include as many potential members as possible in the respective organization, 
was crucial in the process of building new local institutions. Preventing the 
emergence of free-riding on a !arge scale was of immense importance for suc
cess in both cases. The first issue to address in this context was the legitimacy 
of the new governance structures among their potential "citizens". This legiti
macy in turn, was intimately related to the way in which the Agricultural 
Engineering Department and the Pollution Control Board had framed the tasks 
oflocal user organizations. 

In the case ofWater User Associations in the Lower Bhavani Proj ect, the 
earlier tense relations between the state government and the Tamil Nadu Farm
ers' Movement had laid the foundation for the suspicious attitude of farmers 
towards the government. 3 This historically determined relation between farm
ers and the government also had repercussions on the formation ofWater User 
Associations.4 The potential threat of mass-protests against government decrees 
similar to those of the 1970s and 80s made any strategy building on coercion 
unrealistic for the government. Moreover, most people in the region still seemed 
to value farmers highly, and seldom suggested any measures that would endan
ger their occupation (or water supply).5 Thus, the government was reluctant 
to utilize its resources of physical power and instead had to rely on the moral 
power it could mobilize. The ICOs that were sent to the villages, thus had to 

devote appreciable efforts to re-establish the legitimacy of the Agricultural 
Engineering Department as part of the state government in the eyes of the farm
ers. Thus, the use of moral power, or persuasion, combined with massive finan-

' Irrigation Committee Organizers, or ICOs, were employed by the Agricultural Engineering De
partment to organize farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project in Water User Associations. 
3 Lindberg, 1995, 1992, Balasubramaian, 1989 Nadkami, 1987, and Harris, 1984. 

'See also Chapter Five. 
5 See also Chapter Four. 
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cial conunitments from the department in the form of on-farm-development 
work and management subsidy were the most important parts in the framing 
of Water User Associations. 

As revealed in Chapter Four, the problem formulations of most farmers 
only seemed to include the inadequate volume of water to irrigated agricul
ture, the inefficient functioning of the Public Works Department and the nega
tive externalities caused by the industrial sector. Only a very limited number of 
farmers referred to the present inefficient use and low productivity of water in 
the agricultural compared to the industrial sector as a problem.<• Even though 
inefficient use of water within regional irrigated agriculture, and especially in 
the Old ayacuts clearly blocked the productive use of this water, the persuasive 
approach of the ICOs did not include any apprehensions about the effects of 
water management in irrigated agriculture on other groups in the region . As a 
consequence, the possibility of enabling a re-allocation ofwater from the ag
ricultural sector by improving interna! water management was hardly raised at 
all, and a win-win outcome perceived as impossible by most farmers. 

In Tirupur it was mainly public opinion, awakened by media reports of 
serious pollution that nourished new problem formulation among a majority 
of dyers. Industrialists were pictured as "the bad guys" by many informants in 
that they were seen as responsible for the destruction of, not only regional water 
resources, but also old Tamil values and culture.7 Even though the relation be
tween industrial interests and the state is generally described in terms of strong 
lobbying powers of the business conununity versus a soft statc,8 the Tirupurian 
textile industry had obviously not yet acquired the necessary strength to affect 
the decision-making of the central Pollution Control Board. The state Pollu
tion Control Board did play a role in raising awareness, but in a quite different 
way than the Agricultural Engineering D epartment and the I COs. The boards' 
extensive use of threats to dose clown either individual units or the whole dyeing 
industry in Tirupur indeed succeeded in drawing the dyers attention to the 
physical powers of the government, but had less impact on increasing their 
knowledge of the effects of pollution on other sectors in society. Thus, the 
governments' framing of the Common Effiuent Treatment Plant-project was 
based on a strategy of coercion rather that persuasion. As a consequence, the 

<· This could of course, be the result of one of the methodological dilemmas described in Chaptcr 
Thrce. In interview situations with a foreign madam, my infom1ants often took o n the role of rep
resentatives for their country or group in society. Therefore, fora farmer to express opinions that 
could be interpreted as encouraging water re-allocation &qm irrigation was not very common. Tims, 
an awareness of these matters may be greater than indicated here. As discusscd in C hapter 4, howevcr, 
my general impression was that most groups in the region, even many industrialists, seemed to have 
vague ideas about the possibilities of releasing watcr used in canal irrigation fo r other seccors. 
7 See also Chapter Four. 

RKJ1ator, 1991, Fadia. 1980, Kochanek, 1974. 
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legitimacy of the Tirupur Dyers' Association, which immediately took on the 
role of a protector against threats from the Pollution Control Board, became 
firmly established among most dyers.9 Gradually, the combination of interna! 
discussions in the Dyers Association, threats from the Pollution Control Board, 
continued media coverage, actions by local environmental NGOs, farmers' and 
consumers' organizations and spontaneous flashes of violence against individual 
dyeing units and water tankers, made most dyers include their own behaviour 
as part of the water pollution problem. Moreover, once it was clear that the 
CETP-project would be implemented, an economic incentive was created to 
reduce free-riding, since individual dyers not participating in the project would 
otherwise gain a price advantage. 10 

Neither the internalization of new norms concerning water management 
nor the establishment of a new definition of free-riding were sufficient for 
implementing the goals of the new user organizations. Free-riding from asso
ciation obligations existed in both groups, bur was especially widespread among 
farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project. The most likely explanation was the 
differences between Water User Associations and the industrialists' organiza
tion regarding the possibilities of punishing free-riders, i.e., the basis of eco
nomic and/ or physical power defined for each organization. The differences 
in local socio-economic structures within the user groups and varying degrees 
of state enforcement backup was the main difference here. 

The Water User Associations had very few means of encouraging partici
pation in meetings, following of time schedules or monetary contributions to 
common activities. A farmer who chose to remain outside association activi
ties could often do so without encountering any sanctions from the rest of the 
group. On some occasions methods of social shunning ormoral pressure from 
the majority of the farmers proved successful, hut generally such methods of 
enforcing association rules were either insufficient or not tried at all. A plausi
ble explanation for this could be found in the socio-economic structures within 
the local fanning community. Established patron-client relations existed in many 
villages, which were considerably more solid than the new and unstable Water 
User Associations. O ften, the patron could strictly eon tro I the behaviour of his 
clients by using the moral, economic and even physical powers inherent in the 
clientelistic relations. In some cases, the ICOs strove to incorporate already 
existing patron-client relations in the new Water User Associations, so as to 
use the enforcement power of the older institutions for the purposes of the new. 
In other cases, the unwillingness of the patron himself to adhere to association 

9 See also Chapter Eight. 
10 However, as many as 150 small scale yarn dyeing units which are neither members ofthe D yers' 
Association nor known by the Pollution Control Board may still exist in Tirupur, and the prospects 
for inclusion ofthesc units are mcagre. See C haptcr Ninc. 
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rules (it could mean that he had to give up priority in water allocation o r it 
could just be a matter of prestige) made an incorporation impossible, and the 
aim ofWater User Associations instead became to provide alternative institu
tions to old clientelistic structures. 

It is easy to realize, the cases where patrons chose to get involved in asso
ciations rather than fight them, proved more successful than cases where the 
new and weak power sphere ofWater User Associations were seen as a threat 
by an already strong patron. In the first type of case, the informal enforcing 
powers of the patron- client relation could be used for the purposes of Water 
U ser Associations, whereas otherwise, Water User Associations gained very few 
förmal and informal means of sanctioning non-participation. In villages where 
patron-client relations were not predominant and farmers shared an equal eco
nomic status, the risk of massive free-ricling hy a patron and his clients was 
smaller, and thus enforcement problems easier to handle. Still, only informal 
methods of sanctioning were used. Thus, motivation costs were considerable, 
and few new institutions had developed in order to lower them. Moreover, 
the clicntelistic links between local communities and state bureaucracy further 
prevented such changes. 

From this perspective, it is easy to understand demands from farmers active 
in Water User Associations, that the government should share its physical power 
by supporting the user organization through thc punishment of free-riders. 
Indeed, the backup functions of both the Public Works Department and the 
police were weak, and up to 1993 only the Agricultural Engineering Depart
ment had provided same conflict solving functions. The unwillingness, or even 
inability of various governmental departments to provide such functions was 
again connected to the persuasive strategy employed when implementing the 
Watcr U ser Association-idea. Between 1987 and 1993, huge sums were in
vested in infrastructural improvements and substantial amounts of cash were 
given to the farmers' councils provided that Water User Associations had been 

Jormally registered. Thus, considerable benefits could be gained by the fa rming 
community without first developing properly function ing local institutions that 
were actually able to deal with free-riding. 

Compared to the Water User Associations the Tirupur Dyers' Association 
had a crucial advantage in the methods employed to prevent free-riding. As in 
the Water U ser Associations, free-riding from the CETP-project did have an 
effect on other members of the group, and many dyers expressed the necessity 
of controlling it. But, nei ther the Tirupur Dycrs' Association nor the CETP
boards in themselves were capable of controlling free-riding. Cut-throat com
petition, especially between dyeing units supplying the domestic market, gave 
strong incentives fo r free-riding. At the same time, this circumstance produced 
econom.ic incentives for contributors to report chea ters to the Dyers' Associa
tion. T he Dyers' Association in itself, was not in possession of enough eco-
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nomic or physical power to enforce association rules. No patron-client rela
tions to be incorporated in the organizational structure existed between dyers, 
as they did among farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project. Here, the adminis
trative capabilities of the Dyers' Association in combination with the coercive 
strategy of the Pollution Control Board proved successful. The possibilities of 
the Dyers' Association to punish defaulters were entirely dependent on a shar
ing of information with the Pollution Control Board which issued closure notices 
to units which did not contribute financially. Thus, the government was very 
active in the enforcement process by using its resources of physical power as 
defined by criminal legislation, and these powers were used as a backup for rule 
enforcement in local user organizations. 

Neither the Water User Associations in the Lower Bhavani Project, nor 
the Dyers' Association and CETP-boards in Tirupur in themselves, were able 
to develop interna! institutions strong enough to control free-riding. Even 
though Water User Associations could occasionally use already existing socio
economic structures, i.e., patron-client relations, for the purposes of the new 
organization, these old institutions often created additional problems rather than 
providing solutions. 11 The dyeing trade in Tirupur was marked by stiff compe
tition combined w.ith an administratively strong user organization, entirely 
dependent however, on the Pollution Control Board for enforcement of input 
rules. Thus, the need for an unequivocal power of sanction was evident in both 
organizations. It is possible that in due course, such powers would develop within 
the local institutions themselves, bu t in the initial stages of this form ofinduced 
collective action, the necessary strength was not there. It seems like it was dif
ficult to uphold the entities of collective action established at local level with
out the support of externa! institutions. 

A determining factor for the different degrees of success of Water User 
Associations and the CETP-project related to the three aspects dealt with above 
- i.e., the meeting of coordination costs, the internalization of new norms and 
the prevention of free-riding- was to what extent local elites of the two differ
ent contexts engaged themselves in organizational work. 12 This in tum, to a 
!arge extend depended on how, ifimplemented, the goals of the respective or
ganization would affect these elites. In the case of Water User Associations, a 
more equal water distribution within the sluice would sometimes mean that 

11 See also Chapter Six. 
12Which groups should be scen as belonging to the local elite is, of course, not self-evident. In a wide 
sense, all groups benefiting socially and/ or economically within the present institutional set-up, and 
who had powcrs to change it, could be defined as the elite. In that case, both !arge farmers, successful 
industrialists and governmental officials should be included. Here, however, I focus on the role playcd 
by che user-group elites, i.e., large landowners in the Lo wer Bhavani Project and !arge dyers in Tirupur. 
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the VIP13 would have to give up his water allocation advantage. 14 Thus, it of
ten happened that local VIPs either declined to participate in organizational 
work, or purposely disturbed it. 

In Tirupur, segmentation between domestic and export markets made larger 
dyers less inclined to compete on prices, hut rather with quality. Consequently, 
they were more able to cover production costs related to treating effiuents, than 
smaller units producing for the domestic market. Moreover, they had a long 
term interest in maintaining Tirupur's good reputation, something that was now 
threatened by reports in national and even international media about the em
ployment of child labour and pollution of the environment. 15 The initiators, 
and office bearers of t.he Dyers' Association where, without exceptions, large 
dyers. Tims, the Dyers' Association was created by the local elite, which gradually 
rcdefined the goals ofthe organization. From being a clear-cut interest organi
zation, the Dyers' Association became deeply involved in implementing the 
CETP-project. 16 C learly, the supply of institutional change was to a large ex
tent decided by the involvement oryrotests of local elites. 

Free-riding - From What? 
When discussing the problem of free-riding and the lack ofinstitutions to control 
this typc of behaviour in Water User Associations and CETP-zones, the em
pirical material raises a theoretical question that has often been neglected. How 
should the notion of free-riding be defined and understood in an empirical 
context? Free-ridingfrom what? 

As shown in the case studies, a dominant public opinion within the group 
can obviously be changed, and is moreover the basic requirement for establish
ing new entities of collective action. Individual preferences can change so that 
patterns of behaviour previously accepted are now looked upon as cheacing. 
Thus, the internalization of new social norms can redefine the local definition 
of free-riding. In the two cases studied here, several involved actors were able 
to influence social norms regarding which behaviour should be condemned 
and which actions would be in line with prevailing moral discourse. As we have 
seen, participation in both the studied user groups was multidimensional, in
volving components such as förmal membership, attending meetings, adher
ence to association rules, monetary contributions to finance association activi-

"Large landowners in the Lower Bhavani Project were often referred toas Very lmportant Persons, 
VIPs. 

"See also Chapter Six. 

" In 1994, a BBC documentary about thc use of child labour in the Tirupurian textile industry was 
filmed (partly with hiddcn cameras), and broadcasted in Europe. Sweden was one of the coumries 
were it was shown. 

•• See Chapter Nine. 
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ties etc. Consequently, free-riding varied as much as dimensions of involve
ment. Moreover, entities of collective action promoting several different causes 
or regulated by several different institutions may exist in parallel. This may result 
in the same person participating in one collective effort while free-riding from 
another. Under some circumstances, active contribution to the collective ac
tion of one group may only be possible by free-riding from the obligations of 
another. In this way, the definition of free-riding becomes quite problematic, 
and mixed identities and goals of a group can make a clear definition impossi
ble. One example would be if a farmer with a good relation toa local VIP were 
to consider joining the Water User Associations, while his patron declined to 
do so. In such a situation, the individual farmer could not possibly uphold a 
good relation with both his patron and the \Vater User Associations, and thus 
would have to chose between the two. Thus, the nations of collective action 
and free-riding must be contextualized from. the perspective oftlu:: p articipants/ 

free-riders themselves before they acquire any practical meaning and become 
useful for the analysis of real-world problems. 

A striking feature in much of both the academic literature on collective 
action and natura! resource management, and in policy documents promoting 
decentralization of responsibilities for natura! resource management to local user 
groups, is the assumption that local institutions for colkctive action will pro
mote, if not equitable, at least a sustainable resource use. In this context free
riding constitutes a behaviour challenging these sound goals of collective ac
tion. Locally based institutions are presumed to promote resource use efficiency 
within the group, thus reducing externalities and pressure on the resource base, 
though as has been shown above, this is not always the case. Both the farmers' 
organizations in the Lower Bhavani Project and the Tirupur Dyers' Associa
tion had explicit features of distributive coalitions, 17 or pressure groups, 
prioritizing the welfare of its own members at the expense of social welfare. 
Thus, the direction of the collective action is of immense importance for the 
results of it. This may seem self-evident, but even so it is not always taken inta 
account when discussing common property resource-management. 

One such example was the massive participation in the Tamil Nadu Farm
ers' Movement at the beginning of the 1980s, which in a way, resulted in a 
tragedy oj collective action. 18 By demanding a reduction of the price of electricity 
used in agriculture, main]y for pumping water from deep bore-wells to irrigate 
what would otherwise be dryland, the tight collective action of farmers com
bined with opportunistic political leadership resulted in free electricity for ag
ricultural purposes in Tamil Nadu. Thus, all economic incentives fo r saving 

17 See C hapter Two, where O lson 's, 1982, distinction between encompassing and distributional 
o rganizations is described. 

'" Lindberg, 1995. 
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electricity, or ground water for that matter, disappeared, and as a result, water 
levels near extraction points in the area have been sinking by approximately 1 
m/year for the past 25 years. 19 Moreover, the success in achieving this goal, 
combined with a violent suppression ofthe movement, left the Farmers' Move
ment without lead motives for political demands and with a morally and ad
ministratively weakened organizational apparatus. That this kind of collective 
action neither promotes efficiency, sustainability, nor equitable resource allo
cation is quite evident. Still, non-participation in the movement was most 
probably viewed as free-riding, at least from the perspective of other farmers 
who were active. The strength of the Farmers' Movement depended mainly 
on the widespread opinion among farmers that the government should do 
something to rescue them from a situation they found difficult to manage thern
selves. Thus, ideas and convictions, combined with charismatic leadership and 
efficient organizatioq, seem to have been the main reasons for individuals to 
jo in the Farmers' Movement. In fact, this is still another example of how free
riding can be prevented by the control of public opinion, but it also shows how 
the purposes of collective action do not always promote the welfare either of 
the distributive coalition, or society at !arge. 

From the point of view of farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project, for ex
ample, a free-rider could be someone who cooperated w ith the Agricultural 
Engineering Department rather than with constellations within the farming 
community, like local clientelistic relations . If a majority of Lower Bhavani 
Project farmers are not convinced that infrastructural improvements and interna] 
re-allocation of water is necessary, no local institutions promoting these meas
ures will develop. The demands from Water User Association meetings at 
council level for the diversion of west-flowing rivers was a direct consequence 
of the fact that most farmers did not perceive inefficient water use in irrigated 
agriculture as a great problem. An industrialist who voluntarily contributed to 
CETPs, o r tried to make others to do so, might be viewed as a free-rider by the 
rest of the industrialists. If the Tirupur dyers do not subscribe to the opinion that 
their eill uents must be treated in some way or another, it is unlikely that their 
organization will work in that direction at all. 

Thus, the definition of what actually constitu tes free-riding behaviour can 
vary in the governments' goal formulation from that of the group of water users 
and, by all means, from that of researchers. The problem here, at least from the 
point of view of the government, is that the m eaning of free-riding can only 
be defined from the perspective of the problem formulations and goals of each 
entity of collective action. The question is, however, if and in which way it 
would be possible to influence the direction of collective action at the local 
leve!. Thus, awareness of the problems as defined by the government, and a 

'''KTH, 1989. 
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personal understanding of the necessity of implementing certain solutions to 
such problems is crucial if user groups are to play any significant role in the 
improvement of water management practices. Clearly, the government did 
develop a certain base of moral power by employing ICOs in the Lower Bhavani 
Project, but they only pursued issues related to interna! water distribution and 
thus left out the possibility of introducing the idea of an inter-sectoral re-allo
cation of water. Neither did the government show any particular interest in 
spreading awareness among Tirupur dyers concerning anything other than the 
likelihood of strict punishment from the government, and environmental 
awareness in a deeper sense was instead spread through media and local pro
tests from affected groups. 

Still another problem is how we, or the farmers and textile industrialists for 
that matter, can be sure that the government is right in its perception of the 
problem of for example, water pollution. The individuals occupying various 
positions within state and central bureaucracies may very well have their own 
interests in describing the situation in a specific way. In this thesis, I have as
sumed that the government oflndia and the government ofTamil Nadu have 
had a quite well-informed apprehension conceming the need to improve water 
use ethciency and cost-recovery in irrigated agriculture, and to control water 
pollution caused by industry. 20 

The Interconnectedness of Local, National 

and International Structures 
As seen above, aset of circumstances oflarge impact on ins titutional change at 
local leve! was the way that external institutions interacted with institutions at 
local leve!. One example was the way in which the Agricultural Engineering 
Department and the Pollution Control Board framed the role and possibilities 
of user organizations <luring the decentralization process.21 Another was the inter
connections between local and bureaucratic spheres in the form of clientelistic 
relations.22 Tims, institutional structures beyond the control oflocal commu
nities were of immense importance both in initiating and disrupting the proc
ess of institutional change at local leve!. 

In the Lower Bhavani Project the Agricultural Engineering Department 
was a force challenging the habits of farmers to secure their water supply by 
giving bribes, and the habits of government officials to receive them and some-

2"The issues promoted by the Agricultural Engineering Department and the Pollution Control Board 
also ha ve strong support from scientific studies in the relevant areas. See also C hapters Five and Eight. 
21 See also Chapters Five and Eight. 
22 See also Chapters Seven and T en. 
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times encourage corruption.23 Thus, <luring a number of years, starting in 1987, 
there was an externa! force working to break clicntelistic structures between 
local elites and the bureaucratic sphere by the organizing ofWater User Asso
ciations. In same sluices and councils the effort succeeded, whereas in others 
clientelistic relations were incorporated in the new institutional structures of 
Water User Associations.24 Starting in 1992, however, the commitment of the 
Agricultural Engineering Department weakened. Several officials at district and 
state levels who had been key persons be hind the efforts of the Agricultural 
Engineering Department in the Lower Bhavani Project, were transferred or 
retired, and old patterns of corruption soon re-surfaced. Obviously, the forces 
mobilized internally were not strong enough to withstand the power of these 
relations. 

In Tirupur, few relations between the Pollution Control Board and <lyers 
existed in 1989, the simple reason being that the Pollution Control Board had 
not yet acquired enough administrative capacity to become involved in any. 
Regarding pollution prevention, the growth of the textile industry was entirely 
unregulated, and initially there were no possibilities for governmental officials 
to interfere, neither with legitimate tax collection nor with claims for bribes. 
The CETP-project was seen by many informants as a means of ensuring that 
patterns of corruption would not appear when the government's possibilities 
of control gradually developed. Several dyers pointed at the difficulties of 
monitoring such a large number of units if they were to treat their effiuents 
individually, and highlighted the risk of corruptive officials informally allow
ing individual units to free-ride . 

If the polluters themselves took care of enforcement, it was hoped, the 
possibilities for individuals to evade the environmental legislation by paying 
bribes would never appear. Moreover, the Pollution Control Board would 
control only a limited number of discharge points, managed by a well-organ
ized group of dyers, possibly less inclined to resort to corruption and with a 
stronger position of negotiation towards the Pollution Control Board. Thus, 
an externa! force initiated the process of institutional change at local leve!. 

Along with the gradual strengthening of the local Pollution Control Board, 
particularly accentuated by the opening of its local office in Tirupur at the end 
of 1995, conditions dramatically changed. Systematic efforts by the local office 
to clear out the administrative details of environmental legislation were used as 
a means of extorting money from dyers. Individual dyers were reluctant in prin
ciple, but of course more tlun happy if they could evade threats from the board 
for yet another period by unofficially paying a small amount. Thus, patterns of 

2
' Corruptio11 seemed to be particularly widespread within rhe Public Works Departmem, but othcr 

departmcnts were involved as well, including rhe Agricultural Engineering Department. 
2
' See also Chapter Seven. 
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corruption were gradually strengthened and in early 1996, it was announced 
that the units in two of the eleven zones would treat their effiuents individu
ally. 

If analyzed at individual level corruption could be seen as a market, be it 
for irrigation water or transferable discharge permits. Paying bribes to secure 
water supply to your own sluice could be seen as a kind of volumetric charg
ing, where the distributing authority supplies, but only in so far as the customer 
has paid. Similarly, in the case of polluting industries, the paying ofbribes could 
be seen as a Pigouvian tax25 on pollution. In both contexts corruption does pro
vide water users with an economic incentive to reduce water use, since there 
is a cost connected to the use of water. Of course, only already economically 
strong water users are likely to benefit from this system, but the same condition 
is one of the basic features of the market as well. The main argument against 
the informal marketing of water rights in a corrupt system would instead be 
that it is connected with serious market failures. It includes no mechanisms for 
valuing or considering the opportunity cost or externalities of water use. Nei
ther do fees which end up in private pockets contribute much to cover the 
costs of supplying, for example, irrigation water. Moreover, even though cor
ruption is widespread in all sectors of the Indian economy, all of my inform
ants, and indeed almost everyone I met <luring my field periods referred to this 
fact with deep indignation. The legitimacy of corruption as a system was low, 
but even so, difficult to do away with since local, bureaucratic and political 
elites benefited so much from it. 

But if there are few strong forces within local communities supporting 
institutional change towards more efficient water use, and if externa! institu
tions only occasionally and not persistently ini tia te changes at local leve!, what 
hope is there for an improvement of water resource management in the fu
ture? H ere, institutions externa! to both local communities and the state gov
ernment may prove important. 

International aid is likely to have a bearing on the future development of 
Water User Associations. The World Bank has offered to partly finance further 
infrastructural investments in the Lower Bhavani Project under the Tamil Nadu 
Water Resources and Consolidation Project, if subsidies on electricity for ag
ricultural purposes are reduced. Further requirements arc that volumetric charg
ing ofirrigation water is introduced and that farmers' organizations at the council 
level assume full responsibility both for the volumetric charging and all other 
management tasks. Little effort has been made though, both from the World 
Bank and the state government to understand how local institutions for implc
menting these goals would appear. 

2; See Dasgupta and Heal , 1979:52-54. 
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For the textile industry at least two external structures could prove important. 
The first being the environmental concerns of central government, mainly 
pursued by the central Pollution Control Board. The administrative set-up of 
this board combined with its personal and geographical distance from Tirupur, 
makes it less inclined to give in to local lobbying interests. The second is the 
international market for hosiery products, which is the ultimate force structur
ing the textile industry in Tirupur. The import hans of foreign governments 
have already had an effect on which chemicals are used for bleaching and dye
ing in Tirupur, and if this development continues, combined with an increased 
demand for "ecologically produced" garments, it will have far-reaching effects 
on Tirupur's textile industry. Many dyers, though, feared that foreign buyers 
would move on to other countries in Asia and Africa, iflndian environmental 
legislation was too strictly enforced.26 Ohviously, they did not expect interna
tional institutions regulating the internalization of production, transport and 
consumption externalities, to develop very quickly. 

Which Level of Management is Appropriate? 
The two processes of decentralization studied here have both been well in line 
with the principle of the Du bl in Statement and Agenda 21 that water should 
be managed at the lowest appropriate levels. It is now time to make some conclud
ing comrnents regarding which leve! of management that actually could be 
considered as appropriate. As pointed out by Ostrom, a great deal of policy 
making during the 1960's and 70s did emphasize centralization and nationali
zation as solutions for resource management problems, and she argues that the 
models used by social scientists was one of the reasons. Towards the end ofher 
book she describes a way of thinking which, she says, was predominant even 
in 1990: 

"The modds that social scientists tend to use for analyzing CPR problems have rhe 
perverse effect of supporting increased centralization of political aurhority. First, the 
individuals using C PRs are viewed as if they are capable of short-term maximization, 
bur not oflong term reflection about joint strategies to improve joint outcomes. Sec
ond, rhese individuals are viewed as if they are in a trap and cannot get out without 
some extcrnal authority imposing a solution. Third, the institutions that individuals 
may have established are ignored or rejected as inefficient, withont examining how 
these institutions may help them acquire information, reduce monitoring and enforce
ment costs, and equitably allocate appropriation rights and enforcement costs. Fourrh, 
the solutions presented for ' the' government ro impose are themselves based on models 
of idealized markers or idealized stares. "27 

16 For studies ofhow loose national environmental legislation, or loose enforcement of it, could be 
used by finns as a comparative advantage on the intemational marker, see Bergsto et al., 1995, and 
Hessclberg (Ed.), 1995. 
17 Ostrom, 1990:216. CPR = Comrnon Property Resource. 
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Policy makers of today, however, have far higher expectations regarding what 
loca1 entities of collective action can achieve than described by Ostrom. But 
are their expectations rea1istic? Judging from the results of this study, they may 
be a bit too optimistic concerning the possibilities for decentralizing responsi
bilities to Jocal user groups. 

As shown above, water users in Coimbatore and Periyar districts are well 
able to make "long term reflection about joint strategies to improve joint out
comes" .28 The problem however, is that even though these strategies may benefit 
a local conununity, or a segment within such a local community, it does not 
necessarily mean that the rest of the society will gain anything from them. The 
problem with many theories dealing with the effects of collective action is that 
they seem to assume that such can only havc one specific direction. Ostrom, 
for example, seems to take it for granted that collective action at loca1 level 
aimed at changing patterns of resource use and allocation will improve social, 
economic and environmental efficiency. Olson, on the other hand, argues that 
the growth of strong interest groups is bound to decrease the rate of growth in 
an economy .29 Thus, entities of collective action within civil society are either 
looked upon as "good", and sometimes even " traditional and therefore good" 
like for example institutions at village level regulating the management of irri
gation water, or, any förmal organization of specific interests within an economy 
is pcrceived as "bad", and especially so if they pursue an agenda concerning the 
distribution of profits between labour and capital (labour unions). 

Whether "good" or "bad", the establishment of collective action at local 
Jevel is, as O strom points out above, often seen as difficult, since the poten
tially participating individua1s "are viewed as if they are in a trap and cannot get 
out without some external authority imposing a solution"30 The guestion here 
is not only whether they areor not, but also which different types of traps could 
be considered as probable. I would argue that in neither of the two cases in this 
thesis are individual water users caught in a prisoners' dilemma type of trap. 
The tcxtile dyers in Tirupur, with enforcement back-up from the state, were 
indeed able to overcome the logic of collective action by mobilizing resources 
from within their own group. W ithout the exercise of physical power from 
the state, this would not have been possible, and textile dyers would have been 
fixed in structures emerging from the international market for hosiery prod
ucts, while households and farmers still suffered from the failure of this inter
national market to value and include thc costs of externalities. Thus, in this 
case, th e efforts of making polluters make polluters pay were a result of state 

2" Ostrom, 1990:216. 
2'1 Olson, 1982. 

ll'Ostrom, 1990. This is the case with boch the figure of Hardin, 1968, i.e., the tragedy efthe co111111ons, 
and Olson, 1965, i.e., tl1e logic oj collective action. 
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intervention to counteract the effects of interconnectedness between local and 
global economy. The case study from the Lower Bhavani Project is differcnt, 
in the sense that individual water users did not succeed in getting out of the 
trap they were in. It was not, however, mainly the tragedy-trap of the com
mons where individuals with equal economic and social possibilities failed to 
create democratic institutions for collective action, hut rather the trap of hier
archical relations such as patron-client relations. 

Is it self evident then, that local institutions created by individuals are effi
cient and that they do equitably allocate appropriation rights? This is doubtful 
both in the case ofthe widespread hierarchical networks persisting in the Lower 
Bhavani Project, and the lobbying strength obtained by successful collective 
action in the Tirupur Dyers' Association. lnstead, it seems like these clientelistic 
relations and strong lobbying power enable elites to benefit ar the expense of 
both weaker segments oflocal communities and weaker groups in society. If 
assuming that the different types of power discussed above are intentional, i.e., 
used by a certain individual or group in order to achieve certain goals, it is clear 
that the possibilitics of powerful el i tes to benefit more from institutional change 
than other groups dccides the path oj institutional change31 toa grcat extent. It is 
not self evident, however, that the path on which the economy develops will 
be one ofincreasing social utility. In fact, North argues that conditions in many 
countries in the South (as well as those that have characterized much of thc 
world's economic history) 

" ... favour activities that promote rcdistributive rather than productive activity, that 
create monopolics rather than competitive conditions, and that restrict opportunities 
rather than cxpand them. ( ... )The organizations chac develop in this institutional framc
work will become more efficient- but more efficient at rnaking the society ev en morc 

unproductive and the basic institutional structure even less conducive to productive 
activity. Such a path can persist because the transaction coscs of che political and eco
nornic markers of those econornies together with the subjective models of the accors 

do not lead them to move incrementally toward rnore efficient outcomes."32 

Indeed, this seems to be a largely accurate description of the situation in 
Coimbatore and Periyar districts regarding the allocation and use of water. As 
shown in Chapters Four to Ten, the patterns of resource allocation are ineffi
cient along several dimensions. Within irrigated agriculture, schemes with the 
lowest productivity receive the largest volumes of water, and influential farm-

"North, J 990:92-104. 
31 Nonh, 1990:9. Many authorslike Olson, 1982, North, 1990, and Oakerson, 1992, seem to envisage 
an optimal institutional setting as the point of reference. The assumption that such a situation could 
actually exist, seems to be a hcritage from the Nco-classical school of thinking coloured by static 
cquilibrium analysis and an optimal allocation of resources as thc poinc of depa1turc. This proposition 
has becn criticized by Demsetz, 1969, and Eggertsson, 1990, who argue that the comparison of cvcry 
existing situation toa niroana-situation must be replaced by a comparative approach, relating existing 
institutions to possible solutions. 
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ers gain advantages at the expense of smaller farmers. The domestic sector suf
fers from a chronically deficient water supply, caused both by the blockage of 
water by irrigated agriculture and the pollution of water by local industries. 
The industrial sector still benefits from the advantage of not ha ving to consider 
its own externalities, and in the process of internalizing these, small industrial
ists are pushed out of the market while the larger units survive.33 

At the same time as it is clear that the elites benefit from the present allo
cation and use of water, the cases ha ve shown the significant impact of the same 
elites for the creation and functioning oflocal water user associations. Consid
ering the rapid structural cl1ange taking place regionally, and the internation
alization of the regional economy this could be a problem. Local entities of 
collective action build on old socio-economic structures hut are expected to 
deal with new problems. 

Considering that much social and economic life at local leve!, especially in 
the Lower Bhavani Project was structured according to patron-client relations 
which were closely interconnected with the bureaucratic sphere, a reference 
to the work of Putnam is in place. He explains the differences in economic and 
political development after the introduction of municipal reforms between south 
and north Italy with the different types of relations that structure social and 
econom.ic l.ife in the two regions. The w.idespread existence of local institu
tions and norms developed between individuals on an equal basis, i.e ., horizon
tal networks, in the north, explains, according to Putnam, the faster economic 
and democratic development in th.is part of ltaly. In the southern parts of the 
country, however, local vertical networks built on hierarchical structures have 
hindered the emergence of collective action between equals, and both eco
nomic and democratic development has been slower, even though externa! 
conditions were sim.ilar in the two regions. 34 That hierarchical relations may 
benefit elites gaining from an inefficient institutional set-up, thus impeding 
democratic and economic development, has also been shown by Medard.35 

Moreover, even if promoting ecological sustainability, such hierarchies may 
also emphasize such goals at the expense of equity and accountability.36 As we 
ha ve seen above, some of the entities of collective action that developed in the 

" It is interesting to note that in the case of water resource allocation in the Coimbatore and Periyar 
districts there is little evidence ofthe existence of a clear-cut urban bias, at least not in the sense that 
Lipton, 1977, proposed. Rather, there is a bias towards allocating excess volumes of water ro tbe 
rurally based irrigated agriculture at the expense of thc domestic and industrial sectors where the 
productivity of water is higher. In terms of water quality, however, the sia ek enforcement of envi
ronmental legislation could be scen as a bias bcnefiting the urban-based industrial sector. 

"Putnam, 1992. 

" Medard, 1982. 

"'Fora study of a strong, authoritati ve local regime, preserving local forest resources in Rajascan in 
an undemocratic and coercive way, see Grodzins Gold, J 995. 
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studied region were not based on horizontal but rather on vertical networks.37 

Such relations seemed to be more important in the Lower Bhavani Project than 
in Tirupur, at least regarding the impacts it had on the possibilities for creating 
local entities of collective action. 

The final statement of Ostrom, that "the solutions presented for 'the' gov
ernment to impose are themselves based on models of idealized markets or 
idealized states. "38 and that this is not always the case, can easily be accepted. As 
the authors referred to above have shown, clientelistic struccures are suppress
ing both econonuc and political opportunities of the masses and these struc
tures are closely connected to the state. But is this dilemma solved by simply 
taking away the state? What sometimes seems to be forgotten is that these struc
tures are also deeply entrenched in the local community, and could even be 
seen as originating from there. As shown in the cases above, the inter
connectedness of these vertical relations between the different levels makes it 
difficult to achieve institutional change at one leve! if it does not simultane
ously occur at other levels as well. Thus, it nilght be better to aim at refornilng 
the state, rather than assume that the withdrawal of the state would automati
cally transform vertical net\vorks at local leve! into horizontal networks. 

The guotation from Ostrom above shows explicitly how redefinition of 
the role of the state has changed within the social sciencesover time. As Ostrom 
points out, the policy implication of the formulation of common property re
source dilemmas in terms of a prisoners' dilemma game such as that ofHardin,39 

does imply that privatization or nationalization of the resource may be the only 
way to sustainable use of it. This has certainly been the case in India where the 
role of the state in the economy has been inunense since Independence. To
day, however, the pendulum seems to have swung to the otherside ofthe dock. 
Any involvement of the state in the provision of public goods at local leve! or 
in local resource management is seen as an expression of a "perverse effect of 
supporting increased centralization of political authority" .40 The tendencies are 
clear, in the works of schalars like Ostrom, and especially so in recent policy 
documents at national and imernational levels both in the West, East and South. 
Thus, management at the lowest appropriate level is often understood as man
agement at local or even individual leve!. This has widespread implications for 
the very definition of what constitutes management of commonly owned re
sources or the provision of public goods. Should these issucs be handled as 
collective cancerns at all? 

l
7 Fora similar conclusion regarding the development of grass-root movemcnts in Thailand, see Rigg, 

1991. 

""Ost rom, 1990:216. 
l? Hardin, 1968. 
40 Ostrom, 1990:216. 
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In the two case studies of this thesis, different actors' perceptions of the ideal 
division of responsibility between the state, the local community and the indi
vidual are internally contradictive in this respect. In the policy documents con
cerning water management which lead to the two initiatives of decentraliza
tion studied here, the state has defined these issues as collective concerns (and 
not individual). At the same time, however, it has redefined its role so as to 
transfer the responsibility of how it should become a collective concern at the 
new level of management, to individuals. Thus, these issues are to be dealt with 
by collectively created governance structures, which should be built partly 
outside the realm of the state. 

The water users themselves, suddenly given the task of creating such gov
ernance structures, are confused but equally inconsistent in their arguing. T hey 
do define these issues as collective cancerns, but only to a certain extent to be 
dealt with at the local level. Instead, most water users expect the state to resume 
in some of its previous functions, and sometimes even further extend its com
mitments.41 Thus, the contribution to solutions at local level is seen as unnec
essary, since water users afford the government responsibility for solving the 
problems. At the same time, however, many water users refuse to contribute 
to the collective solutions provided at the level of the state.42 Consequently, no 
level is ready to assume responsibility, and many issues ideally dealt with col
lectively now risk being ignored, both by the state and the civil society. Thus, 
in these cases it seems as if arzy level of management would be better than none. 

Moreover, decentralization policies sometimes have implications wider than 
would be expected. A farmer in the Lower Bhavani Proj ect posed the follow
ing question in regard to the decentralization ambitions of the state: 

"We were told like: ' OK, same oj you farmers are taking water illegally, you eon tro/ yourse!f.' 
In that case, if I kil/ someone, should we (the Water User Associations) so/ve that problem also?! 
Then, what's the reason why we have the police and the courts1!" 

(Large Farmer 5)43 

This quotation highlights the fact that by decentralizing management respon
sibilities without taking responsibility for forma! backup oflocal rule- enforce-

"Farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project were willing to take over responsibility for water distribution 
at the council level, but at the same time demanded increased financial and organisational support 
from the state in the form of management subsidy and ICOs. Dyers in Tirupur reluctantly had agreed 
to take the administrative responsibility for the CETPs, but continued lobbying for increased gov
ernment support in the form of subsidies and soft loans for investment costs. Moreovcr, the demand 
for the diversion o fwest- flowing rivers was raised by many. 

' 2 Farmers in the Lower Bhavani Project refused to pay the new, higher crop taxes (raised in 1992). 
Dyers in Tirupur enjoyed tax exemption on chemicals and dyestuffs, and also argued that because of 
general positive effects of industrialization this sector, and especially the export industry, should be 
relieved from all taxation . 

"See also Chapter Seven. 
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ment, the state has declined to fulfil even its most basic obligation, namely the 
enforcement of formally constituted property rights. This is valid both in the 
case of rights for irrigation water, which are legally defined as related to own
ership ofland registered as ayacut area, and in the case of enforcement of en
vironmenta1 legislation. Could it be that, an implementation throughout of the 
principle of management at the lowest appropriate leve!, could mean that even 
the Neo-liberal definition of the nigh watcher-state loses its meaning? 

Future Production of Food and Fashion 
in the Coimbatore-region 
Even ifparticularly accentuated in the Coimbatore and Periyar districts in Tamil 
Nadu, the structural change taking place there is far from unique in the Indian 
context. Ongoing industrialization and urbanization create water allocation and 
quality problems. In the process of solving such problems, or letting them re
main unsolved, some groups benefit while others are negatively afl:ected. In 
this thesis, I ha ve studied the efforts of the government to promote the devel
opment of user organizations able to increase water use efficiency within their 
rcspective group. It is obvious that these organizations could contribute with 
interna! solutions ifthe appropriate local governance structures are created, but 
they may also become important parties in the competition for resources. Which 
way they ultimately choose depends to a ]arge extent on the success of raising 
awareness concerning the problems, and making individual farmers and textilc 
dyers realize that, as they are part of the problem, they must also be part of the 
solution. 

As we have seen, there are numerous structural differences between the 
institutions surrounding the production of food and fashion. On the whole, 
traditional power structures remain more important in the agricultural sector 
than in the industrial. The reason for this, or maybe the consequence, is that 
the pace ofsocial change is slower in the rural setting. This difference has many 
dimensions, though. 

In the Lower Bhavani Project, farmers cultivate cash crops using all the 
attributes of the green revolution and worry about the effects of new interna
tional legislation concerning intellectual property rights.44 At the same time, 
they are seen as representatives of the traditional society, and patron-client re
lations at village leve! have immense impact in the econornic sphere. Thus, tra
ditional structures remain important even in a modern economy. 

In Tirupur, changes are taking place more rapidly than in the Lower Bhavani 
Project. Here, dyeing industrialists, whose fathers wcre dry-land farme rs dis-

"Which, they fear, may rcsult in American multinationals buying the right to use traditional grains 
for research and gene-technological patents. 
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cuss German and Swiss import legislation and edge technology concerning en
vironmentally friendly production. Even though traditional power structures 
also remain important in Tirupur it seems like they have less impact in the 
economic sphere than in the agricultu ral sector. One of the main reasons for 
this difference is probably the high degree to which the local economy is struc
tured in response to global economy, in which gains to be made through in
ternational division oflabour weigh more than personal relations and traditional 
values. 

From the section above about the tendency oflocal and bureaucratic insti
tutions to link themselves together through structures of corruption, it may seem 
that the urge for "better government" would easiest be fulfilled by opting for 
"less government". The results ofthis thesis dispute this advice, however. R ather, 
what seems to be needed is another type of governance. 

As we have seen the state has played an immensely important role in both 
the formation, direction and upholding oflocal user groups. Without govern
ment initiatives, most of the local entities of collective action involved in Water 
User Associations and CETP-zones would either never have come about at 
all. The Agricultural Engineering Department and the Pollution Control Board 
framed an environment where user groups were encouraged to organize for
mally. Moreover, toa !arge extent user groups were forced (by the Pollution 
Control Board) and persuaded (by the Agricultural Engineering Department) 
to aim at interna! solutions, with rather impressive results considering the strong 
tendencies for pressure group behaviour. Finally, in the case of CETP-boards, 
the Pollution Control Board played a crucial role in enforcing association rules, 
whilst no governmental department gave any sanctioning back-up to Water 
U ser Associations. The main problem, however, was that these externa! insti
tutions were not stable enough to ensure that local institutions able to resist 
interna! and externa! corruption pressure could develop. 

The election results in May 1996, meant that both India and Tamil Nadu 
changed political leadership, and again externa! institutions are bound to change 
in relation to the local and international community. The future rolc that the 
new state and federal governments define for themselves is of crucial impor
tance to Water User Associations in the Lower Bhavani project and CETP
plants in Tirupur. C hanging perceptions and va!ues of both water users and 
consumers of water-intensive goods may also prove decisive. Thus, it is up to 
irrigation farmers, textile dyers, politicians, government officials and T-shirt 
buyers to create the necessary local, regional, national and international gov
ernance structures able to ensure that the container is filled with fat, creamy 
milk. 

200 



List of Ref erences 

Adler, P.A. and P.Adler, 1987. Membership Roles in Field Research. Beverly Hills: 
Sage. 

Agar,M.H., 1980. The Professional Stranger.An Informal Introduction to Ethnography. 
New York: Academic Press. 

Appasamy, P, Guhan, S., Hema, R. M., Majumdar and A.Vaidyanathan, 1995. 
Lining Below the Basic Needs Threshold: Social Exclusion in India. Madras Insti
tute of Development Studies, Madras. 

Appasamy, P. (Forthcoming) . Expanding the U rban Share. ln:J. Lundqvist (Ed.). 
Sharing Common Water Resources. 

Arumaisingh, G., 1989. Irrigation VVciter Management Strategies and Farmers' Partici
pation. Department ofAgricultural Engineering, Government oITamil Nadu. 

Athreya, VB., Djurfeldt, G., and S. Lindberg, 1990. Barriers Broken. Production 
Relations and Agrarian Change in Tamil Nadu. New Delhi: Sage. 

Baker, C.J., 1984.An Indian Rural Economy 1880-1955, TheTamilnad Countryside. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Balasubramanian,A.V, 1989 .A Rep ort on the Peasant Movement inTamilnadu: 
1966-1984. In: S. Sahasrabudhey (Ed.), Peasant Movement in Modern India. 
Allahabad: Chugh Publications. 

Bard han, P. (Ed.), 1989. The Economic Theory oj Agrarian Institutions. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. 

Bergh, G. and P. Nordberg, 1996. Water in Expanding Cities - A Case Study oj 
Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India. Master ofScience Degrec Project. Division of 
Land and Water Resources, Department of C ivil and Environmental Engi
neering, R oyal Institute ofTechnology, Stockholm. 

Bergst0, B., Endresen, S., Knutsen, H. and J. Hesselberg, 1995. Industrial Pollu
tion and thc South. FIL Wt'rking Papers, No. 6. , U niversity of Oslo. 

Berninger, K. , 1993. W11ste Waters from Small-Scale Cot/011 Textile Dyeing in Tamil 
Nadu Sout!tern India as an Environmental Problem. Department ofLimnology 
andEnvironmental Protection, UniversityofHelsinki,April (Pro GraduWork). 

Bhatia,R., Cestti,R. andJ.Winnpenny, 1994. Watcr Co11ser11a 1io11 and Reallocation: 
Best Practice Cases in Irnproving Ern1w111ic Ejficie11cy and Envirom11e11ta/ Quality. 
World Bank and Overseas Oevelopment Institute,Washington. 

201 



References 

Blaikie, P., Harris,J. and A. Paint, 1992.The Management and Use of Common
Property Resources in Tamil Nadu, India. In: D. W Bromley (Ed.), Making 
the Commons Wc1rk. Theory, Practice and Policy. San Francisco: ICS Press. 

Blomkvist, H., 1988. The Soft State: Housing Reform and State Capacity in Urban 
India. (Dissertation, Department of Government) Uppsala: University. 

Boserup, E., 1973.Jordbruksutveckling och befolkningstillväxt. Lund: Gleerup. 

Braadbaart, 0., 1995. Regulatory Strategies and Rational Polluters. Industrial 
Waste-water Control in Indonesia, 1982-1992. Third World Plarming Review, 
17(4), pp. 439-458. 

Bromley, D.W (Ed.), 1992. Making the Commons Work, Theory, Practice and Policy. 
San Francisco: ICS Press. 

Cawthorne,P.M., 1995.0fNetworks andMarkets:The R ise andRise of a South 
Indian Town. The Example ofTiruppur's Cotton Knitwear Industry. World 
Development, 23(1), pp. 43-56. 

Cederlöf, G., 1997. (Forthcoming). Power and Dependence. Social and Labour 
Relations in Rural South India, 1900-1930. In: T. Kortteinen and I. Said 
(Eds.), Classes, Strata and Hierarchies - Social Organization in Contemporary Asia . 
Curzon. 

Chambers, R., 1988. Managing Canal Irrigation. Practical Analysis from SouthAsia . 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Chaturvedi,A.K., 1996.The Water CessAct:An Implementation Dilemma. Green 
Business Opportunities,January-March, p. 9. 

Chitale, M.A., 1992. Population andWater Resources in India. In:V Gowariker 
(Ed.), Science, Population and Development. Pune: Unmesh Communications. 

Chopra, R. and D. Sen, 1992. Natural Bounty and Artificial Scarcity: Water 
Resources. In:V Gowariker (Ed.), Science, Population and Development. Pune: 
Unmesh Communications. 

Clapham, C. (Ed.), 1982. Private Patronage and Public Power. Political Clientelism in 
the Modern State. London: Frances Pinter. 

Coase, R. H., 1937. The Nature of the Firm, Economica, 4(Nov), pp. 386- 405. 

Commons,J.R., 1950/1970. The EconomicsefCollectiveAction. K.H.Parsons (Ed.) . 
Madison:The University ofWisconsin Press. 

Corell, E. andA. Swain, 1995. India:The Dom.estic and International Politics of 
Water Scarcity. In: L. Ohlsson (Ed.), H ydropolitics: Conjlicts over Water as a 
Development Constraint. London: ZED Books. 

202 



References 

Dasgupta, P. S. and G. M. Heal, 1979. EconomicTheory and Exhaustible Resources. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Demsetz, H., 1969. Information and Efficiency:AnotherViewpoint.Journa/ oj 
Law and Economics, 12(1), pp. 1-22. 

Dragun,A. K. and V. Gleeson, 1989. From Water Law to Transferability in New 
South Wales. Natura[ Resources journal, 29(Summer), pp. 645-661. 

D'Souza, R., 1995.The Legal Process and Limits ofEnvironmental Legislation 
in India. FIL Working Papers, No. 7, University of Oslo. 

Dutt,A. K.and J.Mohan Rao, 1996. Growth,Distribution and the Environment: 
Sustainable Development in India. World Development, 24(2), pp. 287-305. 

Eggertsson,T., 1990. Economic Behavior and Institutions. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Eisenstadt, S. N. and L. Roninger, 1984. Patrons, Clients and Friends. Interpersonal 
Relations and the Structure ofTrust in Society. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press. 

Eskeland, G. S. and E. Jimenez, 1992. Policy Instruments for Pollution Control 
in Developing Countries. The World Bank Research Observer, 7(2), pp. 145-
169. 

Fadia ,B., 1980. Pressure Groups in Indian Politics. New Delhi: Radiant Publishers. 

Fahlbeck, E., 1996. Essays in Transaction Cost Economics. Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences,Department ofEconomics, (Oisscrtation:20) Uppsala: 
SLU. 

Falkenmark, M., Lundqvist,]. and C. G. Widstrand, 1990. Coping with Water 
Scarcity - Implications of Biomass Strategy for Communities and Policies. 
Water Resources Development, 6(1), March, pp. 29-43. 

Feeny, D., 1988.The Demand for and Supply oflnstitutional Arrangements. In: 
V Ostrom, Feeny, D. and H. Picht (Eds.), Retliinking Institutiona/Analysis and 
Development. Issues,Alternatives, arid Choices. San Francisco: lnternational Centre 
for Economic Growth. 

Folke, S., 1995. Conjlicts over Natura[ Resources in South India - in a Political Econorny 
Perspective. (Paper presented at theThird Conference ofthe NordicAssocia
tion for South Asian Studies, 18-22 May) Oslo. 

Ghosh,A., 1994. "Rent Seeking" and Economic Reform. Economic and Political 
T#ek/y,January 1-8, pp. 13-15. 

Golde, P., 1986. Introduction. In: P. Golde (Ed.), Women in the Field .Ant/Jropologiral 
Experiences. (2nd rev. ed.) Berkely: University of California Press. 

203 



References 

Golde, P. (Ed.), 1986. Women in the Field.Anthropological Experiences. (2nd rev. ed.) 
Berkely: University of California Press. 

Gough, K., 1981. Rural Society in Southeast India. Cambridge: Cambridge U ni
versity Press. 

Gough, K., 1989. Rural Change in Southeast India. 1950s to 1980s. New Delhi: 
Oxford U niversity Press. 

Gowariker, V. (Ed.), 1992. Science, Population and Development. Pune: Unmesh 
Communications. 

Granovetter, M., 1985. Economic Action and Social Structure:The Problem of 
Embeddedness. American Journal oj Sociology, 91 (3), pp. 481-510. 

Grodzins Gold,A., 1995. From Wild Pigs to Foreign Trees - Oral Histories oj Envi
ronmental Change in Rajastan. (Paper presented at theThird Conference of the 
Nordic Association for South Asian Studies, 18-22 May) Oslo. 

Gunnarsson, C. 1991.What is New andWhat is Institutional in the New Insti
tutional Economics? Scandinavian Economic History Review & Economic His
tory, 29(1), pp. 43-67. 

Gunnarsson, C., 1992. Staten och Institutionerna. In: B. Södersten (Red.), Den 
ojfentliga sektorn. Stockholm: SNS. 

Hardin, G., 1968. The Tragedy of the Corrunons. Science, 162(December), pp. 
1243-1248. 

Harris, B., 1984. State and Market. State Intervention in Agricultural Exchange in a 
Dry Region ofTamil Nadu. New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company. 

Hayami,Y. andV.W R uttan, 1985. Agricultural Development.An International Per
spective. Baltimore:Johns Hopkins . 

Hesselberg,J. (Ed.), 1995. Industrial Pollution:The Chemical Industry in Gujarat, 
lndia. Research Proposals. FIL Working Papers, No. 5., University of Oslo. 

Hyden, G., 1995. The Economy oj Ajfection Revisited:African Developrnent Manage
ment in Perspective. (Paperpresentedatthe Research Course"lmproved Natura} 
Resource Management - the Role of For mal Organisations and Informal 
Networks and Institutions'', October 23-26) Roskilde University. 

International Conference on Water and the Environment, Development Issues 
for the 2 lst Century, 1992. The Dublin Statement. (Rep ort of Confcrcncc 26-
31 January) Dublin. 

Jacks G., Kilhage, M. and C. Magnusson, 1994. The Environmental Cost ofT
Shirts. In: Background Papers for Advisory Committee Meeting Sharing Common 
Water Resources. (1994-02-18) Madras Institute ofDevelopment Studies. 

204 



References 

Jayakaran, S. C., Loganathan, P. and R. K. Sivanappan, 1978.A Study of Ground 
Water Pollution Due to HumanAgency Around Coimbatore andTiruppur. 
Madras Agricultural Journal, 65(5), pp. 239-333. 

Kalaimani, M. and R. Sathiah, 1994. Water Resources: Constraints for Urban 
Growth ofthe Coimbatore Region . In: Background Papersfor Advisory Com
mittee Meeting. Sharing Common Water Resources. (1994-02- 18) Madras Insti
tute of Development Studies. 

Khator, R. , 1991. Environment, Development, and Politics in India. Lanham: Uni
versity Press of America. 

Kemper, K., 1996. The Cost oj Free Water. Water Resources Allocation and Use in the 
Curu Valley, Ceara, Northeast Brazil. Dissertation, Linköping Studies in Arts 
and Science 13 7) Linköping: U niversity. 

Kochanek, S. A., 1974. Business and Politics in India . Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

Kohli,A., 1990. Democracy and Discontent. India's Growing Crisis oj Governability. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

KortteinenT. and I. Said (Eds.), 1997 (Forthcoming). Classes, Strata and Hierar
chies - Social Organization in Contemporary Asia. Curzon. 

Krishnamoorthy,S.,Subramanian,S.R.,Chandrasekaran,C.,Umamaheswari,L. 
and N.V Palanichamy, 1993. Pre and Post Evaluation oj On Farm Development 
Works in Lower Bhavani Project 1990-91 to 1992-93. Department of Agricul
tural Economics, Centre for Rural Development Studies, Tamil Nadu Ag
ricultural U niversity. 

Krishnaswamy,K. S., 1994.Agricultural Development under the New Economic 
Regime. Economic and Political Jil',iekly,June 25, pp.A65-A71 . 

KTH,Royal Institute ofTechnology, 1989. TwentyYears in Southern India . Water 
Pn~jects in Indo-Swedisli Collaboration. Stockholm: International Unit. 

Kumar,V and P. Nelliyat, 1995. Water R esource Management in Tirupur. In: 
Background Papers fo r Advisory Committee Meeting. Sharing Common Water 
Resources. (1995-04-01) Madras Institute ofDevelopment Studies. 

Lazonick, W, 1991. Business Orga11ization and the Mytlt oj tlze Market Economy. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press . 

Lecompte,M. and J. P. Goetz, 1982. Problems ofReliability andValidity in Eth
nographic Research. Rcview oj Educational Research, 52(1), pp. 31-60. 

205 



References 

Lindberg, S., 1992. Peasants for Democracy? Farmers' Agitation and the State in 
India. In:L.Rudebeck (Ed.), WhenDemocracy Makes Sense. Studies in the Denw
cratic Potential ofThird World Popular Movements. Uppsala: AKUT. 

Lindberg, S., 1995. While the Wells Went Dry -Thf! Tragedy oj CollectiveAction among 
Farmers in South Jndia. (Paperpresented at theThird Conference ofthe Nordic 
Association for South Asian Studies, 18-22 May) Oslo. 

Lipton, M., 1977. Why Poor People Stay Poor? Urban Bias in 'World D evelopment. 
Cambridge: H arvard University Press. 

Lundqvist J. and T.J0nch-Clausen (Eds.), 1994. Putting D ublin!Agenda 21 into 
Practice. Lessons and New Approaches in Water and Land Managemen t. (Depart
ment ofWater and Environmental Studies), Linköping: University. 

Lundqvist, J., 1995. From Ubiquity to Scarce Resource - In tersectoral Competilion 
Necessitates ImprovedWater Use Efficiency. (Paper presented atWater-95, Inter
national Conference on Water Management, 8-9 December, Madras) Con
federation oflndian Industry. 

Lundqvist,]. and P. H. Gleick, 1996. Sustaining Our Waters Inta the 21 st Century. 
(Background document prepaired for the Comprehensive Freshwater As
sessment, N ew York, 18-19 May) (Mimeo) Stockholm Environmental In
stitu te. 

Lundqvist,]. (Ed.), Forthcom.ing. Sharing Common Water Resources. 

Lynne,G.D.andJ.Burkhardt, 1990.TheEvolution ofWater Institutions in Florida: 
A Neoinstitutional Perspective.Journa/ oj Economic Issues, 24(4), pp. 1059-
1077. 

Madras Institute ofDevelopment Studies, 1988. Tamilnadu Economy. Peiformance 
and Issues. New D elhi: Oxford & IBH Publishing. 

Mayer,A. C., 1977 .The Significance of Quasi-Groups in the Study of Complex 
Societies. In S.W Schmidt et al (Eds.), Friends, Followers, and Factions.A R eader 
in Political Clientelism. Berkely: University of California Press. 

McCloskey,D., 1983.The Rethoric ofEconomics.Journal of Economic Literature, 
21Qune), pp. 481-517. 

Medard, J. F., 1982. The U nderdeveloped State in Tropical Africa: Political 
Clientelism or N eo-Patrimonialism? In: C. Clapham (Ed.) , Private Patronage 
and Public Power. Political Clientelism in the Modern State. London: Frances Pin ter. 

Milgrom, P. R. and J. Roberts, 1992. Economics, Organiz ation and Management. 
Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hal.. 

206 



References 

Mo han Rao, J., 1995. Economic Reform and Ecological Refurbishment. A 
Strategy for India, Economic and Political Weekly ,July 15, pp. 1749-1761 

Mosse, D., 1996. Local Institutions, Ecology and History in a South Indian Tank Irri
gation System. (Paper presented at the Interannual Conference of the lnter
national U nion ofAnthropological and Ethnological Sciencesand Interna
tional Geographical Union,August 19-22) Linköping. 

Månsson, P. (Red.), 1991. Moderna samhällsteorier. Traditioner, riktningar, teoretiker. 
(3e omarb uppi.) Stockholm: Prisma. 

Nabli, M. K. andJ B. Nugent, 1989.The New Institutional Economics and Its 
Applicability to Development. World Development, 17(9), pp. 1333-1348. 

Nadbrni, MV, 1987. Farmers' Movements in India.Ahmedabad:Allied Publishers 
Private Ltd. 

National Environmental Engineering Research Institute, 1992. Common Ejjlu
ent Treatment Plant State-of-the-art. N agpur. (Sponsored by Ministry ofEnvi
ronment and Forests, Government oflndia.) 

Nordic Freshwater Initiative, 1991. Copenhagen Report: Implementation Mecha
nismsfor IntegratedWater R esources Development and Management. Copenhagen: 
Danida, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

North , D., 1978. Structure and Performance: The Task of Economic History. 
Journal ef Economic Literature, 16 (September), pp. 963-978. 

North, D., 1990. Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance. Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Oakerson,R.J., 1992.Analysingthe Commons:A Framework. In:D.WBromley 
(Ed.),Making the Commons Work. Tlzeory, Practice and Policy. San Francisco: ICS 
Press. 

Ohlsson, L. (Ed.), 1995. Hydropolitics: Conflicts over VVciter as a Development Con
straint. London: ZED Books. 

Olson, M., 1965. The Logic ef CollectiveAction. Public Goods and theTl1eory c?f Groups. 
New York: Schocken Books. 

Olson, M., 1982. The Rise and Declinc ef Nations. Ewno111ic Gro111th, Sta_Rflatio11 a11d 
Social Rigiditics. New Haven:Yale University Press. 

Ostrom, E., 1988. Institutional Arrangements and the Commons Dilemma. In: 
V Ostrom et al (Eds.), Rethinking InstitutionalAnalysis and Development. Isrnes, 
Altematives, and Choices . San Fransisco: International Centre for Econom.ic 
Growth. 

207 



References 

Ostrom, E., 1990. Governing oj the Commons. The Evolution oj Institutions fo r Col
lective Action. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Ostrom,E,Schroeder,L.and S:Wynne, 1993.Institutional Incentives and Sustainable 
Development. Infrastructure Policies in Perspective. Boulder:Westview Press. 

Ostrom, E., Lam, W F. and M. Lee, 1994. The Performance of Self-Governing 
Irrigation Systems in Nepal.Human Systems Management, 13(3), pp. 197-207. 

Ostrom;v, 1988. Cryptoimperialism,Predatory States,and Self-Governance. In: 
V. Ostrom et al (Eds.),Rethinking InstitutionalAnalysis and Development. Issues, 
Alternatives, and Choices. San Fransisco: lnternational Centre for Economic 
Growth. • 

Ostrom,V., Feeny, D. and H. Picht, (Eds.) 1988. R ethinking Institutional Analysis 
and Development. Issues,Alternatives, and Choices. San Fransisco: Incernational 
Centre for Economic Growth. 

Palanisamy,K., 1980. Pattem oJWaterAllocation, Use and Management in Lower Bhavani 
Project, Coimbatore District, Tamil Nadu. (Dissertation,Department ofAgricul
tural Economics, Centre for Agricultural and Rural Development Studies) 
Tamil Nadu Agricultural University, Coimbatore. 

Palanisamy, K., 1984. Irrigation J:tater Management. The Determinants oj Canal Water 
Distribution in India -A MicroAnalysis. New Delhi:Agricole PublishingAcad
emy. 

Palanisamy, K., 1994. Cost ofWater in Different Uses in the Bhavani Basin. In: 
Background Papers for Advisory Committee Meeting. Sharing Common Water 
Resources. (1994-02-18) Madras Institute of Development Studies. 

Perumalsamy,S., 1990. Economic Development ofTamil Nadu. New Delhi: S. C hand 
& Company LTD. 

Petersson, M., 1988. Indien i Svenska Reseskildringar 19 50- 7 5. (Dissertation, 
Litteraturvetenskapliga Institutionen) Lund: Lund University Press. 

Postel,S., 1992.Last Oasis. Facing U,.Oter Scarcity. (The Worldwatch Environmental 
Alert Series) NewYork:WW Norton & Co. 

Putnam, R. D., 1992. (with R. Leonardi and R.Y. N anetti) Making Democracy 
VJ.i>rk. CivicTraditions in Modern ltaly. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Reddy, M. S., 1992. J:tater Resources Development in 2 1st Century. Policy Options fo r 
India. Madras: Centre forWater resources,Anna University. 

Reddy,M.V, 1991. Irrigation Panchayats in Canal CommandAreas:A Rationale. 
Indian Journal oj A dministrative Science, 2(1),January-June, pp. 81-93. 

Reed,D. (Ed.), 1992. StructuralAdjustmentand the Environment,London:Earthscan. 

208 



References 

Rigg,J.1991. Grass-Roots Developmentin RuralThailand:A Lost Cause? World 
Development, 19(2/3), pp. 199-211. 

Roman, L., 1995. Institutions in Transition.A Study ofVietnamese Banking. (Disser
tation, Stockholm School ofEconomics) Stockholm: EFI. 

Rudebeck, L. (Ed.), 1992. VVhen Democracy Makes Sense. Studies in the Democratic 
Potential ofThird World Popular Movements. Uppsala: AKUT. 

Sahasrabudhey, S. (Ed.), 1989. Peasant Movement in Modern Jndia.Allahabad: Chugh 
Publications. 

Said, E., 1978/1995. Orientalism. Stockholm: Ordfront. 

Saliba,B. C. ,Bush,D.B., Martin,WE. andT. C. Brown, 1987. Do Water Market 
PricesAppropriately Measure Watervalues? Natura{ Resources ]ournal,27 (Sum
mer), pp. 617-651. 

Samphat Kumar,V., Kumar,V. and P. Nelliyat, 1994.Water Resources Manage
ment in Tiruppur: A General Perspective. In: Background Papers for Advisory 
Committee M eeting. Sharing Common J/Vciter Resources. (1995-10-05) Madras 
Institute of Development Studies. 

Santopietro, G. D., 1995. Raising Environmental Consiousness versus Creating 
Economic Incentives as Alternative Policies for Environmental Protection. 
Journal oj Economic Issues, 29(2) ,June, pp. 517-524. 

Sathiah, R., 1994. Water Resources Management ofTirupur: Some Issues. In: 
Background Papers fo r Advisory Committee Meeting. Sharing Common Water 
Resources. (1994-02-18) Madras Institute of Development Studies. 

Schmidt, S.W, Gausti, L., Lande, C. H. and]. C. Scott (Eds.), 1977. Friends, Fol
lowers, and Factions. A Reader in Political Clientelism. Berkeley: U niversity of 
California Press. 

Sengupta, N., 1991 . Managing Common Property. Irrigation in India and the Philip
pines. New Delhi: Sage. 

Sengupta, N., 1995. Current Forest and Water Policies in India - Some Facts andAppraisal. 
(Paperpresented at the FifthAnnual Common Property Conference ofthe 
International Association for the Study of Common Property, 24- 28 May) 
Bod0. 

Serageldin, I., 1995.Water Resources Management:A New Policy fora Sustain
able Future. International]ournal q/Water Resources Development, 11 (3) ,pp. 221-
232. 

Shah,T., 1993. Ground Water Markets and Irrigation Development. Political Economy 
and Practical Policy. Bombay: Oxford University Press. 

Simon, H.A., 1961. Administrative Beliaviour. (2nd ed.), New York: Macmillan. 

209 



References 

Singh,K., 1994.Managing Common PoolResources. Principles and Case Studies. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Sivamohan M.V K. and C.A. Scott, 1992. The Command Area Development Pro
gramme in India. A Policy Perspective. London: Overseas Development Insti

tute. 

Sivanappan, R.K., 1994. Regenerated and Return Flow in Old and New Canals 
ofBhavani River. In: Background Papers for Advisory Committee Mee ting. Sharing 
Common Water R esources. (1994-10-05) Madras Institute ofDevelopment Stud
ies. 

Sivanappan, R. K., (Forthcoming). D evelopment and Allocation ofWater Re
sources - Situation in Bhavani River Basin. In: J. Lundqvist (Ed.), Sharing 
Common Water Resources. 

Sundaresan,B.B., 1993 .EnvironmentalAppraisal oj Bhavani River Bas in. Tamil N adu 
Water Resources Consolidation Project. Madras. 

Swaminathan P and J. Jeyaranjan, 1994. The Knitwear Cluster in Tiruppur. An 
Indian Industrial District in the Making? (Working Paper) Madras: Madras 
Institute of D evelopment Studies. 

Söderbaum, P., 1996.A Microeconomics for Ecological Sustainability. (Paper presented 
at the first conference of the European Chapter of the International Society 
for Ecological Economics in Versailles, May 23-25), Paris. 

Tang, S.Y., 1989. Institutions and CollectiveAction in Irrigation Systems.AnnArbour: 
UMI Dissertation Services. 

Toye,J., 1987. Dilemmas ef Development. Reflections on the Counter-Revolution in 
Development Theory and Policy. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, 1992. Agenda 
21. New York: United Nations. 

Uphoff, N., 1986. Local Institutional Developrnent. An Analytical Sourcebook with 
Cases. West Hartford: Kumarian Press. 

Vaidyanathan,A., 1993. Proper Pricing oflrrigation Water. The Hindu, March 21. 

Varshney,A., 1993. Self-Limited Empowerment: Democracy, Economic Devel
opment and Rural India.Journal efDevelopment Studies,29(4),pp.177-215 . 

Vedeld,T., 1994.Enabling Local Institution Building - Reinventing or Enclosing 
the Commons of the Sahel. Noragric Working Papers, No. 3, October,Agricul
tural University of Norway, As. 

Wade, R., 1982.The System ofAdministrative and Political Corruption: Canal 
Irrigation in South India.Journal ef Development Studies, 18(3) , pp. 287-328. 

210 



References 

Wade, R., 1988. Village Republics. Economic Conditions for CollectiveAction in South 
lndia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Wade, R., 1992. Common Property Resource Management in South Indian 
Villages. In: D.W Bromley (Ed.), Making the Commoris Work, Theory, Practice 
and Policy. San Francisco: ICS Press. 

Wade, R. , 1994. Organizational Determinants of a "High-Quality Civil Serv
ice":Bureaucratic and Technological Incentives in Canal Irrigation in India 
and Korea. Background paper fo r World Bank's World Development Report, 1994 
on lnfrastructure. (Presented at a seminar at the World Bank,June 2) 

Wadensjö, C., 1992. Interpreting as lnteraction: On Dialogue-lnterpreting in Immigra
tion Hearings and Medical Encounters. (Dissertation, Linköping Studies in Arts 
and Science:83), Linköping: University. 

Widlund,I. , 1993.AVote for MGR-Transaction and Devotion in South Indian 
Politics. Statvetenskaplig Tidskrift, 96(3), pp. 225-25 7. 

Williamson, 0. E., 1985. 111e Economic Institutions oj Capitalism. Firms, Markets, 
Relational Contracting. N ew York: Free Press. 

Winnpenny,J.T., 1994. Managing TMiter as an Economic R esource.London: Routledge. 

World Bank, 1993. Water Resources Management. (A World Bank Policy Paper), 
Washington: World Bank. 

Reports 

Command Area Development Programme in Lower Bhavani Project. Annual 
Administrative Report 1989-1990. Erode. 

Development Plan for Tirupur, 1990. Study,Analysis and Proposals, School of Ar
chitecture and Planning, Anna University, Madras. 

Government oflndia, 1981. Census. 

Government of India, 1989a). Report oj the Working Group on Command Area 
Development for Formulation oj the Plan Proposals for the Eighth Five Year Plan 
(1990-95) Ministry ofWater R esources. 

Government oflndia, 1989b). R eport oj the Working Group on Major and Medium 
Irrigation Programme for the Eighth Plan (1990-95) 

Government of India, 1991. Census. 

Government of India, 1992. The Constitution. Seventy-third Amendment Act. 

Sivanappan, R. K. & Associates, 1989. Project Report on Inaeasing Water Use Effi-
ciency to Step up lrrigated Coverage in Lower Bhavani Project. Coimbatore. 

211 



References 

Magazine and N ewspaper articles 

Economic and Political Weekly, March 19, 1994. 

Frontline, 

95-04-07;Troubled Tirupur:Yarn Price Hikes put Hosiery Town in a Bind. 

95-04-07; Problems, and Solutions , The Spectre of Pollution. 

The Hindu, 

94-04-24; Small farmers jobless as ground water depletes. 

94-10-29; Zero-discharge norm for textile units along Bhavani. 

94-11-25: Plea to provide new water connections. 

95-01-11; Pollution affects turmeric crops. 

95-01-23; Concern over rise in pollution ofBhavani. 

95-01-25; River Pollution: farmers' threat. 

95-07-04; River water pollution in Tamil Nadu: Bhavani basin bears the brunt. 

95-07-04;The Noyyal River:A glorified ditch. 

95-07-21; SIV must comply with pollution control norms. 

95-12-25: Deadline fixed to provide eilluent treatment. 

96-02-03; R yots block water, uneasy calm in Palani. 

96-02-17;Villagers block traffic. 

Survey of the Environment, 1994; Tirupur - Shortage and Pollution. 

Indian Express, 

94-12-28; Farmers' forum for linking of rivers. 

94-12-29: CMP plea on drinking water scheme. 

95-01-18; Farmers' plea against pollution of Bhavani river. 

96-01-20;Three farmers killed in ruckus over sharing of water. 

96-02-05: Fast against mineral water plant. 

lrulustrial Economist, 

March, 1994; Missing Opportunities in Blended Fabrics ... 

TEA Bulletin, 

212 



November 1993; Future Challenges by S. R. Ponnusamy. 

Yathum Oore Yavarum Kealir, 

October, 1994; Tirupur - the Town that Swallowed Farmers. 

Other sources 

References 

Feasablity reports for Comrnon Eilluent Treatment Plants in Tirupur. 

Unpublished material from the Agricultural Engineering Department, Erode. 

Unpublished material from LBP Agriculturist Association. 

Unpublished material from Tirupur Consumers' Protection Council. 

Unpublished material from Timpur Dyers Association. 

Unpublished material from Tirupur Exporters Association. 

Unpublished material from Tirupur Municipal Office. 

Unpublished material from the Water User Associations in Lower Bhavani Project. 

Field notes, 1992/93. 

Field notes, 1993/94. 

Field notes, 1994/95. 

Field notes, 1996. 

213 



Appendix 1 

Informant (T= tape recorded interview, N= interview documented with notes) Interviewed in 

Farmers 
Large farmer = farmer owning >4 ha of irrigated land 

Middle size farmer = farmer owning 1-4 ha of irrigated land 92/93 93/94 94/95 -96 

Small farmer = farmer owning < 1 ha of irrigated land 

Large farmer 1 not active in Water User Associations N 

Large farmer 2 office bearer in head reach council T 

Large farmer 3 office bearer in head reach council T 

Large farmer 4 office bearer in tail end council T+N T 

Large farmer 5 office bearer in Federation, active in LBP Agriculturist Association N T 2xT 

Large farmer 6 office bearer in Periyar Dt Horticulturist Farmers' Association N 

N - Large farmer 7 office bearer in Kalingarayan Irrigation Farmers' Association N 
-I:> Large farmer 8 tail end, rule-breaker N 

Large farmer 9 office bearer in LBP Agriculturist Association N 

Large farmer 10 office bearer in head rcach council T 

Large farmer 11 office bearer in Kodivery Dam Anicut Farmers' Association N 

Large farmer 12 office bearer in head reach council N 

Large farmer 13 office bearer in middle-reach council and in Federation T 

Large farmer 14 office bearer in Federation N 

Middle size far.mer 1 tail end, rule-breaker N 

Middle size farmer 2 office bearer in tail end council T T N 

Small farmer 1 office bearer in tail end sluice commitcee Nadar caste T 

Small farmer 2 tail end, not active in Water User Associations T 

Small farmer 3 tail end, not active in Water User Associations Schcduled caste N 

Small farmer 4 office bearer in head reach sluice Gouder caste T 



N -CJ1 

Dyers and bleachers 
Large dyer (or bleacher) = dyer (or bleacher) with processing capacity of > 2000 kg/day 

Middle size dyer = dyer with processing capacity of 600-2000 kg/day 92/93 

Small dyer (or hleacher) = dyer (or bleacher) with proccssing capacity of < 600 kg/day 

Large dyer I office bearer in Dycrs Association 

Large dyer 2 office bearer in CETP-zone, individual treatment plant 

Large dyer 3 individual treatment plant 

Large dyer 4 direct exporter 

Large dyer 5 and printer, office bearer in CETP-zonc 

Large dyer 6 office bearer in CETP-zone Telugu speaking caste, father and son 

Large dyer 7 office bearer in CETP-zone and his process manager 

Large dyer 8 

Large dyer 9 office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 10 yarn, office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 11 office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 12. office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 13 office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 14 direct exporter, office bearer in CETP 

Large dyer 15 office bearer in Tirupur Dyers' Association 

Large dyer 16 office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 17 office bearer in CETP-zone 

Large dyer 18 office bcarer in CETP-zone 

Middle size dyer 1 

Middle size dyer 2 

Middle size dyer 3 

Middle size dyer 4 

Middle size dyer 5 

Middle size dyer 6 

93/94 94/95 

4xN 

2xN, T 

N 

T + N 
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Small dyer 1 specialized in black 

Small dyer 2 

Small dyer 3 

Small dyer 4 

Small dyer 5 yarn, outside CETP-project 

Large Bleacher office bearer in Tirupur Bleachers' Association and in CETP-zone 

Small bleacher 

Pollution Control Board officials 92/93 

High leve! Pollution Control Board official 1, Madras 

High leve! Pollution Control Board official 2, Madras 

High leve! Pollution Control Board official, Coimbatore 

Middle leve! Polluåon Control Board official, Coimbatore 

N ..... Field leve! Polluåon Control Board official, Tirupur 

°' Agricultural Engineering Department officials 92/93 

High leve! Agricultural Engineering Department official, Madras N 

High leve! Agricultural Engineering Department official 1, Erode N 

High leve! Agricultural Engineering Department official 2, Erode 

Middle leve! Agricultural Engineering Department official, Erode 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 1 head reach N 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 2 head reach N 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 3 tail end 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 4 head, middle, tail N 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 5 tail end 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 6 head, middle, tail N 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 7 head reach 

Irrigation Committee Organiser 8 tail end 

T 

T 

T 

T 

93/94 94/95 
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Public Works Department officials 

High leve! Public Works Department official, Madras, 

High leve! Public Works Department official, Erode 

Middle leve! Public Works Department official, Coimbatore 

Middle leve! Public Works Department official 1, Erode 

Middle leve! Public Works Department official 2, Erode 

Middle leve! Public Works Department official, Gobi 

Tail end Lascar 

Head reach Lascar 

Others 

Office bearer in Upper Bhavani Dryland Farmers' Association 

Office bearer in LBP Agriculturist Association 

Office bearer in LBP Agriculturist Association 

Large farmer, active in Farmers' and Toilers' Party, Tirupur 

Office bearer in Coimbatore Textile Dyers' Association 

Office bearer in Tirupur Exporters' Association 1 

Office bearer in Tirupur Exporters' Association 2 

Office bearer in Tirupur Consumers Protection Council 

High leve! Revenue Department official, Erode 

High leve! Municipality official, Tintpur 

Middle leve! Municipality official, Coimbatore 

H igh leve! Agricultural Department official, Erode 

Member of Parliament, Congress, Tirupur 

Member of Legislative Assembly, Farmers and Toilers Party, Pollachi 

Chemical dealer, Tirupur 

Environmental Engineer, Madras 
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Research Consultant, 5 years experience in Lower Bhavani Project 

European buyer, Tirupur 

Ex. employee, textile processing unit, banks of Bhavani N 

Large bleacher, banks ofBhavani N 

Industrialist, banks ofBhavani N 

Large farmer and dyeing indumialist, head reach of Lower Bhavani Project T 

Large textile indumialist, Erode 

Industrial Coordinator, Tirupur 

Large leather indumialist, Erode 

N ...... Small stitching unit, Tirupur 
00 Small stitching unit, Tirupur 
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Appendix 2: Excerpts 

Excerpt from double-translated interview with Mr. 0., farme r in the Lower 
Bhavani P roject and active in the Water User Associations. The excerpt is not 
included in the dissertation text. 

Tamil version: 
" I. In my case, people wanted me to be a leader, but the assistant engineer, Mr. K., came and 
asked me not ro become a leader for the farmers. It was already decided who was going to 
be the president, he said 'So, please collect the farmers and tell them yourselfthat you want 
to stay in secrerary position, not in president position, because I can't calm rhe people.' So, 
I went to the meeting ar night and gave a speech: 'My dear colleagues, I don'r need a status 
position ro work for you. Selecr Mr. S. as president. I will work for you trurhfully to rhe best 
of my ability as a secrerary in the future', so rhe problem was solved. 

A. Why Mr. S.? 
I. Because he is on rhe end ofthis side and I am on the end ofthis side. And also, he is a more 
wcalthy person and a big farmer. Once I expressed myself with Auditors when they askcd 
ifl would like ro be a president. I thought of the distance and rhat rhe people don't listen and 
give respect if you are not rich and powerful like Mr. S .. In this kind of meeting, someone 
should propose your name. I was proposed by one man; 'Mr. D. will be the secretary', and 
there was another man, a young man whom I ha ve never seen, standing up and sa id; 'I strongly 
recommend Mr. D . .' H e had heard of m y work through someone and recommended me. 
It seemed everybody liked me." 

English version: 
" I. Du ring our council meeting to elect the leader, office bearers, all rhe farmers were shour
ing; 'Only Mr. D. should be rhe president!' There was a lot of noise. The assistanr engineer, 
Mr. K. came to me and said; 'Please, come and announce in rhe mike thar you'll be rhe 
secretary ofrhc council , but that Mr. S. can be the president. Unless you do this you cannot 
stop this noise.' Then I went ro the mike and I announced that 'M y fricnds, I don't need any 
position to work for you and I humbly request all of you to accept M r. S. to be the president 
and I can be the secretary, and I can work to rhe best of my abiliry for the people of our 
council.' 

A. Why Mr. S.' 

I. The idea was actually given by me because I am in the rail end ofrhe rail end but Mr. S. 
and there are some big farmers in rhe head reach of the distributory. They are also very big 
farmers. I am a very small one. That kind of president needs some kind of power and author
ity. Then only can you bind people togerher, it needs some kind of powerful. .. -

A. And he was also the panchayat president? 

I. Y es. So I suggesred that among the big farmers in rhe head rcach wc can select some good 
one as the president. I can be in any responsibili ty - as a secn:tary or wharever it may be. 
Then I can work for it but there should be some other people who may be president. In any 
election, in this kind of meeting someone has to propose your name. I was proposed by one 
man as the secrerary; ' I propose this man to be the secretary', then someone has to second 
it. And then Mr. K. was telling another man how ro second it. H e is to stand up and tel!; 'I 
second it.' And then that man came to the podium and said ' I second it', as like ' I support.' 
and immediately without anyone's knowledge a young man from a village nearby whom I 
have never seen, he came and said 'I strongly second it.' I was liked by everyone." 
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Appendix 3: Abbreviations and Local Terminology 

ADMK 

CETP 
DMK 

ICO 
LBP 
NGO 
SAP 

VIP 

Annadurai Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (Tamil political party, in 
power between 1991 and 1996) 
Common Effiuent Treatment Plant 
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (Tamil political party, in power since 
1996) 
Irrigation Committee Organizer 
Lower Bhavani Project 
N on-Governmental Organization 
Structural Adjustment Program (of the lnternational Monetary 

Fund) 
Very Important Person (person with considerable economic and 
political power) 

1 ha = 1 hectare (approximately 2.5 acres) 
1 mld = 1 million litres per day 
100 paise = 1 Rs 
100 Rs = 1.88 British Pounds (January, 1996) (approximately 2.70 USD) 
1 TMC = 1 Thousand Million Cubic Feet per Year= 78 mld 

arrak 
ayacut 
bhant 

Collector 
Gounder 
Hejaman 
Lascar 

paddy 

home-distilled alcohol 
area irrigated under a certain tank or reservoir 
local general strike, often initiated by various organizations to 
show discontent with government policies 
head of Revenue Department at district-level 
local dominant caste, traditionally farmers 
leader (often a large land owner) 
field-level employee af the Public Works Department, responsible 
for distributing water between sluices 
standing rice-crop 
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