SUSTAINING SUCCESS AND LEARNING FROM FAILURES:
Farmers' Institution Strengthening for Watershed Management
Anil K. Gupta and Srinivas Chokkakula'
INTRODUCTION
Sustainability of some of the traditional soil and water conservation structures in many mountain regions, dry regions and other areas has come under stress in recent times. And yet, there are few contemporary institutional models that have survived a generation without any decline in the quality of leadership or management of resource. Many of the traditional institutions have worked successfully for several generations and through small innovations - or improvements from time to time in technology as well as institutional processes. Many of the modern projects seem to be designed for failure after the project management team withdraws from the scene. How do we avoid spawning failure and ensure not just success but a sustainable success in watershed projects is the purpose of this article.
The contention of the paper is that there are time tested processes of institution building which somehow have never received adequate attention in watershed projects. The results are obvious. Extremely good and effective watershed projects have faltered when external interventions or incentives are withdrawn as if people were implementing somebody else's project. In some cases when projects have indeed sustained their effectiveness, the cost at which the success has been achieved has been ignored. In still other cases, the innovations in the process underlying the successes have never diffused even to the neighboring villages. This evidence puts the question mark on the very strategy of establishing demonstration watershed projects. Nobody ever expected in the canal irrigated regions that after looking at the advantages of canal irrigation, farmers will on their own design and manage secondary and tertiary irrigation channels. And yet, in watershed projects such an assumption is made despite considerable evidence to the contrary. This paper therefore also suggests the limits of institution building process and need for complementarity between internal and external motivations for managing watersheds in stressed environments.

HOW DO INSTITUTIONS EVOLVE?
About eight years ago in an action research project in dry-land regions of Karnataka, we asked a question in a village meeting, "What were the activities which villagers have done collectively without any outside help?" The answers were very instructive as expected. Different villagers had a strong tradition of collective action in religious, cultural and socio-economic fields. In one village, the people had organized a rotating saving and credit association. The discount money from the chits was not distributed as dividend. This was used to build temple and buy necessities for the local primary school. In many other villages people have managed common breeding bull, a tank, common land for compost pits, common drainage, temples, etc. And yet, when we design watershed projects, we never look into the processes and the dynamics of these existing institutions.
GRAFTING AND NOT JUST CRAFTING INSTITUTIONS
There is a considerable research done on crafting institutions (Ostrom, 1992). And very little on 'grafting' institutions. Whenever we initiate a collective institution in any village we obviously don't begin in vacuum. There is a history of people working and not working together and watershed project has to deal with this history explicitly. The so-called participatory technique by missing the issue have failed in generating an organic fusion or blend between traditional and modern institutions. Fifteen years ago we came across an interesting example of this fusion in a village in Ahmednagar district of Maharashtra. In a dry land village, people had planned planting of tree seedlings on an auspicious day as a part of watershed project. They wanted to carry the seedlings in a cradle, normally used for carrying idol of the local deity on religious' festivals. Important dignitaries had been invited next day for the function. However, during the previous night when discussions were going on in the temple premises about
the arrangements, somebody raised the issue of impurity of soil and thus impossibility of using the cradle meant for deities for this purpose. Everybody was perplexed. They did not know what to do in the available time. A carpenter's son belonging to lower cast was standing at the gate of the temple and listened to this question. Being a person of lower caste, he was not allowed to participate in the discussions. However, he pleaded with the people to be given a chance to solve the problem. He knew of a cradle lying in somebody's house unused. This cradle originally meant for the children was in a bad shape. However, he could repair it during the night and thereby make it available before the function so that people could carry the seedlings in this cradle in a procession without changing any program. Everybody liked the idea and accordingly an excellent function was held and tree seedlings were planted. Such a fusion sometimes takes place serendipitously. But can it also be planned?
FUSION OF CULTURAL AND MODERN INSTITUTIONS
Sometimes grafting of tradition and modern cultural and institutional values can be planned. In Gujarat, a very large scale movement of water recharge has been triggered by Swadhyaya Movement, building upon people's cultural and religious values without any injection of external resources
In many traditional situations, the place of origin of a natural spring or a stream in mountain areas is considered a sacred site and sometimes would have temple to signify it. There was an interesting case in Bhutan, which went to the court on the ground of violation of sacred space. A farmer had cut a tree from a sacred space from the upper reaches of a stream. When people protested, he did not confess his fault or do anything to atone for the mistake. Eventually, the case went to the higher court where the judge held the offender guilty and asked him to plant trees as a part of the punishment in the sacred space and take care of them regularly till the trees were established. Incorpo​rating respect for such institutions in modern jurispru​dence may help in recognizing that sustainability without involvement of the spirit was not possible in the long term. The functional attributes of a technology are not sufficient to generate the kind of respect that is called for in an inter-generational time frame.
INTER-LOCKING OF RESOURCE MANAGEMENT INSTITUTIONS
Institutions seldom evolve in isolation. Link across resource and property regimes evolve to generate

cross sectoral benefits for sustainability of institutions. During our recent visit to Himalayas, we came across an excellent institution in Belehra, a remote village in the Kangra district of Himachal Pradesh. Way back in 1954, the then Punjab government offered the villagers usufruct rights of grass on a 32 ha degraded forest land in order to provide them with regular supplies for their livestock. However, the government insisted that the farmers would have to generate the necessary funds to regenerate the degraded land and also maintain it. The farmers agreed and on the advice of the government, they pooled one tenth of their individual land holdings and formed a joint farming society. They decided that the land pooled would be cultivated collectively and the revenues thus generated will be used to regenerate the degraded forest land as well as manage it. The forest land was thus regenerated and the fodder from the forest distributed among the farmers. The surplus funds are deposited in the name of the joint farming society and are spent on common facilities such as school, a dam on a nearby stream, guest house etc. Unless a farmer participates in the joint farming of the land, he is not allowed to claim a share in the grass from the forest land. Grass is an important resource for the livestock during dry seasons and a fanner cannot afford to lose his share. The institution is particularly interesting because of the inter-locking arrangement between two resource management systems actually contributing to its sustainability. Thus fusion between two or more institutions can generate generalized reciprocities among the communities- a step considered necessary for generating cooperation among heterogeneous communities.
PORTFOLIO OF INSTITUTIONS
ACROSS PROPERTY RIGHT
REGIMES
The institution building process also involves recognizing the boundaries of the common properties and the relationship between common, public and private properties within and outside the watershed areas. During 1988, the first author was invited by the state planning board to look at the dry land development programs of the Maharashtra State, India. During the visit to Mittmerri watershed in a dry-land region, it was noted that several farmers had experienced increase in the water table in their private wells in the downstream of a water storage structure. This was to be expected. The project design and management structure, however, did not discuss how would the gains from the rise in water table to private individuals be shared with the community. The gains were obviously not a consequence of the contribution by well owners alone. Large number of non-well owning dry land farmers and
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landless pastoralists had also contributed to the conservation of the watershed area by not grazing their animals. The benefits were restricted to only a few. In the same watershed several second generation problems of maintenance of water ways, weirs and spill ways had arisen. The common fund that did exist did not require contribution from such individual well owning beneficiaries and therefore was limited in its scope.
Let us extend the same example to look at how resource utilization is affected by the technology used vis-a-vis the change in property right regimes. In one of the watershed projects in Andhra Pradesh, India, an open tank (small reservoir) was converted into a percolation tank in order to increase water table level. But the result in the next few years was exactly contrary to the expectations, a drastic fall in the overall ground water table level was experienced. The reason being that, once the level in the private wells began raising due to the recharging of the ground water, farmers started over-extracting water from the wells. In other words, once the regime under which the control of access to water shifted from a common property in a tank to a private property in a private well, the sustainability of the resource itself was at stake.
There are many cases where we have looked at the issues in management of common property right regimes with the framework of commons ignoring the interface of such regimes with private and public resources.
ORGANIZING INEQUITY
A successful project can come under stress by neglecting the component of institution building processes across social classes. The implication for the project designers is to recognize that in any collective project everybody cannot gain equally in every subset of the project. By using portfolio approach, interlocking of the institutions, inter-sectoral benefits could be so designed that unequal distribution of resources in each sector could generate equitable distribution at the portfolio level. Organizing inequity at the sectoral level may thus be a key to organize equity at the portfolio level. Those who depend upon grazing alone should get a higher share of the biomass from the common land so that those who get the benefit of water table in the private well lose in some resource market just as they gain in the water market. Likewise, those who gain substantially should make larger contribution to the common fund in such a way that maintenance of common structures and activities can take place regularly. Such possibility of organizing equity/inequity may require the inter-locking of institutions across resource regimes.
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AUGMENTING VOLUNTARY SPIRIT
In large number of hill areas, particularly in the Himalayan region, ranging from Hunza region in Pakistan to Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, UP, Sikkim and some other parts of North-east India, and Bhutan, there is a long standing tradition of voluntary labor, partly obligatory and partly paid for maintenance of irrigation streams called kuhls, guhls or nalas. Every household is supposed to provide one or two members depending upon the need for cleaning the channel and repairing it before the onset of rains. The decisions to distribute the water and also to deal with any violations are also taken collectively. Similarly, during the contingency of any land slide or a breach there are well established norms for contributory labor to repair the structures. The concept of people's participation in many watershed projects and national policies ignores the subtlety of local arrangements. Disregarding the local endowments and needs in a given terrain, uniform principles are applied across different socio-ecological regions. There are instances of extreme distorted interpretation of participation. For instance, the statistics of the number of women working as paid labor have been used to show high participation of women. The extent to which they participated in decision making and generating agenda for the project was totally ignored. On the other hand, an interesting dilemma arose in a watershed program in dry regions of Gujarat when one of the participating NGOs wanted to change norms of people's participation. Premjibhai who had planted through his own resources more than 400 tones of tree seeds in different parts of the state during last ten years took up the implementation of watershed program near his village. However, he devised his own norms and rules. He would ask a farmer who wanted to participate in the program as to how much cost he or she could bear through one's own resources. He would offer to provide only the gap, which would rarely be more than 60 per cent of the cost. Thus as against' only ten or fifteen per cent contribution required under the government norms, he managed with as much as 40 per cent contribution from the people. He also changed the parameters of the program and focussed on only a few anchor activities instead of focussing on all the components of the watershed management. The result was that other NGOs and government institutions wanted to exclude Premjibhai from the watershed team and the program. This is not an isolated example. Public policy does not put premium on either innovation or flexibility in the way programs are implemented by different people in different regions. Kerr et al (1996) discusses in detail how high subsidies and incentives undermine the success of a watershed project. People's
interest in receiving subsidies can lead to many unintended consequences. They also suggest that the subsidies or incentives are desirable to be directed more towards group of families rather than individual families. Such interventions directed towards common benefits may not only improve the effectiveness of the subsidies but also generate incentives for collective action. In this context, the experience of Premjibhai is illustrative if we want the structures to be maintained once the external agency withdraws from the project. Another implication for institution building process thus is explicit reliance on voluntarism in any watershed project and attention to variability in the process, structure and norms.
PHYSICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL
BOUNDARIES: SHOULD THEY BE
SAME?
In many watershed projects, the implementing agencies focus on only the farmers within the watershed boundary even for those technologies which would show results - may not be as spectacular, in non-watershed areas. For instance, a new variety of oil seed or a cereal might show better performance if all the watershed principles are followed, but might not do very badly in the absence of these measures provided the existing level of resource degradation was not very high. In such a case, to generate good will and demand for comprehensive treatments through one's own resources, diffusion of such a variety among non-watershed project farmers may be quite appropriate. If there was no difference, the project would founder. And if there was, the farmers outside the watershed area might also either demand project in their micro-watershed or take measures to organize it on their own. The implication is that deliberate design of controls that help people to compare and contrast various components and their efficacy might be an useful spur for the watershed projects. In fact, very few watershed projects actually take into account the presence of individuals other than farmers who might depend indirectly on the natural resources in that area. Particularly in the case of landless laborers who tend to be marginalised in watershed programs since the major thrust of investments is on land Although, the landless do get work and income during implementation period, this is not necessarily sustained. This is also the case with artisans and other groups of families relying on common property resources for their livelihood even from out side the watershed boundaries or even the village. It is possible that all these families may be interacting with those identified members of watershed with regards to other institutions and networks in a village system. Such differences in appropriation of

funds to specific groups may cause tensions and deteriorate the process of institutions building. To a large extent, this may be avoided if the agenda for a watershed project is built in consultation with all sections of the people in and around the watershed during the planning stage itself. That may give rise to multi-functional institutions instead of single purpose institutions. This realization is dawning on many women's saving and credit groups organized in watershed projects. Similarly, the inter-linkage between the uncultivated common lands or public lands and the cultivated lands is also ignored. Deshpande and Nikumbh (1993) observed that "the failure of inter​dependence between commons and cultivated lands, between owners of forest pastures and consumer and the dominant role of 'time productivity' under the pressure of poverty have created conditions leading to failure of certain village institutions". In a comparative study of four watershed projects involving uncultivated lands, they also concluded that caring of uncultivated lands and degraded forests in some watershed projects have strengthened other institutions.
SEQUENTIAL SYNERGISM
Unfortunately, in most projects the emphasis has been on physical structures. The concept of 'sequential synergism' has not received adequate attention. This concept implies that the same components in different sequence may have different kinds of synergy in different regions. In some areas, one might begin with livestock, in another area with water recharge wells and in still another area with ridge basin treatment. Without violating the sanctity of watershed project, one can devise different entry points at different sequences where ridge basin sequence cannot be changed. Implication is to recognize that focusing on the same resource in every region cannot generate motivation for participation. Depending upon what is the source of maximum stress, the appropriate intervention will have to be devised. If drinking water is the problem, then without waiting for all the investments that improve the recharge or harvesting of water, steps would have to be taken to improve storage facility for available water and simultaneously initiating efforts for long term sustainability. Otherwise, the poor people might even migrate out by the time watershed project is completed or in other cases might contract loans in informal credit market such that all the gains from the enhanced productivity, if at all, would be liquidated by the interest burden of accumulated debts. It has been the experience of several agencies that the farmers become receptive to the watershed development projects when their immediate needs and problems are addressed in the initial stages. Instead of restricting the
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interventions only to the frame work of the watershed project, if some flexibility is allowed and addressing the immediate problems in the watershed area could identify the best entry point, the chances of sustainability may be increased.
SKILL BASED LEADERSHIP
The variability in socio-ecological conditions requires that each watershed becomes a site of on farm research and builds upon local excellence in different sectors. Leadership based on skill is often qualitatively quite different from the leadership based on political connections, social influence, economic power or cultural coercive power. And yet, no guidelines for watershed project have ever required identifying and building upon local excellence. Variability in the design probably will not come about unless variability in the process and structure of leadership is brought about. Building upon local knowledge and experimental ethic can be designed between watershed projects and thereby ensure sustainability of spirit, structures and social and ecological networks.
INTERNALIZING
EXTERNALITIES: HOW DO
INSTITUTIONS HELP?
Institutions help in internalizing the upstream vis-a-vis downstream externalities in a watershed. For example, adoption of soil conservation measures by the farmers in the upstream may help the farmers in the downstream by reducing the sediments in the dams. On the other hand, if the upstream farmers do not adopt the soil conservation measures and the downstream farmers attempt to build vegetative barriers on the upstream lands, it may be seen as an attempt to encroach on their lands. Arrangements for benefit sharing and resource allocation through institutions may help in internalizing the externalities ( Gupta and Prakash, 1993)
REPLICABILITY OF INSTITUTIONS
A large literature exists on the indigenous knowledge systems related to social and cultural institutions for managing wide range of resources. The possibility of replicating the institutional arrangements in watershed development projects is a subject worthy of separate research. While it is understood that the local institutions are extremely specific to local cultural
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and social values, the replicability can not be conceived without rigorous understanding of these institutions. Though, the replicability may be restricted to the principles learnt from an institution rather than just the structures. Sengupta (1985) narrates his experiences while doing a detailed case study of ahar-pyne irrigation system in Bihar. Ahar-pyne-ayacut is the hierarchy of the irrigation system, ayacut being the lowest level, which feeds fields with water through distributories to small plots owned by as many as sixty families. It was in the second stage of analysis that Sengupta was struck with the evidence about actual incentive for generating equitable distribution arrangements among the families. The total land holdings under each ayacut are fragmented and each family owns plots at the head, middle and at the tail of the ayacut. Thus all the families are interested in water in all parts of the ayacut. At the same time, every family can have some amount of water in case of limited availability of water in the ayacut. In different regions, excellence of varying kind exists without which survival would not be possible. Blending culture with environment and technology with institutions, viable models have evolved both in traditional and a few contemporary institutions. Technology has been considered like words whereas institutions have been conceptualized as grammar. One could not organize words without grammar but grammar alone cannot create the message without words. This article aims at merely widening the thesaurus and dictionary of such ^words' which can enable institution builders to exercise a wide.
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