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Abstract

In 2001, India’s Watershed Development Programme was introduced to remote
irrigation-dependent communities in Zangskar, Ladakh. The Programme theoretically
offers Zangskaris an opportunity to improve their water security by re-empowering
communities to manage their own sustainable development. However, in Zangskar, the
Watershed ideology is being reshaped by the players involved in implementation. In the
context of existing irrigation development, and social, political and environmental
factors, this study explores the Programme’s implementation in Zangskar through the
agendas and perceptions of the parties involved. Drawing upon primary and secondary
data, and elements of social and political theory, the analysis details the motivation
behind implementation and questions the sustainability of the Programme in Zangskar.
Factors such as the Programme’s ability to offer employment, the existing dependence on
subsidy, and a shortage of time and labour, are inhibiting the Watershed’s ability to
install ideas of community ownership and asset maintenance. Resulting in part from the
decentralisation of development responsibility, and a general lack of Watershed
understanding at the village-level, the Programme’s implementation into Zangskar also
lacks transparency and accountability. Furthermore, at the expense of disadvantaged
groups, the Programme has the potential to empower an entrepreneurial minority at both
the village and Project Implementation Agency level.
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Before the floods, the dam
Before the obstacles, the precaution

Tibetan proverb.
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Introduction

Initially, India’s Watershed Development Programme (WDP) was an externally

implemented solution aimed at addressing the problem of degraded lands and their

resource poor inhabitants. Following a review in the early 1990s the ideology evolved

towards a more community-based, participatory approach. The combination of a

watershed as an area for development, and the involvement of local people, was

considered to be so successful that other Government programmes with similar

development objectives were grouped under the Guidelines for Watershed Development

(Department of Land Resources, 2001: Foreword). The failing Desert Development

Programme (DDP) that was operating in both the hot Western deserts and the cold, high

altitude deserts of Jammu and Kashmir State was one such programme that integrated this

shift in approach. Thus, in 1996, the Watershed Development Programme was introduced

through the DDP to selected communities in the arid, high altitude region of Ladakh. A

preliminary survey deemed Ladakh’s Zangskar Valley to be unfit for the Watershed

Programme at this time. However, in due course this remote mountainous area was

reassessed and in 2001 the first concrete steps were taken towards WDP implementation.

This study explores the continuing development of Zangskari irrigation through the

agendas and perceptions of the parties involved in the implementation of the Watershed

Development Programme. The analysis is carried out in the context of existing irrigation

development and both historical and contemporary social, political and environmental

factors. The effectiveness of the Programme is also assessed with particular reference to
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the needs of the Zangskari farmer and the re-empowerment of village communities. The

study draws upon secondary data and aspects of social and political theory, but the

majority of the evidence comes from primary data collected during a field visit to

Zangskar in June and July, 20031.

Plagued in recent years by failing irrigation development and fluctuations in the

availability and reliability of irrigation water, the WDP theoretically offers Zangskaris a

rare opportunity to improve their water security through community mobilisation and

sustainable development. However, in reality the Programme in Zangskar is being steered

by a complex set of agendas which in many instances deviate from the Watershed

ideology and the agricultural requirements of the Zangskari farmer.

                                                  
1 Fieldwork was approved and supported (partly funded) by the Royal Geographical Society (With the
Institute for British Geographers). This was the author’s 9th visit to the Zangskar region since 1994 and 3rd

visit specifically devoted to fieldwork. Despite a relatively short period of time in the field, previously
established relationships and prior knowledge of the area proved invaluable in the collection of accurate
and sometimes sensitive data. Formal and informal interviews were conducted with the assistance of
Dorjay Gyalpo from Padum who acted as an interpreter and research assistant. Interviews were conducted
with a wide range of people from farmers at the village level through to Government employees at Block
and Sub-Division level. Unfortunately due to the shelling of India’s north west border region by Pakistani
forces it was not possible to visit Government offices in Kargil, the District headquarters. Fieldwork
included both male and female informants although due to gendered boundaries in the field, female views
were less well represented. Interview material that was obtained did not however demonstrate a variation
between male and female perceptions and agendas. Information gathered in Zangskar was at times given in
confidence and this is reflected in village and informant anonymity. This study also makes use of acronyms
when referring to government departments and development programmes. Although these are introduced in
the text a useful glossary is provided in Appendix 1.
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1. Zangskar2 - Essential Context

This chapter provides a background to factors which are fundamental to this study’s

analysis of the implementation of Watershed Development Programmes in Central

Zangskar.

Physical geography and tenuous communications

Encompassing 7000 square kilometres of high altitude, arid terrain, Zangskar tehsil3

(Osmaston et al, 1994: 54) is sandwiched in southern Ladakh between the Greater

Himalayan Range to the south west and the Zangskar and Ladakh Ranges to the north

east (see Figure 1. Zangskar Location Map, and Plate 1). Situated on the northern fringe

of the Western Himalaya, Zangskar, like the rest of Ladakh and the neighbouring Tibetan

Plateau, is subject to the Himalayan rain shadow. Precipitation in Zangskar is largely

confined to winter snowfall (Singh, 1998: 58) which effectively isolates the central valley

and surrounding settlements from the rest of India for up to eight months of every year.

Climatic extremes reflect the fact that little of Zangskar is below 3500m and this in turn

is reflected in an agricultural season which is compressed between early May and mid

September. During the brief summer, travel in and out of the region is restricted to either

                                                  
2 The spelling of Zangskar has several variations including Zanskar and Zaskar. For the purpose of this
study ‘Zangskar’ will be used throughout unless a direct quotation or a bibliography entry requires the use
of the alternative spelling.
3 A tehsil is an administrative unit that is best described as a sub-district (see this chapter’s sub-section
entitled ‘Administration, development, Buddhists and Muslims’).
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Plate 1. Looking south across Central Zangskar towards Padum (Zangskar’s
administrative capital) and India’s Greater Himalayan Range.

Plate 2. Shila, a typical Zangskari village which is entirely dependent on irrigation.
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a single 235km unsurfaced road4 or a number of trekking routes which negotiate one or

more 5000m passes. An infrequent bus service and commercial vehicles make use of the

road at this time, although travel to either Kashmir or the rest of Ladakh - which is via the

disputed Indo-Pakistan border area around Kargil - is often disrupted by military action.

Traditional agriculture, labour demands and modern agricultural trends

Historically, agriculture has been the mainstay of the Ladakhi economy (Mann, 1986:

13). Despite an increase in possible sources of income, primarily through government

employment, military service and the growing tourism industry, the centrality of

agriculture in Ladakh persists to this day. Dependence upon agriculture is particularly

apparent in Zangskar where over 95% of people are estimated to still be reliant on the

productivity of their own farms5. The subsidised ‘government rations’6 that are trucked

into the Valley during the brief summer remain, for many people, an expensive luxury

that supplement, rather than replace locally produced cereals, vegetables and dairy

products. For many Zangskaris, especially village elders, a successful harvest is a symbol

of self-sufficiency, an important element of Zangskari identity that is still highly valued

in this remote environment.

                                                  
4 Completed in 1980 (Crowden, 1997: 55) the unsurfaced road crosses the 4400m Pensi La to link Central
Zangskar with Kargil. Buried under heavy winter snowfall the road over the Pensi-La may remain
impassable from the end of October until early June.
5 Estimate provided by Zangskar’s Sub-Divisional Magistrate.
6 Every year the Government imports 4000 quintals of rice, 4500 quintals of wheat flour, 900 quintals of
sugar, 200 quintals of salt and 2 lakh litres of Kerosene (1 quintal = 100kg and 1 lakh = 100,000).
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Despite the harsh climate and limited growing season traditional Zangskari agriculture is

remarkably productive with yields often being comparable to those obtained from

European intensive regimes (Osmaston, 1989: 4-5; Mankelow, 1999a: 4). Achieving such

high levels of productivity is partly due to a high standard of cultivation practice which

ultimately demands high labour inputs (Osmaston, 1994: 186). Labour requirements peak

at harvest time and every available hand from the farming estate is employed for the

busiest period of the agricultural calendar.

In the broader picture of Zangskari work patterns, agriculture is one of many activities

that demands time and labour during the warm summer months. In recent years however,

the introduction of additional time-intensive activities such as employment and schooling

has made meeting these demands increasingly difficult. This decline in the available

workforce is now being overcome primarily through the employment of labourers

(Norberg-Hodge, 1991:103) - a practice which indicates a shift towards the new cash

economy. Largely restricted to wealthier Zangskaris, the use of seasonal labour is a

significant agricultural development in communities which still contain a high proportion

of subsistence farmers.

It is the prevalence of subsistence farming which, perceived by the government as being

backward and unproductive, is motivating the majority of agricultural development in

Zangskar (Osmaston 1995: 130). Modern chemical fertilisers and machinery such as

threshers, tractors and water pumps are being offered to Zangskari farmers at subsidised

rates under the pretext of boosting agricultural productivity. In addition to this, 280,000
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hybrid seeds and seedlings were recently distributed (spring 2003) at 100% subsidy with

a view to improving nutrition levels and encouraging the cultivation of cash crops7. This

encouraged diversification of farming practice has also resulted in less productive,

marginal land being allotted for willow (Salix sp.) plantations. Having recognised the

benefits of a ready source of wood and fodder, Zangskari farmers have begun to manage

large plantations at the village level and they have also allocated valuable land and water

to this new initiative.

Water resources and traditional irrigation systems

Having evolved under the influence of the Himalayan rain shadow, Zangskari cultivation

is entirely irrigation-dependent (Singh, 1988: 58-59). Indeed, throughout Ladakh, water is

widely recognised as being one of the most significant factors constraining the size of

settlements and the area under cultivation (Rizvi, 1996: 36-37; Norberg-Hodge, 1991: 11;

Bhasin, 1992: 79; Crowden, 1989: 13). Although a number of factors influence whether a

soil in Zangskar is cultivable, proximity to a reliable water source is critical. Villages are

therefore positioned in order to utilise the melt-water from streams and springs which

drain neighbouring glaciers and semi-permanent snowfields (see Plate 2). Carefully

engineered channels harvest this water and transport it, sometimes over several

kilometres of rugged terrain, to the area under cultivation. Villages are reliant upon small

scale gravity fed channels as Zangskar’s major rivers (the Tsarap, Lungnak, Stod and

                                                  
7 Zangskaris also benefited from this subsidy in 2002 with the distribution of 200,000 hybrid seeds and
seedlings. Figures obtained from Sub-Divisional Agricultural Officer Amrik Singh, June 2003.
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Zangskar - see Figure 1) are largely unusable. Not only would spring floods in these

rivers destroy the head works of the irrigation channels, but these high energy flows have

also cut deep into the landscape and thus they are generally too low to feed into gravity

fed irrigation systems8 (Gutschow & Mankelow, 2001: 28).

Influenced by a host of variables, the availability and reliability of irrigation water that is

received alters from village to village. Variables may include: the aspect and size of

glaciers or snowfields; climate and weather fluctuations (especially the previous winter’s

snowfall); the degree of channel maintenance; topography and soil/rock type between the

source and the village; and the nature and size of the area under cultivation. It is therefore

no surprise that the amount of water a village receives “varies by year, season, day and

even hour” (Gutschow, 1997: 106). In response to this variability, and potential scarcity,

the water allocation systems that exist in each village incorporate a degree of flexibility

into the fixed framework which ensures equitable and efficient distribution9 (ibid: 105).

Operating in a rotational system, water-user groups may be organised according to field,

irrigation channel or household (Gutschow, 1998: 449-450). Members of the user groups

have the right to use water for an allotted period of each rotation (see Plate 3) and this

‘water time’ is informally regulated by a transparent system in which villagers monitor

each other.

                                                  
8 Yulang, a hamlet of Karsha is an exception to this rule. Situated on the Stod flood-plain, Yulang enjoys
water security as it harvests water directly from the Stod River. The head works of Yulang’s mayur, the
‘mother channel’, do however require maintenance every year.
9 Baker (1995) notes the similarity between these systems and the warabandi systems that are practised
across much of northern India and in parts of Pakistan.
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Plate 3. Watering a young barley crop. Irrigation is one of many labour intensive
agricultural activities.

Plate 4. Traditional irrigation channels. The roots of grasses and herbaceous plants
prevent the erosion of earth banks.
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Many irrigation channels in Zangskar are centuries old and the right to use water from

these channels is usually inherited. Water allocation generally favours the households that

claim ‘full’ ancestral rights and without such a claim it is very difficult to break into these

closed village systems (see Gutschow, 1998: 451-453). This ‘club’ mentality to water

rights effectively discourages newcomers and the further division of village water

resources. Such a policy also reflects the extent to which household power, productivity

and wealth is linked to the securing and protection of water rights. Not only is irrigation

fundamental to life in Zangskar it is also woven into the social and political fabric of

Zangskari villages.

As a communal resource, individuals have to seek the consent of the village before

building new fields and channels that require water from the existing irrigation network.

Under the organisation of the village headman (mog dam), the maintenance of village

irrigation channels, or the less frequent construction of new channels, also reflects this

communal approach as traditionally the labour for these tasks is provided by each

household10 (Norberg-Hodge, 1991:123). Even households that are unable to offer labour

contribute by supplying food and drink for those working on village projects. Aside from

the annual removal of silt, traditionally constructed irrigation channels generally require

little structural maintenance. The roots of grasses and herbaceous plants that grow along

the banks of the channel bind the soil and help maintain channel structure (see Plate 4).

However, in very sandy soils, or where the irrigation channel crosses areas of scree,

excess seepage is often a problem.

                                                  
10 See Gutschow (1995: 342) for more detail on the complexity of household relations and labour exchange.
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Whilst many villages enjoy the relative water security of large glacial reserves, others

may be reliant upon smaller snowfields and the regular accumulation of winter snowfall.

Indeed, a recent spate of poor winter snowfall and resulting summer droughts (especially

in the summer of 2000) graphically illustrated the vulnerability of some of Zangskar’s

settlements. Villages such as Karsha, Pishu and Zangla (refer to Figure 1), proved to be

particularly susceptible, and these and many other settlements throughout Zangskar

employed drought strategies which involved decreasing, sometimes by up to two thirds,

the area under cultivation. Kumi, a village that has experienced water shortages over the

last 20 years (Osmaston, 2001, personal communication, 8th March), also suffered and

activity is now underway to move the entire village down to the banks of the Lungnak

River in an attempt to regain water security.

Settlement, households and polyandry

According to the Indian census Zangskar consists of only 25 villages. This figure is

however somewhat misleading as it refers to administrative units rather than single

settlements11. For example: an administrative ‘village’ may consist of a large settlement

of some 70 or more houses, and several smaller contiguous ‘hamlets’ which, despite

being separated from the main settlement by large expanses of unimproved land, fall

                                                  
11 Due to the inaccuracy of settlement data agglomerated under one ‘village’ heading this study relies on
fieldwork conducted in individual settlements. The inaccuracy of census data is discussed by Gutschow
(1988: 446-447). To avoid confusion, unless otherwise stated the word ‘village’ is used in this report to
refer to individual settlements and not the administrative units.
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under one census entry. In reality Zangskar has over 100 individual settlements although

some may only contain two or three houses.

Despite being distributed over a vast and diverse landscape, Zangskar’s villages share

common characteristics such as their relatively low altitude12 and their proximity to

suitable water and cultivable soil (Singh, 1992: 80). The favourable convergence of these

variables is however rare, not only in Zangskar but across much of Ladakh (see Osmaston

1995: 130). Productive land is therefore highly prized and rules of inheritance ensure that

the household, complete with farming estate, is passed down in its entirety to the next

generation. As Gutschow (1995: 342) points out “the Zangskari household is the principal

nexus around which the economic relations of labour, production and subsistence are

arranged”. Continuity of the household is of primary importance and this is traditionally

facilitated in Zangskar’s Buddhist community through the practice of polyandrous

marriage and primogeniture.

At some point after marriage the family’s eldest son becomes the head of the household

and inherits the ‘main house’ (khang pa or khang chen) and accompanying land (Crook,

1994: 477). The eldest son also inherits the responsibility of managing household affairs

and the farming estate, often with the assistance of one or more of his brothers who may

also share his wife. Aged parents move to a minor house (khang chung) where,

depending on the labour requirements of the khang pa, they may also be joined by

                                                  
12 Habitation in Zangskar is generally confined to altitudes between 3500m and 4000m.
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unmarried siblings13. In the event that there is no reproductive brother to inherit the khang

pa then the responsibility of heading the household falls to the eldest daughter who

engages in a matrilocal marriage. As Crook (1994: 478) points out whichever system of

marriage is settled for, and it may simply be a monogamous arrangement, the continuity

of the household and the entire farming estate is maintained within the same patrilineage.

Whilst polyandry maintains household unity it is also considered, in a more functionalist

interpretation, to by a practice which inhibits population growth and therefore reduces the

demands of a large population on a resource poor environment14 (Mann, 1978: 19).

The effects of these Buddhist practices are particularly apparent in the village of Padum

where, in contrast, the rules of inheritance practised by Zangskar’s Muslim minority have

resulted in the equal division of farming estates between siblings15. In an environment

where water and cultivable land is limited this practice eventually leads to the continued

fractionalisation of land and progressively smaller plots which, as Singh (1995: 197)

points out, are not agriculturally viable. In Padum the Muslim community is now

expressing concern over the increasingly small plots of land on which they have to farm16

(Mankelow, 1999: 49). However, relatively recent developments have influenced this

situation such that these concerns are no longer restricted to the Muslim community.

                                                  
13 The khang chung is temporary in that it is created or abandoned depending on land, labour and resources.
Labour is one of the most significant contributions an individual makes to the household and allegiance is
principally to the household in which they reside (Gutschow, 1995: 342).
14 In this interpretation polyandry is thought to check population growth by reducing the number of
reproducing females in a given society.
15 Largely confined to Padum, a small community of Sunni Muslims has lived in Zangskar since the Dogra
invasions in the 1834 (Shakspo, 1993: 42).
16 Crowden and Lumsden’s (1976: section entitled ‘Social System’, subheading ‘Population’) work in the
1970s indicates the beginnings of this trend as they record a rise from 20 to 50 houses in the space of 50
years.
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Polyandrous marriage and primogeniture was outlawed in Ladakh by State legislation in

the early 1940s (Mann, 1978: 27; Norberg-Hodge, 1991: 57; Rizvi, 1996: 134). Although

the effects of this were not instantaneous, especially in remote regions such as Zangskar,

a slow trend away from polyandrous marriage and primogeniture was initiated. In

Zangskar’s Buddhist community this shift is particularly apparent in Padum and

neighbouring settlements, where the road link to Kargil and the opportunity of

government employment have fuelled modernisation processes and the growth of a cash

economy. Younger (Buddhist) sons who traditionally would not qualify for inheritance

rights have claimed their share of land and the result, especially in and around Padum,

has been a sudden rise in the number of minor households (khang chung). The new cash

economy has provided a means of overcoming any resulting shortfall in agricultural

productivity or available labour. However, once outside Padum’s economic sphere of

influence, village growth is still restricted by the availability of cultivable land and, more

importantly, water.

Although not conclusively linked, the decline of polyandry and primogeniture and the

increase in monogamous nuclear households may at least in part be responsible for the

population increase in Zangskar 17. Figures from the Revenue Office and Sub-Divisional

Magistrate in Padum confirm a marked population growth over the last 30 years from

                                                  
17 Factors such as improved healthcare and a decline in infant mortality may also be partly responsible for
the increase in Zangskar’s population.
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6,865 in 1973 to 12,167 in 200318. Yet, despite this rapid increase, Zangskar continues to

be one of the least populated areas in Kargil District.

Administration, development, Buddhists and Muslims

Zangskar is categorised as a tehsil, a Sub-Division and a (Community Development)

Block within Kargil District, one of two Districts - the other being Leh - that constitutes

the Ladakh region19. Kargil District contains two tehsils, Kargil and Zangskar, and these

in turn are divided into Blocks. Whilst Kargil tehsil is divided into six Blocks, Zangskar

tehsil contains only one as the relatively small population does not warrant further

division. As development funds are allocated on a Block level, Zangskaris often consider

themselves to be at a disadvantage, especially as Zangskar tehsil constitutes around 60%

of the District’s total land area. However, the designation of Sub-Division does provide

Zangskar with an additional administration intended to boost the development of remote

and ‘backward’ areas. As a Sub-Division Zangskar benefits from a block level

administration headed by a Sub-Divisional Magistrate (SDM) and a Public Works

Department (PWD) headed by an Executive Engineer.

                                                  
18 A population estimate of 8000 for the mid 1970s is provided by Crowden and Lumsden (1976: General
Study section) whilst other contemporary sources in Zangskar put today’s population at 17,000. Despite the
discrepancies in population estimates, Zangskar’s population has certainly experienced rapid growth.
19 Ladakh constitutes the far eastern portion of India’s troubled Jammu and Kashmir State. At 14,036 sq km
Kargil District is much smaller than Leh District which covers 45,110 sq km (Office of the Registrar
General, 2001).
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The majority of development initiatives which are implemented in Zangskar originate at

State or Central Government level20. Within the scope of these government initiatives,

funding applications for Block-level development are submitted by Zangskar’s

administration to the District administration based in Kargil. Subject to District-level

approval, J & K State or Central Government is then approached for funding. If

successful, funding is then released back through the system to the Zangskar Block. In

theory, this administrative system represents a simple and efficient hierarchy. In practice,

even government employees admit that the percolation of directives and funds through

this system is often slow and haphazard.

Zangskar, like the rest of Ladakh, is well integrated into both Central and J & K State

rural development initiatives. However, from the perspective of the Zangskari,

development activity frequently falls short of addressing such fundamental issues as

health care, education, agricultural development and water security. Logistical problems

associated with Zangskar’s physical remoteness are undoubtedly responsible for part of

this perceived neglect, however, the most frequently voiced reason, especially from

Zangskar’s Buddhist majority, is the division between Buddhist and Muslim

communities.

There is a lengthy historical and political background to Muslim and Buddhist relations in

Ladakh. However, a brief example illustrates the nature of the grievances that perpetuate

what essentially is a divide based on the politicisation of religion. Prior to the bifurcation

                                                  
20 Medical and schooling programmes that receive funding and input from outside India are also in
operation in Zangskar.
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of Ladakh District in 1979 and the creation of the Buddhist majority Leh District and

Muslim majority Kargil District, (Bhasin, 1992: 34) all State and Central Government

Offices were centred in the predominantly Buddhist town of Leh21. Under this Buddhist

majority administration, the Muslim minority considered themselves to be disadvantaged

by discriminatory policies that, even today, are considered to be the root cause of Kargil

District’s backwardness22 (Behera, 2000: 225). Regardless of whether the accusation is

founded or not ‘evidence’ of this nature is continually recycled in the struggle for

political representation and dominance. Thus the perpetuation of distrust, resentment and

religious division is assured.

Far from suggesting that the current Kargil administration is employing a policy of

retaliation against the Buddhist minority in Zangskar, the stage has been set for the less

than cordial relations to persist. Indeed, Zangskar’s Buddhists frequently accuse Kargil’s

Muslim majority administration of discrimination, a lack of political representation and

the withholding of development funds and resources. This division and general distrust is

intensified further by an influential Muslim minority in Zangskar, who not only constitute

the majority in the village of Padum, Zangskar’s administrative capital, but also

                                                  
21 Leh District and the town of Leh continue to have a Buddhist majority. In Zangskar this has not gone
unnoticed and many Buddhist Zangskaris voice a desire to shift their District affiliation from (Muslim)
Kargil to the Buddhist majority administration of Leh. Over the last 10 years Zangskaris have
unsuccessfully campaigned to increase their autonomy by demanding Union Territory Status. The latest
demand is for Zangskar to be awarded District status.
22 A discriminatory policy preventing the equal admission of Muslims into the prestigious Ladakh Scouts
Regiment is often attributed to this Buddhist-centric administration (Behera, 2000: 225). The situation can
however be viewed as one of reciprocal politics as at an earlier date Buddhists in Leh found themselves on
the receiving end of a Muslim dominated J & K State Government. Shakspo, (1993: 55) documents the
‘Large Landed Estates Abolition Act’ which, when passed in 1950 by  a Muslim majority Kashmir
Government, threatened, without consultation, to break up the fertile agricultural estates owned by many of
Ladakh’s Buddhist monasteries.
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command a greater portion of government positions (and salaries) in Zangskar’s Sub-

Division administration.

Events in the summer of 2003 have served only to perpetuate this situation. Kargil

District has recently been granted Autonomous Hill Development Council (AHDC)23

status by the Jammu and Kashmir State Government. Zangskar however has only been

awarded 3 out of 26 seats on the Council and vocal protests by several (Buddhist)

representatives from Zangskar have been largely ignored. In protest the Buddhist

dominated Zangskar Action Committee intended to boycott the Hill Council elections in

July 2003 and begin ‘agitating’ the Muslim administration (Daily Excelsior, 2003).

Chapter summary

Chapter 1 has outlined the foundations of Zangskar’s traditional agricultural, irrigation

and inheritance methods and the processes which are modifying inheritance and

agricultural practices. The implications of Zangskar’s geographical and political isolation

have also been discussed. Building upon this foundation this study will demonstrate how

these factors are influencing the continued development of Zangskar’s irrigation water

through the implementation of the Watershed Development Programme.

                                                  
23 Leh was granted AHDC status in 1995. Awarded by State Government, Hill Council status is part of a
longer term pan Indian trend where powers to make relatively small-scale decisions regarding development
etc. are being decentralised.
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2. The Development of Zangskar’s Water Resources

This chapter charts the brief history of Zangskar’s water resource development and

outlines the ideology and recent implementation of the Watershed Development

Programme in Central Zangskar.

Government departments

In Zangskar there are three principal departments responsible for development of water

resources, the Public Works Department (PWD), the Department of Rural Development

(DRD) and the District Rural Development Agency (DRDA). Both the PWD and the

DRD have a permanent presence in Central Zangskar with dedicated office complexes

housing engineers and the Block Development Officer (BDO24), the DRD’s Block-level

representative. The DRDA is also actively involved, although being a subsidiary

organisation of the DRD it has less of a ‘physical’ presence. The DRDA’s  primary role is

to oversee the District-level implementation of anti-poverty development programmes.

The Agency operates as a catalyst organisation between the Ministry of Rural

Development and various facilitating organisations at District and Block level where

development programmes are implemented (Ministry of Rural Development, 2003)25. In

Zangskar, DRDA activity is overseen by the Kargil-based Project Officer DRDA and the

District Development Commissioner.

                                                  
24 Although the acronym BDO technically refers to an individual posting, this study uses the acronym - as
the Zangskaris do - to refer to the Department which the BDO represents.
25 In Zangskar these facilitating organisations are currently registered Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs).
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Irrigation efficiency: engineers and concrete irrigation channels

Although the Zangskaris have built and maintained fine-tuned irrigation networks over

generations, the arrival of the BDO in the 1950s and the PWD in the 1970s has lead to the

integration of both of these government departments into village irrigation activities26.

These departments are not restricted purely to irrigation development, however, such

work falls well within their scope, and due to the centrality of irrigation in Zangskar a

high percentage of BDO27 and PWD28 resources are directed into this area of

development. Government assistance is available for the maintenance and improvement

of channels or for larger construction projects. However, whilst Zangskaris have made

full use of this potential source of labour, materials and funding, the actual planning and

execution of work is often beyond their control. The PWD frequently employ Zangskari

or Kargili contractors and the BDO - despite having the means to employ villagers to

work on their own projects - regularly opts for the employment of contracted labour.

Input from what is perceived to be the ‘backward’ village often fails to penetrate India’s

                                                  
26 Approximate dates for the arrival of the BDO and PWD obtained from several informants including
Zangskar’s SDM.
27 Working at the Block-level the BDO is responsible for the implementation of various DRD programmes
that tackle the broad issues surrounding rural poverty, employment and infrastructure. In an effort to
decentralise the planning and implementation of these development programmes the DRD introduced the
Panchayati Raj to Zangskar in 2001. Funded through a system of taxes, fees, grants and loans the
Panchayati Raj Institutions are implemented by the DRD to reintroduce local governance and
institutionalise the participation of local people in their own development (for further details of the
Panchayati Raj in Jammu and Kashmir see Agriculture and Rural Development Department, Government
of Jammu and Kashmir, 1996). However, for a variety of reasons, not least of which is the Zangskari’s
refusal to pay the taxes and fees that partly fund the scheme, this system of decentralised governance has
not been fully implemented and as of June 2003 has been disbanded in protest over the lack of
representation in the District’s newly founded Hill Council.
28 The PWD are responsible for the planning, construction and maintenance of government infrastructure.
PWD projects conform with current government policy and are intended to benefit the user, the government
and the public at large. As Ladakhis are included on the list of Scheduled Tribes, a reservation system
designed to boost the development of India’s minority and underprivileged ethnic groups, there is ample
scope under Section 6.5 of the National Water Policy (Ministry of Water Resources, 2002) for the PWD to
undertake irrigation works in Zangskar.
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social and political barriers. As a consequence village needs are not always fully

explored.

To date, work conducted or funded by the PWD and BDO in Zangskar’s irrigation sector

has focused on improving productive efficiency. In many instances the development of

village irrigation networks has focused on ‘modernising’ traditionally constructed

channels and reservoirs with concrete and cement linings. New irrigation channels have

also been constructed out of cement lined dry stone walls. Many projects are on a

relatively small scale although there are several large projects at various stages of

completion29. Perhaps the two greatest icons of government involvement in Zangskar’s

irrigation development are the Haftal and Zangla canals. At an estimated cost of 24 lakh

Rupees the PWD’s 10 year Zangla Canal project was finally commissioned in the autumn

of 2000. The three kilometre canal, one third of which is rather impressively cut into a

cliff face (see Plate 5), transports water from a previously unusable stream to Zangla’s

fields. The Canal has been so successful that Zangla’s water allocation scheme has been

renegotiated by the village in response to this new found water security.

In contrast, the Haftal Canal (see Plate 6), which remains inoperative and in a state of

disrepair, is arguably more symbolic of Zangskar’s irrigation development. A product of

the Desert Development Programme (Gokhale-Chatterji, 1994: 793) - a DRD initiative

implemented through the DRDA aimed at mitigating the effects of desertification - the 15

                                                  
29 Zangskar’s current PWD irrigation projects and their budgets are as follows: Abran Canal (60.83 lakh),
Kumi Canal (tentative cost 25.75 lakh) and Rantaksha Canal (36.30 lakh).
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Plate 5. Cut into a kilometre of cliff face the new Zangla canal taps a previously unusable
water source and increases the village’s water security.

Plate 6. Looking east across the floodplain between the Stod and Lungnak rivers. The
disused sand-filled Haftal Canal in the foreground has yet to supersede the smaller

traditional canals that can be seen behind.
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year old Canal has yet to irrigate the largely uncultivated floodplain south of the

confluence of the Stod and Lungnak rivers.

Failing irrigation development

Despite the combined attention of the BDO, the PWD and the DRDA, much of the work

to improve Central Zangskar’s irrigation efficiency is either in a state of disrepair or

unfinished. Sendo, a hamlet of Karsha, has a collection of metal pipes lying unused in a

streambed simply because of a lack of pipe couplings (Gutschow & Mankelow, 2001:

29). Shillingskit has a dry masonry reservoir that has not held water since its construction

10 years ago, and a new irrigation channel in Sani only reached a kilometre in length

before it was abandoned. A concrete channel above the village of Kumi failed to address

their water deficit and in Pishu a new 16km canal was worked on for one season before it

too was abandoned. Concrete and cement lined irrigation channels can be found in many

villages, although these are frequently silted up, cracked and in a general state of

disrepair (see Plate 7).

Informants from the village-level attributed the poor success rate of the BDO, PWD and

DRDA irrigation projects to corruption and selfishness within the system. The distrust

was not only directed at the Block and District-level administration but also at Zangskari

and Kargili contractors30. Informants frequently stated that as little as one third of funds,

                                                  
30 Distrust also originated in instances where villagers had been employed as labourers and payment was
either withheld, incomplete or simply slow in being issued.
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Plate 7. One of Zangskar’s many decaying concrete irrigation channels.
Climatic extremes quickly weather these structures, rupturing the cement lining and

cracking the concrete.
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released on the basis of a budgeted application, were invested in the proposed project.

Additionally, the workmanship of contracted labour was at times thought to be

substandard. Contractors suggested that they had little choice but to appropriate a

significant share of the project fund otherwise corruption at the departmental-level would

result in them making a loss. Zangskar’s Block administration however directed

accusations back at the village-level where funds from the BDO, which again are released

for specific budgeted projects, were often considered to be channelled into other

unrelated village activities, or into individual pockets. The state of disrepair observed in

many concrete channels was also attributed by the Block administration to a lack of

village-organised maintenance. However, at the village-level maintaining government

built channels was almost always considered to be a government responsibility.

The current problems surrounding Zangskar’s existing irrigation development would

appear to stem from the regular shortfall of funds and poor workmanship by people who

are not necessarily the beneficiaries. Furthermore, the high incidence of disrepair,

specifically associated with government built channels and reservoirs, also implies

discrepancies over ownership and a shift from traditional maintenance practices towards a

partial dependence on external funds, materials and labour. Indeed, Dawa (1999: 376)

recognises this shift in Ladakh and notes the ability of subsidies and handouts to erode

the characteristic qualities of self-reliance and sustainability.
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The recent drought conditions in Zangskar have only served to amplify the shortcomings

of existing irrigation development, and as a consequence Zangskaris are now looking to

the newly introduced Watershed Development Programme for solutions.

The Watershed Development Programme: ideology and implementation in Central

Zangskar

Headed by Hanumantha Rao, a 1994 review of the Desert Development Programme and

the Drought Prone Areas Programme recognised the need for the increased participation

of user groups in watershed development (Department of Land Resources, 2001:

Preface). In response, the Ministry of Rural Development formulated the Watershed

Guidelines in 1995 which encapsulated the participatory approach to improving India’s

degraded land. Using a watershed as a unit for development, the resulting Watershed

Development Programme (WDPs) focused on the broad objectives of improving

productivity and the production potential of ecologically fragile environments and their

disadvantaged inhabitants (Ninan, 1998: 3). With the advent of the Department of Land

Resources, these objectives were further refined to enhance the viability and quality of

rural livelihood support systems (Department of Land Resources, 2001: Section 4)31.

Applied over a period of five years, the programme - which is funded by State (25%) and

Central Government (75%) - employs sustainable technologies and the meaningful

                                                  
31 The Watershed ideology is compatible with the current pan-Indian trend of decentralisation and the re-
empowerment of local communities to manage their natural resources. This trend is a central theme in
India’s environmental discourse, the ideology of which is outlined by the likes of Shiva (1991) and Gadgil
and Guha (1995).
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participation of beneficiaries to promote economic development and the improvement of

socio-economic conditions. Encouraged by the apparent transparency of funding - which

is directly received by the communities involved - the participation of beneficiaries not

only refers to project planning32 and decision making but also their employment in the

project construction. Participation not only boosts the local economy, it is also intended

to contribute to a sense of ownership and obligation which encourages asset maintenance

after project completion. One of the key watershed objectives is that projects are

sustainable, and as such, all maintenance activity is funded and carried out by the

community that inherits the assets33.

Although the Watershed Guidelines have been updated since their conception in 1995 the

ideology remains fundamentally the same and the success of the WDP is such that many

of India’s rural development initiatives have now been brought under the Guidelines34.

Introduced to Zangskar in the autumn of 2001 the WDP’s implementation has been

through the DRDA administered Desert Development Programme (DDP) and the

associated Desert Development Agency (DDA). However, at Zangskar’s village-level,

watershed projects are implemented by a Watershed Association35 (WA) and a Watershed

                                                  
32 The Watershed Guidelines recommended that project planning and village needs are assessed using
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) techniques (Department of Land Resources, 2001: Section 36).
33 It is mandatory for all project beneficiaries to start making contributions into a Watershed Development
Fund during the 5 year project period. As Zangskaris are technically a ‘Scheduled Tribe’ they are only
required to contribute 5% of the total cost of the work into the Fund. In instances where farmers are not in a
position to make monetary contributions the monetary value of voluntary labour may be transferred directly
from the Project Account into the Watershed Development Fund.
34 The WDP in Zangskar is being implemented under the 2001 guidelines (Department of Land Resources,
2001) which were current when projects were commenced. As of May 2003 a further update was released
in the form of the ‘Hariyali Guidelines’. Again the ideology remains fundamentally the same although these
latest guidelines stress the benefits of implementing WDP through Panchayati Raj institutions.
35 A Watershed Association comprises of and represents the interests of the community members directly or
indirectly dependent on the Watershed Area. One of the principal roles of the Association is to oversee the
work of the Watershed Committee (see note 36 overleaf).
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Committee36 (WC). Supervision and guidance of these Associations and Committees is

provided in Zangskar by selected Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) which

assume the role of Project Implementation Agencies (PIAs). Currently there are three

Zangskari PIAs each working with approximately 10 village projects (refer to Table 1).

ZDPS
Zanskar Development

Project Society

SECPAD
Social Educational Cultural

Preservation &
Development

LYA
Lungnak Youth Association

Aksho Khasa/Testa Reru
Abran Langmi/Rizing Mune

Hamiling Karsha Cha
Skyagam Yulang/Rinam Testa

Phe Pishu Phugtal
Ating Pidmu Shun

Rantaksha Zangla Surle
Salapi Tsazar Tanze
Kumi STongde/Shillingskit Sha-de (not finalised)
Ichar Pipchar Kargyak (not finalised)

Shanka (not finalised)
Table 1. Current PIAs in Zangskar and the villages where they are implementing WDPs.

PIAs are chosen - by the DRDA - on the basis that they have been active in related fields

of development for some years (Department of Land Resources, 2001: Section 27).

Receiving 20% of the total project fund (currently 30 lakh rupees) the PIA is responsible

for site selection and a wide range of guidance from entry point activities, technical

assistance and training, to Watershed Project accounts and the preparation of plans and

post-project institutional arrangements for maintenance and further development. To

                                                  
36 A 10-12 member village-level Watershed Committee oversees the day to day activity of the respective
project and liases with overseeing government and non-government bodies to ensure the smooth
implementation of the programme (Department of Land Resources, 2001: Section 34). The WC also
manages the Watershed Project funds which arrive via the DRDA, the DDA and the respective PIA into a
joint signatory account.
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assist in these village-based activities the PIA employs a Watershed Development Team

consisting of an appropriately qualified engineer, vet, agriculturalist and social scientist.

Watershed Development Projects

On the surface, all of the WDP ‘building blocks’ are in place in Zangskar for a smooth

and successful implementation. Villages and PIAs have been paired and in many

instances Watershed Projects are in the initial stages of construction. Although Watershed

Guidelines do not dictate the specific nature of projects, all but one of the selected

villages have included irrigation development in their respective plans37. This initial

focus on irrigation is considered by PIAs to be an essential foundation upon which other

more socio-economic developments can be built in the future. This approach was echoed

in many villages but best summarised by an informant from Reru who claimed “if we

have enough [irrigation] water then anything is possible”.

                                                  
37 Benefiting from its new PWD canal, irrigation in Zangla is no longer of primary concern. Instead,
projects have included the construction of public latrines, a kitchen garden at the nunnery and a 500m drain
to improve an area of waterlogged land below the village.
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Chapter summary

Chapter 2 has provided an insight into the less than satisfactory state of Zangskar’s

existing irrigation development. Having been plagued for years by unreliable funding,

poor workmanship and a lack of maintenance, many communities in Central Zangskar

have readily embraced the WDP. Promoting the re-empowerment of village communities,

the WDP ideology offers an opportunity for Zangskari farmers to play a greater role in

the development of the water resources upon which they depend. This fresh approach

does not however make full provision for Zangskar’s existing social, political and

environmental situation.
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3. The ‘Actual’ Implementation and Effectiveness of the Watershed

Development Programme in Zangskar

This chapter draws upon the context provided by Chapters 1 & 2 in order to identify and

analyse the agendas and perceptions of the parties which are shaping the implementation

of the WDP in Zangskar. Although at this early stage of construction it is not possible to

comment on the ability of the projects to deliver irrigation water, the agendas and

perceptions which ultimately influence the success of the WDPs are already becoming

established. The effectiveness of the Programme’s holistic ideology is also assessed from

the perspective of the Zangskari farmer who, theoretically, is the main beneficiary.

Key players in Zangskar’s WDPs

It is useful here to draw upon Mary Douglas’ Group Grid Theory (Douglas cited in Allan,

2001: 317-320) which provides a useful means of identifying major groups of players and

their relationships with each other. As Allan (2001: 320) points out the theory is not

predictive “but it does help explain policy and operational outcomes”. Figure 2 (overleaf)

identifies the major players involved in Zangskar’s WDP implementation and

relationships between and influences exerted by these key players have been mapped

onto the group/grid diagram in Figure 2a (overleaf).
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Figure 2. Major players involved in Zangskar’s WDP implementation.
(adapted from Allan, 2001: 319)

�

                               �

      �

� = ‘classic’ Watershed development relationship.
� = potential competition at the village-level over subsidies.
� = PIAs ‘private sector potential’.

Figure 2a. Relationships between the major players involved in Zangskar’s WDP
implementation.

(adapted from Allan, 2001: 319)

A full explanation for points 1, 2 & 3 and the labelled arrows is provided in the remainder

of this chapter.
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Zangskari farmer
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PIAs (NGO)Local contractors

Zangskari farmer
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Zangskari farmer: self-sufficiency, ecological vulnerability and village growth

When discussing the need for Watershed Projects, Zangskaris38 persistently stressed the

importance of remaining largely self-sufficient; at least in terms of water and food

security. An increasing reliance on transported goods and the tenuous road link with

Kargil and the rest of India was certainly considered by many as being undesirable.

Indeed, in the light of such extreme geographical isolation and the political instability of

the neighbouring Indo-Pakistan border, both Osmaston (1989: 8) and Dawa (1999: 376)

recognise the folly of such dependence. Buddhist Zangskaris also referred to the

discriminatory policies of Kargil’s Muslim administration as further strengthening their

resolve to remain independent. From an agricultural perspective the desire for self-

reliance may therefore be viewed as a factor which fuels Zangskar’s irrigation

maintenance and development. A reliable and well maintained irrigation system is a

tangible symbol of self-reliance and the continuity of Zangskari villages and households.

When asked, the majority of informants from communities in Central Zangskar suggested

a perceived compatibility between the scope of the WDP; the preservation of their self-

sufficiency; and the continuity of settlements through the development and maintenance

of this symbolic resource. Despite originating at the village-level, these perceptions have

certainly been reinforced by the PIAs who, acting as catalysts to WDP implementation,

have promised that village participation and co-operation will secure funding, future

                                                  
38 It is important to recognise at this stage that the Zangskaris involved in the WDP at the village level are
almost entirely Buddhist. Zangskar’s Muslim minority is largely excluded as the WDP is not currently
being implemented in Padum.
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water security, and a greater independence from Kargil’s District administration39. Placed

also in the context of existing irrigation development, Zangskari farmers - many of whom

are employed in Watershed Projects - were excited by the perceived transparency of the

system, the re-empowerment to make decisions and the fact that funds and materials

bypassed contractors, the PWD and the BDO, by being delivered directly to the village-

level. This ‘classic’ Watershed relationship is represented on Figure 2a at point �.

Despite this optimism, elders, and those with direct experience of BDO and PWD

activities, were cautious of PIAs and the apparent transparency, implying that it was too

early to comment and trust in the WDP would have to be earned.

In the context of recent drought events the arrival of the WDP is also perceived by many

Zangskaris as being rather timely. Although irrigation distribution methods recognise the

variability of their water supply, several successive summers of water scarcity have

certainly highlighted the vulnerability of irrigation-dependent villages. The hardship

associated with drought and the resulting increase in the awareness of risk is an example

of what Douglas (1975: 8) refers to as the fore-grounding of information. This

prioritisation of perceived risk not only offers a further explanation for the dominance of

irrigation-centred Watershed Projects, it also explains the urgency with which certain

projects, particularly those in the water scarce villages of Kumi and Pishu, are being

approached.

                                                  
39 The occasional success story from the Indus Valley - which has been involved in the WDP since 1996 -
has also contributed to the enthusiasm and expectation of Zangskari farmers. The comparatively ‘advanced’
town of Leh and neighbouring settlements in the Indus Valley are often used by Zangskaris as a yard-stick
against which they measure their own development success.
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Concerns over the erosion of Zangskari self-sufficiency suggest a realisation in Zangskar

that both external and internal processes are threatening the sustainability of livelihoods.

In Central Zangskar, the decline of polyandry and primogeniture is one such process

which is identified as being the root cause of problems surrounding population growth,

the demand for village and agricultural expansion, and the increasing pressure on limited

resources, especially water40. Whilst the commissioning of the new canal has addressed

this problem in the village of Zangla, concern was still very apparent in the settlements of

Reru, Mune and Pishu. In these villages the drive behind WDP implementation was

largely based on the potential to expand the village irrigation network and bring new land

under cultivation. The growth of these villages is currently restricted by a limited water

supply and the reluctance of existing water users to either share their water rights or

embark unaided on the massive task of building a new channel. In one village, which now

only contains one polyandrous household, perceptions of the problem were so acute that

potentially cultivable wasteland was already being divided in anticipation of Watershed

Project approval and construction. Interestingly, existing households were joining new

nuclear families in claiming this land. Although the rationale for this was not clear it is

possible that in some instances new land for khang chung (minor house) development

was being claimed by the existing khang pa (main house), thus safeguarding ownership

should the khang chung at a later date be disbanded41. It is also possible that the

                                                  
40 Throughout the period of research, Zangskaris demonstrated differing perceptions of ‘the future’ when
discussing water security. The use of the WDP to address a growing population and demand for village
expansion certainly implies perceptions of what the future entails. Yet, in other instances, Zangskaris
implied a much more hand-to-mouth existence. When asked why little or no channel maintenance had been
conducted this year many simply replied that  because of the late snow there was “so much water, no one
cares”. Concepts of ‘the future’ in relation to water security and ecological uncertainty may prove to be an
interesting area of further study.
41 This would imply that whilst brothers and sisters (although sisters rarely accept their legal share) are
entitled to an equal share of land there is still a reluctance to divide the khang pa estate.
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participation of existing main households in the division of new land implies a

disproportionate cornering of project benefits. Equity, or rather a lack of, is a major WDP

policy issue (Pradesh, 2003: 26) and it is feasible that existing wealthy (and thus

powerful) households are competing with poorer, newly established and potentially land-

less khang chungs for new agricultural plots42.

Zangskari farmer: village representation and division over project benefits

Whilst the Watershed Guidelines stress the involvement of all beneficiaries in the

selection, planning and execution of the Project (Department of Land Resources, 2001:

Section 39), this inclusion was not reflected by feedback from the village-level

Watershed Associations43. Members of WAs were frequently uncertain about the final

action plan, the project budget, the release of funds, project duration, and the procedure

for asset maintenance. In some instances informants claimed that their respective

Watershed Committees - which usually constituted the educated and entrepreneurial

village elite - were ‘voted’ in through less than democratic means. The motivation for this

may simply be that several senior members of the WC are entitled to a monthly salary.

However, villagers did imply that the assimilation of the WDP into existing relations of

power and status may have longer-term implications for the cornering of benefits by a

                                                  
42 It remains to be seen how a sudden increase in irrigation water will influence the power dynamics of
existing water allocation schemes. In Zangla - which now benefits from the new PWD canal - water
allocation has been renegotiated without any apparent problem. Interestingly, the increase in water
availability has improved the equity of Zangla’s allocation scheme as the once favoured khang pa
households now receive the same ‘water-time’ as khang chungs.
43 Often excluded from village decisions regarding funding and development it is interesting to note that a
marked effort was being made by PIAs, especially SECPAD, to include women in WA and WC activities.
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village minority. This entrepreneurial individualism is recognised on Figure 2a by the

porous barrier separating farmers and contractors. The potential for a competitive

environment at the village-level is represented by point �. Admittedly it is too early to

comment conclusively on these perceptions, however, Shah (2001: 12) does note the

ability of WDPs to show “a clear hierarchy of benefits and beneficiaries”. In Zangskar the

lack of knowledge and general awareness at the village level of the Watershed ideology,

and even basic Guidelines, certainly impedes the WA in its role of overseeing the actions

of the WC. Indeed, such an asymmetric distribution of knowledge also has fundamental

implications for the sustainability of these development projects (Ostrom et al, 1993: 49-

62).

Inequalities were also reported with reference to the employment of beneficiaries in

project construction. A prosperous village in Central Zangskar consisting of over 70

households has already completed one of their watershed objectives, yet not all

households were in a position to offer labour. Payment for labour - which was made in a

cash lump sum - was, perhaps understandably, restricted to contributing households.

Whereas a traditionally organised village work party accounts for labour-short

households, employment on the Watershed Project made no such provision.

Consequently, the disadvantaged houses that were unable to contribute labour simply

missed out. The resulting division and ill-feeling was amplified by a disproportionately

large payment (double Zangskar’s daily wage for labour and 4 times that offered by the

BDO) for what amounted to 5 days of “easy work”. The cornering of Watershed

development benefits, often by those who need them the least, is also observed by Ninan,
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(1988: 30-38) who, with reference to WDPs in Uttar Pradesh. and Karnataka, discusses

similar employment trends which exclude marginal and disadvantaged groups.

Patterns of inequality resulting from WDPs have also been recognised by entire

settlements in Zangskar as the principal, larger settlements have the potential to corner

more resources than their contiguous hamlets. For example the WDP in Shillingskit - a

hamlet of sTongde - falls under the control of sTongde’s WC. The geographical

separation of these two settlements has already resulted in children from Shillingskit

being unable to benefit from SECPAD’s entry point activity of offering winter tuition44.

Shillingskit’s inhabitants however were more disappointed than angry, implying that it

was better for an inequitable idea to benefit a minority rather than a situation where

everyone lost out. Shah (2001: 16) attributes this approach to a history of one-off

development initiatives and superficial relationships between PIAs and the village-level.

It would be rash to make assumptions on just one example but the following section

(below) also lends weight to the idea that some Zangskaris are accepting projects and

their benefits simply because they are being given away, and not because of the project’s

merit.

                                                  
44 In the winter of 2001/2002 SECPADs entry point activity funded winter tuition in sTongde; a valuable
opportunity as Zangskar’s schools close for the cold winter months. However, as teachers were only posted
in the main settlement of sTongde, children from Shillingskit were prevented from attending class by a
walk of several kilometres through winter snow in temperatures as low as -40∞C.



44

Zangskari farmer: project ownership and maintenance

The inheritance of project assets and the accompanying responsibility of maintenance is

crucial to the sustainability of WDPs. The frequently cited mechanism for encouraging

this is the participation of beneficiaries in both the planning and construction of their own

projects (Rajasekaran, 1997: 60; Lobo & Kochendörfer-Lucius, 1994: 6; World Bank,

1997; Lakshmikanthamma, 1997: 302). Admittedly, Zangskar’s WDPs are still in their

infancy, however, at this early stage there would appear to be a widespread absence of

awareness and understanding as to the Watershed ideals of asset ownership and the

obligation of maintenance. The trends initiated by BDO and PWD subsidies look set to

continue as the majority of Zangskari farmers stated that once irrigation projects were

completed they would still require government materials and funds to undertake

maintenance work45. A PIA also confirmed this approach by stating that “it is beyond the

capability of the village to maintain projects; villagers are poor and now that there are

wages people will not work on or maintain projects without getting paid”. The BDO was

considered to be the best option for assistance with Watershed Project maintenance46

although several farmers stated that if this was not forthcoming then the community

                                                  
45 This attitude would appear to be consistent with that of many communities which have come to expect
free subsidies as a matter of course (Kerr et al, 1996: 8; Kerr et al, 2002: xi). Cement and concrete are the
most frequently required materials for maintenance and these are neither difficult nor expensive to obtain. It
is possible however that the reluctance to purchase these materials may be linked to the short life-span of
such structures and thus Zangskaris consider concrete and cement to be a poor investment.  In Zangla, the
new PWD constructed canal is being maintained by the villagers, however, an area of ruptured concrete
along the floor of the canal has recently been fixed with sods of earth. It is unclear whether this marrying of
the traditional with the modern will be effective.
46 Even Zangskaris who claimed an awareness of asset maintenance by beneficiaries, seldom made any
reference to the Watershed Development Fund and the required 5% contribution towards post-completion
maintenance. Having been exempt from almost any kind of tax for at least 40 years (see Income-Tax Act
1971 section 10 (26A) available online at http://www.incometaxindia.gov.in) the realisation of this
mandatory contribution is likely to be unpopular. This general aversion to paying tax is also supported by
the Zangskaris refusal to pay the taxes and fees which partly fund the Panchayati Raj.
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would resign itself to undertaking the work. Although traditionally organised village

maintenance still exists in Zangskar, the new cash economy, combined with a history of

‘give-away’ subsidies, would appear to have begun the erosion of this system (see

subsidy/dependency relationship on Figure 2a). A curious paradox arises where

Zangskaris profess that irrigation is fundamental to their self-reliance, yet, at the same

time they would appear to be increasingly dependent on aid to construct and maintain

their irrigation channels. One Zangskari farmer did however offer a possible explanation

by expressing concern over this dependency yet at the same time praising the benefits of

the Watershed’s employment opportunities47. Kerr et al (1996: 11) highlights the ability

of WDP subsidies to promote eager participation in wage labour regardless of the project

nature, an observation which was supported by several farmers in Lungnak who

perceived employment to be more important than their irrigation needs48. This approach

was graphically illustrated in one village where, regardless of completion, a number of

farmers - who were also WC members - were already planning to abandon their irrigation

project should it go over budget.

The situation encountered in Kumi, arguably Zangskar’s most water scarce village,

offered a further insight into the ready acceptance of subsidised projects. Despite having

already committed labour and resources to moving the village - and thus utilising the

water security offered by the Lungnak River - Kumi’s Watershed Project is addressing

                                                  
47 Watershed Project work in Zangskar is generally considered to be well paid and convenient. WDP rates
for wage labour work off of the BDO guidelines which in Zangskar were quoted as being Rs70 for labour
and Rs 140 for skilled labour. In the Indus Valley skilled labourers can now earn Rs 250-300 per day
including food. In response, Leh-based PIAs have been forced to allocate double the BDO rate to
encourage project participation.
48 Lobo and Kochendörfer-Lucius (1994: 13) argue that the inflow of funds in the form of wages is
essential in communities where it is not possible to generate such resources internally.
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the old problem of linking receding snowfields with the existing village (see Plates 8 &

9). Farmers were divided over the best course of action; some confessed that the future of

Kumi lies in moving to the new village site and others claim the most important objective

is improving the failing system above the existing village. The PIA (ZDPS) was

apparently reluctant to engage in channel work at the new site so villagers also

approached the PWD and the BDO. As a result Kumi now has two projects; the proposed

WDP pipe/channel linking the snowfields with the existing village and the 3km

PWD/BDO canal to the new village site. The justification for two apparently conflicting

aims was that the Watershed Project would offer a transition period, temporarily

providing Kumi with water security whilst the new settlement and adjoining fields were

being completed. Having received little beneficial attention over the last 20 water-scarce

years, the inhabitants of Kumi have made numerous unaided and unsuccessful attempts at

improving the efficiency of their irrigation channels. In the last five years a significant

effort has also been made to develop and irrigate the new village site. Considering the

chronic nature of their water scarcity it is perhaps understandable that Kumi households

are now accepting any assistance that is offered.

Zangskari farmer: labour and time demands

The majority of households from water scarce villages such as Kumi and Pishu have

already contributed a significant share of labour into WDP projects. Pishu’s 25
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Plate 8. The water scarce village of Kumi. The proposed Watershed Project links the
declining snowfields (in shadow) with the fields that extend to the right of the village.

Plate 9. ZDPS proudly display their ‘ownership’ of the Kumi project.
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households have invested an average of 25 days labour this year, although some

individuals claimed to have been working on their Watershed Project for over 2 months49.

The ability of farmers in Central Zangskar to commit such a large block of time was

found to be very rare. The majority of settlements visited (where WDPs were in

operation) were only prepared to contribute several days of labour in the spring and then

a slightly longer period between the harvest and the first winter snow. When discussing

employment on Watershed Projects, Zangskari farmers often highlighted the constraints

imposed by a shortage of both labour and time. The brief summer provides the only

opportunity to perform a host of activities which prepare the Zangskaris for the long

months of winter isolation (Osmaston et al, 1994: 97). Thus, when communities were

visited in June and July, work on their respective Watershed Projects was far from being

a priority50. Furthermore, smaller settlements clearly struggle to offer labour at any time

of the year. In Shillingskit, which only has 7 inhabited houses, not even the lure of

employment would free up time from agricultural duties and house maintenance. In

response, SECPAD, Shillingskit’s PIA, were organising a group of Nepali labourers to

construct the village’s proposed canal. The occurrence of labour short villages which are

unable to have a direct stake in their Project assets again has implications for the future

lack of project maintenance (Shah, 2001: 13).

                                                  
49 It is possible that the heavy snowfall in April 2003 and the resulting abundance of water may have freed
up time that would otherwise have been spent on maintaining Pishu’s existing irrigation channels.
Motivation may also be especially high as Pishu rarely qualifies for subsidies.
50 The problems surrounding a shortage of time were exacerbated by an absence of materials and funds. In
Karsha there was increasing frustration with the PIA as villagers wanted to work but there were no
materials for them to work with.
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PIAs51 and the private sector

As registered NGOs, all three of Zangskar’s PIAs have differing degrees of experience

and areas of expertise. Both SECPAD and LYA were established in 1994 to administer

overseas funds which were supporting two private schools in Central Zangskar. Since

their conception they have also branched respectively into rural initiatives such as the

production of handicrafts and village-level social welfare. ZDPS has seven years

experience in mainly youth activities such as school tournaments and a winter ski school.

All NGOs admit that despite their recent selection as PIAs, their involvement in

Watershed activities is a new challenge in areas where they have little previous

experience. Given that all of Zangskar’s Watershed Projects have another three or four

years to run it would be premature to pass judgement on the PIAs ability to oversee

successful WDPs. However, since their selection as PIAs in October 2001 (LYA was

selected at the later date of November 2002) their village activities would appear not to

be entirely compatible with the Watershed ideology.

PIAs were united in their belief that the most positive aspect of the WDP was its “direct

contact with the Zangskari people”. The Programme was diplomatically described as

being more transparent and more equitable than the existing system of development

subsidies distributed through Government Organisations (GOs). The re-empowerment of

Zangskaris to plan and work on their own projects, especially as contact with Kargil is

                                                  
51 PIAs play a pivotal role in the site selection and implementation of Zangskar’s WDPs. In order to assess
this role and the agendas and perceptions which influence their Watershed activity, a picture is constructed
here primarily from interviews with PIA staff and feedback from the village-level. Zangskar’s Sub-Division
administration did not comment on PIA activities.
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limited to the summer months, was also perceived to be a positive step towards

Zangskar’s increased autonomy52. The scope to develop irrigation efficiency was viewed

as a priority, not only because of recent water scarcity but also because irrigation is seen

as the corner stone of Zangskar’s sustainable development, especially in terms of the

creation of a rural economy through cash crops. The PIAs also linked irrigation to the

benefits of afforestation and the creation of local willow plantations, a convenient and

non-labour demanding source of fuel, fodder and construction materials. The apparent

lack of attention aimed at social development may indicate a common feature in WDPs

where funds are diverted into high cost structures at the expense of a more holistic, but

less tangible approach (Pradesh, 2003: 25; Shah, 2000: 3160). Indeed, Zangskari

perceptions of how their water security can be improved focus on channel construction

and material assets (productive efficiency) rather than the invisible economic solutions of

allocative efficiency.

Whilst PIA objectives conform with the 2001 Watershed Guidelines (Department of Land

Resources, 2001) they do not appear to directly equate to activities observed on the

ground. At the village-level there was a mixed response to the implementation activities

of the PIAs. Several villagers were very positive stating that PIAs were operating in the

best interests of the village. The majority however were less enthusiastic with complaints

ranging from inactivity and the withholding of work funds to a general lack of expertise

and village contact. A common observation was that the urgency of village needs was not

mirrored by PIA activity. Villagers highlighted that the senior members of NGOs/PIAs

                                                  
52 Previously discussed as a Buddhist notion, this benefit was also voiced by ZDPS, an NGO predominantly
staffed by Muslims from Padum.
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receive Watershed funds as well as government pensions and incomes from contracting

businesses and other “unknown” sources. Rather than benefiting the selected villages the

WDP was hinted at being just one more business opportunity for PIAs, a view that was

particularly prevalent in one village which was not involved in the WDP53. This emerging

picture was put into perspective by the observations of an NGO employee in the Indus

Valley who observed that some of Ladakh’s NGOs are not built on ethical or reflexive

ideals. In Ladakh, employment with an NGO is often perceived as the next best thing to

the salary and status of Government employment. In Zangskar the NGOs would certainly

appear to attract entrepreneurial, ex-government employees and those that have fallen

short of making Government service. Figure 2a represents this nebulous PIA identity with

a porous barrier between PIAs and the private sector. Although village-level observations

do not fully classify the PIAs as a private sector organisation, position � (Figure 2a)

mapped onto the group/grid diagram recognises what would best be described as the PIAs

private sector potential.

It would be unfounded to imply that PIAs were solely involved in WDPs to make a profit.

However, their activities on the ground do imply that there is more to their motivation

than simply improving village livelihoods. Villagers recounted what amounted to

competition between two PIAs over one water scarce village and perhaps more

importantly the village’s potential to repeatedly attract development funding. Informants

also commented on the general lack of village consultation (there was no mention of PRA

activity), training and the occasional use of unqualified personnel to make engineering

                                                  
53 Having not been approached by a PIA the village in question was establishing its own NGO to oversee
village development.
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decisions. In several instances the salaried Watershed Development Team had yet to

materialise in its entirety and villagers were frustrated at nearly two years of inactivity.

There were also reported discrepancies over project design and a reluctance to use

expensive materials, although considering the poor success of existing concrete and

cement channels, PIAs where perhaps well founded in prescribing, where appropriate, the

use of traditional (low cost and low technology) earth channels.

Despite the shortcomings of the PIAs it is also important to recognise that operating at the

interface between Zangskar’s Buddhist villages and Kargil District’s Muslim

administration is inherently problematic. The slow release of funds from the DDA has

undoubtedly hampered PIA activity and may in part be responsible for accusations that

funds are being misappropriated54. Indeed a similar incident is reported by Sheikh (2002:

33) in the Indus Valley where PIAs were taking the blame for the DDA’s withholding of

funds. Sheikh (ibid), who heads the Leh-based NGO/PIA Ladakh Development

Organisation, also recognises the lack of provision made by the DDA for the training and

capacity building of Ladakh’s PIAs. These sentiments were echoed by a member of a PIA

in Zangskar who claimed that training from the DDA would improve their efforts,

especially as the Watershed Guidelines (Department of Land Resources, 2001)  made

little allowance for Zangskar isolation and climatic constraints.

                                                  
54 Shah (1995: 14) notes the benefits of Watershed experience and how trust in PIAs can be built on past
successes. PIAs in Zangskar have yet to develop this ‘track record’.
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Government: regional stability, subsidy and power

It is possible to see the predominantly Buddhist Zangskar Sub-Division as being a

troublesome thorn in the side of Kargil’s Muslim administration. Placating Zangskar’s

demands - and minimising the political cost of what amounts to little more than

administration - is undoubtedly a resource intensive practice. Yet, in this volatile border

region the maintenance of internal stability is highly desirable, especially considering the

recent history of unrest and agitation, largely resulting from issues of poverty, the

politicisation of religion and political neglect. The government (both Central and State)

reaction has been to contain the Ladakh-wide situation through a combination of

measures including the granting of AHDC, encouragement of tourism, and the

introduction of a range of development initiatives and subsidies (Mann, 2002: 269-277).

Due to the centrality of irrigation, and possibly the immediate benefits that water

harvesting structures usually yield (Shah, 2000: 3160), irrigation development has been a

prominent Government initiative across Ladakh. In Zangskar this is not only reflected by

the focus of the PWD and BDO but also by the nature of approved Watershed Projects.

Successful irrigation projects (of which there are few in Zangskar) are politically

beneficial icons of government concern and activity. Indeed, Gyawali & Dixit (1999: 67)

note the political legitimacy that irrigation development yields when recipients, such as

those in Zangskar, have been exposed to the democratic ideal of the welfare state. Add to

this the re-empowerment and funding of communities to sustainedly manage their own
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resources and development, and the introduction of the WDP to Zangskar has significant

political potential.

Indeed, upon further assessment it is possible to recognise several further political

benefits associated with WDP implementation. Considering the activity of the PWD,

BDO, the Agricultural Department, and the staple foods and kerosene available at the

government store, Zangskar has undoubtedly cornered a share of available subsidies.

However, the fact that everything is transported into Zangskar by road places a large

financial burden on Kargil’s administration and the development funds filtering down

from State and Central Government55. The potentially sustainable WDPs now being

introduced to Zangskar may therefore be viewed as offering Kargil’s administration an

opportunity of easing this burden of financial responsibility. Without providing an

alternative, the political cost of phasing out subsidies, which in some of Zangskar’s

villages have almost become institutionalised, would be severe. In the long term however,

by promoting independence and sustainable socio-economic development, the WDP

decreases, at least in theory, the reliance of remote Zangskari communities on external

resources. Although an initial investment from State and Central Government is required

to cover the project implementation, there is also the potential for a degree of cost

recovery as the long-term dependency on subsidy should ultimately decrease. Thus, the

arrival of the WDP can be viewed, by State and District administration, as creating a

window of opportunity (Kingdon, 1995) which allows a shift in development policy and

the steady reduction of Kargil’s financial obligation to Zangskar.

                                                  
55 This financial burden is highlighted in the context of an Agricultural Department scheme intended to
decrease dependence on imported kerosene (Mankelow, 1999: 18-19).
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Whilst the WDP has the potential in the long term to relieve Kargil of its financial

obligation it immediately eases the administrative responsibility of managing Zangskar’s

development. To an extent Zangskar’s PIAs now act as a buffer between village-level

Zangskaris and the Kargil administration (see expectation/responsibility relationship

mapped on Figure 2a). PIAs head Zangskar’s Watershed Programmes and although many

Zangskaris are aware that the funding source and Project approval still rests with the

Government, the PIAs are now the focus of attention (and blame) which was once

directed at Block and District level administration. In fact the DRDA-administered DDA

is now in a position to criticise PIAs and the management of the resources which were

once under its direct supervision. It is important to note however that whilst the

responsibilities of local resource management and funding allocation have been

effectively decentralised, the villages and the PIAs continue to be under the control of

Kargil District and J & K State56.

Despite the political benefits of the WDP, the transfer of responsibility to PIAs and the

village-level has not been smooth. Sheikh (2002: 33) accuses the DDA of struggling to

make the transition between ‘implementor’ and ‘facilitator’. Another member of an NGO

(PIA) in Leh also implied that at the District-level there was a ‘general bureaucratic

displeasure’ at having to relinquish the power associated with decision-making. At the

time of fieldwork it was unclear what the relationship was between Zangskar’s PIAs and

                                                  
56 Both Sundar (2000) and Mosse (1999) note similar trends - where the state has partially abdicated
responsibility yet retained ultimate control - with reference to India’s Joint Forest Management Programme
and the management of tank irrigation in South India respectively.
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Kargil’s administration but the erratic and slow release of funding would perhaps imply

that the transferral of funds to the PIAs and the village-level was not a priority.

Chapter summary

The principle agendas and perceptions influencing the WDP implementation in Zangskar

are summarised in Figure 3 (overleaf).
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Agendas and perceptions
shaping the

implementation of the
Watershed Development
Programme in Zangskar

Figure 3. Cognitive map summarising the agendas and perceptions influencing the
implementation of the Watershed Development Programme in Zangskar.
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Summary & Conclusion

In Zangskar, current irrigation development through the WDP is between the ‘having’

and ‘operating’ phases of innovation and change (Allan, 2001: 231). Whilst Zangskaris

have the Programme in place, its effective operation has yet to be achieved. The

sustainable Watershed ideology is intended to equitably improve socio-economic

conditions through the participation of beneficiaries. However, rather than facilitating

sustainable irrigation development, the WDP in Zangskar is being modified and reshaped

by the incompatible perceptions, and the relatively short-term agendas, of the parties

involved in implementation.

Excited by subsidies entering directly at the village-level, and the perception that the

Programme is compatible with perpetuating Zangskari self-reliance and independence,

the WDP is being readily embraced by Zangskar’s farmers and PIAs. The respective

projects have the potential to offer valuable village-level employment opportunities and

tangibly offset the immediate problems of drought and population increase. Yet, at the

same time, the subsidised nature of the Programme appears to be undermining the

potential sustainability of resulting irrigation projects. At this early stage the established

dependence on existing subsidy would appear to be inhibiting the reintroduction of

notions surrounding community ownership and asset maintenance. The Zangskari focus

on improving village water security exists, yet it is frequently obscured by the short-term

desire for employment, the blind acceptance of give-away subsidy and the shortage of

available time and labour. In the light of failing irrigation projects, this conflicting

situation may in part be due to the reluctance, and in some instances inability, of farmers
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in Zangskar to trade the immediacy of short-term benefits for the uncertainty of long-term

returns (Ostrom, 1992: 42).

From a governmental perspective the implementation of the WDP in Zangskar is a

politically useful tool. However, at the village and PIA level, an absence of Watershed

Programme understanding, combined with the easing of the District’s responsibility to

administer development, has created a situation where there is little accountability. The

asymmetric dissemination of the Watershed Guidelines undoubtedly limits the

participation and monitoring ability of Watershed Associations. The resulting lack of

transparency has the potential to fuel rumours and accusations at both the PIA and

village-level.

The subsequent loss of trust between implementing parties may prove to be especially

problematic as the WDP in Zangskar has created and legitimised a social and political

space through which personal profit and political ambition may be pursued. At this early

stage it is not clear to what extent this space is being utilised. However, inequitable

patterns of employment, and the possible cornering of benefits and decision making by an

empowered entrepreneurial minority, would suggest that the Watershed Programme is

perceived by some as being more than an opportunity to improve village water security.

Admittedly, Zangskar’s WDPs are in their infancy and the shortcomings outlined in this

study may be remedied with experience. Indeed, an increase in transparency and
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accountability between the parties involved may well be all that is required to install

equity and sustainability back into Zangskar’s Watershed Programmes.
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Appendix 1: Useful Acronyms

AHDC Autonomous Hill Development Council

BDO Block Development Officer

DDA Desert Development Agency

DDP Desert Development Programme

DRD Department of Rural Development

DRDA District Rural Development Agency

GO Government Organisation

J & K Jammu and Kashmir (State)

LYA Lungnak Youth Association (NGO/PIA)

NGO Non Governmental Organisation

PIA Project Implementation Agency

PWD Public Works Department

SECPAD Social Educational Cultural Preservation And Development (NGO/PIA)

WA Watershed Association

WC Watershed Committee

WDP Watershed Development Programme

ZDPS Zanskar Development Project Society (NGO/PIA)
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Plate 10. Looking north to the settlement of Rinam.




