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ABSTRACT – 471 Words 
 
In order to effectively, and sustainably rejuvenate tanks, it is essential to appreciate the 
cultural dynamic of the ‘tank’ as a part of the daily fabric of the community. This 
requires not only an appreciation of the positive socio-economic impacts of tank 
rejuvenation, but an understanding of the cultural context in which tanks can be best 
managed. 
 
Tanks are not only sources of water for communities but physical symbols of 
a survival matrix between the community and nature. These ‘pre-industrial’ 
communities protected water resources through a complex arrangement of 
ritual and social taboos. Natural resource management focused on the 
connectedness of wo/man within the natural world. With the onset of 
irrigated cropping practices, market integration, and ineffective regulations, 
rituals that had provided community cohesion and sustainable practices were 
dismantled and replaced with a ‘yield maximisation’ mentality. Community 
fragmentation, assisted by proprietary groundwater management and 
borewell irrigation, without effective oversight and regulation, has altered 
the nature of interaction between communities.  
 
Objective 
 
The objective of this paper, and study is to understand the impact of cultural action in 
mobilising communities around tank repair. This paper will focus on the work being 
facilitated and supported by a Bangalore based ngo: Svaraj around tank 
rejuvenation through mobilisation around cultural memories of water. 
 
In Karnataka, Svaraj works with communities, along the Arkavathi 
River, part of the Lower Basin Cauvery sub-catchment –a site of rapid economic 
transition. According to all records, groundwater utilisation in this area is considered 
over-exploited. Population influx, industrialisation, real estate developments have all 
resulted in severe competition for access to water. Svaraj works on watershed 
development, community capacity building, and cultural awareness in order to promote 
successful participation and representation in the socio-economic processes that affect 
the livelihoods of stakeholder communities. Tank rejuvenation is a key focus of SOI’s 
work. 
 
Methodology 
 
The paper takes the case study of Nagarakere, one of the tanks Svaraj is working on, in 
the Arkavathi sub-catchment. It looks at the way in which the revival of cultural 
memories around water and tanks served to mobilise communities and resources. All 
physical labour required to rejuvenate Nagakere is done through shramdhana. This local 
contribution serves as an important indicator of the success of Svaraj model. This paper 
documents the successes and lessons learned around this model. 
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Summary of Findings 
 
• Impact assessments indicate that integrating culture into tank rejuvenation positively 
affects participation 
• In kind contributions are more effective than expectations of monetary contributions 
•  Participatory revival of cultural memories had a second order benefit of interaction 
between communities 
• Using cultural memories, as an entry point with communities, clearly illustrated the 
shift away from women as actors in and around tank activity towards their exclusion in 
water management 
• Although the model has challenges, it presents an important component that should 
be considered with conventional tank projects. 
 
Keywords: Collective action, community based natural resource management, cultural 
intervention, appropriate incentive creation
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1. Introduction  

 
Tank rehabilitation is of critical importance for a country like India where the majority of 
the country’s agricultural production is done in rain-fed conditions. With growing water 
scarcity, tank rehabilitation and restoration is an important way in which water can be 
conserved for both surface and groundwater irrigation. Thus it is not surprising that tank 
rehabilitation has become a key theme in both Central and state strategies of increasing 
agricultural productivity. Tank restoration programmes have increasingly focused on the 
importance of community control over operations and management of water structures 
subsequent to technical inputs by state departments such as Minor Irrigation. It is 
assumed that this ‘empowerment’ of local communities will transition costs away from 
the states and simultaneously achieve allocative efficiency of the resource. Community 
ownership over the natural resource will then ensure long-term sustainability of the 
systems. However, true ownership and sustainable management can only be realised 
when incentives for participation are in line with needs of the community. In areas like 
Bangalore Rural District, on which this paper focuses, tank rehabilitation for agriculture 
has limited utility. In this regard, drinking water is a growing requirement for urbanising 
tank communities. 
 
 In practice, the framework and its assumptions regarding the importance of 
incentives are influenced by theories of collective action and rational choice models that 
focus on the positive consequences of cohesive community frameworks namely ‘social 
capital’. These theories have gained widespread currency in international development 
discourse especially with reference to natural resource management, and are premised 
on observations of successful ‘traditional’ systems of natural resource management, 
prevalent both in India as well as internationally1. In most cases, these derived models 
rely on the formation of water user associations (WUAs2) to provide spaces for debate 
and decision-making in irrigation management. WUAs, governed by the norms of 
consensus building, negotiation and reciprocity will engender equity through cooperation 
and equal representation of water users. As such they will act as stable bodies to which 
states can effectively decentralise aspects of irrigation management.   
  
 Experiences with WUAs as bodies for effective tank management, in India, have 
been mixed. This paper will illustrate, through a comparative perspective, the ongoing 
work of Karnataka’s recently implemented tank programme under the central scheme 
‘National Project for Repair, Renovation, and Restoration of Water Bodies directly linked 
to Agriculture’ and Svaraj community mobilisation work in Nagarakere 

                                                 
1 Bardhan, Pranab (2001), “Water Community: An Empirical Analysis of Cooperation on Irrigation in 
South Asia”, in M.Aoki and Y.Hayani (eds.) Community and Market in Economic Development available 
at http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/macarthur/inequality/papers/Bardhanwater.pdf, Coward, E.W. Jr. (1979), 
“Principles of Social Organization in an Indigenous Irrigation System”, Human Organization, Vol. 38, No. 
1, Spring 1979, pp 28-36, Ostrom, Elinor (1990), Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions 
for Collective Action (Cambridge: CUP) 
 
 
2 Water user associations in the body of this paper will be used interchangeably with Tank User Groups 
(TUGs), and Tank User Associations (TUAs).  
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tank, Bangalore Rural District. It will argue that although the strategy of community 
control over operations and management of tanks through WUAs is a potentially useful 
tool through which distributive efficiency can be realised, it will only be successful if the 
‘community’ is understood as a complex and multi-dimensional grouping with varied 
interests with regard to water. It is necessary to avoid simplistic assumptions of 
community and the incentives required for participation. This is especially true for one 
district chosen under the NPRRR scheme; Bangalore Rural. 182 tanks have been 
selected under the NPRRR scheme in Bangalore Rural District. What is clear on closer 
examination of the project in practice is the way in which the rapidly changing nature of 
communities and their livelihood patterns will directly impact that nature and the 
efficacy of the WUAs. Community fragmentation, assisted by proprietary groundwater 
management and borewell irrigation, without effective monitoring and regulation, has 
altered the nature of interaction between communities. 
 
The paper aims to provide an alternative approach towards community involvement in 
natural resource management. It aims to understand the impact of cultural action in 
mobilising communities around tank repair and management. As water is central to any 
economic production system, especially agriculture, it gets represented in people’s 
cultural expression and practices. Sacred groves, tanks, harvest rituals and seed 
exchange are examples of traditional agricultural practices and land use patterns.  
 
Although built by ruling kings, the community traditionally managed tanks. Community 
production processes were supported and strengthened by social rituals and kinship 
structures that created a sense of stability within an existing feudal system of land 
ownership and exchange3. Water collected within the tank was distributed for a variety 
of purposes. Tank beds were used for grazing and dung was left as manure during dry 
periods.  These traditional practices also served to anchor a community. Rituals provided 
venues for interaction between and within communities and created an inbuilt ‘social 
capital’ and culture. Changes in formal administrative control, with the Indian Forest Act 
of 1878 and the changes in land ownership during colonial rule, served to codify natural 
resource management within the apparatus of the State. Additionally, the current nature 
of agricultural production and the diversity of livelihood strategies complicate any one-
dimensional usership of tanks for agricultural production alone. Changes in access and 
control of previously communal space impacted the rituals that brought communities 
together in a web of intimate social relations.  
 
An accurate understanding of this shifting nature of production, is the entry point to 
understanding ‘water cultures’ that might provide a stable alternative to current 
strategies around community participation. Making use of strategies such as cultural 
interventions, in order to create awareness, provides a relevant context to groupings 
such as the WUA. Although strategies such as cultural action cannot alone provide the 
basis for community management of tanks, it can act as an important entry point that 
allows for robust participation in tank projects.  
 
                                                 
3 See Reddy, Somashekar S.T. (1986) Forfeited Treasure, A Study on the status of Irrigation Tanks in 
Karnataka (Bangalore: Parambha), Wade, Robert (1988) Village Republics Economic Conditions for 
collective action in South India (Cambridge: CUP) 
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Nagarakere tank in Bangalore Rural District has been selected under the NPRRR 
programme4. Phase I of work will focus on technical rehabilitation of the tank; de-silting, 
waste weir and sluice gate restoration as well as bund improvements. Phase II will be 
the creation of tank user groups and will be facilitated by local ngos through a tender 
process. Although to date only 30 % of the work on the tank has been completed under 
Phase I, there has been growing concerns from the immediate inhabitants on the tank 
periphery as to the purpose and relevance of the project. Svaraj, a 
Bangalore based ngo has been working with communities around the tank and has 
succeeded in creating community groups that have realised the importance of tank 
maintenance and repair.  This paper documents the successes and lessons learned 
around the model of cultural interventions.  
 
The paper will be divided into two parts; the first will look at the context of community 
based natural resource management with regard to water resources; the second will 
provide a spatial understanding of the working area, and focus on the case study of 
Nagarakere tank rehabilitation and community management strategies.  
 

2. Methodology  
 
The study has drawn from both secondary data sources such as government documents 
and reports prepared by the ngo, as well as primary records through focus group 
discussion, individual semi-structured interviews with community members as well as 
community based organisations, conservation groups and ngo field officers.  
 
 

3. Background – Community, collective action and the importance of 
social capital 

 
Community management of common property and natural resources has ‘traditionally’ 
been reinforced through a logic of reciprocity and cooperation. The ‘closed’ nature of 
membership for trade and resource regulation resulted in sustainable and stable 
production systems. The objective of pre-green revolution agrarian societies was to 
produce food for local consumption. These pre-industrial communities protected water 
resources through a complex arrangement of ritual and social taboos, and natural 
resource management focused on the connectedness of man within the natural world. 
Trade took the form of a barter system where ‘in-kind’ contributions were as common as 
cash transactions.  
 
Current agricultural production has shifted from subsistence farming to a finance based 
economy, which has lead to a shift in objectives away from local production and food 
security towards market lead production systems. This shift has served to break the 
traditional symbiotic relationship between nature and people. Shifting patterns of 
agricultural production and regulation have caused a renegotiation of these social 
identities. Borewell irrigation favours those with land, power, and money, and negatively 

                                                 
4 Government of Karnataka (2005), Requests for proposals for the involvement of ngos under the NPRRR 
project  
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impacts water availability in surface water sources5. Post-independence India’s 
investment in large scale irrigation infrastructure, green revolution technologies, and 
cash cropping has played a part in fundamentally altering village economics away from 
reciprocal trade relations, towards individual ‘privatisation’ of the commons. As a result, 
current day formulations for water user associations have to appreciate the difficulties in 
creating consensus from very different groups of people. 
 
Studies6 on the ways in which communities can come together to collectively manage 
natural resources focus on the importance of homogeneity in one area of incentive 
formation; wealth, political affiliation, and economic interests7. Heterogeneity in one or 
more of these areas complicates the potential of collective action and the formation of 
user groups. The way in which collective action can be realised is through the creation 
of neutral institutions that can act as a mechanism through which questions of resource 
supply are resolved. Community ties and social capital are positive bases on which 
robust institutions can be built.  
 
Theories of collective action8 construct a framework of cooperation that is based upon 
the attitudes and decisions of the individual, with the common assumption that 
individuals will not contract into collective action if they do not believe their incentives 
for doing so outweigh the costs of the contract9. Further, the underlying belief is that 
the scarcity of the resource, which is often the case in common property resources as a 
catalyst for collective action on the part of rational individuals10. 
 
In order therefore to create communities, made up of self-serving individuals or multiple 
caste and class groups, necessitates an accurate understanding of the different 
appropriate incentives. Critiques of collective action theory focus on the way in which 
the individual and the community have been conceived. Institutional theories of 
collective action do not appear to appreciate an identity of the individual beyond that of 
his/her relationship with the resource. The identity of the individual needs to be located 
within a larger sphere of political, religious, and symbolic interests, all of which 
constitute an individual’s interest and the incentives he/she has in contracting into 

                                                 
5 See Sainath, P (2004) Sinking Borewells, rising debt, India together at www.indiatogether.com 
/2004/jun/psa-sinkbore.htm last visited on July 8th, 2006, Jodha, N.S. (1989), “Depletion of Common 
Property Resources in India: Micro-level Evidence, Population and Development Review, Vol. 15, Issue 
Supplement: Rural Development and Population: Institutions and Policy, pp261-283 
6 Wade, Robert (1992) “Common Property Resource Management in South Indian Villages” in Making the 
Commons Property, David Bromley (ed.) (California: ICS), Runge, C. Ford (1992), “Common Property 
and Collective Action in Economic Development” in Making the Commons Work, David Bromley (ed.) 
(California: ICS) 
7 Raju, K.V., GK Karanth, MJ Bhende,D Rajasekar and KG Gayathridevi (2003) Rejuvenating Tanks, A 
socio-ecological approach, Books for Change (Bangalore).  
8 Ostrom, Elinor (2000), “Collective Action and the Evolution of Social Norms”, Journal of Economic 
Perspectives, Vol. 14, No. 3, Summer 2000, pp 137-58, Oakley, Peter et al. (1991), Projects with People: 
The practice of participation in rural development, (Geneva: ILO) 
9 See Sainath, 2004; Jodha, 1989 
10  Wade, 1988 
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collective action solutions11. In so doing, we have to accept that homogeneity within 
user groups is the exception rather than the norm.  
 
A central focus of the WUA is its ability, through negotiation and consensus, to provide 
financial management of the resource through water charges of users and beneficiary 
contributions towards tank management. Despite multiple approaches to WUAs within 
India, there has been a mixed review as to how sustainable these have been financially. 
Reasons for underperformance of WUAs have been attributed variously to lack of 
appreciation of land distribution patterns, highly prescriptive rules that fail to align with 
underlying social norms, and WUA frameworks that allow for political capture or the use 
of political capital to further vested interests and power groups.12 
 
The question of how best to develop effective WUAs that affect appropriate collective 
action incentives with low transaction costs requires an appreciation of community and 
social norms. Svaraj experiment with cultural strategies as a cohesive 
tool to bring together heterogeneous communities around tank rehabilitation is an 
interesting example that can provide lessons for ongoing tank projects. 
 

 
4. Case Study 

 
The Arkavati river is one of the principal tributaries of the Cauvery in Karnataka. 
Nagarakere tank, in Doddaballapur town, Bangalore rural District, is 72 hectares with a 
command area of 60 hectares13. Nagarakere tank comes under the technical jurisdiction 
of the Karnataka Minor Irrigation department. Doddaballapur town has a total of 31 
wards, and a population of 75,000. It has been subject to rapid urbanisation and socio-
economic transition over the past 10-15 years. Although Doddaballapur had been a pre-
dominantly agricultural society, in recent times livelihood patterns have shifted to 
industry, labour and trade. The textile industry is a major source of employment and 
there are over 50,000 powerlooms, and 80 dyeing units in the town14. This 
industrialisation has gone ahead largely unchecked. As a result, lack of effective effluent 
treatment has affected the drinking water quality of the surrounding area. 
Doddaballapur also suffers from lack of freshwater. Nearly 100% of its inhabitants rely 
on private suppliers for drinking water at the rate of Rs. 300/10 kilolitres15.  This has 
resulted in government initiated diversion schemes for water supply, the most recent 
one being the Jakkala Madagu (JM) project. This project will bring in water from the 
Jakkala Madagu tank, 35kms away from Doddaballapur. This tank has supported the 
drinking water requirements of Chikkaballapur town.  
 

                                                 
11 Oakley, 1991; Mosse, Davis (2003), The Rule of Water: Statecraft, ecology and collective action in South 
India (New Delhi: OUP) 
12Baumann, Pari and Subir Sinha (2001), “Linking Development with Democratic Processes in India: 
Political Capital and Sustainable Livelihoods Analysis”, Natural Resources Perspectives, No. 68, June 
2001 (ODI) 
13 SDT Files 
14 Tehelka, Dead Shores of our dead rivers, March 19, 2005 
15 SDT Files 
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Nagarakere, one tank in the chain of tanks between Nandi Hills and Bangalore City has 
been dry for the last 8 years. A temporary Government Order was passed in 2001 to 
convert the tank to a percolation tank, which resulted in the closing of the sluice gate. 
The few remaining farmers around Nagarakere tank use borewells for irrigation. A visit 
to the dry tank in early 2005 clearly illustrated the total neglect of the tank. It is used as 
a discharge point for both domestic sewage as well as industrial effluent. Although 
community members recall a time when this tank served as the central point for 
washing, swimming, fishing and religious ceremonies, most now are afraid of the health 
and safety consequences of being near the tank. To complicate the situation, 
Nagarakere tank and Doddaballapur town will a part of the Bangalore International 
Airport Authority’s (BIAAPA) development plan, set to be completed in 2021, which 
decides the land use pattern in the area, and work has started already. According to the 
BIAAPA jurisdictional maps, settlement areas have been planned in the Nagarakere tank 
bed. There are multiple schemes for this area, with multiple jurisdictions. This creates 
confusion when attempting to develop community user groups.  
 
Svaraj began working in Doddaballapur in 2004, as part of their Swedish 
International Development Agency’s (Sida) ‘Food Security and Livelihoods through 
integrated water resource management by communities’ program. As a rights-based, 
community centred ngo, the Doddaballapur team’s strategy focused on raising 
awareness of the importance of water rights and the ways in which different individuals 
and community groups could agitate for these rights to be realised. The direct objective 
of the Doddaballapur work was to work with community groups in order to facilitate 
community participation in water management. This would develop an aware citizenry 
and an understanding of the spaces available for negotiation of rights and expectations 
and to instil water values. These values will ensure that people-based water 
management is sustainable. Cultural activities such as street plays, jathas, theatre and 
song were key elements of the Svaraj Doddaballapur team’s (SDT) tools for community 
integration and mobilisation.  
 
Timeline of Work Done 
 
September 2004 – Doddaballapur work begins  
 
September 2004 – March 2005 – Awareness programmes to initiate community forums 
around water management 
 
March 2005 – Dr Lingaraju and Doddaballapur team survey Nandi hills to Hesserghete 
chain of tank and plan is developed around drinking water in Nagarakere 
 
May 2005 – First meetings help in municipality (CMC) premises  
 
May 11 2005 – Inauguration of desilting work  
 
The Doddaballapur team began their interventions with the community by having a 
‘cultural jatha’ which incorporated song, dance, and theatre aiming to create awareness 
as well as the importance of water and water rights. This jatha was followed by regular 
workshops, discussion groups, festivals, and ‘cultural’ programmes in both schools and 
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public spaces. The Arkavati Jal Chetna Samiti (AJCS) was formed as a civic body made 
up of Doddaballapur inhabitants whose objective is to discuss developments within the 
town and work towards needs based development and transparency in project 
management. Although the Doddaballapur team facilitated the group formation, the 
team does not manage the group or decide upon meetings and agendas. 
 
Meetings with community groups had made clear the desperate need for drinking water 
and reliable domestic water supply in the town. In March 2005, the Doddaballapur team, 
with the assistance of Dr Lingaraju of the Karnataka State Remote Sensing Application 
Centre (KSRSAC) developed a plan for rehabilitating part of the tank for drinking water 
purposes (Nagarakere Plan). The scheme created a diversion scheme for the incoming 
sewage water and planned for desilting along the feeder channels. 
 
Nagarakere Plan 
 
Nagarakere tank’s feeder channel is a minor stream whose course runs through the 
length of the tank (fig. 1). As a result, the Doddaballapur team decided to take up 
desilting work in a phased manner and along the course of the stream-line as it would 
be comparatively protected from sunlight and reduce evapotranspiration. This would 
allow the water to move along the gradient from the entry point of the tank towards the 
sluice gate.  
 
The unused drinking water well (gosaikunte) was to be desilted and restored. However, 
in order to restore the Gosaikunte and use the water collected in it for drinking water, it 
is necessary to get the approval of both the local CMC as well as the Minor Irrigation 
department. This has not yet happened.  
 
Public meetings were held in Doddaballapur to discuss the drinking water plan and 
commitments were made by members of the public to provide in-kind contributions 
towards the work. Industrialists pledged earthmovers or JCBs. Farmers and brick makers 
took the responsibility of transporting the silt away from the tank area and using it for 
their own purposes. A youth group (Naga Dala) was formed soon after the public 
meetings, the Naga Dala group was created in order to provide all assistance required 
for physical labour around Nagara Kere tank desilting.  
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Fig 1. Nagarakere tank showing the course of the feeder channel/stream and gosaikunte 
 
The Study outline  
 
The purpose of the survey was to be able to understand the impact of the 
Doddaballapur team’s cultural intervention strategy. It was also to talk to individuals 
who were involved in creating these cultural intervention strategies in order to 
understand whether they were developing sustainable messages given the shifting 
nature of economic production in Doddaballapu. We were interested in whether the 
cultural intervention was appropriate given the changing scenario of the town.  
 
A social mapping was done of the land areas around the tank, both to determine 
livelihood strategies, as well as to understand the religious and political affiliations of 
community groups. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with representative 
members of the town, and with ngo/conservation groups, government officials, cultural 
groups, and community based organisations.  
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Table 1: Awareness of tank work and cultural programs – main respondent group interviews 
 
Sl. 
No 

Caste 
Group/Rel. 

M/ 
F 

Age Livelihood Land 
Owned/Rent

 Tank 
Previous16 

Tank 
Current

D/W 
 

Cost 
Month
Rs. 

Aware 
of 
tank 
work 
(C/G) 

Aware 
Of  
Temple
Tank 
work 

Tank 
Water  
For 
what 

Who Why 

1 Muslim F 50 Beedi 
Worker 

Rent  All - Buy 120 C Yes Dom CMC Monitor 

2 Muslim F 35 Housewife Rent  All - Buy 310 C Yes DW CMC/CBO Monitor 
3 Muslim M 39 Mechanic Rent  2,3,5,6,7 6 Buy 110 - Yes DW CMC/CBO Monitor 
4 Tiglya M 35 Agri/Grocery Own/Rent  3,4,6,7  - Buy 125 C Yes Agri/Dom CMC/CBO Monitor 
5 Tigla M 60 Agri Own  All - Buy 130 C Yes Agri CMC Finance 
6 Tigla M 45 Agri/Business Own/Rent  6,7 - Buy - C Yes Agri CMC Monitor 
7 Tigla M 21 Student -  2,3,4,5,6,7 - Buy - C/G Yes Agri/Dom CMC/CBO Monitor 
8 Tigla F 18 Student -  7 - Buy 75 - - Agri CMC Finance 
9 Weaver 1 M 60 Weaver Own  All - Buy 135 - Yes Dom CMC Finance 
10 Weaver 2 M 43 Weaver Own  3,5,6,7 - Buy 120 C - Dom CMC/CBO Monitor 
12 Weaver 3 F 38 Weaver Own  3,4,5,6,7 - Buy 120 - Yes Dom CMC/CBO Monitor 
12 Old man M 65 Agri Own  All - Buy 120 - - Agri CMC Finance 
13 Old Woman F 65 Agri Own  All - Buy 120 - - Agri CMC Finance 
14 Middle Class 

Woman 1 
F 35 HW/ 

Business 
Own  3,4,5,6,7 3,5 Buy 30 C Yes Agri/Rec CMC/CBO Monitor 

15 MC W 2 F 28 HW/Business Own  3,5,6,7 5 Buy 45 C Yes Rec CMC Finance 
16 MC W 3 F 31 HW Business Own  3,5,7 5 Buy 30 C Yes Dom CMC/CBO Monitor 
17 MC M 1 M 35 HW Business Own  5,6,7 5 Buy 40 C Yes Rec CMC Finance 
Source: Svaraj Doddaballapur Tank Survey 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Uses for the tank are numbered from 1-7 in the following order – 1 drinking 2 Swimming 3 Fishing 4 Plantation 5 Religious 6 Washing 7 Agriculture 
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5. Discussion of data 
 
The social mapping of the town revealed that most of the wards  
 
Shifting Livelihood Systems 
 
From the focus group discussions and the individual interviews, it was clear that 
agriculture was no longer a primary livelihood strategy for most of the households living 
around the tank area. Although many had been involved in agriculture earlier, either 
themselves or their fathers and grandfathers, most were now engaged in livelihood 
patterns that are industrial in nature and delineated by religion and caste17.  
 
The tigila community is an important agricultural group in the area. They grow mainly 
horticultural crops in small areas of land in the command area of the tank. As expected, 
the majority of individuals from this community, both in the focus group discussions as 
well as the individual interviews, indicated their preference for tank water to be used for 
agriculture. However, even within the tigilas, economic production patterns are 
changing. More and more agriculturalists in this area have opted for multi-occupational 
livelihoods. Although they own land, many also rent space in the town centre for 
business enterprises.  
 
As Doddaballapur town is rapidly urbanising and will continue to do so with the airport 
development plans underway, migration into the town is increasing. Marriage into the 
community is one aspect of migration, and 25% of the women we met had moved into 
the town after marriage. However, labour opportunities are another factor influencing 
recent migration patterns. Migrants into an area further complicates the concept of 
community management, especially if these individuals have only a short-time horizon 
with regard to time spent in the locale.  
 
Needs Based Assessment of Development 
 
Fewer and fewer families currently rely on the tank for water with regard to their 
livelihoods. As a result, when asked about potential usage of tank water, almost all of 
the respondents, both in individual interviews as well as focus groups, argued that the 
tank water should be used to alleviate the drinking and domestic water problem in 
Doddaballapur town. Many individuals expressed concern with the fact that drinking 
water was being provided through the JM project, both because of questions of self-
sufficiency and fear about reliable delivery due to the conflicts arising with 
Chickballapur. As a result, although Nagarakere according to respondents has not been 
used as a drinking water source in recent past, it is now being seen as a valuable 
potential source for the town. 
 

                                                 
17 These are qualitative statements made in both focus group discussions and interactions with ngo groups 
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Impact of Cultural actions and strategies 
 
The SDT used cultural actions in a multi-pronged manner; both through activities that 
were exhibitions for community groups, as well as creating cultural leaders within the 
community. Gangammana Okkalu, a drama and music group made up of volunteers of 
all ages works with SDT to spread water awareness. When speaking with members of 
the team about their strategy, they discussed pre-exhibition rapid surveys of areas in 
order to understand how best to reach the people there. In certain conditions, 
traditional harvest songs are adapted to suit the messages being conveyed about 
participation and efficient water use. However, members of the team did appreciate the 
potential dangers of spreading messages that had a traditional focus in an area like 
Doddaballapur, which no longer requires agriculture and could look upon the messages 
as quaint nostalgia. Others talked about how traditional symbols, such as Gangammana 
– the goddess of water – are used to promote solutions to contemporary problems, such 
as pollution, drinking water scarcity and water management. Gangammana Okkalu has 
become very popular in the town and has been asked to exhibit their work at the 
upcoming Kannada Samiti. 
 
The SDT members also talked about the circles of impact, starting from individuals to 
communities that have begun to take shape in the town. Individual volunteers, in both 
the drama groups as well as SDT are working with their immediate communities to talk 
to them about the issues regarding water management. These circles were evident 
during the interview process, where individuals acknowledged having heard about 
certain concepts and ideas through their son or neice who was part of the youth 
movement in SDT. 
 
In order to assess the impact of the cultural interventions, we asked community 
members if they were aware of any work in nagarakere tank. We coupled this question 
with whether they were aware of work that had been done by the Doddaballapur team 
around rehabilitating Ramannana Bavi, a temple tank situated in the heart of the town. 
At the time of the survey, SDT was still negotiating to continue work on the tank with 
CMC and Minor Irrigation. The Minor Irrigation department had begun desilting work on 
phase I of NPRRRR. 65% of the individuals interviewed were aware of the work being 
done by the SDT, and 82 % were aware or had taken part in the work that had been 
conducted around the temple tank. However, only one person was aware of the work 
that the Minor Irrigation department was conducting and most thought the activity 
around the tank, other than the community work, was illegal sand mining. When asked 
why they had not thought to question the people doing the work around the tank, the 
main response was that in the past, when they had questioned, they had been told not 
to interfere because the land being worked upon was not theirs. When we told them 
that there was work being done on the tank by the government, many of the 
respondents argued that this would not help them or the tank. This is because 
consecutive interactions with government initiatives18 has fundamentally alienated 
individuals from any sense of ownership around the tank as well as created a mistrust of 
government interventions. Constructing post-facto ownership in user groups has to 
incorporate this. 

                                                 
18 Both of these have been cited by respondents 
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6. Nagarakere tank as part of NPRRR 
 

The government of India, in appreciation of the role of tanks as irrigation sources, 
announced the NPRRR scheme in 2005. The objectives of this scheme are to ‘restore 
and augment storage capacities of water bodies, as well as to recover and extend their 
lost irrigation potential’19. As outlined by the Government of Karnataka, the project 
components are phase I – tank desilting and restoration and phase II – Active 
community participation to ensure long term benefits of the work done. This post-
project sustainability will be provided for by WUAs. ‘The Water Users Associations so 
formed will maintain the revived facilities with resource from water charges/ user 
charges and beneficiary contributions apart from availability of Government funds for 
major repairs in particular circumstances.’20 WUAs with regard to NPRRR are to be 
formed with the assistance of ngos.  
 
There are certain challenges to the scheme as is evident in the Nagarakere tank 
scheme. When talking with the Minor Irrigation Assistant Executive Engineer about the 
potential complications of creating WUAs around agriculture, with regard to Nagarakere 
Tank, he admitted that there might be problems. Further, when asked about the 
planned encroachments under BIAAPA’s development plan and the impact on the tank 
scheme, he replied by stating that BIAAPA had not formally converted land in that area, 
as a result, Minor Irrigation still had overall authority.  
 
What was clear from the interview with the representative of Minor Irrigation is that the 
responsibilities of NPRRR have been clearly delineated between technical assistance and 
community mobilisation. Although Minor Irrigation was clear on the need for WUAs, as 
per the scheme outline, there was little clarity on how this would be done. Taken 
together with the reactions from Doddaballapur inhabitants and the complete ignorance 
of government work in the tank, it is clear that there is no communication between town 
inhabitants and government agents. This has resulted in a growing mistrust about the 
motivations behind the work. This mistrust will impede any attempt to form tank user 
groups.  
 

7. Differences perceptions of Community 
 

The NPRRR scheme, as outlined by the Minor Irrigation Department (GoK) is that 
community consensus is not seen a pre-condition for tank restoration work, but is vital 
for post-project tank management. The SDT however focused on community awareness 
as a first step prior to tank work being undertaken. This pre-project involvement has 
actually reduced the overall cost of the tank work, as in-kind contributions were 
provided for by the community members (Table 2). The SDT has desilted a total of 
7200m3 for a total cost of Rs 81,400. This is a nominal sum when compared with the 
                                                 
19 Government of Karnataka (2005)Department of Water Resources (Minor Irrigation), National Project for 
Repair, Renovation and restoration of Water Bodies Directly linked to Agriculture, Pamphlet 
20 Ibid. 
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16,000m3  that the Minor Irrigation Department is aiming to desilt for a total cost of Rs 
11,50,000.  
 
 
Table 2. Phases of tank work done by SDT and the nature of fund mobilisation 
Phases  Work done  Resource Expenditure in Rs
12.05.05 to 28.05.05 80 hours Local donation in 

Kind – Sponsoring 
JCB 

44,000 

25.01.06 to 21.03.06 49.5 hours CMC funds 37,400 
 total 7200 m3  81,400 
 
SDT’s strategy of engaging community through different cultural activities has also 
allowed the team to understand and document the multiplicity of needs, arising out of 
occupational choices and incentives.  
 

 
8. Conclusion 
 

Culture can be understood as the norms, institutions and belief systems that govern a 
people. Culture is then not static in nature and evolves with changes in the immediate 
environment be they economic or livelihood patterns. Culture is the oral/textual 
ascription of practices that have evolved over time. As a result, culture can be seen as 
‘tradition’ but it is not limited to it. Culture is an identity that can prove to be a powerful 
entry point when trying to understand and harness communities. 
 
With regard to Nagarakere tank, and Doddaballapur town, recent changes in livelihood 
strategies, away from agriculture has caused a shift in the way people relate to the tank 
and its purpose. As a result, it is very important to note the increasing demand that 
Nagarakere tank be used for drinking water as opposed to agriculture. Changes such as 
this need to be understood in order to align incentives and participation.  A strategy for 
community mobilisation that appreciates the way in which cultural intervention can give 
voice to shifting identities will have greater potential for sustainable management of 
resources. 
 
Nagarakere tank, is located within Bangalore Rural District. Bangalore Rural District will 
continue to be the site of rapid economic change. As a result, the situation illustrated 
here with regard to Nagarakere tank will potentially be repeated. It is important 
therefore that lessons are learnt about best practices with regard to developing effective 
WUAs. Needs based development strategies are essential if communities are successfully 
manage their natural resources.  
 
 
 
Economic connection with the tank changed due its non use towards agriculture – 
apathy around the tank 
Bangalore Rural changing
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