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Tank Irrigation in South India  
 

Majority of the states in South India have a harsh cli-

mate with intense monsoons followed by protracted 

droughts This has necessitated human intervention in the 

management of water for agriculture in South India dat-

ing back many centuries. One such intervention is the 

village level water bodies - the rainwater-harvesting 

structures. The undulating topography of the Indian Pen-

insular provided a good base for these water bodies 

which were innovative but simple water-harvesting 

structures. These were developed by the early settlers 

using the indigenous skill of and  technical advice from 

the local craftsmen. South India is dotted with some 

250,000 water bodies (including irrigation tanks) of 

various types and sizes. While the predominant use of 

village level water bodies, particularly of tanks is irriga-

tion, in many places these water bodies serve as source 

of drinking water for both humans and livestock. They 

are common property resources and served as the centre 

of village social and religious life. Village level water 

bodies are socio-ecological marvels gifted by our previ-

ous generations. 

 In recent decades, the small and single village based 

water bodies constitute more than 70 per cent of the total 

water bodies. Most people, except the disadvantaged 

villagers in rural areas, view these water bodies as 

‘insignificant’ or minor. But for the communities living 

by them,  these small water bodies are a life support 

system. In practice, these small water bodies are signifi-

cant (Shah and Raju, 2002; Palanisamy and Meinzen. 

Dick, 2001; Dhan, 2002; Raju et al, 2001:):  

 

A) for providing protective irrigation with high 

water use efficiency and productivity of irri-

gated land, 

B) for recharging groundwater which in turn 

sustains irrigation wells, controlling mining 

of groundwater and sustaining life support-

ing system,  

C) in the livelihood of marginal community in 

terms of inland pisciculture, cultivation of 

cucumber, water melon, mash melon and 

grazing land,  

D) since livestock depend heavily on ponds and 

tanks for drinking water,  

E) for domestic use of human beings, 

F) as key source for drinking water in many 

difficult rural environments, 

G) to lend social space for local management, 

thereby nurturing grassroot and participative 

democracy, and  

H) to integrate with the local culture and pro-

vide a base for local religious activities, 

 

Hover, some structures like tanks are regarded as 

primarily for irrigation. Their several characteristics 

make it eminently suited far multiple uses 

( P a l a n i s a m i  a n d  M e i n z e n - D i c k .  

2001):  

 

A) tanks provide dispersed water storage near many 

of the villages. The technology itself creates 

open bodies of standing water that can be ac-

cessed by people, livestock, and fish;  

B) tanks involve a combination of land and water 

resources that can be used for brick making, 

trees, and grazing. In water-scarce regions it is 

therefore not surprising that tanks are used for a 

variety of productive and domestic uses. They 

are hence very important for rural livelihoods.  

Svaraj analysis 

Nov 2002. 

 

The success of Indian agriculture is inextricably linked with the development of irrigation which has helped the 

food grain production to increase from 54.92 million tons in 1949-50 to 180 million tons In 1992.93. The country’ 

s total food production will need to be boosted to a level of 285 million tons by year 2007 to cope with the rising 

population.  

 

The total annual surface water resource of India is 178 million Hectare metres. Out of which the directly usable 

surface flow is 66.6 million Hectare metres.  Total annual ground water resources are 57 million Hectare Metres, 

out of which the quantity extractable for irrigation is assessed at 26 million Hectare metres. The usable surface 

flow could irrigate efficiently 73. 5 million hectare’s and pumpable ground water sources could irrigate about 

Rs.40 million Hectares, thus creating a total irrigation potential of 113.5 million Hectares, which is about one third 

of the geographical area.  



Analysis of Sectoral Problems Relating to Water  

 

Present Management of water bodies: Irrigation tanks 

constitute a major share of water bodies in south In-

dia. Tanks are managed by different agencies based on 

the extent of command area:  

Tank irrigating area:  Management under:  

less than 4 ha  Taluka Panchayats  

Command area over 40 ha 

and less than 2000 ha  

Department of Minor Irri-

gation  

above 2000 ha  Department of Major Irri-

gation  

This is more or less similar in all the South Indian 

States.  

 

The Department of Minor Irrigation with its army of 

technical and administrative staff deployed at various 

levels is not able to maintain efficiently the tanks at-

tached to it. The reasons attributed to this are many 

and varied. The department feels that there is inade-

quate staff deployment.  There is also paucity of funds 

for undertaking proper maintenance of these structures 

especially for those managed by the PRls. There is 

very little involvement of the actual users in the up-

keep and maintenance of the tank systems.  

 

The tank management is reckoned as a job of these 

agencies and involves only the engineering skills.  

Multiple government agencies like the Department of 

Fisheries, Forestry Mines & Geology, Revenue, Agri-

culture and Horticulture still have a role in water bod-

ies particularly so in the tanks having a command area 

of above 4 hectares.  

 

Village level water bodies including tanks are primary 

sources of livelihood to the rural poor who have no 

access to more dependable sources of drinking water 

and irrigation. There is a need to shift from looking at 

tanks from only an irrigation perspective, to the eco-

logical importance and conserve and develop them. 

The role of irrigation tanks in recharging groundwater, 

promoting the ecosystem of villages, providing shel-

ters for birds, supporting drinking water facilities to 

people and serving as flood regulators and drought 

mitigators is underlined. We need to consider water 

bodies both from the irrigation and ecological streams 

of benefits.  

 

Farmers’ interest in water bodies, particularly irriga-

tion tanks declined because technical pumps and 

widespread electrification made irrigation wells in-

creasingly attractive. In Karnataka, for example, the 

number of electrified irrigation pump sets rose from 11 

000 in 1957 to over 11 million in 2000 (KEB, 2000) In 

Tamil Nadu, area irrigated by wells rose from 20 per 

cent to 45 per cent of all irrigated area from 1960 to 

1983, while the tank irrigated area fell from 38 per cent 

to 20 per cent in the same period (Palanisami and 

Ramasamy 1995).  

 

In recent years various efforts have been made to reha-

bilitate irrigation tanks. One approach has been to pro-

vide external funds for the large investments needed to 

improve tanks’ physical structure, and to encourage 

villagers to maintain them. One inherent limitation of 

this approach is that there is no certainty that farmers 

will take interest in investing time and money to main-

tain irrigation tanks  

 

Present  se t  up  has  l imi t ed  v i ew :  

 

Existing administrative machinery is under-utilized and 

stress is more on construction and repairs. Currently 

there are three agencies involved  in water body man-

agement. 

Major thrust (both in terms of funds allocation and 

size) is on the Major and medium irrigation depart-

ment); while the Minor irrigation department (40-2000 

ha) stress is more on operation and maintenance of 

large tanks. But the third category-  Zilla Panchayat at 

district level (4-40 ha) and Gram Panchayat at village 

level (less than 4 ha). has a few staff (Gram Panchayat 

has no staff) and less or no technical staff to enhance 

tanks performance. The Zilla Panchayat and Gram 

Panchayat also have no separate funds for less than 4 

ha water bodies. 

 

The significance is that it is the small water bodies that 

provide crucial supplies to both humans and cattle and 

also crops. But they face severe crunch of funds and 

focus for their revival, There is very little serious dis-

cussion or policy debate on reviving these small water 

bodies 

 

What is surprising to date none of these agencies 

(indicated above) have prepared or proposed for revival 

of water bodies. Truly, these departments work on a 

watertight compartments mode.  The administration 

and technical machinery are drowned in endless official 

meetings and file pushing exercise. Everything goes as 

per the instructions received from the higher authori-

ties.  Most of the technical skills keep declining as the 

staff claini official hierarchy.  Majority of the minor 

Irrigation (the department in-charge for tanks) engi-

neers and engineering staff functioning in Zilla  



Panchayats office confessed that they are losing or 

already lost new tank designing skills or how to de-

velop an integrated plan for water management in 

their region.  Unfortunately, they hardly have had op-

portunities to enhance their essential skills for water 

resources engineering and management.  

 

Inadequate management information system for 

decision-making:  
 

Literature on irrigation tanks is abundant. But very 

few studies stress on future perspective based on cur-

rent status. When an NGO or the government agency, 

or even local users organization (formal or informal) 

wants to design an action plan, very little is available 

as a menu.  Even state agencies, and leading NGOs 

frequently face constraints in rejuvenating tanks. Most 

of these constraints are owing to lack of clarity on 

rights and responsibilities of resources.  For example, 

silt officially belongs to the Department of Mines and 

Geology yet farmers use it without seeking any per-

mission from the Department and so far have not 

faced any problems.  

 

Decline of Tank Irrigated Area  
 

While in the year 1962-63 the area under tank irriga-

tion was 478 million hectares. It came down to only 

3.07 million hectares in 1985-86. In spite of thousands 

of new tanks constructed during intervening two dec-

ades.  In the last 25 years, about 11 million hectares of 

net area under tank irrigation have been lost, amount-

ing to a capital loss of about Rs 51000 million.  A note 

by the Government of India attributes the following 

reasons for the decline of tank irrigation in India; 

partly due to aging over the centuries and partly due to 

inadequate and indifferent maintenance, the tank sys-

tems have gone into disrepair and require special at-

tention The common features noticed in the tank sys-

tem, which impair their services, include large-scale 

encroachments, weed infestation and structural decay. 

DHAN Foundation’s analysis (2002) of the present 

status of tank irrigation reveals that besides the above 

structural deficiencies, the inadequacies of the main-

stream institutions (government agencies) owning and 

maintaining tank systems have also contributed to the 

decline of tank systems.  

 

Inadequate and weak physical structures and main-

stream institutions have contributed to siltation of 

water storage area and feeder channels, dilapidated 

and weak or cut down tank bunds, choked or leaky 

slues, damaged weirs and sluices with missing shut-

ters. Current efforts to restore water bodies, their in-

adequacies and innovative initiatives of various gov-

ernment and non-government organisations have to be 

widely disseminated and there is a need to upscale 

successful cases. It would enable policy makers and 

donors to make appropriate decisions to conserve our 

heritage — the village level water bodies in the coun-

try.  

 

Development potential  

 

The indigenous system of tank Irrigation and water 

bodies score over the modern large systems in the 

following ways: 

• They are eco- friendly, i.e. a proper management 

of the system would itself ensure protection and pres-

ervation of the environment They serve both as flood 

moderators in times of heavy rainfall and as drought 

mitigators in bmes of long dry spells. 

• If revived to their original capacity, the water 

bodies would ensure ground water recharge and direct 

irrigation in rain fed areas 

• Being numerous, small in size and spread over 

thousands of villages, water bodies lend themselves to 

decentralized management which would ensure better 

care and upkeep, than any external agency can provide 

• Tank irrigation is far superior in terms of convey-

ance and water use efficiencies as compared to the 

canal system. quite economical in terms of energy 

utilization as Compared to the ground water system 

The gestation period of tank irrigation to provide 

benefits is very short as compared to the larger sys-

tems, as the irrigation command is already developed. 

 

In recent years various efforts have been made to re-

habilitate water bodies, more specifically irrigation  

tanks. The rejuvenation efforts were made under vari-

ous donor supported programs and also owing to in-

creased emphasis through policy and new programs of 

the southern states 

 

Policy and legal framework  

 

In recent years the South Indian states are embarking 

on rejuvenation of water bodies to enhance rural live-

lihoods. Changes are being introduced both in the 

policy and legal frameworks. Earlier, as the govern-

ment passed the Tank Panchayat Regulation Act (191 

1), the ‘sentiment of belongingness’ of the tank moved 

further away from the farmers. The tendency of “ 

leaving it to the government” prevailed in most parts 

of the Deccan Plateau.  During 1956 the Public Works 

Department (PWD) created a Minor Irrigation Depart-

ment vested with the task of tank maintenance. Even 

with the new dent, tank maintenance did not receive 

adequate budgetary allocation. Besides, the officials  



had no commitment to manage tanks as their future 

in the profession did not depend on how well they 

serve (Chandrakanth and Romm, 1990). The PWD 

is interested in allocations towards the new con-

structions (dams, public buildings, and highways) 

rather than old works.  

 

State wide issues 

 

A n d h r a  P r a d e s h  

Andhra Pradesh set the trend In 1997, by introduc-

ing both the policy and supportive legal framework 

(FMIS Act, 1997) to promote the Water Users As-

sociations (WUA), even at the tank level. Later in 

the year 2000 they introduced Neeru-Meeru (Water 

and You) programme for integrated development of 

water resources at all level. The State government 

of Andhra Pradesh has brought in a legislation mak-

ing WUAs mandatory for managing irrigation water 

canals as well as tanks.  For this purpose the A P 

farmer’s Management of Irrigation Systems Act 

1997 has been enacted.  In June 1997, elections 

were conducted to the WUAs for all major, medium 

and minor schemes. In November 1997 elections to 

the distributory committees were also completed.  It 

is proposed that project level committees will also 

be constituted soon in order to effect total transfer 

of management the farmers’ organisations There are 

10292 (as of 2002) water user associations in the 

State.  Eighty-one per cent of these associations are 

• Legally who owns an irrigation tank? 
• Fish : Fisheries Dept 
• Silt:  Mines and Geology Dept 
• Catchments area plants:  Forestry 

Dep 
• Water and structure : Minor irriga-

tion Dept/WRO 
• Water cess:  Revenue Dept 
• Tank/water bodies: PRIs 
• Regulation: Irrigation (minor/major) 

  

The government of Andhra Pradesh has launched 

the Water Conservation Mission (WCM) to evolve 

concrete measures on water conservation and utili-

zation on a sustainable basis by converting all rele-

vant schemes of water resources, particularly small-

holder irrigation and small water storage. The State 

had set up a committee on water conservation under 

the chairmanship of the Chief Minister with 12 

members from NGO sector with specialization and 

rich experience in community management of 

scarce water resources.  

At the district level, the District Minister heads the water 

conservation and utilisation committee and the district 

collector is the executive president, and the DPAP Director 

as convener. At district level’, technical body has to be 

formed (till now only in Vishakapatnam district) to evolve 

and guide the district committee. The technical’ committee 

comprises representatives from NGOs, water users asso-

ciations, business people, researchers, arid experts.  

 

Further down committees have been formed at the Mandal 

and Gram Panchayat level  All these committees are ex-

pected to meet once in fifteen days to propose the neces-

sary activities and prioritize them. 

 

Under the water conservation and utilization (WCU) pro-

gramme, the government is planning to launch a one-time 

programme for restoration of traditional sources of water 

harvesting by desiltation of ponds, tanks at village levels 

during 2002/2003.  The Ministry of Rural Development of 

Government of India also supports such programs. Its re-

cent order suggests ‘every village should have traditional 

drinking water source, either a direct or a protection 

sources. 

As a part of the WCU program, in all districts, a database 

is being built; wherein, for the first time, all types and 

sizes of water storage systems are being documented. Each 

water source is given a distinct number (14 digit code) and 

documented in its present status. This exercise has boosted 

up the number of water bodes at the district level e.g., 

Chittoor district now has 8200 tanks of below 40 ha under 

the control of PRIs, besides, 650 tanks of above 40 ha fal-

ling under the Minor irrigation department.  

 

Karnataka  

 

Karnataka State has taken various measures to enhance the 

access of farmers and other users to tanks systems. This 

will be mainly by abolishing the current top-down ap-

proach, which increasingly makes the rural communities 

dependent on the state for tank rehabilitation. With the 

objective of instituting the sustainable tank management 

system, the Government of Karnataka is committed to em-

bark on programs that will substantially increase participa-

tion of all important stakeholders with the management of 

the tanks and also resorting to an integrated planning and 

management approach considering the tank in its totality 

with a holistic approach to land water and ecosystem man-

agement.  

 

As an evolving strategy of initiating a process of  reforms 

in tank management. The Government of Karnataka has 

taken a bold decision to transfer management of all tanks 

to communities in a phased manner.  To facilitate this 

process, the Government of Karnataka created Jala sam-

vardhane Yojana Sarigha (JSYS) as an autonomous and  



independent society to facilitate all aspects commu-

nity management of irrigation tanks in Karnataka.  

The first phase of the World Bank supported pro-

gramme has just been launched  to cover 2000 tanks 

i n  3 4  b l o c k s  o f  d i s t r i c t s .  

 

As a first step to transfer the tanks to communities, the 

Government of Karnataka (GoK) came out with a 

vision statement reflecting the long-term strategy to 

transfer 3000 tanks having a command area of over 40 

ha from the Water Resources Department to JSYS in a 

phased manner. Panchayati Raj Institutions will con-

tinue to oversee about 34,000 tank systems entrusted 

to them.  GoK will like to help communities to resume 

management of these tanks to the communities. The 

ultimate objective of the policies of GoK tank systems 

is to progressively transfer the management operation 

and maintenance of all the tanks to the communities.  

The GoK has set up a Committee to frame a &att Par-

ticipatory irrigation and Management Act for tank 

systems.  This Act will work on:  

 

• framing the participatory irrigation and water 

management for tank systems with a clear 

vision for  future, 

• undertaking all necessary steps directly or 

indirectly associated to training such law.   

In fact the real input during the implementation of the 

project, which would guarantee the sustained manage-

ment, by the communities without depending on the 

external resources is a leadership at tank and river 

basin level and internally generated resources for 

maintenance on an ongoing basis. The legal frame-

work should empower the Gram sabhas to generate its 

own resources for this purpose. Svaraj believes that 

development of qualitative leadership with the vision 

needs long term continuing engagement and network-

ing,  

 

Tamil Nadu  

 

Tamil Nadu State Water Policy was prepared in line 

with the National Water Policy of the Government of 

India and issued during July 1994. This Water Policy 

emphasizes the management of water as a unitary re-

source by river basin, conjunctively for surface and 

groundwater, integrating environmental management, 

planning holistically for all uses of water and prioritiz-

ing water allocation to maximise productivity. Under 

this policy, necessary institutional capabilities are also 

being developed to handle water planning and alloca-

tion. The ‘Tamil Nadu Farmers Management of Irriga-

tion Systems Act’ has been enacted during 2001 and 

preparations have been initiated to implement this Act 

which empowers and encourages farmers’ (water us-

ers) involvement in all the activities related to irrigation 

management.  In all the systems under the management 

control of WRO of PWD necessary legislation to im-

prove hydrological monitoring and establish regulatory 

measures to protect against over extraction of ground 

water is in the process.  The Government of  Tamil 

Nadu has already taken up all measures required to es-

tablish the institutional features and multi- sectoral water 

p l a n n i n g  o n  a  r i v e r  b a s i n  b a s i s .  

 

In terms of legal framework two kinds of changes are 

required – 

• the decentralization in the Panchayat raj frame-

work to the next level empowering Habitation 

Sabha (Village Assembly) in management of 

all natural resources.  

• Further progress need to be made in acts such 

as community irrigation tank management act 

in all the three states, and federations of water 

owner user organisations to be recognized 

within the legal framework and empowered to 

decide on water related issues affecting the 

river basin. Recognition of the landless and 

other vulnerable group’s stake in the irrigation 

tanks such as rights over the fish, ownership 

over the silt, and other resources in the tank 

bed.  

 

Analysis by Sri Ramappa* 

(Director- Oxfam India/Svaraj  2000 – 2004)  


