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Water in many parts of rural India has become a contentious
resource, a nd v illage p onds, t anks, a nd w ells, w hich
traditionally have been treated as common property, are often
the most adversely af fected water r esources. Population
growth and increasing adoption of irrigation-based technology
in agricultur e ar e acting as the primary drivers, driving the
burgeoning demand for water in India’s villages. At the same
time, government policies on r ural development have altered
the socio-economic dynamics of the villages, leading to the
development of new institutional arrangements for managing
local resources. Largely, these new institutions do not take into
account the norms, conventions, and local custom that
traditionally guided the usage of the commons.

While c urrent p olicy i nterventions m ark a  s hift f rom
government ownership towar ds user contr ol, the
responsibility of supplying water in most cases still rests with
the state. Further, the existing acts remain relatively vague on
the question of actual pr operty rights over water itself and
usually refer to property r ights over water infrastructure. In
the ultimate analysis, the success of the policies and legislative
acts depends on the way they ar e implemented. People’s
participation in commons management ultimately depends on
mutual trust, awareness, general consensus, and commitment
among all stakeholders.

This book, an outcome of a r esearch study undertaken
under the auspices of IDP AD (Indo-Dutch Pr ogramme on
Alternatives in Development), touches upon the above-
mentioned issues linked to CPWRs (common pr operty water
resources) but mainly focuses on the institutional aspect using
a case study approach. In fact, the strength of the book lies in
the unique set of case studies identified for the very first time.
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These case studies are analysed at length and give interesting
insights i nto t he f unctioning o f c ommunity i nstitutions,
traditional and otherwise. The study also makes a specific
contribution to the understanding of private pr operty–
common pr operty linkages in the irrigation sector and
introduces the importance of rural water markets as an
evolving institutional arrangement for allocation of the resource.
Given the new policy thrust on the revival of rural water bodies
through people’s participation, the book is a timely contribution
in t erms o f i ts a ssessment o f t he f unctioning o f c ommunity
institutions in dif ferent social contexts.

The book is or ganized into seven chapters. Chapter 1 gives
the backgr ound and r esearch design of the study . Chapter 2
discusses the underlying concepts and seeks to put together a
research framework based on a thematic r eview of the literature
relevant to the Indian context. Chapter 3 brings out the empirical
findings related to the contribution of CPWRs to rural quality of
life. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 cover the institutional aspect, starting
with the functioning of informal water markets in the villages
(Chapter 4), then discussing the legal and policy framework at
both the national and state levels (Chapter 5), and finally
introducing a set of case studies on community management
institutions. Chapter 7 concludes with supplementing
observations from the stakeholder workshops and the field.

The b ook i s d esigned i n s uch a  w ay t hat i t a ppeals t o a
broad audience consisting of r esearchers, students, and
development professionals. It comes with a CD containing the
survey data for 1000 households belonging to the study region,
which, it is hoped, will be appreciated by researchers. Students
and instructors will find the dataset especially helpful in
relating theory to practice. The case studies can be used by
instructors as ready-made pedagogical material on the subject.
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