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Foreword

Water is fundamental to the material basis of both life and livelihoods in rural Asia. Water
serves 2 variety of purposes: it is used not only for irrigating the main field crops, but also
for domestic needs such as drinking, washing, and bathing and for home gardens, livestock,
trees, and other permanent vegetation. Other productive uses include aquaculture,
transportation, and small rural enterprises such as brick making. The environmental
benefits of water resources include direct uses such as the harvesting of aquatic plants and
animals and the immeasurable benefits of biodiversity and maintaining natural ecosystems.
Many of the traditional water-harvesting systems have fallen into disuse or have been
forgotten, replaced by ‘modern’ structures and systems that have failed to meet the
expectations and demands of growing populations. Water scarcity affects the rural
household, economy, and environment in multifarious ways, resulting in hardships such as
the necessity of carrying heavy pots of water several kilometres every day to meet
household needs; the destitution of farmers and their families who lose their lands, or of the
landless who lose their jobs because of lack of water for irrigation; the loss of wetlands and
estuaries because of water depletion upstream; and increasing health problems caused by
water-borne diseases and pollution. Inequitable access and a distribution system skewed in
favour of the urban, rich and powerful further compound the problem of absolute scarcity,
especially for the poor and the disadvantaged.

Concomitantly with growing scarcity, competition over water among various uses and users
is intensifying, both within and between sectors. Demands for water supplies for agriculture,
households, and industry have escalated dramatically in recent decades. Increasingly,
wetlands, rivers, and estuaries that support wildlife and vegetation are being threatened by
water transfer and shortage. While water for irrigation remains critical for food production
and rural incomes, farmers must compete for the resource among themselves and with
rapidly growing industrial, domestic, and urban demands for water. In the competition for
water, industrial and urban needs typically receive priority over agriculture and irrigation,
which in turn are favoured over domestic uses (generally considered the domain of women)
or ecosystem needs. ‘Environment versus development’ dilemmas over water have led to
conflicts and struggles related to large dams, industrial pollution, chemical runoff from
agriculture, and aquaculture, among other issues. Often, as water resources have fallen
under centralized and state control through bureaucracies, policies, and legal instruments,
communities have had to struggle to maintain their rights, customary local practices, and
livelihoods. With towns and industries making more and more claims on the water
currently used in rural areas, the rural poor and marginalised groups have little means to
defend their rights to water and are unlikely to even gain a seat at the table in discussions
about the best way to manage diminishing water resources.

Simultaneously, a better understanding by the public and policy-makers of resource limits
and the urgency of taking effective action to meet the challenge is needed. In the face of
increasing water scarcity and competitive demands on water, water security will be
increasingly linked to poverty eradication, governance, and conflict resolution. In the
meantime, rapidly evolving water markets are establishing their own means of rationing
water in many parts of Asia. Water is increasingly being treated as a commodity to
facilitate mobility between competing demands and purchasing capacities; in short, going to
those who have the ability and willingness to pay. But treating water as a commodity may



only further marginalise the weaker sections of society who have minimal purchasing
capacity and are unable to defend their prior use of water. Water is imbued with deep
cultural significance all over the world, especially in rural Asia. Conlflicts over water evoke
meanings and images that go beyond the physical attributes of water. After all, denial of
access to water is ultimately denial of life itself.

ICIMOD must be commended for bringing out these two volumes on the significance and
the diversity of water-harvesting technologies and institutions governing them. Apart from
the publication of these volumes, ICIMOD has been instrumental in bringing people and
institutions from diffexrent countries together to share their experiences of the dynamics of
policies and practices revolving around water-harvesting structures and the local economy.
In pursuing this interest on a vital resource for livelihoods in the Hindu Kush mountains, we
hope that the further research and programme activities of ICIMOD will seek to enhance
and sustain the role and voice of local communities in governing these community assets
and also continue to identify policies, practices, movements, and institutional capacities that
increase disadvantaged people’s access and control over water resources.

Ujjwal Pradhan
New Delhi

March 2000



Preface

A commonly held notion about mountain areas is that these are all plentifully endowed with
water, and mountain communities should not be facing too much difficulty in accessing
needed water supplies. These two volumes, discussing efforts by local communities to
harness water resources for drinking and agriculture, show clearly that plentiful endowment
does not necessarily mean it is readily available. Water for the settlements and fields of
mountain households had become increasingly scarce. Tapping more distant sources has
many technical, environmental, and socio-institutional implications as the discussions in
these two volumes indicate.

ICIMOD's main objective in bringing out these two volumes is first to close some of the
continuing knowledge gaps about the use of resources by mountain communities. It is
hoped that by a better understanding of prevailing practices it will contribute towards the
development of sustainable systems in the future. Another important reason is that this is
also the year of the World Water Vision and it would be a gross oversight if mountain
communities did not have a place in this vision. We hope this small contribution will help in
this direction.

ICIMOD is very grateful to the Ford Foundation for supporting the water harvesting
programme of the Centre which has made this review work possible. The contributions of all
the national and local organizations, including the authors of the various papers and case
studies, are also highly appreciated. Dr. M. Banskota, Deputy Director General and
Professor S.R. Chalise, Water Resources’ Specialist, planned the outline and contents of
these documents and ensured that all critical issues were covered. Obviously much more
can be said about important topics like water and mountain communities. This is only a
small step forward towards improving our understanding about water harvesting at
community level in the Hindu Kush-Himalayas. ICIMOD is looking forward to taking the
next steps that should include, in particular, capacity building in local planning and
management of water-harvesting systems.



Abstract

The Hindu Kush-Himalayas (HKH) are the largest storehouse of fresh water in the lower
latitudes and as such are important water towers for nearly 500 million people. They are the
source of major river systems: the Indus, the Ganges, the Yarlung-Tsangpo, the
Brahmaputra, the Nu-Salween, the Yangtze, and the Mekong. Also called the ‘Third Pole’
they contain the largest mass of ice and snow outside the earth's polar regions. Located at
the highest elevations on earth, with the permanent snowline at about 5,000 m, the
mountain peaks of the HKH extend close to 9,000 m. These peaks contain many glaciers,
including some of the longest outside the polar regions. Availability of water at such great
heights has also made human life possible at higher elevations than elsewhere, with human
settlements beyond even 4,000 m and temporary and seasonal settlements with unique
cultures and traditions even close to 6,000 m. The extreme variability of climate and
precipitation patterns, as well as extremely inadequate knowledge on the hydrology of the
HKH rivers and streams and the complex interrelationships between ecology and hydrology
in the region impose serious scientific and technical limitations on the development of HKH
waters. This two-volume document discusses the methods of harvesting water throughout
the HKH mountains amongst a wide variety of human groups, focussing on the efforts being
made by local communities for harvesting water. Many of the older systems are breaking
down while newer ones supported by government and development organizations are
limited. A concerted effort is needed to improve existing systems through community
participation while at the same time expandings new systems.
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