Tank experiment at Mushtikovela:
The Mushtikovela tank can be said to be the pride of Mushtikovela panchayat. It is a huge one and serves as a source of irrigation for around 500 acres of land which grow paddy. It is filled from the hill areas surrounding the tank which provide a good catchment with no human constructions as obstacles or creating pollutants. 

The practice with the tank irrigation has been that once the tank sluice gates are open for irrigation, they are kept open until the rice crop is ready for harvesting. This follows from the general perception of rice as a crop that needs a lot of water. A corollary to this practice in tank irrigation in AP is that unless the tank is full, the sluice gates are not opened for irrigation, as otherwise there will not be enough water to sustain the crop through the full growing season.  In Mushtikovela tank, in a good year there may be enough water to sustain two crops of paddy. But in a bad year like 2009, even though there is some water, not even one crop is taken since the water will not last the full growing season. But this is based on the assumption that the crop needs to be continuously irrigated. However, Timbaktu Collective did not feel that this was the case. A few years ago during a previous drought year, they worked with the farmers of the area to do things differently. They felt that the existing water from the tank could be managed with fewer irrigations, so as to last the entire growing season. The sluice gates would not be kept open continuously, but would be opened and closed periodically so that enough water for growth would be allowed, but the water would be rationed to last the entire growing season. The experiment that year was a big success and generated significant income that would not have happened otherwise.  Timbaktu’s calculations show about 39 Lakhs being generated in direct income from sale of the paddy, and significantly more including indirect benefits (fodder, labour etc.). One downside of the experiment was that a few farmers whose crop was furthest away from the tank did not get water properly in the new system of irrigation. This arose from the fact that this was being tried out for the first time and all the kinks were not yet worked out.  Timbaktu’s presentation gives the details of this experiment. 

An important part of this experiment is the role of the ‘neerugantis’. These are the traditional tank water managers in Karnataka and AP. Their role is to regulate the water supply from the tank in an equitable way so that all farmers are benefited. The neeruganti needs to be a person who has broad trust and respect in the village so that his decisions with respect to usage of the water are accepted by the community. The neeruganti role is continued today too, but he works under the aegis of the government water resource management system and their role is more structured with less control. In the Timbaktu experiment, the neerugantis are again quite critical because the experiment is outside the government system and the rationing of water has to be done correctly otherwise it will not last the entire season. In fact, the government system was quite apprehensive of the experiment and only gave approval for going ahead after getting a written commitment from the farmers that they would not approach the government for crop insurance in case the experiment failed.  There are two main neerugantis in the village and a few people work under them as a team, in order to cover the large catchment area and make sure that all the fields are properly irrigated.

2009 was another bad drought year and ordinarily there would not be a rice crop due to insufficient water in the tank. But Mutyalappa has decided to try the earlier experiment again with controlled irrigation. The experiment is still in progress and takes up a major part of Mutyalappa’s effort since a failure will cause significant monetary losses as well as trust in him (a success will further buoy his standing in the village).  The irrigation channels were cleaned and cleared in preparation for irrigation. A lot of meetings and discussions have happened to decide the process to be followed in the irrigation and to resolve all the farmers questions and concerns. Briefly the process that is being followed is that the sluice gates are generally closed during the night and no watering happens then. Watering happens during the day only on most days, and sometimes when it is judged that enough water has been supplied, it is shut off during the day too. The entire irrigable area (about 550 acres including some unofficial irrigation) has not been taken up as farmers farther away are not sure that their fields will get irrigated so prefer not to take the risk of investing in a crop. About 400 acres are being cultivated this year. When we visited in January 2010, the ‘ayacut’ (area irrigated by the tank) was a sea of green. It was quite a significant thing ; had it not been for this experiment, there would have been no crop at all.

Video is here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vLNZLGBcn7A 

This 2nd round of experiment with growing rice with limited water is significant in that it is being done by the village itself without involvement of an outside NGO or other party. This model of growing rice with less water in a tank fed situation could have huge potential due to the large number of tanks in South India. If all these tanks have been operating under the same assumptions as Mushtikovela tank (Mutyalappa thinks this is generally the case), then the same new model is applicable to all of them and the producitivity gains can be huge. 

Request for funds:

Mutyalappa has requested Asha for additional funding for this experiment. The additional funding will go primarily as payment to the neerugantis for the 3 months duration of the experiment. The neerugantis are being paid 1600/- per month. The exact amount needed can be submitted , it will be around 15,000/- . 

Timbaktu Collective has suggested that it would be a good idea to do wall writings of all the payments made under NREGA (which have crossed 1 crore of rupees in the panchayat, quite an achievement), both as a further step towards transparency, and also to give more publicity for his work. This could also  be considered for support by Asha. It could cost around Rs 25000/- 

