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Abstract

:

Development initiatives often cite Water Users’ Associations (WUAs) as fundamental to water governance reform or the broad process of decentralizing responsibilities for management, supply and delivery. But the label of “WUA” indicates little about those who take on these duties as association members, suggesting all who use water in pursuit of life or livelihood are eligible to participate and benefit through collective action. Grounded in the belief that participatory projects can equitably empower and distribute resources, the enthusiastic introduction of WUAs continues despite critique that anticipated outcomes are overstated. Since borders opened to neoliberal development institutions in the 1990s, WUAs have been created throughout post-Soviet Central Asia. Yet, there has been limited reflection on how associations’ design and operation interact with physical or social structures to effect resource access across diverse groups. Drawing on fieldwork in Tajikistan, I demonstrate how WUAs reproduce exclusionary outcomes by requiring members to possess farmland in turn threatening rural food security. Held by a minority, farmland dedicated to commercial production stands in contrast to ubiquitous kitchen gardens, where crops sown for self-consumption form a buffer against hunger in the wake of labor migration and income inconsistency. Households’ inability to become members undermines their claim to water and voice in decision-making, ultimately constraining access to irrigation and a robust harvest.
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1. Introduction


Project plans and reports drafted over the last several decades by development institutions and donor agencies are peppered with references to Water Users’ Associations (WUAs) as key components of rural water governance reform—their creation framed as an opportunity to transfer responsibility for local water management, supply and delivery from government bodies to those who directly engage with the resource as users. But beyond a shared requisite for water, the organizational label of “Water Users’ Association” indicates very little about the qualities of would-be members, suggesting an inclusive design wherein all those who use water in pursuit of life or livelihood are eligible to participate and benefit through collective action. Grounded in dominant development theory and a belief in the ability of participatory, locally-based projects to empower without exception and equitably distribute resources, the enthusiastic introduction of WUAs has continued despite a rich body of literature arguing that these anticipated outcomes often fail to manifest [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12]. The continued popularity of “participatory” natural resource management organizations signals that even with decades of critique, this area of study should not be seen as saturated but rather as warranting sustained attention to the variegated ways projects may perpetuate uneven power relations across the globe.



In Central Asia, WUA creation has taken place rapidly since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 as financially and administratively stressed governments opened their borders to neoliberal development institutions. Yet, there has been little critical reflection as to how WUA project design and operation have interacted with physical infrastructure or structures of power to affect resource access across social groups. Central Asia’s location on the periphery of various constructed blocs—Eurasia and South Asia, the Islamic World and the West, the chaos of failed states and stability of democracy—has been mirrored in its treatment by academia as of peripheral concern. With respect to water governance, studies that do attend to the region focus on macro-level changes in surface-water availability or large-scale dam building in relation to the threat of interstate conflict or the boon of economic growth, with limited attention to the experiences of communities or household water users (See Nozilakhon Mukhamedova and Kai Wegerich (2014) for an exception to this trend [13]). This is not a call for regional studies within water governance literature, but rather recognition that insight may come from diverse locales and multiple scales of inquiry. In what follows, I examine the social relations produced when a mainstream strategy for contemporary water reform interacts with the physical and social structures of past systems of water governance, in this case a Soviet socialist one.



Drawing on evidence from the Central Asian Republic of Tajikistan, I demonstrate how WUAs created by development actors produce exclusion by limiting membership to those who possess farmland, leaving kitchen garden cultivators without a formal basis for engagement. In so doing, these institutions may inadvertently threaten rural food security. Dedicated to commercial production and held by a minority of rural households, farm plots stand in contrast to kitchen gardens, which, sown with diverse crops for self-consumption and held ubiquitously, act as buffers against hunger in the wake of labor migration and income inconsistency. The potential for kitchen gardens to continue in this function is, however, dependent on good environmental conditions and access to agricultural inputs—water, via surface level canals, being central among these. Restricting WUA membership to those with farmland shapes the local politics of water governance such that households who only cultivate kitchen gardens are not afforded a formal voice in decision-making and their claim to water is undermined. With policy informing practice, the rhetorical subordination of kitchen garden irrigation to that of farm plot irrigation has the potential to reduce household access to water, placing new constraints on rural food security and opportunities to improve family wellbeing—the antithesis of development actors’ stated intent.



Connections between the receipt of adequate and timely irrigation water and rural households’ access to nutritious food are clear, especially in Tajikistan’s arid landscapes. Literature on water governance and WUAs in particular, does not, however, consistently integrate an analysis of how the politics of irrigation management affect household ability to secure sustenance, either through the cultivation of crops for self-consumption or through the sale of crops and the purchase of food. While analyses of water management institutions in abstract or divorced from their practical implications, do have value, they fail to fully account for the reverberations that shifts in water governance have through society. With an analysis of the relationship between household-level agriculture and WUA operation in Tajikistan, I demonstrate the importance of attending to the micro-politics of water governance in examinations of food security and in reverse, the importance of attending to issues of food security in understanding lived-experiences under different forms of water governance.



While directly in response to local conditions, international actors’ decision to establish WUAs in Tajikistan cannot be understood in isolation from broader trends in development theory. After a discussion of research methods in section two, the third section of this paper traces the call for community-based organizations as an alternative to the state in managing natural resources, including water and how this call was translated by development actors into the construction of WUAs in agrarian communities. Turning to Tajikistan, the fourth section reviews recent political and economic changes that simultaneously increased the number of households reliant on kitchen gardens for adequate food access and degraded water delivery infrastructure and management capacity, such that the crop cultivation became more tenuous. After discussing WUAs’ justification as responses to the new challenges in water management, I examine the treatment of kitchen garden cultivators in legal frameworks as well as how their inclusion is presented and practiced by different actors. The fifth section draws in literature on community-based natural resource management as well as empirical data to highlight the potential consequences of formally excluding kitchen garden cultivators from WUAs, with respect to community power relations and household access to water as well as rural food security, by extension. The sixth section provides a conclusion.




2. Methods


The information presented in the fourth and fifth sections of this article is based on fieldwork conducted in Tajikistan in 2017, contextualized by my work in the country over the last decade. In 2017, I focused on how water access for kitchen gardens was presented on paper, through an analysis of national water law and in practice, through interviews with WUA officials and rural residents. Fieldwork was concentrated in the southern province of Khatlon (See Figure 1), the nation’s most productive agricultural region, famous for cotton, wheat, melon, tomatoes, cucumbers and other warm weather crops. Despite this abundance, the province also features high rates of food insecurity and was selected as a target site for the U.S. Government’s Feed the Future (FtF) initiative, with projects organized by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). USAID has been the driving force behind WUA creation in Tajikistan since the 1990s, supporting the creation of 60 WUAs in the last 13 years, most recently under the FtF.



There are four primary types of agricultural land in Khatlon: kooperativi istehsoli (agricultural cooperatives), which are similar in size (300 hectares or more) and structure to Soviet-era collective farms; dehqon (privately held) farms covering one or more hectares of land; zamini presidenti (presidential plots), parcels of land between 0.03 and 0.4 hectares that were distributed to families by presidential decree; and kitchen gardens, which are under one hectare in size (see Figure 2). Among these land types, dehqon farms, kitchen gardens and presidential plots are most prevalent. In this study, I focus on the relationship between kitchen gardens and WUAs, setting aside presidential plots and referencing dehqon plots only as a basis for comparison. Presidential plots are significantly less common than kitchen gardens and when they are held by families, are less frequently used to cultivate food that will be consumed by the household. Often far from irrigation canals or living quarters, these plots are instead sown with animal fodder that can grow with rainwater alone. As a result, WUA impacts on kitchen gardens, as opposed to presidential plots, will have a more direct bearing on household welfare.



Within Khatlon, qualitative data were collected from the southwestern district of Nosiri Khusrav (see Figure 3), which is one of the 12 districts included as FtF ‘Zones of Influence’. With no major industrial activity or urban centers, the population in Nosiri Khusrav is primarily dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. Groundwater (and the electricity needed to pump it) is out of reach for most families, either due to finances or geography and the cultivation of both farms and kitchen gardens is almost entirely reliant on surface-water irrigation. There are five WUAs in Nosiri Khusrav, all of which were created by USAID. With jurisdiction over hydrological territories stretching across three sub-districts, collectively, leaders of these WUAs count an estimated 6667 families within their area of service provision (see Table 1). Interviews were completed with water users in two villages within each of the five WUAs service areas, with the exception of WUA 5, in which case only one village was visited. To maintain respondent anonymity, village names and locations are not provided.



In total, individuals from 40 households that do not possess a dehqon farm and seven individuals who do possess a dehqon farm were interviewed. Households and farmers draw irrigation water from shared surface water canals systems; tertiary canals are flanked by dehqon farms, followed by a village, followed by more farms and so on. Access to and control of resources often differs along gender lines. In seeking interviewees, I did not, however, target by gender; instead, speaking with whomever was most comfortable discussing kitchen garden cultivation. In Tajikistan, as in the rest of the world, space is gendered, with the bounds of public and private space traditionally accorded to men and women, respectively. As they are located within or near household compounds, women are associated with kitchen garden cultivation and indeed they are generally more involved with the kitchen garden than other agricultural plots. Men, however, may also be actively engaged in cultivation. Rather than rigid, the division of labor on kitchen gardens and within household units more broadly, is responsive to changing socio-economic conditions, including the age and health of family members, labor migration, war and conflict, and employment opportunities. Of the 40 households interviewed, I spoke with 18 women, three from female-headed households and 22 men, all of whom were from male-headed households. Among dehqon farmers, two were female and all were from male-headed households. I also conducted interviews with five individuals from or affiliated with USAID, two lawyers focused on consumer rights, land and water law, three representatives from local NGOs as well as three government employees in Tajikistan.




3. Reframing the Role of Waters Users in Governance


Access to water depends not only on its presence in a locale but also the physical infrastructure and social institutions that control this presence and by extension, shape its relations of power. Far from static, these relations evolve in response to changing global and local discourses and material conditions. The section that follows focuses on the transition in mainstream understandings of the function of a resource user in the process of governance from that of a reckless consumer to a relevant collaborator and the translation of this perspective into the development of participatory management models that in application, often failed to match their rhetorical framing as inclusive. Already the subject of much scholarly analysis, I review this history in order to locate WUAs within it, focusing on how these institutions embody an understanding of water users not only as collaborators but also as farmers. With this framing, those who depend on water for other uses, including kitchen garden cultivation, are made invisible in local water governance.



3.1. Calling for User Participation


Building on calls to give “voice to the voiceless”, in the 1970s non-governmental and governmental organizations alike sought to reform the “expert” oriented development practices that dominated the sector by incorporating the knowledge and skills of “target” or “beneficiary” populations [14]. Associated with an extensive list of benefits, participatory development was argued to bring about more inclusive and transparent decision-making, facilitate creative problem solving, result in project designs better suited to local conditions and promote long-term investment in project institutions [15]. The absence of local participation in the research, planning and implementation of past development activities was seen as a key reason why anticipated outcomes had not materialized and zeal for overturning the norms of established theory grew throughout the 1980s and 1990s [14,15,16].



Participatory development arose from a sense of frustration with ineffectual development practices and marked “a protest against the existing orthodoxy” [17] (p. 7). But within a relatively brief period, it created its own orthodoxy [2,6,9]. In the late 1990s, the development community experienced a transition from what Irene Guijt and Meera Kaul Shah call a “participation boom” to a “participation imperative” as the term came to represent good or sustainable development and was closely associated with the language of democracy building [14,17]. The movement of participatory development from a radical intervention to a “best practice” is illustrated through its adoption by increasingly powerful neoliberal institutions. In 1996, the World Bank published their first Participation Sourcebook, admitting that reliance on an “external expert stance” had been (and some would argue still is) at the heart of their programs, yet they were now committed to a “participatory stance”, in which “stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives and the decisions and resources which affect them” [18] (p. xi).



The turn towards participatory development had significant implications for natural resource management, as conventional theories held that communities’ interests inherently conflicted with rational resource use. The inability of state-centric, expert-led approaches to radically improve management prompted a re-examination of communities’ interaction with their environment and research from the 1960s onwards demonstrated that “users have the potential and, under some conditions, the motives and means to act collectively” and self-regulate their resource use [19] (p. 92). Scholarship on common property management reinforced calls by indigenous populations to recognize the value of local resource governance, forming a coalition of actors that advocated for the transfer of control to communities. Increasingly the target of these groups’ ire, in the 1980s the World Bank, among others, began promoting the rescaling and redistribution of resource governance responsibilities, such that state control was decentralized, and users took on a greater role in service and resource delivery [20]. A key element of structural adjustment policies, these transfers were argued to be more cost efficient, as “clients became involved in the production of their own services” [21] (p. 3). This rationale signals that while community-based resource management was intended to overturn established hegemonies, it did little to disrupt the neoliberal narratives that placed faith in the power of market-based incentives and privatized control to bring about effective governance. Decentralization has been critiqued as a rhetorical façade for business-as-usual, wherein external actors maintain primary control for project design and implementation under the banner of flexible, responsive approaches driven by local populations [21]. Regardless, the practice of devolving state control to communities is now common across thematic areas of intervention [10].



In the water sector, state-driven “hydraulic missions” that centered on technical fixes and the construction of large-scale infrastructure were critiqued for undermining poverty alleviation efforts, recognized as having negatively impacted surrounding ecosystems and decreased water quality or quantity for local communities [3,4,22]. In response, development actors sought to decentralize water governance through the creation of community-based water management organizations in rural and particularly agrarian, communities. Intended to increase water access for users, these organizations were based in the belief that local knowledge and the existence of communal understanding could be leveraged to create institutions that were responsive to users’ needs, able to successfully implement agreed upon actions and resolve conflict as well as sustain practices over the long term [4,11]. As Karen Bakker writes, because “water is a flow resource whose use and health are most deeply impacted at the community level, protection of ecological and public health will only occur if communities are mobilized and enabled to govern their own resources” [23] (p. 441).



In 1976, enthusiasm for participatory, decentralized water resource management was put into practice in the Philippines as the Ford Foundation worked with the National Irrigation Authority to incorporate users into governance structures [24]. The transfer of small-scale canal operation and maintenance from government authorities to farmer associations, resulted in increased water access, equity of water supply, crop yields and household income according to follow-up studies [18]. Considered “the first and best documented nationwide program to build participation as a cornerstone of irrigation policy” [18] (p. 222), the reported success of this approach in the Philippines was quickly echoed by studies of similar state-to-farmer irrigation management transfers in Indonesia, Nepal and Sri Lanka, establishing faith in WUA creation as a replicable method by which poorly performing, centralized irrigation management systems could be reformed to strengthen rural livelihoods [25].



Specifically, WUAs were envisioned as a response to the failure of large canal projects to adequately attend to the flow of water to farmers’ fields [26] (p. 79). Robert Hunt explains that in these projects, “direct bureaucratic responsibility ends at the outlet to the distributary canal…Between the outlet and the farmer’s field is a physical and social space for which neither the farmer nor the bureaucracy takes direct responsibility” [26] (p. 79). Development agencies and policymakers sought to clarify management procedures for this in-between space by increasing farmer involvement and fostering a sense of collective responsibility through WUA creation [26]. While local water management schemes have existed for centuries, WUAs differ from more traditional grassroots groups in that they are generally initiated by development organizations in collaboration with government authorities and incorporated into legal frameworks. Describing the guiding ethos behind WUAs, Hunt writes “if the farmers would only participate…then the ditches would be constructed, the water would be allocated and most important of all, the maintenance would be done. Then water allocation would be optimized, food production would be maximized and the capital investment would be more efficient and effective” [26] (p. 79). As Hunt suggests, WUAs were also presented as an opportunity to cut the high-costs of centralized irrigation management, an attractive possibility for fiscally challenged governments and the international lending institutions that backed them. While irrigation was previously fully funded or subsidized by the state, with the introduction of WUAs, governments were encouraged by development actors to introduce or increase water user service fees. Collected by the WUA, these fees were expected to improve the cost efficiency of irrigation, covering operation, maintenance and repair. Confidence in this outcome was bolstered by evidence from Philippines which showed that by 1993, the cost of maintenance had decreased by 60 percent and personnel costs dropped by 44 percent [18].



In the last three decades, the popularity of WUAs as an intervention has accelerated, with rhetoric supporting WUA formation moving beyond pragmatic accounts of fiscal crises and the need to fill administrative gaps to include grander goals of improving food and livelihood security and empowering local communities—a veritable panacea for water governance and rural development alike. For example, in Sri Lanka, WUA activities were argued to have positive “flow on” effects for household income and food security [27]. Similarly, FtF publications have argued that WUAs play a central role in reducing hunger and malnutrition [28]. Going forward, academic analyses that directly respond to claims regarding the effects of these institutions on food security and rural livelihoods will be essential to understanding the politics of water governance in an era when concerns over “water wars” and “food crises” compete for attention in media headlines.



With participation framed as a form of empowerment, fostering women’s engagement in water management, in particular, is promoted as a way to support “female emancipation” [5] (p. 598). Democratic decision-making has similarly become associated with WUAs, as project designs outline the election of group leaders, thematic sub-committees and meetings where all members have an equal opportunity to voice their thoughts [29]. Development actors envision that this experience with democratic procedures will then inspire civic engagement at a larger scale [27]. As the list of virtues associated with WUAs has grown, so too have the intended participants and beneficiaries, increasing from those described by Hunt, farm-level irrigators, to include agrarian households and communities more broadly. Yet, the extent to which WUAs’ institutional designs reflect this shift in intention is questionable.




3.2. Designing for User Participation


In their provocatively titled book Participation: The New Tyranny?, Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari pose the question “do group decisions lead to participatory decisions that reinforce the positions or the interests of the powerful?” [30] (p. 7). This query has been the subject of significant scrutiny in which scholars, extending the object of study to group activities as well as decisions, have critically argued that community-based resource management projects often result in elite capture or the exclusion of certain segments of society from resource control or access, namely women and poor households [2,4,5,7,12,31]. Nicholas Hildyard and colleagues aptly reflect the tenor of these critiques when they state that “far from unsettling oppressive relations, what passes for participation frequently serves to sustain and reinforce inequitable economic, political and social structures” [8] (p. 56). This point is stressed not to disparage all participatory approaches but rather to highlight that by the 2000s academic enthusiasm for this model was tempered by growing recognition that its capacity to empower across social groups and ensure equitable resource distribution was overstated, often masking underlying inequalities provoked or exacerbated by project design and operation.



Awareness of the potential for these projects to create or reinforce inequity among “beneficiary” populations was not, however, limited to academia. Cooke and Kothari note that their “conversations with practitioners…were often characterized by mildly humorous cynicism, with which tales were told of participatory processes undertaken ritualistically, which had turned out to be manipulative or which had in fact harmed those who were supposed to be empowered” [30] (p. 1). Despite this recognition, the implementation and monitoring of participatory approaches has suffered from persistent inattention to communities’ social dynamics as well as to the complexity of identity and livelihood strategies [5]. WUAs are no exception to this trend and while community consultations may nominally take place, association design is generally directed by development practitioners and is thus guided by perceptions of water use held by individuals external to the community in question. Across locales, scholars have observed that WUA designs are “donor induced” and implemented in a “top-down” manner [1,25,29,32].



WUA design inherently requires the formal demarcation of individuals in the community per their “relationship” with the organization, including who is and is not a member [33]. Though this process is often surprisingly opaque, over time “water user” has emerged as synonymous with an individual who cultivates their own irrigated farmland [26]. This meaning comes despite the reality that water sources are often simultaneously used for drinking, cleaning, watering animals, making bricks, milling and of course, household plot irrigation. Overlooking heterogeneity in target sites, notions of ‘water user as farmer’ are written into legal code and association rulings, which, dictating the practical terms of service, effectively curb the ability of WUAs to self-correct and account for diverse needs. In a comparative study of WUA legal frameworks in Colombia, India, Mexico, Nepal, the Philippines and Turkey, Salman Salman found that “most bylaws restrict membership of the WUA to the registered landowners in the hydraulic unit who are engaged on a full-time basis in farming” [34] (p. 8). A review of other scholarly publications and grey literature similarly indicate that WUA membership requirements most often limit eligibility to landowners or managers [32,35,36,37,38,39].



In this way, while WUAs were introduced as part of a broader movement to increase users’ control over natural resources, control was in fact turned over to a particular user, farmers. This phenomenon is most clearly seen through membership eligibility stipulations, which are reflective of and contribute to a single-use mandate to serve farm-level irrigators, demonstrating limited consideration of the complexity of water-use landscapes in rural areas. As the livelihood strategies and resource uses of communities are in constant motion—responding to changing local and global conditions—the impacts of this false equivalency of water user and farmer require critical evaluation. It is with this in mind that I turn to Tajikistan, exploring the dual transformations in (1) rural life, as the kitchen garden became key to survival and (2) water management, as WUAs were introduced. While these are local changes, in drawing a connection between these two phenomena I seek to signal the need globally for greater consideration of how water management institutions interact with and respond to the dynamism of hydrologic and social landscapes.





4. Rewriting Rural Water Governance in Tajikistan


In 1924, the territory of what is today Tajikistan was incorporated into the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) after which resource governance within its borders occurred according to the logic of the central Soviet government. During this time, modes of resources governance were left relatively unaffected by global shifts in development theory, but, following the dissolution of the USSR, this changed. On 9 September 1991, Tajikistan became independent and forces directing the management of natural resources began to shift as bi-lateral and multi-lateral agencies entered the country bringing promises of a better future through participatory development and decentralized resource control. WUAs were introduced in the late 1990s, soon after the end of a violent seven-year civil war that left the country, still reeling from the abrupt collapse of the Soviet Union, with deep socio-economic challenges. To ground the introduction of WUAs spatially and temporally, the following section explores the dynamics of irrigated agriculture and water management in the run up to and after Tajikistan’s independence.



4.1. Irrigated Agriculture in the Advent and Aftermath of Independence


Forming a part of the Soviet Union’s southern border, the Tajik Soviet Socialist Republic saw little industrialization and was principally organized around cotton cultivation [39]. To serve this objective, the USSR embarked on its own hydraulic mission in the 1920s, investing heavily in the construction of canals and pump stations across Central Asia, with existing irrigation systems seen as “tortuous” and the people unable to “properly care for their land” [40] (p. 460). After construction, irrigation system maintenance and operation were centralized. Primary control lay with the Ministry of Irrigation and Water Management whose policies were executed through administrative branches at the provincial level [37]. Provincial officials, in turn, worked with district irrigation offices to operate and maintain primary and secondary canals [37]. Flowing through secondary canals, water was then diverted to large collectivized farms, classified as sovkhoz (state-run) or kolkhoz (collectively-run), where it was managed by an “irrigation professional” who answered to the farm leader [41]. As they sent water to these farms, they also diverted it to villages, where it traveled through juibors (smaller scale earthen or cement canals) to kitchen gardens. Kitchen gardens have been grown in the area that is today Tajikistan for well over the last two centuries and their status as individual property was preserved during the Soviet period [42]. Ubiquitous among households in Nosiri Khusrav, respondents shared an understanding that kitchen garden cultivation during the Soviet Union was largely optional, rather than a necessity, as food prices were low, wages sufficient and shelves in stores were stocked with goods.



Reliance on kitchen gardens for food increased during the latter half of the Soviet period and into independence, as agricultural wages in Central Asia fell from 70 percent above the USSR average in 1958 to below the average by the end of the 1980s, and alternative income earning opportunities became scare [43]. After independence, a civil war ran from 1992 to 1997, plunging the economy into further turmoil. These changes went hand in hand with reduced access to food in markets, as prices rose, and the availability of some goods dropped. William Rowe, citing the World Food Program, writes that by 2000, 88% of people in Tajikistan had changed their diet, eating less diverse foods and fewer total calories [42]. The consumption of basic staples similarly fell, including meat, cooking oil, milk and potatoes, with only wheat consumption increasing as bread replaced more expensive foodstuffs [42]. One respondent from Nosiri Khusrav lamented that “Before, when we worked on the kolkhoz, we got a salary and it would sustain us from month to month. At that time one person could provide for a family of ten people but now ten people cannot even provide for one person.”



While more households were turning to their kitchen garden plots to provide regular access to fruits and vegetables, cultivation simultaneously became more difficult as access to water declined throughout the 1990s and into the 2000s. This was, in part, a result of budget shortfalls. From 1991 to 2002, funding for irrigation systems dropped from USD 72 million to just USD 6.5 million and only five to six percent of all needed investments in infrastructure repair and maintenance were made [37,44]. Violent conflict contributed to the neglect of irrigation systems and the loss of equipment needed for infrastructure repairs, with excavators and pumps sold-off or privatized during the upheaval. In Nosiri Khusrav, insufficient maintenance left canals filled with weeds, mud and stagnant water, increasing soil salinity in some areas. With good soil and sufficient water, kitchen gardens may be cultivated up to three times a year in this region. But under present conditions, many households can only crop once. A raisi mahalla (village leader) explained, “here my dear, we cultivate things with a lot of hope and prayer.”



In the 1990s, the country’s 354 kolkhoz farms and 348 sovkhoz farms were closed and land was redistributed to form over 10,000 dehqon farms (privatized farms) [45]. While these new farms have opened up new economic opportunities, they are held by a minority of rural households. A 2016 survey found that just 14 percent of households in Khatlon possessed a dehqon farm, yet 99 percent had a kitchen garden [46]. Kitchen garden cultivation is an important coping strategy for rural families in the wake of high food prices and low wages, yet the potential for these plots to continue to support household access to nutritious food is threatened by the condition of post-independence water delivery. This was highlighted by an elderly respondent in Nosiri Khusrav, who, standing in her kitchen garden of just under a hectare explained,




“Now it is really difficult for our family. If there were any benefit from our garden, I would say that [this plot could support us] but there is no water [flowing to the house]. I try to irrigate using a pump [in my yard] but it does not have much power, so it doesn’t work well. Instead, I fill a large bucket with water and pour it into this apparatus,” she said, pointing to a small backpack pesticide sprayer. “I spray the water by hand. People who work the land, their hearts burn when their plants do not receive water. What else can I do? I have to act to make sure the crops do not dry up.”





We walked through her garden, stepping over unripe tomatoes that had dropped off the shriveled vines.




“Look here, everything has dried up. I could only salvage a little harvest…When there is no food a person feels the weight of her family on her shoulders. If we had everything, I would not have grown old so fast. Look how old I have become because of the shortages we face. I am always thinking; how will we make food? We don’t have potatoes, we don’t have tomatoes…”





Gesturing at her daughter-in-law holding a baby in the doorway, her voice choked up,




“Look my grandson is crying, he has no clothes! If there was water I would sell [these crops] and we would have new clothes. My clothes and worn are threadbare. I am ashamed to wear them anymore. Just now I put this old party dress on when you came through the gate. If you don’t believe me, I will show you.”





Her situation is extreme but also far from unique. Above all, households in Norisi Khusrav reported that their water access is irregular. The availability of water early in the season allows households to sow seeds but as in the case above, later in growth cycle the intervals between water deliveries are often too great for the young plants to bare. A young man from another village recounted that until four years ago his family was able to successfully grow onions and potatoes for sale as well as other vegetables for their own consumption on their 0.10-hectare kitchen garden. “But now,” he said “we can’t. We get water for three or four days in a row, then our access is cut for nine or ten days.” With summer temperature hovering around 110 °F, none of his crops can survive long without water. Seeming to wilt himself as he looked at his dried-up garden, Firuz explained that before they only went to the market for oil and rice, the rest of their food needs satisfied by their small plot. But now, his brother has migrated abroad in search of paying work to keep up with their bills at the local grocer.




4.2. WUAs as an Intervention in “Chaos”


In 1999, the World Bank authorized a loan of USD 6.5 million to rehabilitate irrigation infrastructure and create nine WUAs in Tajikistan, the first such associations to be organized in the country [47]. Following this precedent, other development agencies, including the Swiss Development Corporation, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, the Asian Development Bank, Helvetas International and USAID followed suit, creating more than 400 WUAs in less than two decades. In line with the impetus for community-based water management creation globally, these WUAs were envisioned as a means to (1) fill an administrative gap, (2) improve cost efficiency and (3) facilitate more responsive services by leveraging local knowledge and participation.



4.2.1. Administrative Fix


Land reform and the creation of thousands of new farms caused profound challenges for water delivery as the division of administrative duties did not undergo reconfiguration [37,48]. Changing little from the Soviet model, water governance occurred hierarchically after independence. Policy directives passed down from the Ministry to regional and then district offices, who were also responsible for managing primary and secondary canal systems. During the Soviet period, water would at this point be directed to tertiary canals and distributed to the kolkhoz or sovkhoz and villages by the farm’s irrigation specialist. But with the breakup of collective farms, this position was eliminated, leaving dehqon farms and kitchen gardens without a clear service provider. Composed of water users jointly responsibility for infrastructure maintenance and operation, WUAs were intended to fill this “institutional vacuum” and ensure that water delivery is timely, adequate and equitable [41] (p. 238).




4.2.2. Cost Efficiency


Under the Soviet Union payment for irrigation water was resolved by collective farm leaders in cooperation with state authorities, meaning costs were not borne (directly) by households. But with the dissolution of collective farms and the creation of dehqon farms, payment practices required change. In 1996, a tariff on water supply was introduced, yet this failed to alleviate budget shortfalls [44]. Since this time, the cost of water services for users have increased by at least threefold; however, USAID asserts that the rate is still too low to fully fund the operation and maintenance of irrigation systems—a commitment Tajikistan made to the World Bank [49]. Irrigation authorities face difficulty collecting the fees from users, aggravating financial woes. The reported ability of WUAs in other contexts to act as cost efficient partners that can facilitate fee collection was a key rationale for the World Bank in introducing the institutions to Tajikistan [50].




4.2.3. Participation and Coordination


A central element of the World Bank’s participatory approach to agricultural development in Tajikistan, WUA introduction is linked with fostering local engagement and its myriad benefits. A USAID implementing partner wrote that associations have “fostered community participation” and “serve as the face of the community to district government officials regarding water management issues” [51]. In connection, “good governance” is inspired and “community development” supported, as “water users working together along irrigation canals build and share critical knowledge on water-borne diseases, food preservation and children’s nutrition [and] the associations also provide opportunities for women’s participation and leadership” [52,53]. Theoretically translating to better water access and more robust harvests, WUA creation is also presented as an intervention in Tajikistan’s persistent challenges with hunger and malnutrition, as indicated by its inclusion under the FtF program.





4.3. Household Incorporation


Jenniver Sehring argues that most donors design WUAs in Tajikistan in a top-down process with “a rather unreflected, idealized notion of the ‘village community’” [37] (p. 35). This is apparent in so far as WUA legal frameworks fail to account for the diversity of rural water users, advancing farmers as the water user. Of principle concern, is the deliniation of who WUAs should serve as laid out in the 2006 Law of the Republic of Tajikistan on WUAs. Section 2, Chapter 7, Article 43 of this law explains that WUAs “are created with the purpose to…ensure fair, effective and timely distribution of water to dehqon farms” [54]. Suggesting that kitchen gardens were not considered during drafting, there is no mention of them in this clause or the law in its entirety. The absence of any reference to kitchen gardens would appear to leave WUAs’ responsibility with regard to incorporating their cultivators as members open to interpretation. But local lawyers concluded that strictly speaking, this law prohibits households that only possess kitchen gardens from membership in the associations and denies them the right to request water for these plots from the WUA. As such, households that do not possess dehqon farmland—most rural households in Tajikistan—are afforded no formal voice in water management decision-making processes. Legal rulings, however, also exist outside of their physical manifestation as information that is processed, presented and put into practice by different actors.



4.3.1. Government


A lower-level government employee who coordinates WUA requests for water, confirmed that to her knowledge only farm managers can be association members but this understanding was not universal. Two higher level officials from agencies that work with WUAs, expressed confidence that the law allows households who only possess kitchen gardens to join associations as full members. One went on, however, to suggest that while they can be members, they should not be members as technically kitchen gardens should irrigate their plots with piped drinking water, not the water that flows through canals to dehqon farms. Yet, lacking adequate infrastructure for water delivery, piped drinking water does not generally flow to rural households and is more frequently provided through a spigot in a central village location, if provided at all. Recognizing the practical challenges in accessing drinking water, he went on to acknowledge that in practice, more than 90 percent of households rely on the flow of water down canals to irrigate their kitchen gardens. His statement on water sourcing, in combination with the discord among officials’ regarding the law, further indicates that the question of kitchen gardens’ legal access to adequate water has not been a priority.




4.3.2. USAID


An agricultural extension specialist for the USAID Tajikistan Agriculture and Water Activity (TAWA), articulated that the legal framework is not the only barrier to ensuring that WUAs effectively meet the irrigation needs of kitchen gardens. He explains, “when a representative of the association comes and asks a household to pay water service fees for their kitchen garden it is just 10 Tajikistani Somoni (TJS) or 20 TJS but for a dehqon farm, they must pay 2000 TJS or 20,000 TJS” because the service fee is determined by land size. His comments highlight that in comparison to households, WUAs have more financial incentive to ensure that dehqon farmers receive adequate water. Dehqon farmers who sign agreements with the WUA also pay membership fees, which as non-members, are not paid by households. A water specialist for TAWA reinforced this narrative but clarified that if the project timeline is extended, he hopes to support the formal incorporation of households into WUAs. Doing so, he believes, would have the dual benefit of providing the associations with more financial support and allowing households to formally call on WUA assistance for dispute resolution or infrastructure repair.



While project staff may influence implementation, they are acting within a framework established by USAID. An agricultural specialist for USAID Tajikistan indicated that in his tenure there had been little if any discussion of household irrigation needs at the agency and a presumption that dehqon farmers are the most important, if not the only, “water user” to be considered with regard to WUAs. This understanding is reflected in how USAID organizes its agricultural initiatives as under TAWA and preceding projects, the “water component” is separated from the “kitchen garden component.” In a conversation with Doug Vermillion, an independent consultant who worked with USAID to design a water sector support strategy for Tajikistan, he lamented the agency’s tendency to “fixate” on farmers and view the amount water used by kitchen gardens as inconsequential. But he argues that using the volume of water required as a measure of importance is misguided, for while kitchen gardens use a relatively small amount of water, its availability is directly tied to household wellbeing. An extension officer for TAWA similarly argued that the significance of kitchen gardens, not only for households but the economy in general, is often underestimated. Over the last decade, remittances have made up between half and one-third of Tajikistan’s gross domestic product but he estimates that if the monetary value of kitchen garden cultivation was calculated it would exceed this amount.




“Why? Because kitchen gardens [if they are adequately irrigated and provide a good harvest] save households so much money…They can get everything that is necessary for life by cultivating their land. They can buy food if they want but the amount of money sent by household labor migrants is generally not enough to buy quantities of produce that match those harvested from kitchen gardens.”






4.3.3. WUA Leadership


Four out of five WUA leaders, felt that, in principle, they could legally incorporate kitchen garden irrigators as members. However, in practice, only one had taken steps to do so, signing agreements with households who have plots over 0.5 hectares in size (a move which, according to legal interpretations above, seems in conflict with the law). WUA leaders expressed that while they would like to incorporate households as members, they doubted their organizational capacity to do so. One chairman explained, “for example, we know that this guy, who has 0.4-hectares of kitchen garden land and he has problems getting water, sometimes he has water, sometimes he doesn’t have water. But if he had a membership contract, we would know exactly when we should provide him with water according to exactly what hour.” But he said to sign contracts and collect membership fees from the more than 1500 households in his territory is beyond the ability of the WUAs’ three staff as they are already struggling to work effectively with dehqon farms. Several WUA chairmen noted that when their organizations were first established, they were told to only work with dehqon farmers, a directive that now seems shortsighted as other users, kitchen garden cultivators key among them, also draw water from the canals they are tasked with managing.




4.3.4. Households


Household responses as to whether or not they were a member of a WUA varied, though most said they did not think they were. I emphasize think as there was considerable uncertainty among households in answering this question, with many unsure as to what the WUA was or what constituted membership. Regardless of membership status, most households felt WUAs functioned primarily to serve dehqon farms, not kitchen gardens. One raisi mahalla said that although he only has a kitchen garden, he did sign a membership contract with the WUA. But now he wants out, saying, “at first I did not understand what the WUA was. Now I understand that there is no benefit for us.” Another raisi mahalla located within a different associations’ territory noted with frustration that “the WUA should pay more attention to the villagers. There are only five to six dehqon farms but there are more than 600 households (in his village). Now there are more conflicts. They give them [dehqon farmers] water first, before the households, so then they don’t give us much water.” As suggested by this raisi mahalla, an understanding of dehqon farmers as primary water users—a notion advanced through legal doctrine and reinforced by the inaction of government and development agencies—has material consequences. These consequences will be explored in the following section.






5. Undermining the Initiative: Consequences of Household Exclusion from WUAs


Globally, scholars have documented that limitations on the ability of certain resource users to inform and participate in the activities of community-based management organizations have produced or aggravated uneven access to needed natural resources and in connection reinforced social and economic inequality. In Tajikistan, the full effects of household exclusion from WUAs are yet unclear, as all the WUAs in Nosiri Khusrav were constructed within the last six years and thus few have brought about dramatic changes in their service territories. However, this does not preclude the possibility that these organizations may bring hardship and division in the future. Households already face water shortages, the reasons for which are diverse but rather than ameliorate these challenges, I argue in this final section that a failure to include all resource users in WUAs can further reduce household access to irrigation, as they are denied an opportunity to formally engage in decision-making processes and deepen community division. Such outcomes, if they come to pass, are antithetical to the objectives of WUA creation—undermining the notion that rural water management will be transformed to increase the equitable supply of water, the size of harvests and food availability.



5.1. Coming Together and Creating Division


Fundamentally, the creation of formalized divisions within a resource user community along the lines of organizational membership sets the stage for dispossession, as the claims of one group, “members,” to the resource are valorized over other that of another group, “non-members.” As discussed earlier, within a WUA service area, this division is generally determined by a requirement that members be farm managers. Viewing this membership stipulation in connection with Edella Schlager and Elinor Ostrom’s five categories of natural resource rights—access, withdrawal, management, exclusion and alienation—brings its consequences into sharper focus [55]. Even if their access water is initially preserved, as non-members, households without farmland are vulnerable to the loss of future access because they lack a formal right to (1) exclusion or the ability to dictate who can access the resource, (2) alienation or the ability to sell or lease access rights and (3) management, which includes the ability to define patterns of withdrawal and [55] (p. 10). As kitchen gardens tend to feature greater crop diversity than farm plots, the inability of their cultivators to formally articulate and protect their needs during the scheduling of water withdrawals elevates concerns that water will not be received at the right time or in the right quantity.



Empirically affirming this dynamic, Leila Harris writes that when water user groups were formed in southeastern Turkey, water delivery was scheduled to align with the needs of members—farmers, who primarily grew cotton [56]. Meanwhile the irrigation requirements of household vegetable plots went unaccounted for as the women who tended these plots were non-members [56]. In this way, group design threatened households’ food security. But, Harris notes, “it is not only that women are excluded from user group activities but that women, the landless and other segments of the population are codified as ‘different’ or more or less ‘appropriate’ as farmers with respect to ongoing negotiations of water user groups” [56] (p. 95). Restricting membership to farmers legitimates and advances an understanding that their water use and in connection, their cultivation, is of principle importance in the community. This practice fortifies notions that “productive” water uses, being those that generate income, such as commercial agriculture and industry, take precedence over “domestic” uses of water, conceived of as household consumption, cleaning, food preparation and hygiene but may also include kitchen gardening [57].



“Domestic” uses of water are traditionally carried out by women. As such, when the design of a water management organization, like a WUA, favors or focuses exclusively on “productive” uses of water, women’s claims to water are repudiated and the value of their labor in the domestic sphere denigrated relative to that of men engaged in farm-level cultivation. Moreover, conceptions of irrigation management as a masculine activity are reinforced, obscuring women’s role in this process. Analyzing WUA design goes some way in supporting Margreet Zwarteveen’s call to move beyond the identification of inclusion or exclusion and “to explain the ‘absence’ or ‘invisibility’ of women from irrigation and politics” by considering the ways in which diverse, culturally and historically specific structures often lead to a connotation and configuration of irrigation as male-dominated [58] (p. 127).



While the exclusion of kitchen garden cultivators from WUAs does have gendered implications, at its most basic level, those who are ineligible for membership are households without farmland. When a household does not possess farmland, male family members frequently assist or act as the primary cultivator of garden plots, meaning, membership restrictions can divide a community not only along the lines of gender but also land tenure. While acknowledging the importance of gender relations, Andrea Cornwall warns that an examination of this area alone may generate essentializing, simplistic conclusions of “woman-as-victim” and “man-as-problem” [6] (p. 1326). Harris signals the importance of attending to both gender and land tenure in her analysis of water user groups in Turkey [56]. As members were required to have a land holding of four or more hectares and few women have land titles, they were underrepresented in user groups [56]. Group members were thus overwhelmingly men; but also landed and therein elite, relatively speaking. With high rates of landlessness in the area, Harris estimates that “70 percent of the adult population is barred from meaningful participation” in the group, despite their dependence on water it manages [56] (p. 192). A policy whereby only farm managers can become members reinforces their elite status in the community, leaving households that only possess a kitchen garden marginalized with regard to access to water and importantly, information.



If a significant portion of the community is precluded from formally engaging in organization activities, access to information becomes uneven, as those with farmland are, in theory, provided exclusive opportunities to learn about the technical and administrative procedures governing irrigation via their membership. In addition to disadvantaging non-members, an uneven distribution of information can threaten WUAs’ ability to function effectively, as they require users’ respect of agreed-upon practices for water withdrawal, fee payment and maintenance regardless of membership. Goldin highlights how inequity in information can subvert trust—the foundation of community-based natural resource management [59]. She writes:




Knowledge is a pillar for participation and poor people are unable to take control over their environment and to participate in decisions to improve the quality of their lives without knowledge about the resources on which they depend. The absence of knowledge, the unequal power relationships between water users and the inhibition of agency, frustrate the process of participation because the production of trust is inhibited and feelings of shame, that aggravate issues of social exclusion and negate social agency, are activated.



[59] (p. 197)





Goldin recounts how one water user she spoke with in South Africa was unfamiliar with the terminology used in a group discussion but because he was paralyzed by the fear of shame or ridicule, he remained silent and was unable to substantively engage [59]. The connection between unequal access to information, shame and silence operates in a “vicious cycle” [59] (p. 204), that extends beyond the sphere of the organization and resource use to strengthen the hold of elite groups on information and perpetuate the exclusion of poor or marginalized populations in society more broadly. Quoted by Goldin, the water user explained,




“shame is about being hungry. I know shame, when I am inside the committee I will just say yes until I learn and they will not know how poor or ignorant I am. It is a terrible thing when you feel hollow inside. Hunger can make you feel this and not knowing anything can make you feel this.”



[59] (p. 208)





His quote highlights the irony that an organization established to increase water access and crop yields can in fact produce hunger—both physically, as seen in the proceeding section when access to water is curtailed and intellectually, when access to information is unevenly distributed.




5.2. “Water for [the] Life [of the Farmer]”


In 2005, Tajikistan’s government launched the International Decade “Water for Life” in collaboration with the United Nations to attract support for water governance reform globally and within their own borders. While it was intended to embody the ethos of national water development, when the phrase “water for life” is viewed in the context of WUA membership policies, it begs a correction. For households living within the jurisdiction of a WUA, the phrase would more accurately read “water for the life of farmers”—in both a literal and rhetorical sense. Currently, the exclusionary nature of WUA membership does not appear to be the locus of significant challenges in water access for households. However, I question the extent to which this outcome is temporary and subject to change as both the intensity of WUA involvement in water management and overall climatic aridity increases with time. Households already express a sense that farm plots and the individuals who possess them, are treated as superior with regard to water access, a trend that WUA membership policies are only likely to exacerbate.



5.2.1. “They Do Not Give Any Water to the Village”


The control of water management organizations by commercial farmers often means irrigation schedules are designed for cash crops—patterns of water delivery that are unlikely to satisfy the needs of the diverse crop cultivation that characterizes kitchen garden agriculture. In Nosiri Khusrav, respondents argued that this has already come to pass, as the irrigation of cotton and rice is privileged to the detriment of kitchen garden cultivation. As WUAs become more established in the district, this is unlikely to change.



In Tajikistan, the irrigation season is set to begin around mid-March for both households and dehqon farms. From this point, water is expected to flow through canals until November, after which they are closed again for winter. While frigid temperatures preclude most large-scale cultivation, household need for water to cultivate winter crops continues. No water in canals from November to March brings further stress in villages without piped drinking water, as it means households lack water for drinking, cleaning and their animals. Most respondents reported adequate water access for their kitchen garden and household needs in early spring and late fall but that between these two periods challenges abounded. Households consistently described shortages during May, June, July, August and into September, months crucial for crop growth and when temperatures are at their peak. While the specific causes of water shortages in different vary and may have a great deal to do with the condition of infrastructure, because of the seasonality of their reduced water access, many respondents attributed this phenomenon to the water use practices of those with whom they share the canal—dehqon farms.



As noted before, dehqon farms in Nosiri Khusrav principally grow cotton. Planted in March, the most critical period for irrigating cotton falls between May and August. Summer “is really tough for us…because the cotton is flowering. If we don’t give them water on time, they fall off and the whole harvest will just fall away,” a farmer explained. When asked if households ever ask him, as a dehqon farmer, to release water to the village during this period, he replied




“Yes, this has happened a lot…After talking with them [the WUA]…we say alright, one week, one time it is necessary for us to give water to the community… In the night, poor people [villagers], we give them water…but just two or three people use up the water and the rest just have to stay [without]. They fight and mobilize to try get water. I think we don’t give them enough…The poor households, those people with kitchen gardens, it is really difficult for them. But giving water to dehqon farms is ultimately more important because we have to irrigate a lot of hectares of land and we sign contracts and give cotton and other products.”





An understanding that during the summer, irrigation water is used first and foremost for farm-level cultivation was echoed by households throughout Nosiri Khusrav. “The deqhon farmers take water and they do not give water to the village,” one woman said, “the people [in the village] pay the tax [water service fee] but we don’t have [enough] water…when our crops dry up, we have to buy food. Sometimes we work in Russia to earn money, no one works for the government or gets a salary. We do work for the dehqon farmers but we just get cotton stalks [to burn as fuel] and for picking cotton we get just 0.4 TJS per kilo (approximately 0.05 USD).” Her neighbor confirmed this practice, expressing similar frustration that households contribute both monetarily and in labor to the upkeep of the irrigation system yet see less benefit. “The people do not have as much rights as them,” she explained, “during the day, four dehqon farmers [from her village] take the water, they don’t give us any. Then when it’s time to clean the joibor, only one person from the dehqon farm comes. But the villagers, they all come.” Exasperated with inequity in water division, another woman bemoaned that, “farms and households should have an equal right to water. They all have to survive.” As dehqon farm managers are currently the only rural residents eligible for membership in WUAs, a hierarchy of water use that favors farm-level cotton cultivation over household cultivation is unlikely to change. Rather, as WUAs become more active and gain better technical control of the process of water delivery through the repair of canal systems and water gates, the position of kitchen garden irrigation as of secondary consideration is likely to become ingrained in association practice, translating to inferior water access.



Differentiated temporally throughout the year, farm and household access to water also differs across the span of 24 h. Throughout Nosiri Khusrav, water is usually provided to farms during the day, then in theory, is sent down village canals at night. One woman relayed that, “until six o’clock the dehqons take water and after six o’clock the people [receive water] but how can women go out at six in the evening and get water?” With male out-migration pervasive in rural areas and an overall feminization of agriculture in Tajikistan, gendered barriers to water access warrant significant consideration [60]. The chairman of the WUA that covers her village said that the timing of water distribution does not present any difficulties for households. “We watch over them and if their husbands are not there we give them water in the daytime. If they are a laborer we also give it to them in the day, if they are a boss with workers we give it to them in the night,” he explained. The logistical potential of such distribution aside, a farmer in his territory I met later in the day noted that he had been up all night irrigating his plot, as he preferred to distribute water when it was cooler to minimize evaporation. This leaves doubt as to whether households’ access to water is protected even during their allotted time.




5.2.2. “The Voices of the Household Mean Nothing”


“In the Soviet Union, there was one rais (leader), now they are everywhere!” explained one woman with a laugh. Her statement references the shift that occurred with land reform, as the area surrounding her village transitioned from being managed by one man, the head of a large collective farm, to being managed by hundreds of dehqon farmers. Farm leaders, particularly those cultivating cotton, commanded respect during the Soviet period and reverence for the position has carried on post-independence. Yet, as the position has changed from being held by one individual across many villages to being held by many individuals within each village, ingrained notions of farm leaders’ privileged social status have created challenges for water management. An employee of the Land Reclamation and Irrigation Authority explained that she often struggles to work with dehqon farmers because they see themselves as exceptional and not bound by irrigation policies established. She tells all her employees not to call them rais but instead use the polite term for older brother (aka) or older sister (apa) so they can begin discussions on more equal footing. Affirming the rationale behind this practice, the engineer of one WUA explained that a belief in the primacy of dehqon farmers over other cultivators and community members has manifest in a social hierarchy.




“People do not know enough. In their minds dehqon farmers are above everyone. People don’t know the law, if they did, they would see that whatever the difference between dehqon farms and kitchen gardens, they have the same rights”….”There is no law that says dehqon farmers have a higher status. They should have the same position [as kitchen gardens]. [But] the dehqon farmers think this way and the households with kitchen gardens also think this way, that they are lower and the dehqon farmers are higher.”





His claim is evidenced by households’ perceptions of local power relations, as almost all the villagers I spoke with felt that the voices of dehqon farmers receive greater respect. “Here,” one woman explained, “the voices of the household mean nothing. They [dehqon farmers] grow cotton and watermelons. They are rich, so their rights are given more importance than ours.” The role of wealth, be it in the form of cash or land, in informing the social status of dehqon farmers and in relation, households, was frequently referenced by interviewees. For example, another woman commented,




“you can’t say anything about it [inequity of water access]. Right now, is the era of the wealthy, if you have money, you can speak….We came here because we have five children and there was not enough room in the house of my husband’s parents. But here, there is no water, no school, no doctor, no one asks after your condition, no one asks how you are doing. Here, there is just the flies that bite at our faces.”





As discussed earlier in regard to water access, many households rejected the notion that the secondary concern given their plots by water management officials was natural or inherent. Challenging what he feels is the dominant approach to assigning the two plots value, a male householder stated,




“dehqon farms have a higher position in our area but kitchen gardens should be higher, because on these ten sotiq [one sotiq is equal to 0.01 hectares] you can grow everything. On the dehqon farms it is just onions and cotton. On the kitchen garden everything is grown, vegetables, fruit trees—these are essential to life.”





Acknowledging the uneven power dynamics at work, one WUA staff explained that “I provide kitchen gardens with irrigation assistance first, because dehqon farms have money, they have other opportunities. They can easily access water themselves. I give water to the kitchen gardens first but in general, the claims of dehqon farms receive priority.” While individuals like him may choose to actively counter the privilege afforded to dehqon farmers, because WUAs formally divide the community into members and non-members based on the possession of farmland, as a whole, these institutions discursively reaffirm farmers’ prestige.



Due to a perceived connection between women and kitchen garden cultivation, by only extending membership to dehqon farms, WUAs also inadvertently signal that women’s work in kitchen gardens is of less significance, reinforcing patriarchal gender norms. In response to widespread male outmigration, women are also taking on significant responsibility for farm plot irrigation. While most women described farm-level irrigation as a burden rather than an opportunity because of the physical toll and time it extracts, they nevertheless saw their ability to work in this area as a necessity. However, historically a male-dominated activity, many women felt they lacked vital technical knowledge of water system operations and administration. As just over 13 percent of dehqon farm managers are women and thus may formally participate in the WUA, the vast majority of rural women are left without the opportunity to formally join in the shared learning and networking that is thought to follow from active engagement with community-based institutions [13]. In effect, knowledge of the irrigation system and by extension, the ability to change when and where water flows thus becomes concentrated in an elite, male segment of the rural communities, reinforcing a social hierarchy that marginalizes poor households and women’s control of natural resources. This outcome is diametrically opposed to the inclusive decision-making that WUAs were intended to advance.






6. Conclusions


Donors have committed to funding 91 percent of the budget for the Water Sector Reforms Program of the Republic of Tajikistan for 2016–2025, a figure which affords them significant sway over the way it unfolds [61]. WUAs, as one component of this program, are rewriting the management of water at the local level. Presumed to bring about an increase in water access, crop yields and food availability through activities that are grounded in the self-expressed needs of community members, I question the likelihood of this outcome. Highlighted by scholars globally, the way that the community is understood by development organizations is often problematic, tending towards a vision of a socially and economically homogenous group. Informing project design, this blurry image of rural life neglects underlying divergence in resource use and livelihood strategies, resulting in exclusionary outcomes that contradict the initiatives’ inclusive intentions. As non-members, households that only possess kitchen gardens are quite literally without a “seat at the table” when decisions are made by the WUA. This leaves their ability to formally access water and attendant chance of a successful harvest, tenuous and dependent on appeals to farmers within their community. The logical basis for community-based natural resource management may suggest that this is not a significant concern, as mutual understanding and shared interests within the community will assure that resource distribution satisfies the needs of all users. This article challenges this notion, highlighting how stratification within a community can inform the distribution of power within an organization, with significant bearing on an individual’s ability to access and use water as required by their livelihood strategies.



Control of local irrigation systems has been vested in dehqon farmers via their exclusive ability to become members of the WUA. As such, association practices, including the scheduling of water delivery, are likely to become more closely attuned to the needs of farm plots and specific crops like cotton. The water requirements of kitchen gardens differ considerably from those of dehqon farms, meaning the emergence or aggravation of challenges in accessing adequate water for households is probable. Yet the ability of households to rely on WUA support in coping with these shortages is similarly deterred by their status as non-members. In this way, WUAs have the potential to widen cleavages in society, as individuals with farmland gain increased command of community affairs, while those without farmland are subject to increased marginalization. Instead of subverting the existing social order to increase the equity of water delivery and accessibility and support the cultivation of food crops among food insecure households, WUAs then reinforce a social order that favors elite male farmers and valorizes the cultivation of commodities like cotton, rather than valuing the potential of kitchen gardens to feed communities.



Ruth Meinzen-Dick writes that in the search for panaceas in water governance, policy narratives, even those based on research,




“promote a particular institutional approach has too often ignored the evidence on shortcomings of the proposed approach and the conditions under which that type of institution is likely to function poorly or well. Donor agencies and policy makers are attracted to the simplicity of an apparently successful model that offers a recipe for application elsewhere. Something that may have functioned well in one part of the Philippines, Mexico or Chile is promoted in sweeping reforms applied to large areas that have very different resource systems, governance systems, resource units and users.”



[25] (p. 15204)





To this list, I would add very different “strategies for ensuring adequate food and nutrition.” Taking seriously the ways that households access food, must be an essential part of analyses of water governance structures and the policy prescriptions that lead from them, lest reduced food security become a “shortcoming” of future interventions in irrigation management.



While WUAs are based in a development ideal that has been the subject of decades of critique, they nevertheless remain a popular intervention among bi-lateral and multi-lateral agencies. Tajikistan is not the only and not likely the last country that will see these associations presented as an opportunity to overcome costly and ineffectual state-centric water governance, rural water shortages, poor harvests or a lack of civil engagement. This reality demands continued engagement with past scholarship, refining and advancing these arguments to excavate the way that current interventions produce inequality in decision-making and resources access. Analyses should not, however, end here but follow through to the consequences of such inequality, particularly with regard to food security, bridging literatures to develop a fuller understanding of how changes in the politics of water governance reverberate in all aspects of community life.
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Figure 1. Provinces of Tajikistan. 
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Figure 2. Kitchen garden in Nosiri Khusrav district, Tajikistan. 
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Figure 3. Districts of Khatlon Province, Tajikistan. 
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Table 1. Water User Association (WUA) Coverage.
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Kitchen Gardens

	
Dehqon Farms




	
WUA

	
Established

	
Villages

	
Households

	
Population

	
Number

	
Hectares

	
Number

	
Hectares






	
1

	
2013

	
6

	
759

	
3279

	
759

	
235

	
198

	
1971




	
2

	
2014

	
3

	
756

	
3780 *

	
756

	
370

	
89

	
486




	
3

	
2013

	
4

	
1568

	
7841

	
1568

	
52

	
134

	
1132




	
4

	
2013

	
12

	
2984

	
11,800

	
2984

	
1008

	
525

	
1500




	
5

	
2014

	
5

	
600 *

	
3000 *
