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STUDY OF DYNAMICS OF STRUGGLE FOR WATER RIGHTS IN

UPPER MUSTANG, NEPAL

Bad,ground
Water is a scarce resource 1I1cold, and reglOn of upper
Mustang 1I1western Nepal. The annual precipItation IS less
than 200mm most of which is 1I1the form of snow. Whatever
the crop producllontakes place 1I1small patches of arable land,
spllradically embedded 1I1the vast tract of rugged terrall1, it
is largely shaped by the availabilny of water. Almost all of
the settlements III the reglLln are tucked in a narrow strip
along the water source. Evidences of land abandonmem and
settlement Shlftll1g, forced mall1ly by the shortages of water,
are commonly found.

Water from a smgle source is used for muillple purposes.
Water trom the same canal is used for Irrigallng the crops,
dnnkll1g ammals, washing clllthes, runnll1g water mills, and
1I1some cases for generallng elect ricit y. And in winter mont hs,
when watl'[ freezes in dnnking water pipes, the same canals
are thl' l'llle source ot drIllklng waler. lies Ides hell1g a hIghly
valued ullinartan resource, water ISalso a symbolIc resource
In the regllln. In almost all the settlements, every year rituals
are held III detenmne the irrigallon schedule. As a scarce and
important resource, access III and cOl1lrol over water tS often
hIghly contested Many of these settlemel1ls have undergone
vanous levels of ClmOicts, somellme vlLllent, both withll1
and hetween themselves over USll1gand owmng water. Local
communItIes have designed and developed elaborate systems
ul management uf this scarce resource. Managemem of this
scarce resource sometimes hinds the community Illgether
and at other tImes n hecumes the hone of comention.

Study of water rights
III SOCietIes where water IS scarce and contlIcts for water
resuurce managemem are common, the norms for water
management form the backbone of the community system
(Boelens and [)oornbus 20(1). Upper Mustang is such a case
where water ISa scarce resource held in commons and where
sucielles have Slruggled to access and cum rol it. Access to
and control uver water is defined by water rights. Water

rights, viewed as 'an authortzed claim to a benelit stream of
a water source' (Beccar et al 2002), in addition tLl defining
access tu and com rol over water sources, constitute power
relations eXlstmg in a suciety (Benda-Beckmann et al 2000,
Boelens &: Doornbos 2001, Mell1zen-Dick &: Bruns 2000,
Pradhan 2(03). Water rights, as they constitute and reOect the
existing power relations of a society, are constantly cOl1lested
and negotiated in people's everyday encounters. The struggle
takes different forms ranging from engaging in dialogue to
abstention, reSIstance, and sabotage (Colburn 1989, Scott
1985), and operate at three levels (Boelens and Doornbos
2001): (1) struggle to acquire and defend rights to access
water and necessary mfrastructure; (2) struggle to defend
rights to take part in collective decision making, and defmlllg
water rights contents; and (3) legitimization and recognitlon
of normallve system to make rules and authorize claims (e.g.
statlltory vs. cuslomary laws). Water rights are nut only the
proVIsions as stated in statutory laws but they are delined and
imcrpreted m local complexities and contexts.

Water is also a symbolic resource
As differemial access to water is reinforced and legitimized
by social differentials such as gender, caste, and class (Benda-
Beckmann et al 2000), study on struggle for water rights in
Mustang not only help elucidates the dynamics of conOicts
over water but also provides a lens through which the process
of social institutional change can be observed.

Objectives and conduction of the research

Against this background, thIS research, to be conducted as a
dissertation research, proposes to study how the struggle for
water rights in water- scarce region modifies the institutional
landscape of agricultural resource management. Specifically,
this broader research question will be answered through four
sequential component questions: (i) how are water rights
and their contents defmed? (ii) how are these definitions
contested? (iii) how are the social relatlLlns of agricultural
production modified in relation to these contestations? and
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(iv) how do the modified social relations change a component
institution and its relative significance in relation to other
components of institutional landscape?

This research is being conducted under the supervision
of Dr. Robert E. Rhoades, Professor of anthropology at the
University of Georgia. The fieldwork for the research began
in September 2004 and will continue through June 2006,
with the financial support of the National Science founda-
tion, USA, the Wenner-Gren Foundation, USA, the Winrock
International, Nepal, the International Water Management
Institute, Sri Lanka, and the International Centre for Inte-
grated Mountain Development, Nepal.

Irrigation in high altitude society
This study is being conducted in three sets of villages each
consisting of two villages. In the case of Iirst two sets, villages
within the sets share the water source, and the villages
within the third set do not share the water source with other
villages. Villages in the first two sets are Tsaile, Ghyakar,
Lomonthang, and Namgyal and in the third set, they arc
Ghiling and Dhi. This research has been designed this way
to study the dynamics of struggle for water rights: (1) within
a settlement among different users with relatively little social
differentiation, (2) within a settlement among different users
with marked social differentiation, (3) bet ween settlements
sharing similar features, (4) between settlements bearing
widely differing features, and (S)compare the pattern of
intra-village struggle for water rights between settlements
experiencing inter-village competition and not experiencing
such inter-village competition.

Although the fieldwork is continuing and the final findings
are yet to come, there is a diversity in management systems
in different villages. However, it was found that in all the vil-
lages water rights and management systems are linked with
the traditional inheritance system. Based on the traditional
inheritance system, only the eldest son inherits the property
and the households are grouped into Dhongbos, Farangs and
Marangs. Dhongbos are the households that inherit the prop-
erty, Farangs and Marangs are the males and females that
do not inherit the property. Farangs and Marangs get access

to land and water through Dhongbos only. This grouping IS

one of the major social differentials that determine the access
to water and households' role in managing other community
resources. This study will highlight the water management
system and the process of institutional changes in the cold,
arid region in Nepal, that IS culturally and geographically in
the Tibetan plateau.
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