
Introduction

Most irrigation schemes in Nigeria are developed and managed by either the
state or federal government. In all designs, the government owns the water
impounding and distribution structures while the farm lands could be owned
by either the government or the farmers or a combination of both. The
government does not only operate and maintain these schemes but provides
the agro-support services such as land preparation, seeds, fertilizers and
chemicals to farmers. Farmers virtually have no roles to play except to divert
water from the channels and operate their respective farm plots. Very few
farmers' groups were actively concerned with irrigation water management
and system maintenance. Existing groups are either full of inactive, limited
membership or informal associations to obtain Government-supplied
agricultural inputs.

The government has been very benevolent in operating and managing
schemes. The interaction between the farmers and government could be
classified as benevolent patron-client relationship. The governments
(especially, federal) have partially withdrawn from providing funds and
services since 1988, and the managing agencies are expected to be self-
sufficient and self-sustaining. The dwindling operating funds over the years
and the government's abrupt withdrawal have contributed to the serious
deterioration of most systems' structures and have resulted in the low-level
performance of many schemes.

This paper will discuss the nature of the benevolent patron-client
relationships that have emerged between the irrigation system agencies and
the farmers in some schemes. In addition, farmers' views on the irrigation
systems' role expectations, role performance and capabilities will be
examined. Illustration will be drawn from large-and small-scale schemes in
Kano and Sokoto States.
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Systems' designed management roles and role performance
Most irrigation schemes were developed, operated and maintained by the
government agencies, both at the state and federal levels. Usually, the
government owns the water impounding or lifting, conveyance and control
structures, and in some cases the farm plots which are allocated periodically
to the farmers. The government does not only own, operate and maintain
the irrigation schemes, but provides the agro-support services such as land
preparation, seeds, fertilisers, chemicals, and assists in marketing produce.

In all, little was expected of the farmers other than to divert water from
the tertiary canals or ditches into their farm plots, manage their respective
farm plots and pay the irrigation water charges. Indeed, most irrigation
projects were designed to have strong and efficiently organised and well-
staffed authorities to operate and maintain the scheme and avail the agro-
services and inputs to the farmers (NEDECO, et al, 1970).

Due to the dominant role of government in the operation, maintenance
and production in the various schemes, farmers have become highly
dependent and a pattern of paternalistic patron-client relationships have
developed.

Existing systems' performance
The yearly dwindling of operating resources and the 1988 government
(Federal) abrupt withdrawal from operating and management of the large
schemes have contributed to systemic deterioration of irrigation structures
and acute low-level performance of many schemes. The common features of
poor performance include:

i) high cost outlay per hectare; project cost ranges from 765 in Upper
Benue to 5,770 in Sokoto-Rima (Table 1);

ii) frequent breakdown of pumps and sprinkler lines and poor availability
of spare-parts;

iii) major deterioration of water conveyance and controlling structures;
iv) inadequate maintenance of major diversion structures. Over 75% of

these are full of silt and weeds reducing water flow in canals to less
than 30% of design capacity,

v) conversion of drainage channels and reservoirs and road networks into
farm lands by farmers;

vi) wanton irrigation misbehaviour of blocking of canals, cutting of
embankments, illegal lifting of water by pumps or siphons and
breakage of control structures;

vii) non-fulfilment and discontinuity of institutional agro-support services
to the farmers;
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viii) general apathy, no or slow response to farmers' complaints on water
inadequacies and structural defects;

ix) reluctance of farmers to take initiatives to organise themselves to
maintain structures even in the face of evident obstruction of water
flow; and

x) persistent expectations by farmers that system maintenance and other
agricultural production support would be undertaken by the
government agencies, even with little observable capacity for these.

Table 1: Proposed Federal government financial allocation to River Basin
Development Authorities (RBDAs) during the Fourth Development Plan Period
(1981-85)

Source: Adopted from Okigbo (1981);
Notes: N = Naira (1992: N19=$l); m = million

Other features include the misconception, and distrust, of the Authorities'
management policies as they affect irrigation, water charges, input
distribution and administration, and land allocation. The Nigerian irrigation
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system managers, especially in large-scale schemes, are well versed in the
technical planning and logistics for construction, but they lack 'the social
background that is necessary to effect the integration of the users into
planning, design, construction, operation and maintenance processes'
(Donaldson, 1987).

Farmers' Views on System Management Roles

Field observations have tentatively indicated that farmers viewed the
availability of other agricultural inputs and services (especially fertilisers,
tractors and harvesters) as more important to them than irrigation water or
irrigation systems' effectiveness. Also, the farmers in general have no interest
in participating in system maintenance or accepting responsibilities in system
management because they pay their irrigation water charges. The water
charges of 1000 Naira per ha per year were normally considered too
expensive especially when tail end water supply is erratic and agricultural
production support services under-perform.

Farmers perceive that the job that has been most effectively done by the
Authorities is the collection of water charges. On the other hand, the most
neglected roles were the procurement of fertilisers, provision of adequate
tractor-hiring services and non-supervision of water allocation and
distribution within the sectors and blocks, the functions of water is more
difficult to perceive by farmers than those of other crop production inputs
as 'what really determines the rate of adoption of an innovation is the
adopter's perception of profitability and not objective profitability' (Roger,
1962).

Farmers' views or perceptions have been affected by the benevolent-
patron-client relationships that have been built in by the governments in
most irrigation systems. Perception pertains to information received from the
environment (Koontz, et al, 1980). Major production environments of the
irrigated land farmers had been government supplied inputs and services to
the farmers. These had resulted in over-dependence of farmers on
government agencies for their farming operations. The extent of dependence
on the government could be illustrated with Gumuma farmers' perceptions
of the project authority as the one to maintain even the structures
immediate to farmers' plots (distributary canals (DCs) and field channels
(FCs). Fifty-three percent and 50% of the respondents felt that the authority
should maintain the DCs and FCs, respectively, and charge the farmers for
this later (Table 2). Over 30% felt that each of these should even be done
free by the authority. In either of the two structures, farmers' groups were
minimally perceived to have any maintenance role.



In addition, farmers were asked to which, out of the cooperative
societies, individual farmers, group of fanners and the project staff, would
be most effective and efficient in performing 21 irrigation activities. They
mostly perceived that project staff should perform these activities now and
in the future (Table 3).

In order to understand the underlying factors for farmers expecting the
project authority to perform these activities, they were asked of the degree
of training necessary for them to be able to perform some of the irrigation
activities. The study indicated that they perceived training to be very
necessary. Even for the least complex and technical irrigation tasks, like
tractor acquisition for land preparation, deciding on type of crop to plant,
draining excess water from their field, over 60% perceived that training was
required (Table 4). Training was thought to be necessary for all irrigation
activities and the same response trends had been indicated by farmers in the
Kano River project and a host of other projects in N-W Kano and Sokoto
States.

In all, the involvement of farmers in managing most irrigation schemes
has been very informal and almost non-existent. Thus, system management
role expectations of farmers now and in future, have largely been on project
authorities. Farmers' perceptions have been controlled not only by their
irrigation backgrounds but by their own problems and interests.
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Table 2: Farmers' perception of who should maintain the distributary canals (DCs)
and field channels (FCs), Gumuma Irrigation Project (1990)
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Accordingly, factors affecting people's perceptions of reality are
'background, past experiences, values, expectations, interests, attitudes and
rigid views' (Koontz et al., 1980) about nature of people and structures they
deal with. What the farmers perceive may not necessarily represent the real
world because they have tendencies to see things from their own
perspectives. Nonetheless, the perceptions of the real or unreal situations do
affect the behavioural dispositions of farmers in operating in irrigation
schemes. Thus, the subsequent implications on improved involvement and
participation in systems management.

Implications of Farmers' Perceptions on Systems' Management

Role perceptions usually dictate role expectations and performance by both
the project authorities (management) and water users in any irrigation
scheme. Accurate perception or roles is important in assessing situations in
daily operations and management of the systems. Where role expectations
are inadequately defined or are substantially unknown, role ambiguity exists,
because farmers are not sure of how they should act in situations of this
type. Research has shown that where role conflict and ambiguity exist,
dysfunction results do occur (Davis, 1977) and water users are lax and
irresponsive.

From this perception study, the relative advantage of availability of
irrigation water to farmers is less than that from agricultural production
inputs, especially fertilisers and tractor-hiring services. Mobilisation of
farmers for active participation will be easier when done around their own
expressed felt or real needs.

In all, some basic social, cultural and design changes would be needed
(Maurya and Kuzniar, 1988) in order to ensure successful management of
the nation's irrigation schemes. To sustain efficient and effective
performance in the existing and potential schemes, it is recommended that
there should be:

i) maximum use of existing social and administrative structures in an
adaptive manner by creating a cadre of village or community irrigation
workers as an arm of the Community Development Associations
presently active in most communities;

ii) re-orienting and re-activating of the existing governmental services to
provide direction, training and contact with the community while
encouraging and emphasising water users' group formation and
initiatives in system management;
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iii)

iv)

v)

periodic identification of farmers' needs, "choosing the sequence of
improvement and deciding how they will be implemented" (Donaldson,
1988);
responsiveness to local initiatives and delegation of some irrigation
water management responsibilities to the water users; from simple
ones to the more complex tasks; and
choosing of community focal points within the sectors or villages in the
schemes so that each sector or village will have ascribed irrigation
system personnel or operators for contact point between the
authorities and the community water users.

Conclusion

The more the involvement and participation of water users in system
management, the cheaper and the more effective the operations and
maintenance of irrigation schemes. Project authorities have to encourage
water users' group formation using the existing functional social groupings
and institutional agricultural roles and services perceived to be of higher
relative advantage than irrigation water use per se. The provision of such
roles and services to the farmers would provide entry point and sustained
interest in participation in system management. These, coupled with
education and training in basic system's tasks and operations will reduce and
eventually eliminate the prevailing dependency of farmers on the
government for irrigation system management and irrigated agricultural
production. With the elimination of dependency, role expectations in
irrigation systems will be appropriately perceived. This will improve and
increase the readiness of the irrigation authorities to share system
operations' responsibilities and enhance water users accepting such
responsibilities and taking initiative on others.
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