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ABSTRACT

The western Madhya Pradesh region of India, which is largely populated by Bhil adivasi (indigenous people) peasants, is typical of other such adivasi regions of the country in that fragmentation of landholdings coupled with the neglect of dryland agriculture has severely jeopardised the livelihoods of the people and forced them to further mine their immediate environment for subsistence needs. In such a scenario systematic work to bring about equitable and sustainable development is hindered by the fact that common property resources are most often privatised and people who are in control do not want to let go of them. This paper details how two NGOs, SAMPARK and SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG have creatively overcome this through inspiring communitarian problem solving and the building up of social capital. However the paper concludes by underlining the fact that widespread equitable and sustainable development through the replication of such one off successes is prevented due to the lack of political capital needed on a larger scale to challenge the dominant paradigms of governance and development.

Addressing Equity Issues in Watershed Development Projects in Bhil Adivasi areas of Western Madhya Pradesh
- Rahul Banerjee

1. Introduction

The western Madhya Pradesh region in which the Bhil adivasis reside stretches across the seven districts of Jhabua, Dhar, Barwani, West Nimar, East Nimar, Dewas, Indore and Ratlam. Geographically this area begins roughly from the Malwa Plateau in the north descending the escarpment of the Vindhya hills into the Nimar plains flanking the lower Narmada river valley and ends with the Satpura ranges to the south. While Jhabua, West Nimar, Dhar and Barwani have overwhelming majorities of Bhils the other districts have lesser concentrations with Indore having the least. The average percentage of scheduled tribe population is about 43% of the total population. This region has three distinct agro-ecological zones - Malwa Plateau, Nimar Plains and Jhabua Hills. The first two have considerable areas of deep clayey soils which are fertile while the last has mostly thin unfertile lateritic soils and the terrain is hilly. Unfortunately the demographically numerous Bhils mostly hold title to marginal plots of unfertile and unirrigated land situated in the upper watersheds of the first two regions and the hilly terrain of the last region.
Following on the national policy in this regard the concentration of government finances after independence on the promotion of green revolution agriculture on the more fertile lands belonging to non-adivasi farmers in the first two agro-ecological zones to the neglect of the much wider dryland areas of the Bhils in the upper watersheds has skewed the resource access pattern of the region against them. The benefits of the green revolution were cornered by the traders, who traded in the inputs and the increased output. The large farmers too benefited immensely by earning huge surpluses from low production costs due to state subsidised supply of inputs and the use of their extra-economic powers over the adivasis to keep wage levels depressed (Banerjee, 2003). This weakening of the primary agricultural base of the Bhils combined with ill conceived and even more badly implemented poverty alleviation schemes of the government to provide supplementary incomes which have invariably failed has meant that the adivasis have remained in the clutches of sahukars who dominate the rural markets of the region exploiting the former through unremunerative prices for their produce, exorbitant prices for the agricultural inputs and usurious interest rates on loans advanced to them (Aurora, 1972). Consequently most of the Bhil adivasi peasants have to rely on migration either permanent or seasonal to make ends meet (Mosse et al, 2002). It has now become fairly well established from qualitative analysis of tribal development policies within the larger area of scholarship of the adivasi predicament in India that the institutions set up under the provisions of the Constitution of India and the various laws enacted from time to time for the protection of the adivasis have not functioned properly primarily due to the wrong development policies adopted by the state which have tended to strengthen rather than weaken the inequality in political and economic power in favour of the non-adivasis vis-a-vis the adivasis (Sharma, 2001). 

The state has also failed to provide good and adequate education services which has resulted in the adivasis remaining unequipped to negotiate the complexities of the modern centralised system of governance into which they have been forcefully integrated (Rahul & Subhadra, 2001). The poverty induced by these development policies has adversely affected the nutritional levels of the food intake of the adivasis and combined with the lack of good and cheap health services has led to a decline in their general health. Moreover, the even greater lack of both education and health services for the women due to the inherent patriarchy in Bhil society has meant that they have not been able to smash age-old patriarchal structures and their consequent lack of reproductive rights has led to a population explosion putting further pressure on already scarce resources (Rahul, 1999). Combined with the agricultural development policies described earlier these have produced a scenario wherein adivasis are continually suffering from the imperfections of the modern market system, which has increasingly penetrated into their subsistence lifestyles forcing them to live on the edge and mine rather than conserve environmental resources vital to their survival. The common property resources (CPRs) have become so scarce that there is tremendous competition to privatise and denude them. Thus in the western Madhya Pradesh region some of the land under the forest department and most of the other cultivable common lands, have been encroached on by adivasi peasants for cultivation.
These systemic problems have led to the following obstacles to sustainable development being sought to be implemented through watershed programmes conducted by NGOs in the region –

1. Fragmentation of land holdings has resulted in most adivasis being left with unviable holdings of 1 ha or less in area.

2. Village common lands have been progressively encroached upon for agriculture and so are not easily available for restorative treatment. 

3. The stranglehold of the sahukars over the lives of the adivasis has resulted in the latter being unable to make any savings and investments.

4. The decay of the traditional community gram sabha leading to an escalation in disputes and a degeneration of customs of communitarian labour and sharing of costs of social functions.

5. Lack of adequate education and health services which adversely affected the capacity of the people to work and participate meaningfully in development and governance.
6. Women have been marginalised from development programmes and have instead had to bear disproportionately the costs of mal-development.
There was a rethinking in the beginning of the decade of the 1990s all over the country with regard to the implementation of watershed development leading to the popularisation of the “ridge to valley” approach as opposed to the treatment of isolated areas and the active involvement of the beneficiaries in planning, implementation and post project maintenance of the created structures (Shah, 1993, GOI, 1994). The Government of Madhya Pradesh initiated the ambitious Rajiv Gandhi Watershed Development Mission (RGWM) in 1994 incorporating these new ideas by pooling all the funds being made available to it by the Government of India for poverty alleviation and treatment of drought prone areas under various schemes. This increased stress on watershed development on the part of the Government of Madhya Pradesh came from the realisation that since the state is situated across a drainage divide involving as many as six river basins, the terrain is undulating and water storage in the natural system is low. Moreover the state has only a limited share in the river waters since the state lies on the upper catchment. Thus conventional dam centred water resources development adopted thus far had proved costly and inefficient (RGWM/TARU 2001). Apart from the government many NGOs too began to implement watershed development programmes along these lines. The efforts made by two such NGOs, one SAMPARK situated on the intersection of the Malwa Plateau and Jhabua Hills agro-ecological region and the other SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG situated in the Nimar Plains to try and address the problems noted above and overcome the inequalities being faced by the adivasis and especially women are described and analysed here.
2. Work of SAMPARK
SAMPARK (SAMPARK, 1995) has laid stress on first resolving socio-economic problems before embarking in a big way on implementing physical watershed development work. The important thing was to mobilise the people to battle the control of the sahukars and then use this unity to overcome internecine squabbles among the adivasis over the control of CPRs, which was preventing the implementation of sustainable watershed development. Thus the traditional gram sabhas were activated once again and initiatives were launched in the fields of micro-finance, cheap resolution of disputes, revival of traditional labour pooling customs, reduction of the cost of social functions such as weddings and rites of passage, primary education and primary health and physical watershed development works were continued only in a low key manner. It has been established through practice that successful community based micro-finance is one of the more important desiderata for broadbased rural development (NABARD, 1999).  

Only after these efforts began to bear fruit in the form of greater social cohesion, a gradual liberation from the clutches of the sahukars and a better social status for the women was largescale watershed development launched again from 1998 onwards. Work has been done in five different watersheds inhabited by about 8000 Bhil and Patelia adivasis in sixteen villages spread over an area of 7580 hectares in Petlawad tehsil of Jhabua district in Madhya Pradesh with funds provided by CASA and Action Aid funding agencies. In addition to this SAMPARK is also responsible for the social mobilisation of the beneficiaries in the DANIDA funded Comprehensive Watershed Development Project (CWDP) in the tehsil in which the physical works are carried out by agencies of the GOMP. We shall first give details of the district and tehsil characteristics and then describe how the organisation has dealt with the problem of inequalities in watershed development with the example of one watershed.
2.1 District and Tehsil Characteristics
 The Roopapada village in the Kalighati Panchayat is situated in Petlawad tehsil of Jhabua district. The district lies in the Vindhya ranges at the edge of the Malwa plateau and the land is hilly without much tree cover and prone to heavy erosion. Petlawad tehsil is drained by the Mahi river which forms the northern boundary of the district. Geologically five rock formations are found in the district. These are Deccan Trap, Alluvium, Cretaceous-Lameta, Aravalis and Banded Gneissic Complex. The whole of Petlawad tehsil  has the Deccan Trap formation which is also known as the Malwa Trap. It falls in the Malwa plateau agroclimatic zone with medium to black medium soils of medium levels of the three main nutrients of Nitrogen, Phosphorus and Potassium.

Fig. 1: Cropping Pattern of Petlawad Tehsil  in %
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Source : District Statistical Handbook 2000, Department of Economics and Statistics, GOMP

The better quality lands in the tehsil are held mostly by the non-adivasis while the 75 % majority adivasis have the lower quality lands which are mostly unirrigated and lie in the upper watershed regions. Thus the break up of crop production for the whole petlawad tehsil shown in Fig. 1 does not adequately reflect the crop mix of the adivasis which has a higher proportion of cereals and pulses and less of cotton, oilseeds and fodder. Unfortunately disaggregated data showing this difference is not available in collated form with the government. The yields of crops in the tehsil are shown in Fig. 2 and as is evident these are below the national average.

Some Human Development Indicators for Jhabua district along with its rank among the forty five districts of Madhya Pradesh are given below in Table 1. Clearly the district is very backward. The poverty ranking is not that bad because the people migrate to nearby developed areas and earn supplementary incomes. The per capita food production ranking too is high because there are no big towns and cities in the district, which can push up the percentage of the non-food producing population.

     Fig 2: Crop Yields in Petlawad Tehsil in Qu./Ha
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Source : District Statistical Handbook 2000, Department of Economics and Statistics, GOMP

Table 1: Selected Human Development Indicators for Jhabua District

	No.
	Indicator
	Value
	Rank Among 45 Districts

	1.
	Human Development Index
	0.372
	45

	2.
	Gender Development Index
	0.450
	43

	3.
	Population Dependent on Agriculture (%) 
	90.6
	2

	4.
	Infant Mortality Rate
	130
	42

	5.
	Life Expectancy (2001)
	55.8
	30

	6.
	Total Fertility Rate
	7.0
	45

	7.
	Below Poverty Line (%)
	31.2
	20

	8.
	Annual Per Capita Food Production (kgs)
	268.22
	21


Source: Third Human Development Report Madhya Pradesh 2002, GOMP.
2.2 Roopapada Watershed

 The land use pattern of the watershed is as shown in Table 2 below. In reality after accounting for the encroachments for habitation and cultivation there are only about 45 ha of village common land available for protection and development work. There are two tanks in the village built by the government, which are used mainly for recharging purposes and sometimes for occasional protective irrigation for a cotton crop. 

Table 2: Landuse Pattern in Roopapada Watershed (ha)

	Total Area
	Forest Area
	Irrigated Area
	Unirrigated Area
	Uncultivable Wasteland
	Wasteland

	239.08
	19.10
	20.16
	129.23
	26.05
	44.54


Source: Sampark Records

There are 67 families with a population of 402 of whom 207 are males and 195 females all engaged in agriculture. Fifteen of these belong to the Patelia tribe and the rest to the Bhil tribe. The Patelias consider themselves to be socially superior to the Bhils and practise untouchability with them. The Patelias are slightly better off economically than the Bhils but the biggest landholder who is also the Patel or headman of the village has only about 3 ha of land and is a Bhil. Thus they are more or less all below the poverty line. The patel has been successful in acquiring a tractor through a loan given by the government. 

The land near the ridgeline belongs to the forest department. There is one patch of common wasteland just below the ridgeline of about 19 ha and two patches of 15 and 10 ha lower down in the watershed. There is a small hamlet of seven Bhil families on the ridgeline and these were in control of the uppermost wasteland. Another hamlet of 8 Bhil families were in control of the lowermost patch of 10 ha. These 15 families all owed allegiance to the Patel Rama. The15 ha patch in between was free for all. Given the severe shortage of agricultural land there is a tendency throughout western Madhya Pradesh of bringing common wastelands under the plough. Thus some of the land in the uppermost patch was being cultivated by some of the families in the nearby hamlet and it was being used for cattle grazing by some thirty families. Grazing was being done on the forestland nearby also. Watershed work could not be started as long as the ridgeline CPR remained under private control. The problem thus was that due to the heavy deprivation being suffered by all of them some of the people in the village who were slightly more powerful in social and economic terms were appropriating the use of the CPRs to the further detriment of the ecology and economic viability of the watershed as a whole. This is a typical situation of conflict between gainers and losers in watersheds which vitiates proper watershed development that has been noted in many places (Kerr, 2002).

The strategy adopted by SAMPARK when it first entered the village in 1996 was to form a self-help group with twenty Bhil families. The successful running of this SHG resulted in 29 more Bhil families deciding to form another SHG in 1997. All these families then began reviving their traditional customs of labour pooling and community dispute resolution. There are at present two women’s and one men’s SHGs with a combined membership of 72 and savings of Rs 1,74,783 and freedom from the debt of sahukars.

A group of people from these SHGs were then taken on an exposure tour to see the work of Tarun Bharat Sangh in Alwar in Rajasthan and that of Anna Hazare in Ralegan Shiddhi in Maharashtra. These people then came back and related to the whole group their experiences and they then began to together exert pressure on the Patel and his kinsmen to stop grazing the ridgeline patch so that it could be treated and planted. Seeing that the Patel was not amenable to the social fencing and protection of the common lands the rest of the villagers decided to go ahead without his consent and protect the land from free grazing.

The Patel refused to agree with this and sent his daughter to graze his animals in the protected area. When she was stopped by the chowkidar Babu then the Patel’s son went and beat him up. The villagers responded by calling a traditional panchayat meeting in which the Patel also came. A fine of Rs 500 was imposed on the Patel’s son for his misdemeanour but the Patel refused to pay up. Then the villagers decided to boycott the Patel’s family as is the traditional custom on non-compliance with panchayat rulings. Initially the Patel refused to be cowed down but eventually he found it extremely difficult as no one would come to his house or to work on his field. Then he called a meeting of the panchayat and paid up the fine. Finally good sense prevailed and a compromise was reached that the seven families on the ridgeline would stop free grazing on the wasteland but they would retain their small plots of agricultural land within it. 

After this in 1998 contour trenching, gully plugging and pasture development work was started on public land as also field bunding work on some of the private agricultural land. Plantation work was done through community contribution of labour and social fencing was employed for protection. The fodder was cut by the whole village and distributed equally among all villagers irrespective of whether they were members of the SHGs or not at a nominal price of Rs 2 per bundle of grass. As the work progressed and the benefits of the treatment works became manifest it became clear that these accrued differentially to the upper and lower watershed inhabitants in terms of water availability. While the wells in the lower watershed and the two tanks there began to have more water those in the upper watershed did not show similar recharge.

Fig. 3: Difference Between Heading and Sunken Water Retaining Structures
Surface area is larger
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Table 3: Physical Work done in Roopapada Watershed

	Year
	Work Done
	Area (ha)
	Beneficiary Households

	1998
	Field bunding on private farm land
	9
	12

	1999
	Contour trenching and gully plugging on public land
	20
	38

	2000
	Gabian Structures on nullahs
	3
	25

	2001
	Gully plugs and dugouts on public land
	13
	29

	2002
	Gully plugs and dugouts on public land
	34
	40

	2003
	Gully plugs and dugouts on public land
	3
	19


Source: Sampark Records

This problem was solved by borrowing from the expertise of the DANIDA CWDP, which, as mentioned earlier, was being implemented in another part of the tehsil. The DANIDA project had considered this problem at the design stage itself and come up with a novel solution for it. Most watershed structures are “heading” ones with larger surface water area in which the evaporation loss is high and the percolation low. To reverse this the DANIDA project had designed a new “sunken” structure called the dugout in which the soil and rock are dugout to a depth and so the surface and head available for percolation is much more than that for evaporation (Fig 3). Thus good technology too can help when the basic social mobilisation is good. The added advantage is that the percolating water immediately recharges the nearby wells (GOMP, 1997). The details of the physical works done are given in Table 3 above.

While the work done upto 2001 was funded by CASA the work done in 2002 and 2003 was done totally through shramdan or community labour. In 2002, 399 person days of labour were contributed while in 2003, 180 person days of labour were contributed. This is what is crucial as for sunken structures it is absolutely a must that they be cleaned each year if they are to retain their efficacy as water rechargers and this is possible only if the user group is well organised and conscious about its responsibilities of maintenance. In addition to this as many as 30,000 saplings have been planted over the years with a survival rate upwards of 90%. The villagers have refurbished their traditional simple stone monument to their village God on the top of the ridge in the regenerated forest and they celebrate their monsoon Diwasa festival, which is a thanksgiving to God for having provided them with the means of livelihood, with fanfare there. Finally the villagers have also revived their traditional custom of “adji-padji” under which they pool their labour together for the labour intensive agricultural operation of weeding. 600 person days of community labour were thus generated in 2003.

Thus a conflict situation in which the more powerful group of adivasis were preventing the sustainable use of the CPRs by privatising them was amicably resolved basically through the revival of the traditional gram sabha which in turn gained its strength from the successful battle against the control of the sahukars through the means of the SHGs. The visible benefits in terms of fodder availability and groundwater recharge then enthused the other hamlet of adivasis lower down in the watershed to agree to give up control of the patch of 10 ha that they had with them and here too watershed development and plantation work has been carried out. The 15 ha patch in the middle has also been treated but plantation work has not been carried out in it. A situation in which conflicts had arisen between the poor hailing from the same socio-economic background but residing in the upper and lower reaches of the watershed because of deprivation caused by negative external forces had been resolved by reducing this deprivation, primarily through the creation of what has come to be called “social capital”(D’Silva & Pai, 2003).

Moreover since stress was laid from the beginning on the mobilisation of women through SHGs they have played a major role in all the activities of the community apart from addressing their own issues especially in the field of reproductive health and rights which is normally a neglected sphere of social work. In collaboration with the NGO, CEHAT, SAMPARK has initiated a women's community health programme anchored by a trained woman from the village itself to take care of general health as well as reproductive health issues in the village itself.

Finally in rural areas in India considerable antagonism exists between the “local state” of petty government officials and the common people who have to approach them as supplicants for services which are their legitimate due (Corbridge et al, 2003). The history of Bhil adivasi deprivation is laced with many tales of woe generated by the inhospitable behaviour of the local state officials within the larger narrative of the unjust policies of the colonial, national and global states. This contradiction has given rise to a different kind of conflict situation in Roopapada of late. The highest reaches of the watershed are controlled by the forest department as mentioned earlier. The people have begun to dig dugouts in this area through shramdan seeing the tremendous importance in terms of immediate recharge benefits. This has led to objections being raised by the local forest guard. At present the dispute is of a muted nature but if the villagers decide to go ahead with more dugouts in future then the conflict might escalate. For the time being the villagers have told the forest guard that he should go and tell his superiors that they should arrange for funds for the treatment of this land as otherwise they would do this work through shramdan.
2.3 Scaling up
Experience has shown that mobilising people in a single watershed alone is not enough to ensure sustainability of the gains from watershed development without building up wider networks and institutions that can create a positive counter-culture of change that can challenge the negative attitudes of those ranged against the emancipation of the poor at various levels (Yugandhar, 1999).  The Gram Sabha in Roopapada also has health and education committees that take care of primary health and night school education with the help of SAMPARK and also try and see that government services in these spheres improve. There are many other such all purpose gram sabhas and these now total ninety in number. These Gram Sabhas are organised in clusters of five each and then federated together in the form of a mass organisation – Lok Jagriti Manch. This federation has covered villages that have not had watershed work done in them but have SHGs and other communitarian activities. Thus the ground has been prepared for the implementation of watershed programmes on a much larger scale than is being done at present by solving the social problems that normally prevent the equal and positive impact of such programmes. This federation has tackled common issues of importance as follows –

1. The centralised wholesale sourcing of seeds, fertilisers and pesticides and their subsequent distribution all through voluntary work leading to massive savings on the retail prices of these inputs. In 2001- 2002 the federation bought agricultural inputs worth Rs 7,95,813.00 effecting a saving of Rs 1,46,811.00 on the retail prices of these inputs. Apart from this the saving on the interest that they would have had to pay if they had loaned the inputs from the sahukars is Rs 2,00,000.00.

2. The fixing of rates for bride price and other donations that the bridegroom has to give to the bride’s family at the time of marriage. The expenses had reached over Rs fifty thousand and were a major caused of indebtedness. They have now been brought down to around Rs fifteen thousand. Similarly the expenses for the Rakhi festival and rites of passage too have been reduced considerably.

3. Advocacy both at the mass level and at the policy level for better utilisation of natural resources and also for the provision of greater food and employment security. The LJM is an active participant in the national campaigns for food and employment security as well as the campaign for sustainable use of water resources. Given the fact that there is tremendous pressure on land in western Madhya Pradesh and especially among the adivasis in Petlawad, work done on revenue land alone cannot ensure sustainable livelihoods to people. Thus it is most essential that the management of forestland too should be handed over to the people. There have been only desultory efforts in this direction. Unless more positive steps are taken a conflict situation is bound to arise and so the LJM has begun advocacy on this issue also.

4. The conservation and promotion of traditional agricultural practices and seeds that are more suited to dry land areas. This is in line with the findings of state of the art agricultural research, which has established that investment on research, extension and inputs for the strengthening of dryland agriculture are now higher than that on green revolution agriculture (Fan & Hazell, 1997). 
SAMPARK has thus graduated from a narrow technical approach to natural resource management to a more holistic socio-political approach. It has facilitated the setting up of civil society institutions that can not only amicably resolve disputes over natural resource management by ensuring a better distribution of costs and benefits but which can gradually aspire to challenge the hegemony of traders in the market, government officials in the bureaucracy, the politicians in the higher level democratic institutions of the state and the patriarchal social structure of traditional Bhil society. Most importantly it has realised the importance of positive participation in the market not only as a sine qua non for the long-term sustenance of successfully implemented watershed development projects but for the overall future development of the adivasis. Given the fact that today markets have become truly universal from the village to the global level and have become more influential than the state it is imperative that adivasis learn to take advantage of the market in what is probably the biggest civilisational change ever faced by any community (Nathan & Kelkar, 2003).

3. Work of SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG

Often even after good implementation of watershed development programmes at the micro level the negative socio-economic and institutional inequalities resulting from macro level policies which have been enumerated in the introduction have meant that by and large sustainability of agriculture and biomass production and security of livelihoods has not been achieved in the Western Madhya Pradesh region. This is illustrated here with the example of a watershed in the Bagli tehsil of Dewas district that has been completely treated by the NGO – SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG, first in an adhoc manner from 1993 onwards and later more systematically through comprehensive watershed development under the state government's Rajeev Gandhi Watershed Development Mission (RGWM) from 1998 onwards. Data regarding the socio-economic and natural resource profiles are first provided followed by the description of the inequalities and their partial resolution through the actions of the NGO and an analysis of the reasons for this failure. 

3.1 Socio-economic Profile

3.1.1 Identification (Table 4)
	1.1
	District : Dewas
	 1.2
	Tehsil : Bagli

	1.3
	Janpad : Bagli
	 1.4
	Gram Panchayat : Bhikupura

	1.5
	Village: Neemkhera
	1.5.1
	Hamlets : Neemkhera, Neemkheri, Padhav

	1.6
	Headquarters of Grampanchayat : Bhikupura


3.1.2 Accessibility (Table 5)
	3.1
	Distance from Tehsil Headquarters (Kms)
	20

	3.2
	Distance to Nearest Town (Kms)
	20

	3.3
	Type of approach Road 
	Macadamised but in bad condition

	3.4
	Nearest Railway Station
	80


3.1.3 Agro-Ecological Zone

The watershed is situated in the Nimar Plains agro-ecological zone and drains into the Narmada river eventually. The land is a little more undulating and the soils of poorer quality than the flatter black soil lands prevailing lower down the Narmada valley where the Nimar plains broaden out to sixty kms on each side of the river. The normal average annual rainfall is about 850 mm. 

3.1.4 Demography (Table 6)
	No. of Households*
	177

	Population
	Total
	Male
	Female
	ST
	SC
	Others

	
	1045 (100)
	532 (50.9)
	513 (49.1)
	923 (88.3)
	14 (1.3)
	108 (10.3)

	BPL Households 
	105


* The no. of households include those from the nearby villages of Ratatalai and Bhikupura who own agricultural land within the watershed and village boundary but who reside in their respective villages. 

3.1.5 Households and Occupation (Table 7)
	Total HHs (Nos)
	Gross Sown Area (ha)
	No. of Households

	
	
	Landless


	Marginal (< 1 ha.)
	Small

(1 –2ha.)


	Semi-medium

(2 –5ha.)
	Medium

(5-10 ha.)
	Large

(> 10 ha)

	177
	540
	10
	45
	50
	41
	28
	3


Six people are engaged as teachers with the Government, two as policemen and one as a clerk in the Public Works Department. Three people earn supplementary incomes as carpenters. One person runs a grocery shop and five people work for the NGO. So given the extreme fragmentation of landholdings and the low productivity of agriculture a majority of the people have to depend on supplementary labour either inside or outside the watershed. Thus there is a large surplus of unutilised labour as shown in the table below. This excess labour availability is a feature of the whole region and it naturally depresses the wages that are paid for agricultural labour in and around the watershed. There are three non-adivasi families who are the large landholders and along with other non-adivasi landholders in the nearby village of Bhikupura they exerted considerable political influence over the adivasis. 

3.1.6  Estimate of  Surplus Labour in the Watershed (Persondays/year) (Table 8)
	1.
	Total  Working Population
	511

	2.
	Available No. of Working days per worker per year 
	280

	3.
	Total required persondays of employment per year (1*2)
	143080

	4.
	Average employment in agriculture persondays per ha. per year
	100

	5.
	Gross Sown Area
	540

	6.
	Total employment generated in agriculture persondays per year (4*5)
	54000

	7.
	Employment generated NTFP collection persondays per year
	10000

	8.
	Other Employement like grazing, fuelwood collection etc
	15000

	9.
	Total Employment persondays per year (6+7+8)
	79000

	10.
	Surplus labour in the Watershed persondays per year (3-9)
	64080*


* This is only an indicator of the level of surplus labour that is available and not its absolute value.
3.1.7  Migration

Members of about forty households regularly migrate during the harvesting of soyabean and wheat to the Malwa region for a period of fifteen to thirty days for employment. Apart from this youth of about twentyfive families have migrated permanently to the city of Indore to work in various factories. There has not been any reduction in the migration levels on a sustained basis. There was some impact of the watershed works but once these were completed the people had to begin migrating once again.

3.1.8  Infrastructure Facilities (Table 9)
	
	Within
	Outside - distance

	Anganwadi Centre
	1
	

	Primary School (I to V)
	3
	

	Middle School (VI to VIII)
	-
	Poojapura 5kms

	Secondary School (IX to X)
	-
	-do-

	Higher Secondary School (XI to XII)
	-
	-do-

	Primary Health Centre
	-
	Bagli 20kms

	Telephone Exchange ( CDMA)
	-
	-do-

	Electric Grid Station
	-
	Udainagar 15kms

	Bank
	-
	Poojapura 5 kms

	Agricultural Coop. Society 
	-
	-do-

	Fair Price Shop
	-
	-do-


3.1.9 Local Organisation

The NGO has been instrumental in setting up a water-users group, a forest-users group, an appropriate agricultural technology group, a women's group and four self-help microfinance groups which are all operating at various levels of efficiency. The women's groups and SHGs are the most active and have been instrumental in mobilising the women to take active part in the affairs of the community and also challenge the patriarchal structure of the traditional Bhil society. Apart from this there is a village watershed development committee that supervised the implementation of the watershed works and looks after the maintenance of the structures created. The panchayat involves itself only in building of roads and community buildings and does not take any interest whatsoever in natural resource management mainly because it is controlled by the non-adivasis of Bhikhupura who are inimical to the development and progress of the adivasis as will become clear by and by.
3.1.10 Village Industries

The NGO conducts training of women in tailoring and garment making and the products are marketed by it. The NGO also arranges for the collection of Neem seeds from all over the tehsil which are then pressed in an oil mill set up in the village. The oil and cake are sold for use as pesticides and fertilisers.

3.1.11 Market Access

The nearest weekly market is at Poojapura five kilometers away. The Mandi set up by the government Agricultural Marketing Board in Bagli is non-functional because the traders do not want it to operate. Over the past two years the Consumer Foods division of the Indian Tobacco Company has begun sourcing the soyabean produce directly from farmers for its edible oil plants and it has set up a buying office in Dakachya village about seventy kms from the village. Small ruminants are marketed at Poojapura but the nearest market for large ruminants is at Haat Pipliya about 40 kms away.  
3.2 Natural Resource Profile
The natural resource profile has been segmented into land, agricuture, water, livestock and energy and described separately below.
3.2.1  Land Area, Value and Type 
Fertile black soil flat land sells at rupees eighty thousand to one lakh per acre while poorer quality land can sell at values as low as rupees ten thousand per acre. Oustees from the Indira Sagar dam being built on the river Narmada have been seeking land to resettle on and have pushed up prices somewhat in the region. There has not been any significant change in ownership of land in the watershed after treatment but the three large landholder families in the village after having lost their erstwhile power are keen to sell and resettle somewhere else where they are not in a minority. But since they want to sell enblock they have not yet got a buyer who can pay the rupees fifty lakhs or so that they are demanding.

The soil is quite deep along the nallah banks and valleys where the land is relatively flat, it is also quite deep and well drained along the gentle slopes but shallow on higher slopes and absent on steeper slopes which have been reduced to murram through erosion. The major soil types are as follows –

i) Deep and shallow black soil with higher water retaining potential

ii) Deep and medium red soils with low water holding potential

iii) Mixed red and yellow soils with slightly better water retaining potential

iv) Gravelly and pebbly murram soils with very low water retaining potential

The underlying geological formations are primarily sedimentary and metamorphic in nature formed from Vindhyan shale and limestone and Deccan Trap basalts.
3.2.2 Landuse Pattern
The land use pattern is as given below in Table 10 –

	Sl. No.
	Category
	Area (ha.)
	%age

	1.
	Agricultural Land
	480
	40

	2.
	Culturable waste land
	120
	10

	3.
	Encroached government land
	15
	1.3

	4.
	Pasture land
	95
	7.9

	5.
	Waste land 
	155
	12.9

	6.
	Habitations and roads
	15
	1.3

	7.
	Forest land with the Revenue Department
	120
	10

	8. 
	Forest land with the Forest Department
	200
	16.6

	
	Total
	1200
	100


There are considerable amount of common lands in the watershed but apart from the forests under the Forest Department most of this land has been degraded due to the pressure of grazing animals and deforestation due to cutting for timber and other needs. The forests are of a tropical dry deciduous type with mainly teak trees with about 40% crown cover. There are in addition species like anjan, tendu, neem, beeja, dhavra, khair while the shisham and tinach which are excellent timber trees are slowly disappearing. 
3.2.3 Cropping Pattern
The cropping pattern on agricultural land is given in the table below.
Table 11 : Cropping Pattern 
	Major Crops
	Rainfed
	Irrigated

	
	Area (ha.)
	Yield* (Kgs/ha)
	By-product 
	Area (ha.)
	Yield*(Kgs/ha)
	By-product 

	Kharif

	Jowar
	120
	860
	crop residue used as fodder
	
	
	

	Redgram
	65
	800
	crop residue used for fencing and fuel
	
	
	

	Maize
	10
	900
	crop residue used as fodder
	
	
	

	Other Pulses
	10
	700
	crop residue used as fodder
	
	
	

	Hybrid Cotton
	180
	600
	crop residue used as fuel
	
	
	

	Indigenous 

Cotton
	30
	400
	crop residue used as fuel
	
	
	

	Soyabean
	65
	900
	crop residue used as fodder
	
	
	

	Total
	480
	-
	
	
	
	

	Rabi

	Wheat
	
	
	
	45
	2000
	crop residue used as fodder

	Gram
	
	
	
	15
	600
	crop residue used as fodder

	Total
	
	
	
	60
	
	

	Summer

	Vegetables**
	
	
	
	10
	-
	


* The yields are for the best quality soils in the watershed as those for the lower quality soils is much less. 

** Household production mainly so no data on yields are available.

There has been a slight increase in rabi cultivation after wateshed treatment due to greater availability of water but since this is constrained by various reasons to be discussed later this has not been very significant. There has been a shift away from jowar towards soyabean as part of a long term trend in this region and this cannot be attributed to watershed development. There has also been a shift from traditional varieties of jowar and maize to hybrid varieties which are more high yielding and shorter maturing. However cultivation of cotton has increased somewhat due to the greater availability of water. According to an estimate made by the NGO the erosion of soil before treatment of the watershed used to be as high as 21,000 tonnes per year. There has been a considerable reduction in this in the post treatment period.

3.2.4 Water Resources

The rain falls mostly within the months of June through September in short bursts of a total of 45 days or so with a high degree of variability leading to frequent droughts. The undulating terrain, low water retentivity and low percolation of most of the soils means that runoff quotients are high and as much as 20 percent of the total precipitation is lost through this. Thus apart from the months of July, August and September the water balance in the other months is negative due to the effects of evapo-transpiration and severely so in the summer months. The rock formations underlying the northern part of the watershed are amenable both to recharge and storing of rain water but most of the village has hard shale and limestone strata which do not favour either. Consequently the shallow aquifer which is tapped by the dug wells is not able to support drawals for agriculture in most of the farms of the village and these go dry very soon as does the nala flowing through the watershed. There are as many as thirty wells but only about ten of these provide good water for irrigation. Nine tubewells have also been sunk but only six supply any reliable amounts of water the others having gone dry. There are four handpumps operating in the village providing water for drinking for people and livestock. In the summer months these handpumps become the lifeline of the village as most other sources go dry. There has been a hundred percent increase in the irrigated area since watershed development due to greater availablility of subsoil water and also investment by the NGO in deepening and construction of walls for wells and the private investment by some farmers in boring tubewells. However, since initially only 6 percent of the land was being irrigated this increase has been minuscule in absolute terms. 

3.2.5  Livestock

There are only local breeds of cows in the watershed numbering 250 big and small and no crossbreds. The farmers rely mostly on bullocks for agricultural operations and there are as many as 450 of these big and small. Interestingly there aren't any tractors in the watershed as people prefer to hire them when required from the nearby villages of Bhikupura and Ratatalai. While the cows are reared for milk for household consumption and also as progenitors of male calves to be honed into bullocks later buffaloes are reared for milk production on a commercial scale. Some of the milk is made into ghee but most of it is supplied to restaurants in Poojapura or to the cooperative dairy. The poor availability of water and the inefficient operation of the dairy severely restrict the production of milk in the watershed. Following the norm in adivasi households most of them have between five and ten goats which provide a reliable source of supplementary income. The sources of fodder are mainly the waste and forest lands and crop residues. Three households with better irrigation facilities grow some fodder crops.

3.2.6 Energy Sources

Traditionally the people used to rely on fuelwood gathered from the forest and crop residues for household energy needs. Irrigation energy needs were met by animal power. With the coming of electricity the irrigation needs were met by this or by diesel powered pumps. The NGO has introduced household bio-gas units which have been successful and there are as many as twenty households who have these running and meet their fuel needs for cooking from this. This programme has been more successful in the nearby village of Sobliyapura where too the NGO has conducted watershed treatment works. Many people in nearby villages have now begun adopting these units after being impressed with the results.

3.3 Pre-Project Inequalities 

The two main inequalities preventing the implementation of a successful development programme in the watershed are the extra-economic powers of the non-adivasis and the government bureaucracy. The problems created by the two in the initial phases prior to watershed development are delineated below.

3.3.1 Non-adivasi Opposition

The non-adivasis in the watershed and in the surrounding villages feared that the provision of work by by the NGO at statutory minimum wages for watershed development would soak up the surplus labour and push up wages for agricultural operations. The non-adivasis also thought that once the adivasis became organised they would rebel against their political hegemony and reorient the development policies and programmes in the region away from the interests of the non-adivasis. Consequently the non-adivasis vehemently opposed the work of the NGO and instigated the adivasi leaders of the area including elected members of various Panchayat institutions to prevent the NGO from striking roots among the people. This opposition also got strengthened with support from the local bureaucracy in the revenue and forest departments, which too was averse to the generation of any awareness among the adivasis that would reduce their extra-legal powers.

Thus work had to be started not from the ridge which was under forest department control or even from the higher cultivable lands which were in the control of the non-adivasis but in the lowest part of the watershed in the Neemkheri hamlet whose adivasi inhabitants showed more gumption and decided to go along with the NGO when no one else would. The people of Neemkheri were even prepared to confront the adivasis of the nearby villages who were being instigated by the non-adivasis to oppose the work of the NGO. This show of toughness on their part eventually paved the way for the start of the soil and water conservation work.

3.3.2 Local Bureaucratic Opposition

The Government of Madhya Pradesh website page on its forest department states that adivasis are the single largest destroyers of forest wealth and their organisation into mass movements by activists has led to problems for the Forest Department (www.mp.nic.in) This sums up the attitude of the bureaucracy not only in the forest department but across the board throughout the administration towards the organisations of adivasis that demand their rights. So it is not surprising that many administrative officials opposed the NGO and its mass mobilisational work. A complaint was rigged by the non-adivasis that the NGO was misusing the funds at its disposal instead of spending them in development works for the adivasis. The Subdivisional Magistrate in Bagli then took this opportunity to start an enquiry against the NGO and eventhough this did not reveal any malfeasance the official kept on harassing the organisation.

3.4 Resolution of Pre-Project Inequalities

This nexus between the powerful non-adivasis and the government officials proved to be so frustrating that the NGO had to use lobbying tactics with higher level bureaucrats to ease the situation. Since the NGO was implementing the works in the first phase of development with funds from the Council for Advancement of People's Action and Rural Technology (CAPART), a central government development funding agency, it got it to recommend it to the district collector. The district collector took a personal interest in the work of the NGO and at their suggestion decided to hold a special camp in Neemkhera village in January 1995 to update all land records, which had not been done for a few generations. Thus on paper the landholdings were quite large when in fact they had been fragmented. This was depriving the adivasi farmers from the benefits due to them under several government schemes for marginal adivasi farmers. The cooperative credit system in Madhya Pradesh financed by the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) too is open to only those farmers who are registered landholders and have title to agricultural land in their own name. Thus the adivasis of the region were being deprived of this cheap source of credit also. There was an overwhelming response to this camp, which had to be extended to three days from the initial one day. The success of this huge event established the credentials of the NGO in the whole region and considerably reduced the power and enthusiasm of the non-adivasis.

Simultaneously the payment of statutory minimum wages and the generation of employment in the watershed development works bolstered the incomes of the adivasis and increased their ability to withstand the might of the non-adivasis. Gopal, who was the first person to associate with the NGO, recounts with a smile how the other villagers had warned him not to hob-nob with these dubious outsiders as they would cause all kinds of problems. There was a rumour at that time that these outsiders had come to cheat the adivasis out of their lands on the false pretext of improving them. There were also doubts as to whether the NGO would indeed be able to pay the relatively high wages that it was promising on a sustained basis. However, when these payments were indeed made on a regular basis and when the collector held the revenue camp in Neemkhera through the aegis of the NGO all doubts were set to rest and the people began to come forward enthusiastically.

Another important intervention by the NGO was the initiation of micro-credit groups from 1995 onwards. These groups were linked to banks to increase disbursal amounts using the savings of the members as the margin. This combined with the greater accessibility to credit from the cooperative society after the updating of land records considerably reduced the dependence of adivasis on the extortionate moneylenders. Over time these groups have become so efficient that they have completely freed its members from the clutches of moneylenders and even helped them to invest in their land. More importantly the women's groups have helped the women to become more vocal in the affairs of the community and also challenge traditional patriarchal structures in society.
Finally an agreement was thrashed out with the forest department for the protection and treatment of the forest land on the ridge as this was crucial to soil and water conservation in the watershed. The villagers from Bhikupura too were convinced not to graze their animals in the forest in Neemkhera and the protection and treatment of the forest began.  

3.5 Post-Project Inequalities and their Resolution

The post-project inequalities arose over the use and management of the two natural resources of water and forests. While the disputes over water were resolved after some initial hiccups the dispute over forests, which is in a way related to water also has not been resolved thus severely constraining the possibility of sustainable development of the watershed. These inequalities and their resolution or otherwise are detailed below.

3.5.1 Inequality in Water use and its Resolution

The recharge of water due to soil and water conservation works carried out in the ridge line forest area had led to the augmentation of the flow in the main nala flowing through the watershed from north to south and it had water in it throughout the rabi cropping season. The non-adivasi farmers who had their lands in the north on both sides of the nala began to use this excess water to bring more acreage under rabi cultivation. To do this they dug the bed of the nala and inserted concrete pipes to guide the water into their wells on the side of the nala. These were called "naarda"s. The adivasi farmers on the other hand sought a more equitable distribution. They argued with the help of the NGO that since the farmers in the southern part of the watershed were much poorer economically and had less access to ground water due to the peculiar underlying rock formations there they should have priority of use of the surface water of the nala and the farmers in the north should depend on the groundwater that they could tap through their wells. Thus, contrary to other watersheds where normally the upstream inhabitants lose out due to watershed development (Kerr,2002), here was a situation in which upstream farmers were in a better position with regard to the use of the benefits of watershed development as compared to downstream farmers due to the underlying geology of the watershed. Moreover the upstream farmers were also economically and politically more powerful and so able to exploit this opportunity to the hilt.

Sustained efforts at reversing this inequality and bringing about a more equitable use of the augmented nala flow finally yielded results as a formal agreement was signed by ninetynine percent of the co-riparians in October 1995 as follows –

i) All farmers will shut their naardas leading from the Neemkhera main naala. 

ii) All farmers who own wells will also not use electric pumpsets or diesel engines to draw water from the naala. 

iii) Only those farmers who do not have wells will be allowed to take water from the naal faor irrigation and these drawals will take place in turns in limited quantities in accordance with collectively agreed rules.

iv) Each year, once the flow in the naala stops, no one will be allowed to draw water, which will be kept reserved exclusively for the livestock of the village.

Following this all six naardas in the naala were packed with concrete and twenty farmers in the upstream area withdrew their pumps and diesel engines from the nala. As a result for the first time fifteen downstream coriparians were able to grow irrigated wheat and gram.This agreement was resisted by the non-adivasi farmers and they tried to make it inoperative with the help of people from outside the village but then the villagers sat in a dharna and imposed a social boycott on the former. This worked and eventually they had to come round to respecting the agreement, which is working very well under the supervision of the Village Watershed Committee. Thus as in many other cases of upstream-downstream conflict in this case too an amicable solution was found through the strengthening of communitarian organisations of the inhabitants of the watershed.

3.5.2 Inequalities in Forest Management and their Resolution

Forest management, however, proved to be a stormier cup of tea. The local forest department officials had never liked the idea of the forest on the ridgeline being managed by the adivasis through a forest protection committee. They had to go along initially because the Divisional Forest Officer had to agree and sign the document that sanctioned the watershed development work in the village. However, they soon instigated the non-adivasis and the adivasis in Bhikupura village to start grazing their animals in the Neemkhera forest. Complaints made by the Neemkhera forest protection committee to the district administration too did not result in any action against the trespassers. Soon it became difficult to prevent anyone, whether from Neemkhera or outside, from grazing their animals in the forest. So from 1996 onwards the forest has remained unprotected from grazing.

This conflict arising from the intransigent attitude of the forest department has become even more acute because the people have come up with yet another scheme. Seeing that there was a limit to the development of groundwater irrigation in the watershed given its underlying rock structure which could not assure a large amount of storage the villagers hit upon the idea of building a large earthen dam on the main nala in the upstream part of the watershed where both storage and recharge were possible given the lie of the land. In this way it would be possible to ensure irrigation by gravity through canals to the whole of the watershed and especially the southern part. But this would involve submerging one hundred hectares of forest land. Naturally the forest department has rejected this proposal outright. The people proposed that they would fully protect the remaining hundred hectares of forest all the year round and plant saplings in the degraded revenue wastelands, which are not being used for anything other than grazing and restock them to compensate for the loss due to the reservoir but this plea has fallen on deaf years.

Consequently the inequality arising out of the adverse control over the forest lands being exercised by the forest department has not been resolved and so the potential for more intensive development of this land and its use for the wider spread of irrigation in the watershed as a whole remain unrealised.
3.6 Implications
Activists of the NGO have written up their experiences in the Neemkhera watershed as a comprehensive book on the development of dryland areas inhabited by adivasis (Shah et al, 1998). The plan for achieving sustainability of natural resource management and livelihood practices in the watershed within ten years that they had chalked out in that book has a few serious flaws which are the bane of watershed development generally in this country. 

To tackle the obvious and ubiquitous opposition of the local bureaucracy it has proposed that the state at a higher level should evolve policies and programmes that are pro-poor and involve NGOs and Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI) for their proper implementation. Eventhough their own experiences with the PRIs hadn't been very encouraging they felt that the new Panchayati Raj Extension to Scheduled Areas Act (PESA) would provide an enabling framework for a better involvement of the adivasis in local development processes. Needless to say their expectations have been hopelessly belied. The character of the state is uniformly anti-people right from the lowest rung upto the topmost levels. The bureaucracy and the politicians are more interested in lining their pockets and not in providing good governance. In fact the adivasis in the whole of the Bagli tehsil of which Neemkhera is a part had organised themselves into a strong mass organisation Adivasi Morcha Sangathan (AMS) to put a stop to this corruption of the administration and also wrest control of the forests from the forest department to better husband these crucial resources in accordance with the provisions of PESA. The result was that in 2001 in a sudden crackdown sanctioned by the Government of Madhya Pradesh at the highest level the members of the AMS were severely repressed and the organisation smashed. This anti-people nature of the state in Madhya Pradesh has proved to be the single most perverse obstacle in the path of sustainable development of the adivasis in particular and the rural poor in general. This is an inequality that has no easy way of being internalised. The strengthening of PRIs provide a way out. The Hariyali Guidelines of the Government of India state that the government watershed development programmes should be implemented through PRIs. However, to prevent the misappropriation of these funds it is necessary for the Gram Sabhas or the general bodies of the Panchayats to be active and involved in local governance and this can only come about through the proliferation of mass organisations of the poor. Lobbying with higher level officials may serve the limited purpose of establishing the credentials of the NGO as in the present case but it cannot bring about any longterm and far reaching changes in policy without mass mobilisation on the concerned issues.

Watershed development alone cannot bring about sustainable development. There may be various local factors, like the underlying geology in Neemkhera, which cannot be tackled through watershed development alone. Thus, sometimes, bigger water storage structures will have to be contemplated and these have major policy and legal implications. For instance the building of the dam in Neemkhera will be possible only if permission is granted by the Ministry of Environment and Forests at the Centre as it involves the submergence of a hundred hectares of standing forests. The NGO has not addressed this major question at all and benignly assumed that the state will turn pro-poor and take care of such anomalies suo moto! There is thus a need to build in more flexibility in natural resource management policies and rules.

Finally the NGO has not seriously addressed the question of sourcing of inputs and marketing of agricultural produce like the other NGO Sampark in Petlawad has done. Though it has discussed and done some experimental work in the introduction of newer less water intensive crop varieties, these have not taken root among the farmers. More attention needs to be given to the optimisation of cropping on marginal sized farms so as to make them both nutritionally and commercially viable. 

So while the power of local exploiters can be readily neutralised through the organisation of the beneficiaries of a watershed development programme the de facto opposition of the state and its local functionaries flying in the face of de jure policies for the development of the poor is a much tougher nut to crack as is the control of input and output markets by traders and manufacturers. 
4. Conclusions

The performance of SAMPARK and SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG can be compared to that of the RGWM as a whole under implementation contemporaneously all over Madhya Pradesh so as to highlight the crucial parameters of successful implementation of watershed programmes faced with local and structural inequalities. A critical independent review of the work of the RGWM has brought out the following major deficiencies of the project –

1. The increase in wage employment in the agricultural sector wasn’t significant enough to neutralise the accompanying growth in workforce. A tendency to search for more remunerative and stable employment in urban areas was marked, this made a decline in migration levels minimal.

2. Increases in cropped area and crop-mix changes had differentially benefited medium and large farmers. While only 25 percent of marginal farmers had reported crop-mix changes, small landholding sizes and limited capacity to invest in water extraction technologies had constrained their potential benefits.

3. There is a need for special attention towards SHGs and WTCGs given 

(i) requirement of full-time specialised professional input and 

(ii) complex issues relating to repayment, adequacy of capital support, procurement and marketing linkages and profit sharing arrangements that demand serious attention both at the operational and strategic levels.

4. Lack of an initially agreed maintenance strategy which makes the fate of public water harvesting structures contingent on expectation of negotiated settlement later on

5.  Inadequately structured initial mobilisation that 

(i) reaches out only to select individuals and ignores the silent majority and risks perpetuating traditional power structures along with their less desirable traits and 

(ii) does not lay upfront the terms of engagement in terms of responsibilities and obligations of various village level groups. (RGWM/TARU op cit)

This review clearly reveals how important it is for equitable and sustainable distribution of benefits in a watershed project to –

i.  organise the beneficiaries of the watershed project first before embarking on the  physical implementation itself, 

ii. generate alternative sources of income to tackle the problem of chronic unemployment which leads to migration and 

iii.  address the problems related to capital support and market linkages. 

Additionally according to the World Bank deeply biased credit systems and the inefficient and non-transparent functioning of regulatory and support institutions result in powerful players in rural markets hurting the poor with their operations (World Bank, 2001). Thus SAMPARK and SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG by building up people's institutions that can effectively tackle these problems has clearly scored decisively over the RGWM. The fundamental difference lies in the approach to watershed development.  The Government of Madhya Pradesh treats decentralised watershed management and dryland agriculture as adjuncts to modern flood irrigated green revolution agriculture and not as central programmes that should replace it. Moreover the building up of people's institutions that can challenge established power structures within and without the government is beyond it.

The methodology developed by SAMPARK and SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG is eminently suited to adivasi regions where there is still extant a traditional communitarian culture even if under threat of disintegration. It can be easily replicated with success in other adivasi areas. Indeed SAMPARK has gone one step further in being able to harness the market forces to the advantage of the adivasis. The adivasis in Petlawad have been ingenious enough to make the best of both worlds. The increase in crop yields and livestock earnings has in many cases obviated the need to migrate for work any more. Nevertheless the adivasis in Roopapada do migrate for short spells when there is a lull in activity on their own fields in the kharif season. In this way they earn enough money to defray the expenses of the sowing of the rabi crop. Thus they can hold on to the excess kharif crop instead of selling it immediately and so get a better price for it. Thus nowadays instead of the adivasis going to the traders, it is the latter who come to the village vying with each other to get the adivasis to sell to them. What more eloquent ode can there be to the virtues of well-organised and efficiently implemented comprehensive watershed development as a viable means of bringing about equitable and sustainable development. 
Also of note is the fact that both the NGOs have included women's empowerment through micro-credit groups in their project design itself and followed this up with robust implementation and this has resulted in the empowerment of women and their equal participation in community affairs as also in the challenging of patriarchal social structures. This is very much in line with current thinking on women's empowerment through micro-credit (Burra et al, 2005).
However, a caveat has to be entered that there are still some serious obstacles which cannot be dealt with at the micro-watershed level. Consequently the concept of social capital which is relevant to some extent at the local level has come to be criticised because it is inadequate when it comes to the design of strategies to counter the larger political economy of modern development (Harris, 2001). The local state and the local power centres may be successfully neutralised through the formation of social capital in one small area but unless such isolated successes are replicated on a larger scale across dryland adivasi areas there cannot be any widespread change in the developmental situation of the adivasis. Thus as mentioned earlier the many NGOs and mass organisations of the western Madhya Pradesh region tried to utilise the empowering provisions of the Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas Act 1996 (PESA) to institutionalise such an equitable and sustainable developmental model as developed by SAMPARK and SAMAJ PRAGATI SAHAYOG all over the region by empowering the panchayats. However, this movement for increasing autonomy of the adivasis was not tolerated by the higher level state and political parties and in a grossly repressive and illegal crackdown this mobilisation was squashed with the killing of four adivasis in police firing in Mehendikhera village in Dewas district in 2001 (Rahul, 2001). So the creation of social capital is just one necessary condition of equitable sustainable development and for sufficiency it must be complemented by the other necessary condition of the creation of political capital of the adivasis on a wider scale to be able to influence development policies in their favour. The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 2005 (NREGA) and the The Right to Information Act 2005 (RTIA) now provide further legal instruments to make this possible. However, because of the lack of political empowerment of the adivasis these provisions too are not being availed of to their advantage by them. Unfortunately there is a lack of understanding in official circles of this dire need for political empowerment of the poor and especially of the adivasis on a massive scale as a sine qua non for the proper implementation of watershed development programmes in the face of inequalities in power at the macro level as evidenced in the latest report on watershed development submitted recently to the government (GOI, 2006).
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