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FOREWORD

Tank Irrigation in Karnataka is an extremely useful
historical survey which is primarily concerned with small
reservoirs or tanks built over the centuries, from prehistoric
to present days. As the study points out, tanks are a
peculiar feature of the southern peninsula as distinct from
the northern alluvial plains served by perennial rivers. It
is of significance to know how rainwater was conserved
and used in this part of the country to protect the area
from the vagaries of rainfall and provide water for irrigation
and maintenance of water-table and a green environment.
The well-being of the people depended on it and hence
the village community had a vital interest in the construction
and maintenance of tanks and water management. The
study of these traditional practices is of great relevance
not only in understanding life and its organisation in those
ancient and medieval times but also in adapting some of
these motivations and methods to subserve broadly the

same purposes in modern times.

Village communities are not so isolated as they used
to be, but they need to be integrated more closely with
the whole process of modern development and cooperative
endeavour to ensure greater participation of the people
and better implementation of rural development programmes,
especially in the field of water conservation and management
which has become crucial not only for irrigation but for
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the maintenance of water-table and availability of adequate
donking water.  New initiatives and innovative thinking
ate necded inoalmost every field of rural development.
In this exciting endeavour the lessons of the pa'st cannot

be torgotten,

The broad conclusion of the study is that till the
middle of the sixteenth centyx»xry tanks were built and maintained
by the people and their rulers satisfactorily. (The irrigation
waorks constructed by the Vijayanagar Kings on the Tungabhadra
and the Kaveri are still in use.) Thereafter the decline
began and the British later paid some attention to the
restoration of big and productive tanks, while the small
village tanks were grossly neglected because village communities
lost much of their old strength and self-reliance as traditional
practices fell into disuse including desilting of tanks. Watershed
development to shape land and conserve every drop of
water is the current restatement of a vital need, assisted
bv modern develooments such as satellite images and scientific
advances. But the scope to absorb all this to strengthen
mstitutions, programmes and popular participation is immense.
The Panchavat Raj bodies we are setting up at the village,
taluka and zilla levels are units of local self-government
which are also expected to do what is best done at each
ot these levels and interact with each other and the government
i the best pnssible manner, in a system of decentralised
development. Non-governmental organisations have also

A vital role to play.



The Ford Foundation workshop held in Bangalore in
1989 on the subject of popular participation in the restoration
of tanks in Karnataka was the beginning of the idea of
this book which was to be undertaken by three authors
who were eminently qualified for the purpose : Dr. G. S
Dikshit’s main research work is on ‘Local Self-Government
in medieval Karnataka’, Dr. G. R. Kuppuswamy has written
a book on economic conditions in medieval Karnataka
and Sri. S. K. Mohan is an irrigation engineer in water
resources development. Medieval experience and modern
knowledge can be combined to find meaningful solutions
to at least some of our present day problems, especially
in the field of water conservation and management. Restoration
of old tanks could be as efficacious 3s new percolation
ponds in recharging ground water and maintaining the
water-table which is crucial in an era of increasing pooulation
and alarming deforestation. The water-table which was
well within the reach of open wells in many areas is
now difficult to reach even with borewells. As is stated
in the infroduction to the study : “The situation is very
bad now and the water-table has gone to hundreds of
feet below the surface. How it has happened and what
can now be done to improve the situation is the purpose
of our enquiry”, the sources for which are Archaeology,
Inscriptions, literary texts, accounts of foreign travellers
and state documents. A more detailed scientific study of

the depletion of underground water resources and appropriate



methods for its comprehensive replenishment could supplement
this work and further fulfill its objectives. The fast changing
socio-economic environment also needs to be studied more

closely.

It is in the fitness of things that the Gandhi Sahitya
Sangha, which was started in 1942 by persons like Sri
Siddavanahalli Krishna Sharma and Sri G. P. Rajarathnam
to propagate Gandhian ideals, is publishing this book,
incidentally for the first time in English. May it be the
precursor of many more studies of this kind which are of
interest to us in our present endeavours. No historical
experience should be allowed to be lost especially when
it is so closely connected with life and the well-being of
the common man. The Ford Foundation has done well
to fund this work and the authors deserve to be congratulated
on their painstaking effort in researching and piecing together
historical facts about so many irrigation tanks which sustained
life in this area over so many centuries and still deserve

our best attention.

M.Y. Ghorpade

HANGALORE MINISTER FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT
2IND APRIL 1993 AND PANCHAYAT RAJ
GOVERNMENT OF KARNATAKA
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Parts of a Tank as seen by Francis Buchanan - 1800
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