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Role and Adaptation of Indigenous Water Management Groups in response to

the Intervention of Local Administrative Organizations in Northern Thailand

PRADTANA YOSSUCK AUNGKANA TALADCHAI
The School of Administrative Studies, Maejo University

Office of Integrated Research Collaboration (TRF-MJU), Magjo University

Abstract

This study had 4 objectives: 1) To acknowledge the changing role of
the indigenous water management groups (or “MuangFai Groups” in Thai); 2)
To acknowledge awareness of the groups toward the intervention of Local
Administrative Organizations (LAOs); 3) To study the groups’ adaptation;
and 4) To explore the relationship between the groups and the LAOs. This
qualitative research was conducted in 3 indigenous water management groups
in Chiangmai province. They were LungTha Group (at SunNaMeng village,
SunNaMeng sub-district, SanSai district), HuayPong Group (at SunPaYang
village, SunPaYang sub-district, MaeTang district), and PhaYaCome Group
(focused on DonJeung sub-group at NongPheung sub-district, Saraphee
district). Data was collected through in-depth interviews with the groups’
stakeholders, participatory and non-participatory observation, and focus group
discussion.

The findings were as follows:

In all areas, the groups formed based on the needs of local farmers for

agricultural water management. All groups developed their own set roles, law



& orders, activities, and customs, which they used for the groups’ water co-
management and responsibilities.

The LAOs have played an increasingly important role in water co-
management (both at the sub-district and municipal levels). The LAOs have
increased their role in the development of water resources in their annual
plans and projects of water allocation and annual repairs of check-dams and
irrigation canals. All these development projects were implemented according
to the decentralization of power stated in the 1997 National Constitution.

In regard to the relationship between the groups and the LAOs, a “role
and structural-functional relationship” was found. That is the LAOs took on
only limited roles, such as financial supporter in the check-dam physical
reconstruction and repair, and as appointed committee of the group. Other
than that, members of the groups maintained the right to handle all activities.
The study also found that each group realized the necessity to adapt to current
circumstances. There were changes in their processing mechanism, roles, and
administration for appropriate economic, social, and environmental status and
better water distribution in their own region and related governmental
projects.

As the changes in processing mechanism, the larger groups have
formed more official committees, yet still based on the same processing
mechanism. The smaller groups maintained their natural processing
mechanism and depend on main groups to operate. Some of the groups have
cooperated with local agencies and/or with other sections of the government

to increase their efficiency in water distribution administration.



As for the changing their roles, this study found that the larger groups
have maintained their role in their organization. Significant change was noted
in maintaining and reporting. There has been more involvement from LAO
and districts which led to a decrease in their work load and budget of the
groups. Some of the smaller groups partially relied on the larger groups to
make final decisions for water distribution and problem solving.

In terms of changes in activities (policy, regulations, and time tables),
there have been minor changes, such as increasing the punishments,
regulation fees, and the allowances in some groups.

In conclusion, we have found changes in 5 aspects of MuangFai since
LAO was involved. These changes were caused by several factors including:
1) the combination of the old system and the new system provided by the
central government; 2) changing in land utilization; 3) the decrease in local
labor supply; 4) changing MaungFai infrastructure (from wooden to
concrete); and 5) the urban expansion which decrease the significance of
water supply from MuangFai. Even though there have been continuous
changes in the groups, they still need significant support and involvement
from the government to increase their self sufficiency in every aspect to

operate the local water distribution and its administration.
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