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Common Property Resour ce M anagement:
The Case of Chatlain Assam

N. Sudhakar Rao and Debasish Purkayastha

This paper discuses local people’'s manage-
ment strategies of common property, water
resource, in awater logging area called Chatla,
in Southern Assam. Sincethere are morethan 200
such water logging areasin Assam (Deb, 1999),
the implications of this study has wider signifi-
cance to gain an understanding of the common
property management in Assam. Also, the study
assumes importance in the context of prudent
utilization and sustainable management of
different natural resources like land, water, fish,
andwildlifeand so oninthewakealternativesto
industry based devel opment, which isantithetical
to the maintenance of balanced ecosystem.

Social scientists' interests in the study of
ecosystem are relatively recent in India, and
studies of common property management arealso
few. Agarwa and Narain (1989), Ballabh et al.
(1992), Jodha (1994), Misra and Srivastava
(1997), Upadhyaya (1994) and so on carried out
such studies in India, but perhaps they are very
few in northeast India. Further, in these studies
we find mainly application of common property
theoriesrather than examining of thetheories. In
this paper, an attempt is not only to understand
the practices of common property resource
management in Chatla, in Assam and also to
examine some of thetheories of common property
management in the light of the casein Assam.

THEORIES OF COMMON PROPERTY
MANAGEMENT

It is Garret Hardin (1968) who set the stage
for the study of common property management
with his publication The Tragedy of the
Commons. According to him, every oneexploits
the finite resource at their extreme level due to
which there occurs a gradual depletion of the
natural resources. Hardin also urged that without
intervention from athird party or outsider, there
would not have been any solution for preventing
the depletion of natural resources. While
examining Hardin's proposition, four theories
emerged: (1) gametheory of Ostrom, (2) property

right school of Eggertsson, (3) institutional
approach or neo-institutional economics, and (4)
revisionist approach by McCay and Acheson.
Without turning to the criticismslevel ed against
thesetheories, brief statements about theories may
be made here. The game theory anchors on the
cooperative nature of the peopl e, which promotes
common concern, and interest that will enable
them to avoid the tragedy of the common
(Neumann and Morgenstern, 1945). According
to the property right approach, a participant’s
action may produce harm or benefit to other
participants, and this can be solved by means of
internalizing the externalities i.e., the costs of
negative externalitiesmust be borne by thosewho
cause them. This will ultimately develop either
the concept of private property resources or to
introducetaxesor fines (Demsetz, 1967; Alchian
and Demsetz, 1973). Intheingtitutional approach,
North (1977) advocates institutional framework
of non-market to market exchange and alinking
between the communal property to private
property regime for common property manage-
ment. He stresses the importance and role of
informal rulesand constraintsin order to regulate
the behavioural pattern retaining the basic
implications of rational choice theory. The
revisionist approach rejects the private property
regimes for common property management. In
thisapproach social scientiststried to explaintheir
findingsregarding both private property resources
and common property resources in a specific
model commonly known as Oakerson model. In
this model, Oakerson mainly emphasises on the
interaction between four different factorssuch as
physical and technological attributes, decision-
making arrangement, pattern of interaction, and
outcomes. The physical and technological
attributes represents characteristics of the
resource such as jointness, indivisibility and
exclusion; decision making refersto ‘who decides
what in relation to whom,; patterns of interaction
refersto therange of possible strategiesavailable;
while outcomesrefersto distribution, equity and
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other measures of institutional efficiency’. The
strength of Oakerson’s framework isin the fact
that it can be used to analyse common property
problems and also it allows for a case-by-case
analysis, whileitsweakness being that it applies
only to alimited degree. The case of Chatlawill
be analysed in the perspective of the revisionist
approach.

CHATLA

Chatlais situated in the south-west direction
of Silchar town of Cachar district of Assam at a
distance of 18 kilometers. It is at an altitude of
39°6 MSL lying in 24°50 N latitude and 92°48’
E” longitude. Itisalow-lying area strewn with
hil-locks and having a fen type of topography.
Some of these hillocks are being used to grow
tea plantations. Therefore, surface run off from
these upland areas drain into the Chatla basin.
Further, Ghagra, a tributary of Barak river
overflowsin Chatlawhen it gets flooded. Since
thedrainagein Chatlaispoor, large water spreads
to an area of about 1,750 hectares during the
monsoon months. When the areas get submerged
under water for more than six months, the small
hillocks on which villages are located become
islandsand villages commute by country-peddied
boats. Motored boasts are al so used to cover long
distances. However, during the winter season,
when thewater gradually recedesor driesup, the
area becomes free from water logging and boats
are abandoned.

The average rainfall in Chatla from 1994 to
1999 indicatesthe following trend: November to
February (winter) - 19.16 mm, March to June
(summer) —283.13mm, and July to October (rainy
season) — 335.85mm. Thus, heavy rainfall is
recorded during March to October inayear. The
mean humidity in summer is 79.66 percent while
it is 76.37 percent in winter. Thus, the areais
quite humid because of frequent rainsand marshy
lands. And the average temperature during winter
is 23.41°celsiuswhilein summer is 27.51°.

The Chatla area remained uninhabited till
1963 till Bangladesh refugees, a fishermen
community called Kaivartya, whose traditional
life style has been profoundly associated with
water and fish, settled there. In thevillagewhere
they settled first, Harintilla, they were only 9
households with an approximate population of
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23in1963. Withinashort duration, the numbers
got multiplied dueto largescale migration. Now,
inthisparticular village, thereare 71 househol ds
with a population of 449. There are as many as
52 villages existing in the Chatla area.

Main Private and Common Property
Resources

Even though Kaivartyas are expert fishermen,
they mainly depend on agriculture, where rice
aloneiscultivated. After their settlement in this
area, the state government assigned 2.7 hectares
to eachfamily. Sinceitisan assignment, they are
not allowed to sell it. But some transact sales
informally without registration on the basis of
trust and good will. They usually grow boro
variety of rice during November — April that
yields 142 — 160 kilograms per hectare. However,
they always run the risk of losing crop, as even
small amount of rain submerges the area.
Nevertheless, riceistheir staplediet, and land is
themain source of living. Sinceeach family poss-
its own plot of land, it is private property.
According to our estimate, the mean income of a
family through agriculture is about Rs. 15, 500
whereasit isRs. 13,500 from fishing.

This private property becomes common
property for grazing goats, sheeps, buffaloesand
cows. Besides, when floodwater entersthe area,
thewater of Chatlaal so becomesacommon pro-
perty, asfishing isallowed any wherewith certain
restrictions, which shall bediscussed later. There
are about 29 varieties of fish available; it is
believed that the fish such as wallgo attu,
eutropichthys vacha and gudusia chapra are
becoming increasingly rare. Thefishcomealong
withwater from varioussourceslikeriver Ghagra,
Barak and other feeder streams. Sincethereisa
large sheet of water spread over avast area that
retreats very slowly back to rivers. Chatla is
believed to be an ideal place for the fish to lay
eggs. Inorder tofacilitatethe egg laying process,
the Kaivartya make artificia tanks by digging
earth and thus deepen certain areas. Further they
also put up bamboo fences at certain strategic
places so that some school of fishfind their niche.

Near the hillocks or habitations, some
individuals dig ponds over small areas where
water gets collected for a long time even after
theareasgetsdried. Inthese pondstheindividuals
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cultivate fish that constitute the private property.
Some make artificial channels from the stream
Ghagra for drawing water to feed these private
fishponds. They buy prawn and fish seed from
the fish farm located near Nilambazar in
Karimgan;j district. The seed iskept in abig alu-
minum pot containing water, which is stirred
often. After reaching area, the seed is put in an
enclosure of afine mesh submerged under water.
In about six weeks, when the prawns grow to a
size, they will betransferred to the private ponds.

Resource M anagement

It is said that some species of fish come to
surface every day in schools just before sunrise.
Most interestingly, during the full moon, around
2 am., thefish behavein asimilar way. Taking
the opportunity, the Kaivartyas go for fishing
around thistime. According to our estimation,
out of the common property resource, fish worth
of Rs. 85are sold and almost all familiesusefish
worth of Rs. 15 for domestic consumption per
day. Asregardsto the private property resource,
the quantity of fish for sale and domestic
consumptionisamost the same, worth of Rs. 5.00
during the season.

The Kaivartyafishermen use boats, a variety
of nets and hooks for catching fish. There are
mainly three types of nets: mahajal, patanjal or
fashijal and ghurrainnajal. These netsand hooks
are available in the Silchar market. Though
earlier, the netswere hand made by thefisher folk,
now the machine made nets are available in
market. Even now someold folk maketheir own
nets.

Being conscious of the danger of over
exploitation of common resource, the Kaivartyas
formed a Committee for fishing in Chatla on
cooperative basis. All Kaivartya families inha
biting Chatla are members of this Committee by
residence since those moved out cannot claim
membership. It is also amatter of right of every
Kaivartyaof Chatlato prevent other from fishing
in Chatla. If any non-member is found fishing,
he will be either driven out or the fish / money
realised by sale will be confiscated. These
restrictions are strictly imposed.

The Committee meets at least once ayear or
whenever it is required. It has a President and
other office bearers. All adult male members
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participateinthe meeting. Thefishing rule states
that fishermen should restrain themselves from
fishing till it was officially declared in the
Committee meeting. Generally fishing is not
allowed for 60 to 75 days after the raise of water
level intheareain order to allow thefishto grow
to the minimum size.

70n the particular day of meeting, they
formulate regulations of fishing for that year. It
is organised on democratic principle and every
member enjoysthe freedom of expression. It will
be decided who will fish where and what type of
net can be used in such a manner to one feels
deprived or excluded. Any dispute in thisregard
has to be brought to the notice of the Committee
whose decision is binding on every one, even
though it does not have any statutory recognition.
The annual meeting is concluded with the
distribution of sweets. If any body violates any
of theregulationisliablefor serious punishment
of forfeiting fishing rightsthrough out the season
or giving away all the fish to the affected party.

In case of privately owned ponds, in some
cases, few households form an informal society
by contribution of certain sharesand al so manage
the pond collectively; renovate the pond, draw
water, invest on fish seed and so on. They auction
the fish of the pond among the members only.

Environmental Changes

Fluctuation of rainfall is the chief
characteristic feature of Chatla environment; as
aresult, availability of fishisuncertain. After the
gradual increase of population due immigration
aswell as natural growth till 1971, the area has
witnessed declinein population. Thisdecreasing
trend isdueto reaching of theareato the optimum
sustenance. It isfelt by the people that the fish
population has reduced gradually after 1970's.
With the increase of population, the surrounding
areas were lapped up for fuel. Thus there has
been acute scarcity of firewood. Further, therice
that they grow is not enough to support them
throughout year. So during the dlack season, many
of them migrate to Silchar where they engagein
non-traditional occupations such as rickshaw
pulling and other sundry manual works. Some
had left the area once for all searching for
livelihood.
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Strategies of Fishing

Sincethearrival in Chatlathe Kaivartyasused
mahajal netsfor few years. But later it isseldom
used. Itisused to catch big fish with thisnet, and
it required a crew of about 12 to 14 fishermen
and two boats and two canoes. The crew |eader
elected from the team enjoys absolute
decisionmaking authority, and the crewmembers
are brothersand usually recruited from the same
clan dictated by kinship obligations. Thecatchis
however, equally shared between the leader and
other members. Asthefish population decreased
over the period of time, the use of mahajal also
declined and al so the number of crew also reduced
to 6 or 7. It is because if there are more number
of members, the share of each member at theend
of the day does not commensurate their labour.

Gurrainngjal net, which ismostly used these
days, requires three members with the help of a
boat to catch small fish. The patanjal or fashi jal
isthenext commonly used net. Therearedifferent
types of patanjal or fashi jal nets, each having
holes of different sizes to catch fish of different
kindsand sizes. Aseach fisherman uses 14 to 16
nets simultaneously, it will not be possible for
any one person to invest on 14 to 16 nets; there
will be sleeping partners, i.e., one buys the net
but lends to another. Thus the play of human
resources based mostly on kinship and friendship
isvital infishing in Chatla.

The fishermen do not use the motorboats, as
all cannot afford to either buy or engage them.
As indicated above, the fishing is done night as
well as day depending on the availahility of the
fish. They also use nets other than those
mentioned above but they are not very important.
They also use hooks, anglers and traps on
individual basisand water resource. The adaptive
strategies include change of nets, and also
pisciculture. The latter practice came into
existence to augment the situation of reduction
in fish population; it was not practiced in the
beginning. They even stopped making or selling
of dry fish asthe catch got reduced. Eventhough
some of them deplore the use of netshaving very
small holes, asthey scoop away all fishes, some
argue it became inevitable. Thus, with the
reduction of fish population the fishermen deploy
different strategies.
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The Revisionist Approach and Chatla

Thesituation at Chatlacan be better explained
with the help of revisionist approach to the
common property management. As regards to
the interaction of ‘physical and technical
attributes’, the first factor, we find that water is
stocked in different privately owned ponds and
thewater becomesacommon property inthearea.
Thus, there is a flexibility of individual and
collective ownership. The second factor, ‘ decision
making' arrangementsiswell maintained by the
Chatla Committee. Decisions are made for
equitable share of the common property as
discussed above. With regard to ‘pattern of
interaction’, the third factor; the inhabitants to
stop over exploitation by using various kinds of
nets adapt different strategies. Again in case of
fourth factor ‘ out come’ we also seethe effective
functioning of the Chatla Committee providing
equal access to the common property to the
members, equal rights to the members and
dispensation of justice.

The case of Chatla points to the role of
environment, which has been neglected by the
revisionists. We have noted that with the change
inthe population and shortage of rainfall, thefish
population decreased. Asaresult the fishermen
started emigration and pressure mounted on the
resources and various new strategies have been
developed. The abundance, depletion and
availability of resources are dependent on the
environmental conditions and accordingly the
exploitation of resources takes place.

Acheson (1989: 375) criticises Hardin's ‘ the
tragedy of the commons' that common property
does not mean absence of rights; he meansto say
that local people develop certain rights over
common property so that resourceswould not be
exploited indiscriminately. Thisistruein case of
Chatla; thelocal people developed certain rights
over the use of water and fish. As discussed
earlier, therewill be ban on fishing for sometime
when water entersthearea. Further, hecriticises
the idea that every where there is a level of
technical capacity to overexploit resources, which
meansthat thetechnical capacity everywheredoes
not lead to overexploitation. In case of Chatla, it
may be partially true; people started using nets
with very small holes to catch even small fish.
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This change of technical capacity that is
responsible for overexploitation of fish is not
endogenoudly originated. With depletion of fish
population, the population emigrated so that
sustaining capacity of the area could remain
constant. Though motorboats could be deployed,
the fishermen refrained from it so that all would
have access to the resources. Acheson also
criticisesthe axiom that thereisagenerd inability
to craft local institutions for resource manage-
ment. Itisnot entirely truein case of Chatlafor,
the Chatla Committee has been so far efficient to
manage the fishing in the area. But it had no
control over the increase of population and
environment, that is, shortage of rainfall and
floodsin the areathat resulted in the depl etion of
the fish population. In an effort to cope up with
the situation, private properties also devel oped,
so that fishing activity can be continued during
slack season.

Finally, Acheson reject’s Hardin's postulate
that private property or government intervention
represents a viable solution to resource
management. But it can be argued from the data
of Chatlathat even private property can lead to
over exploitation and private property cannot
remain private always. It is seen that the private
ownersscoop away al thefishinanunsustainable
manner and the private ponds getsfilled up with
water when the area gets submerged. Whatever
small fish remain in them becomes common
property when the areaisflooded. Thus, to some
extent Hardin isright. But so far asintervention
of government is concerned, it isnot requiredin
case of Chatla. However, the Kaivartyasfeel that
government’s help would enable them to sustain
the resource. So far as the management is
concerned, they are capable of manage
themsel veswithout interference from any outside
agency. They seek government’s help providing
financial assistancefor making banksor bundhs,
building boats, establishing fish farm so that they
need visit any placefor fish seed. It hasalso been
observed that some local individual’s are
interested in the interference of government in
any manner for political reasons.

CONCLUSION

Water and fish areimportant natural resources
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in Assam, northeast India. The case study of
Chatlain Cachar district of Assam revealsseveral
interesting feature of common property
management in fishery. The study has adopted
the revisionist approach of common property
resource management for understanding the
phenomenon of Chatla. The population growth
in the area conjointly with the environmental
changeshas exerted pressureon thefish available
in the floodwaters. To large extent the local
ingtitutions and the nature of flood leading to
common property and private property are
enabling the local population for effective
resource management. Acheson’s criticisms
against Garret Hardin's‘ tragedy of common’ are
not entirely valid according to the dataavailable
from Chatla, and at the same Hardin’s postul ates
are also not absolutely correct. Therefore,
researches with much more sophisticated and
rigorous designs are required to be conducted to
draw any tangible conclusions.

KEY WORDS Common Property Resource Management.
Water Resource. Fisheries Management.

ABSTRACT This paper analyses the practices involved in
common property resource management of a water source
in Assam. The case study has helped to examine Gerret
Hardin's ‘tragedy of common’ following McCay and
Acheson’s revisionist approach for understanding of
Common Property Resource Mangement. The study does
not support entirely either Hardin or McCay and Acheson’s
theory. It pleads for rigorous studies in this direction for
tangible results.
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