
7. CHALLENGES OF DEVELOPMENT 
 
Editorial introduction 
The common theme of the papers in this section is the dialogue 
between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. How do contemporary social and 
economic changes affect Ladakhi agricultural practices? What aspects 
of the past are worth preserving? Are ‘modern’ techniques the answer, 
or do they create as many problems as they solve? Between them, the 
papers point to the possibilities—but also the challenges—of a new 
synthesis combining aspects of both old and new. 

Corinne Wacker opens the discussion with an analysis of the 
irrigation system in Tagmachig village. Her analysis points to a 
continuing process of social and historical evolution. Changes in 
family law and inheritance rights have led to the fragmentation of 
some landholdings, but the basic irrigation system remains unchanged.  

Sunandan Tiwari and Radhika Gupta review irrigation practices 
in and around Leh. They challenge the notion that there is a clear 
divide between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernisation’, showing instead how 
people have adapted the old irrigation system to new demands. As in 
the past, chu-dpons, or water managers make sure that water is 
allocated fairly between villages and households. However, there have 
been changes in the way that they are selected, and they now receive 
payment from the government. Tiwari and Gupta argue that such 
modifications do not compromise the fundamental principles of equity 
that underlie traditional irrigation practices.  

Ritesh Arya also examines the pressures on the water system in 
Leh. Historically, the system of using surface water distributed by 
irrigation channels worked well. However, the recent increase in the 
urban population has contributed to water shortages and pollution 
which—if nothing is done—could contaminate sub-surface 
groundwater. Drawing on the results of eight years of research, Arya 
argues that groundwater supplies are plentifully available and can be 
used to resolve water shortages and develop agriculture.  
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Kaneez Fatima turns her attention to the challenges of educat-ion in 
the valley of Drass, on the Ladakh side of the Zoji pass. Most of the 
local population, a total of some 20,000 people, are Shina-speaking 
Dards who are descendants of migrants who came from the Gilgit 
region centuries ago. The first primary school was started in the 
1930s, and the first girls’ school in 1952. At first, girls’ education was 
neglected because parents wanted them to stay at home to help with 
house work. Now there is greater awareness of the fact that the 
education of girls is as important as that of boys, and people are more 
demanding in the standards of education that they require. 

Apricots are the most abundant fruit crop in Ladakh, and play 
an important role in its local economy. Mohammed Saleem Mir 
summarises his research on different varieties of apricot in 13 villages 
in Kargil and Leh. He found that there were 100 varieties and eco-
types, some of which seem to have been introduced from distant 
places such as Tibet and Yarkand. In recent years, there has been a 
“mad rush” to introduce new varieties that are considered more 
commercially viable. However, local varieties may be better adapted 
to Ladakh’s distinctive ecology and should be conserved. 

Ladakh’s rich wildlife has been one of its main attractions. 
However, as Rinchen Wangchuk and Rodney Jackson point out, there 
is often a conflict between the principles of conservation and 
villagers’ desire to protect their livestock from snow leopards and 
wolves. Their paper reports on a community-based initiative to 
reconcile these two interests. Villagers in the Hemis National Park 
have built more effective corrals to protect their livestock while at the 
same time gaining a greater awareness of the benefits of tourism.  

The section concludes with a report on recent social change 
among the nomads of the Kharnak region of Changthang. Today more 
than 80 families have left the grazing grounds and moved to a new 
urban settlement in Kharnak-ling at Choglamsar outside Leh. Tashi 
Morup reports on the pressures, such as changing family structures 
and ecological damage, which together undermine nomadic life. His 
paper suggests that a viable synthesis between old and new may be 
harder to achieve in Changthang than anywhere else in Ladakh.  
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