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Laments for the decline of tradition in the face of modernity have been 
one of the main themes of recent writing on Ladakh. However, certain 
features of Ladakhi life demonstrate that there is a need to question 
the simplistic categories of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ and focus on the 
dialogue between the two. This paper looks at irrigation practices in 
Leh to show how a society in transformation has demonstrated a 
certain pragmatic adaptability that defies clear categorization into 
some reified notion of ‘tradition’, or its demise due to 
‘modernisation’.  

Recent changes in livelihood 
Historically, agriculture has been central to the livelihoods of most 
Ladakhis. However, in recent years, new avenues of employment have 
opened up, including jobs in the army, the tourist industry and the 
vastly expanded local administration. These new options have helped 
to absorb a large part of the increasing population, but they have also 
led to changes in the agricultural system. Agricultural production is 
increasingly shifting from subsistence to cash crops in response to the 
huge demand for potatoes and vegetables from the army and the 
tourist industry. 

New sources of livelihood have also led to a migration of 
people from villages to the town of Leh leading to a shortage of 
household labour for agricultural activities.2 This in turn has led many 
 
1 An expanded version of this paper is to be published in a collection with the 
provisional title Ladakh: Continuity and Change in Anthropological Perspective, 
edited by Martijn van Beek and Fernanda Pirie (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming). 
2 The population of Leh town has risen from a mere 2,895 persons in 1911 to 3,720 in 
1961 to 23,370 registered between 1991 and 1995, a 32.88% increase in a mere four 
years (Sonam Dawa.1999).  
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farmers to hire labour. There has also been a concomitant reduction in 
livestock holdings, which has lead to a shortage of manure and to 
increased use of fertiliser. 

These changes in the livelihood options and in the agrarian 
system have affected land use patterns in the town of Leh. 
Historically, all homes and habitation in Leh were confined to the area 
around the Leh palace, now popularly known as ‘Old Leh town’. All 
the other areas were agricultural lands. Over the years, as the 
population has increased and land fragmentation has begun to take 
place, houses have spread and come up on agricultural land in other 
parts of Leh. Furthermore, in order to cater to the demands of the 
tourist industry, a lot of infrastructure has come up in the form of 
hotels, restaurants and guesthouses, leading to the conversion of 
agricultural plots to other uses. 

The layout of the irrigation system 
The rules governing irrigation can be traced back several centuries and 
were formalised by the state in 1908, when they were codified as part 
of the Land Settlement Records in documents known as the Riwaz-i–
abpashi (literally ‘custom of irrigation’).  

The irrigation system of Leh town begins at Gangles, the malla 
(hamlet) that lies at the head-end, and finishes at Shenam at the tail-
end. The entire system spans seven kilometres. Between Gangles and 
Shenam there are another seven major mallas: Horzey, Gonpa, 
Changspa, Sankar, Yurtung, Tukcha and Sheldan. Water for irrigation 
is distributed area-wise among these mallas. 

Flowing down from catchments above, water collects into the 
main drainage line that cuts through Leh. This is the main tokpo, or 
stream, from which water is diverted into smaller streams to feed the 
various mallas of the Leh catchment area. This main tokpo flows 
through Gangles and is distributed by way of earthen channels, or 
yuras, to irrigate the fields in each area. Once this stream reaches a 
point known as Tazey that lies below Horzey malla and close to 
Gonpa malla, it bifurcates into two tokpos: the Shenam tokpo and the 
Sheldan/Tukcha tokpo. The Shenam tokpo flows down towards the 
Old Leh town (the palace area) through Chubi Katpa, past Karzoo zing 
(pond), one of three big zings into which water is diverted and stored 
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at night. It then passes through Zangsti where there are now numerous 
hotels, restaurants and offices, into the Shenam malla. It finally makes 
its way to the charaga (grazing lands) of Leh that lie below the 
Shenam malla.  

The Gyamtsa tokpo, which originates from the phu or alpine 
pastures, above Gonpa malla, feeds a large portion of this malla’s 
fields. It merges with the Sheldan/Tukcha tokpo just above the War 
zing, which the second of the big zings in this system. The stream then 
flows down towards the Pagale zing, which is the third zing and where 
night-water is stored as in the case of the other two zings. After 
passing the Pagale zing, the tokpo further bifurcates into the Sheldan 
tokpo and the Sangto/Tukcha tokpo. The former flows through the 
Sheldan malla and once again into the Leh charaga. 

 The Sangto/Tukcha tokpo flows through Changspa and water is 
diverted from this stream to feed a small zing known as Peyog zing 
below Changspa. Further down, as the tokpo reaches another small 
zing, Sangto zing, it bifurcates once again to form the Tukcha tokpo 
that flows through the Tukcha malla and finally towards the Zorawar 
Fort. The Sangto tokpo carries water to Skara, a settlement situated 
below, which is not included in the irrigation system of Leh. 

From each of these tokpos there emerge several yuras, some 
larger than others, that further carry water to different parts of each 
malla. Along with this network of tokpos and yuras, there are several 
chu-miks (springs) located in various parts of Leh. For example, there 
are several chu-miks located above the Horzey malla and the water 
from these springs is collected in a zing—Gangles Zing. This water is 
often used to supplement the water received through the tokpos.  

The reverence and importance attached to water is seen in the 
ritual of pungpa. A pungpa is a vase filled with holy water, which is 
placed at various sites where there are chu-miks or points such as 
Tazey from where the main tokpo subdivides into two tokpos. It is 
believed that placing a pungpa will not only ensure that water is 
plentiful, but that it is imbued with holy qualities. The placing of 
pungpas at various sites is an occasion for special religious 
ceremonies performed by a lama from Matho gonpa.  
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Rules and norms governing water distribution 
The water distribution system in Leh begins with the selection and 
appointment of chu-dpons, or water managers, whose duties begin in 
mid-April and finish in mid-September. It is their responsibility to 
ensure that all the fields receive water and that all minor repair and 
maintenance works are carried out.  

Until 1965 the Zildaar, a district-level revenue officer, used to 
work with the goba, or headman, to select 12 to 15 candidates to serve 
as chu-dpons for each season. The selection was accompanied by a 
ritual in which candidates had to go to the gonpa (monastery) at 
Gangles and offer a chutmey, or oil lamp, to the deity there. This was 
a gesture to secure divine approval for the men selected for the job, as 
well as an appeal for plentiful water. The lama at the gonpa then used 
to draw lots and seven of the potential candidates were chosen to be 
the chu-dpons.  

In recent years several changes have come about in the selection 
of the chu-dpon. Now each household—even the fragmented ones—
has to take on the chu-dpon’s responsibility by rotation. In some areas, 
only the original, unfragmented households (i.e. the head person of a 
particular household that may actually be fragmented into several 
households) had to take on the responsibility of the chu-dpon. 
However, this changed when these original households insisted that all 
fragmented households must play their part. Furthermore, as many as 
eleven chu-dpons are appointed, instead of the original seven, as the 
number of households has increased substantially as a result of land 
fragmentation.  

However, the ritual of going to the Gangles Gonpa and offering 
a chutmey and prayers there is still followed. Another practice that has 
persisted through the years is the making of announcements in three 
different parts of Leh to inform the public about who the chu-dpons 
for the coming season are going to be. This practice is known as kal-
chor. Each chu-dpon then receives a sum of money from each 
household. The amount collected by the chu-dpons is used by the 
entire community to celebrate their selection.  

Earlier, all the repair and maintenance of the entire system was 
collectively undertaken by the people of Leh under the supervision of 
the chu-dpons. Now communities in Leh depend on the local 
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administration to undertake major repair and maintenance activities, 
such as repairing zings, though they still undertake minor jobs such as 
repairing and maintaining yuras and sub-yuras. Further, while the chu-
dpons were previously paid in kind, they now receive financial 
remuneration from the local administration. Each chu-dpon receives 
Rs.3,000 for the five months that they are appointed. According to the 
current Additional District Magistrate, this amount has not changed 
since 1984.3  

Although the government provides a financial incentive, many 
in Leh have regular jobs or businesses to run and therefore cannot take 
out the required amount of time to fulfil the chu-dpon’s respons-
ibilities. In such cases, the families negotiate with substitutes to 
undertake the responsibility in their place for a sum of money. These 
amounts can range from Rs. 3000 to Rs. 10,000 over and above the 
remuneration provided by the administrations. Some families hire 
migrant labourers from Nepal and Bihar to do the job for them. These 
migrant labourers obviously are not familiar with the functioning of 
the system, which at times leads to problems and disputes.  

Rules governing water distribution 
The earlier system of water distribution revolved primarily around 
three tokpos (Sheldan, Tukcha and Shenam) and two zings (Pagale 
and War Zing). The water from the tokpos was transferred through 
yuras, sub-yuras and field channels into the fields. When all the fields 
along the top-most yura were irrigated, water was transferred to the 
following yura and so on in a top-down manner. Water was 
channelled along from one field to the one that lay below it and so 
forth. Once all the fields that received water from a particular tokpo 
had been completely irrigated, the water was transferred into the next 
tokpo. The water was thus rotated among the three tokpo and it was 
the chu-dpons’ duty to ensure that this was carried out in an orderly 
manner.  

Under this system each household diverted water to their fields 
according to their turn. At the point from where the water was 

 
3 This refers to the year 2002 when the fieldwork on which this piece is based was 
undertaken 
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diverted the family marked the mud with a skargya,4 or seal, as a 
symbol indicating their right over the water at that point of time. If 
anyone else disrespected their claim and stole the water, they could 
easily be identified as their fields would be irrigated out of turn. The 
guilty party could either make amends by apologising to the goba and 
the concerned chu-dpon or, if the matter was not resolved peacefully, 
they could be hauled to the Adalat, or court.  

The current system: 
In 1971 there was an acute shortage of water in Leh and the people 
agreed that the existing system was not effective as the tail-end fields 
were not receiving sufficient water. This led to two major modific-
ations: the areas above Tazey were also included in the system and, in 
addition to the tokpo-wise rotation, a temporal rotation was also 
introduced. According to the new system the day was divided into 
four time-slots and during each period water was diverted towards a 
particular area. The time-slots and the corresponding areas are: 

 
• 04:00 to 10:00 hrs The water is used to irrigate the area between 

Gangles and Tazey.  
• 10:00-16:00 hrs. Water is diverted to the Sheldan, Tukcha and 

Shenam mallas.  
• 16:00-20.00 hrs. The areas that fall under Chubi Yangtse (Sankar, 

Yurtung, and Chubi Katpa mallas) receive water.  
• 20:00-04:00 hrs. Water is filled in the zings to be released the 

following morning.  
 
The modified version of the existing system has been recorded in the 
Bandobasti (Land Settlement Records). More than thirty years have 
gone by since then. The general opinion across all the mallas is that 
the current system is fine, and no further modifications are required.  

Impact of social change 
The sale of vegetables is a common practice and indicates a distinct 
shift in agricultural practices, primarily as a result of the market 

 
4 The last time that our informants could remember the skargya being used was in 
1971 when there was a major shortage of water in Leh. 
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offered by the army, and is an important source of income for most 
families in Leh. As livestock is needed to support agriculture, 
although livestock holdings have reduced substantially, almost all 
households still rear some dzo (yak/cow half-breed), local or Jersey 
cows, and donkeys. The population of sheep has declined drastically. 
While dzos are used to plough the fields, manure is a very important 
by-product from livestock that directly affects agriculture.  

The conversion of agricultural lands to other uses, such as for 
construction, occurs largely in the mallas below Sankar but not in 
those above it. In a number of cases, guesthouses and restaurants are 
built upon agricultural land and in some others, due to fragmentation 
and access to alternative sources of livelihood, people are building 
their houses on this land. As one moves away from the town centre, 
the change in land-use patterns seems to decrease.  

In Gangles and Horzey people can collect water for drinking 
and other domestic purposes directly from the tokpo. However, in the 
mallas around the town centre, people have to rely on the Public 
Health & Engineering department to supply them with water through 
Public Stand Posts (PSPs), tankers, or private connections, as the 
water in the tokpos and yuras is much too polluted to be utilised. 
However in Changspa, for example, people collect water from their 
chu-mik for drinking and domestic purposes. 

Conflicts related to water management occur in all the mallas. 
In most mallas these are considered to be minor issues and are 
resolved by mutual agreement. However, in the bottom three—
Sheldan, Tukcha and Shenam—people seem to rely more on the goba 
or the chu-dpon to resolve problems. This may reflect a weakening of 
the social fabric in the areas most highly impacted by external factors.  

Theft of water is the most frequent cause of conflict and is also 
an indicator of a growing gap between the demand and supply of 
water for irrigation. The discrepancy in demand and supply could 
perhaps be attributed to the fact that, with increasing vegetable 
cultivation, water is required at more frequent intervals than those 
needed for growing traditional crops.  

However, the ability of the people to mutually resolve conflicts 
again demonstrates that despite changing circumstances, the principles 
that traditionally underlie Ladakhi society—equity, mutual aid, trust, 
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and practicality—continue to govern their lives. In each malla the 
community remains collectively involved in repairing and maintaining 
their respective yuras, and this too is an example of adaptation to a 
new situation without losing the essence of their traditional practices.  

Conclusion 
The functioning of the irrigation system in Leh and its adaptation to 
extensive change in the area is therefore an example of how traditional 
systems do not necessarily die out in the face of modernisation. There 
is an inherent flexibility and dynamism in the systems, which allow 
for modifications in existing rules and regulations if these are found to 
be unsuitable at a given point of time. However, these modifications 
do not compromise the fundamental principles of equity, mutual aid, 
trust and practicality that underlie traditional irrigation practices in 
Ladakh.  
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