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Irrigation Trend in Madras State
by -
T, SIVASUBRAMANIAN'

Introduction : Irrigation may be defined as an artificial means for supply-
ing water in the cultivation of crops. Certain crops such as millet, oilseed
and cotlon are cultivated in Madras State without provision for irrigation,
‘though, however, these may pr::-duce better yields under conditions crf‘ irrigation.
The need to assess irrigation potential, therefore, is of considerable importance.
There are four main types of irrigation in Madras State viz., (i) Canals
(ii) Tanks (iii) Wells and (iv) Springs.

Materials and Methods: ** Season and Crop Report’ published by the
Madras Guvernment was consulted for caleulating data on area, and sources
of irrigation for the period 1906 to 1966. - Quinquennial means were computed:
district-wise. The District of Madras was reckoned as non-agricultural while
that of the Nilgiris as lying under rainfed conditions. Kanyakumari District
was omitted for want of figures.

" Resulis and Discussion: (a) Canals: Canals are maintained by govern-
ment and by private agencies and are classified as such. Regarding government
-canalg, the decrease in area was characteristic of Chingleput and North Arcot,
while very little increase was noticed in Madurai with a fair constancy in
Ramanathapuram. In the rest of the districts there has been quite a consider-
able increase in area. The area at start and at the end with maximum and
minimuvm obtained district-wise along side the particular years endmg quin-
quennium are presented in Table 1.

TabLE 1. Canals

Arca commanded (lakh acres)

District . win,  Maximum : Minimum i
S0 196266 Mea . Quin . wea  Quin.
South Arcot 1.34 1.61 1.53 56 128 25
Salem 0.30 0.60 0.0 66 o021 15&30
Coimbatore 0.78 2.42 2.42 66 0.64 15
Tiruchy 1.08 217 217 66 1.05 .20
Thanjavur 828 . 11.66 11.66 65 813 20
Madurai - 138 1.61 - 1.81 50° 1.32 15
Tirunelveli 0,47 052 0.52 15,°56, 61 & 06 D45 25
Chingleput 0.22 0.12 0.31 20 0.07 55
North Arcot 0.57 0.37 0.57 10 0.23 56
Rameznathapuram 0.007 0 002 0.015 25,35 0.002 66

- #Project Officer, Grounljnut Export Promotion Programnie, Vellore, N, A District,
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The State lends itself for division with three sectors incidentally repre-
senling agro-climatic zones. Chingleput and North Arcot had suffered neglect
since 1920 with the lowest figure in 1956. Other central districts of South Arcot
Salem, Coimb store, Tiruchy and Thanjavur and the two southern dislr_'ibftﬁ of
Madurai and Tirunelveli which suffered neglect till 1930 were phénominally
benefitted in the quinquennium ending 1966. + Ramnathapuram -district is
conspicuous in its low potentialities.

As regards private canals, in general, the area commanded is rather low,
a mere 4000 acres in North Arcot, Salem and Chingleput and h_ardly'a'lhﬂi:sand
acres in South Arcot, Coimbatore, Madurai and Tirunelveli. In.Tiruchy,
Thanjavur and Ramanathapuram the area may be considered I]E.‘gllglh]ﬂ The
private canals may be said to be efficient in North Arcot, Coimbatore, Thanjavur,
Madurai and Tirunelveli. In Thanjavur, government canals far outstrip. private
canals. In other districts, a parallelism is maintained though the area com-
manded is consistantly low. Ramanathapuram is again conspicuous by the
absence-of ‘private canals.

The canal system of jrrigation consists of a reservoir with distributaries.
The run-off water flowing into the reservoirs are silt-laden and affect their
cfficiency. Modern design for sediment shortage does not altogether alleviate
the problem of sedimentation, since the deposit takes place in places for live
storage as well. This problem apart, water loss due to seepage. and evapor-
ation, estimated at sevenieen and twenty five per-cent, in .the main’lines,
distributaries and cultivators water sources respectively, constitutes an addi-
tional problem. Yet another problem of water logging and alkalinity arises in
low lying arcas. As such, appropriatc soil and water conscrvation. measures
for silt, lining the canals for seepage, drainage for water logging and soil
ameliorative measures for alkalinity are urgently called for.

(b) Tanks: Tanks include all works for the storage of water for
frrigation. The magnitude of irrigation potential can be appreciated as the
area commanded by these almost equal that of government canals. The data
on area commanded by tanks are given in Tablec 2.

Tabre 2. Tanks

Arca commanded (lakh acres)

District Qui uin Maximum Minimum ..

ui Quin. e . bt
area Quin. area Quin.
1 ' !EEE"H' I%Ez'ﬁﬁ Icﬁirdtﬁ © recorded
Chingleput 3.88 4.83 4.83 6. 32 . 56
South Arcot 3.03 3.30 KR 45 2 63 56

North Arcot 2.67 303 2.90 15, . 237 30&50
Salem 0.77 071 - - 081 - 56 0.5 = 30
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TasLe 2. Tanks (contd.)

Arca commanded (lakh acres)

District . . Maximum Minimum .

060 ebs g, Qim o ared Quin
Coimbatore 0.21 0.16 0.22 20 & 25 016 - 66
Tiruchy -0.63 I 83 1.83 66 057 . 30
Thanjavur 129 0.68 1.44 25 0.48 50
Madurai 2.11 1.23 2.11 10 1.04 40
Ramanathapuram 1.46 5.00 5.07 61 1.46 10
Tirunelveli 1.84 2.12 2.12 €6 51 40

Chingleput, North Arcot, South Arcot and Ramanathapuram command
a large area by tank irrigation and there is a steady increase in area except
Ramanathapuram where there is a wide fluctuation. In the last three quin~
quennia coinciding with the three plan periods, there is a remarkable increase:
In the other districts the extent of tank irrigation is low.

Tanks function as storage basins for the surplus run-off, the size and
ayacut depending upon the rainfall of the area, catchment drained-and the
nature of the watershed. Here again, the erosion in the catchment area result-
ing in silting-up of the tanks constitutes a problem. Soil and water conservation
measures for the control of erosion and run-off of the watershed and a planned
desilting-cum-reclamation programme are to be followed up. This will help to
increase the area under tank irrigation. Minor losses of water due to'seepage,
evaporation and wastage may also be advantageously prevented as in the case
of canals.

(c) Wells: Wells are classified as those with independent ayacuts and
those supplementing recognised sources of irrigation (Table 3(a).

TaABLE 3-(a). Wells with Independent Ayacut

Area commanded (lakh acres)

District ; . Maximum Minimum

Quin. Quin. . .

19135 196266 ofitded O resorded O™
Coimbatore 4.06 3.63 4.06 35 317 56
Salem 1.10 2.27 2.27 66 1.10 35
North Arcot 0.67 2.06 2.06 66 0.67 35
Madurai S B 1.63 1.63 66 1.29 40
South Arcot 0.27 1.36 1.36 66 0.22 50
Tiruchy 0.73 1.22 1.22 66 0.73 35
Tirunelveli 0.39 1.16 1.16 66 0.39 35
Chingleput =~ 0.09 0.93 0.93 66 0.09 35 & 45
Ramanathapuram 052 .0.63 1.03 .50 . . 048 40

Thanjavur Nil 0.12 013 . 50 o= 35&40
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The trend in the area commanded by wells with independent ayacuts is
on the increase in Chingleput, South Arcot, North Arcot, Salem and Tirunélveli.
Coimbatore is quite characleristic with the largest area commanded by this
source. In all these districts during the last three quinquennia coinciding with
the three plan periods, notable increases are recorded.  In he rest -of the
districts the area commanded is low and the trend is uniformly main{ained.

Wells that supplement recognised sources of irrigation show inerease in
area in Chingleput District [vide Table 3 (b) ].

Tanre 3-(b)  Wells Supplementing other Sources af Irrvigation

Arca commanded (lakh acres)

Districl . . Maximum Minimum
s S e, Qun are Quin

Chingleput 0.19 0.69 0.69 66 0.19 35
Morth Arcot 0.40 0.54 0.57 61 039 -45 & 30
South Arcot 0.46 0.49 0.49 45 & 66 0.10 61
Tiruchy 0.25 0.28 0.28 66. 0.02 -, S0
Salem 0.28 0.22 0.59 66 0.12 35,45& 50
Madurai 0.08 0.17 0.21 56 & 61 005 45
Coimbatore 0.03 0.07 0.07 66 Nil 56
Ramanathapuram 0.17 0.02 0.17 35 0.02 45 & 66
Tirunelveli 0.27 ﬂ..ﬂi 027 35 002 50, 56,61 & 66

Thanjavur 0.10 0.01 0.12 40 & 61 0.01 66

Wells cover a wide spectrum of sizes ranging from mere holes in the
ground to elaborate structures of considerable dimensions. Also their water
level frem the land surface varies any where. from “nil” to a hundred feet or
more.  The general experience all over the state is that the ground water table
sinks at about one foot per annum. WNevertheless, in the context of rain water
percolating the soil and the control of run-off water, the under ground aquifiers
can be expected to be recharged. Experts are of the view that against the
utilisable ground water potential of seven billion cubic feet, hardly 0.1 billion
cubic feet have been actlually tapped. It is also common knowledge that
ground water are plentiful in all river basins. Sinking of tube wells and filter
points have already been rewarding and this needs active exploitation.

(d) Springs: Spring irrigation has some importance in all the districts.
The districts of South Arcot and Salem' registered an increase, while Madurai
and Tirunelveli registered a decrease in the area commanded by . this source
In Coimbatore thc acreage has been steady (Table 4).
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TADLE 4. Springs

JArca commanded (lakh acies)

jelti : : Maximum Minimum
.Ihs._ ' “. ,.;%‘;Ein IQ%ETEG area Quin. area Quin,
recorded _ recorded
Chingleput . 0.18 0.14 0 38 35 0.07 = 46to’50&
. 52to56
South Arcot 0.16 0.22 0.26 35&61  0.06 56
Northi Arcot 0.64 0.22 0.64 10 007 56
Salem -+ ' 0.10 014 0.24 35 0.07 15 & 30
Coimbatore 0.06 0.06 0.35 50 0.06 10 & 66
Tiruchy 0 04 0.11 0.19 25 0 04 LI & 30
Thanjavur 0:03 Nil 0.03 10 Wil 56 to 66
Madurai 0.18 0.06 0.19 20 0.02 50
Ramanathspuram . MNegligible  0.01 0.38 15 — 3l Lr.éld-ﬁ &
Tirunelveli 0.04 0.02 0.08 10 0.02 3l to 40 &
52 to 66

The presence of woodlands and the quantum of precipitation are the
twin factors that enrich the water supply of springs. Destruction of woodlands
affects precipitation and consequently the springs. This shows the need for
‘woodlands. '

Total net. area irrigatcd: The total net -area irrigated in the State has
increased by 39% in the course of six decades under study. Notable increases
have cccurred in the districts of Thanjavur and Ramanathapuram and to a less
extent in all other districts, Madurai is a solitary instance with a slight
decrease (vide Table 5).

TasLE 5. Total net arca irripated

Area commanded (lakh acres)

. Y Maximum Minimum
P Sk am, e ml o quis.
Thanjavur 9.77 12,49 12.49 66 9.71 20 & 35
South Arcot 5.34 6.64 6.64 66 4.76 20 & 35
‘Coimbatore 4.15 6.30 6.30 66 4.07 s
Chingleput ..~ + 4,58 6.03 6.03 66 3.07 56
North Arcot . 502 5.69 5.69 66 3.63 30
Ramanathapuram  1.91 5.65 5.78 61 1.91 10
Tiruchy ' 2.3 5,35 5.35 66 2.31 10
‘Madurai 4,84 4.54 _ 4,84 10 3.84 40
Tirunelveli . 3.40 3,83 3.83 66 2.55 40

Salem 2.00 3,74 o374 66 1.94 15
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Viewed in association with the trend of rainfall certain mturcsltng
features are brought out., While a wide fluctuation is often mct wuh in the
annual precipitation, the quingquennial mean even out in quite a few mstanccs,
when plotted district-wise. A comparison between the area u’r:gatcd and ihe
quinquennial means of rainfall indicate the absence of any association. While .
North Arcot, Salem and Madurai exhibit a parallel, Ticuchy and "Thanjavur
show even a reciprocal trend. Therefore, it would seem that the total area that
can be brought under irrigation is more a function of tapping the 'd_iﬁ'crén_t
sources of irrigation rather than that of the actual rainfall. Indeed, it does not
clearly bring out the individual association of different sources.

With all the development programmes, only 42% of the net area sown in
the State can possibly be provided with irrigation. The rest 58% necessarily
depends upon the fluctuating fortunes of moonsson.: Naturally, thetefore,
adoption of dry farming practices forms the only way out.

Conclusion: With a’limitation on the scope of expansion of-canal and
tank as irrigation sourcess, the future progress of irrigation rests largely on the
efficient maintenance of the various sources rather than attempting at further
expansion. As indicated earlier, an economic and.effective conservation,
storage and distribution of water sources are called for. Also-the scope of
exploitation of groupd-water potential holds promise. In this direction an
intensive survey of land and water resources with an accent on proper planning
is bound to be helpful.
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ANNOUNCEMENT

The Annual subscription for the Madras Agricultural
Journal (including postage) has been enhanced from Rs. 10/
to Rs. 15/- per annum (Foreign from §2-00 to $3-00) from
January, 1969 (Vol. 56) due to increased cost of printing
and Stationery. All the subscribers are requested to extend
their kind patronage and co-operation.




