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“Relationship Water Rights”” and Community Water Resources
Management: A Case Study of Cha Village

Shi Tengfei

Abstract: Based on the social perspective of property rights, this article analyzes the community practice of water rights and their
operation mechanisms, and puts forward the concept of “relationship water rights”. “Relationship water rights” are embedded in the
institutional environment of local society and the irrigation management practices of villagers. The “relationship™ in “relationship
water rights” includes cooperation and exchanges among villagers and a patronage relation between village cadres and villagers. As
an informal arrangement of property rights, “relationship water rights” forms a symbiotic relationship with the formal water rights
system, being an adaptation of village community to institutional environment. At the same time, “relationship water rights”
represents a self-governance mechanism. That refers to a kind of practical logic in which villagers make use of the patronage
relation with village cadres to redefine water rights by their own social capital, and realize self-governance of community irrigation
water resources. It is worth noting that the operation of “relationship water rights” is a “double-edged sword” with both balanced
and unbalanced results. On the one hand, its operation can help villagers to get extra water resources outside the formal system to
meet their own water needs. On the other hand, it can also cause water rights disputes and irrigation water crisis because of uneven
utilization. The reform of water rights should highlight main initiatives of the community and villagers, support water user
associations, institutionalize the positive factors in “relationship water rights”, and finally establish an effective governance of rural
water resources at the level of “community water rights”.

Key Words: Water Rights Operation; Community Practice; “Relationship Water Rights”; Water Resources Governance
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