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Social Head-Enders: Access and Authority in
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ABSTRACT
Inequalities in access are a major concern for the management of
common pool resources. In the case of irrigation water, inequalities
are often explained by spatial “head-ender/tail-ender” distinctions,
determined by distance to the water source. However, inequalities in
access are also produced by social relations and social institutions.
Drawing from ethnographic research in A�glasun, a rural town in the
south-west of Turkey, we examine socio-spatial inequalities vis-�a-vis
water access in a small-scale, locally managed irrigation system. Our
findings demonstrate that spatial “head-ender/tail-ender” differences
in the irrigation system intersect with social relations. By introducing
the concept of “social head-enders,” we emphasize how social and
political relations may introduce a complementary asymmetry in
access to water between farmers. Analyzing the socio-spatial dynam-
ics in such asymmetric systems allows us to further explore the inter-
action between access and authority. This leads us to illustrate
important conditions for more equitable and democratic local irriga-
tion governance.
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Introduction

Common pool resources (CPR) theory emerged as a response to “the tragedy of
commons” hypothesis (Hardin 1968). Scholars from different parts of the world have
studied myriad cases where people access, use and collectively govern CPR, such as fish-
eries, forests and irrigation water. The primary concern of CPR scholars has been to
analyze under which conditions these resources are sustainably used and how they can
be collectively governed (Janssen, Anderies, and Cardenas 2011; Johnson 2004; Ostrom
2005; Ostrom et al. 1994).
Canal irrigation systems are complex CPR management systems, shaped by ecological,

social, cultural, political, historical, material, and economic factors. Irrigation canals do
not only constitute the infrastructure to carry water. They also connect people, land,
other infrastructures, and systems of rules and institutions. The material characteristics
of canal irrigation systems introduce a “spatial” hierarchy, with farmers situated
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upstream (head-enders) assuming better and easier access to water sources than farmers
situated downstream (tail-enders) (Ostrom and Gardner 1993). However, this spatial
asymmetry between head-enders and tail-enders is not the only factor determining
access to water. In this paper, we analyze the impact of the intersections of socio-spatial
and socio-political relations on access to water. By introducing the concept of “social
head-enders,” we emphasize how social and political relations may introduce a comple-
mentary asymmetry in access to water between farmers. Although theoretically spatial
head-enders have easier access to water, social and political inequalities amongst farmers
may intersect with and complicate the spatial hierarchy of access. Our aim is to improve
the understanding of this socio-spatial hierarchy. Building on ethnographic research in
A�glasun, a rural town in the south-west of Turkey, we focus on how the relations
between farmers and authorities affect inequality in access. Authorities control and
regulate access to irrigation water. They include not only the higher-ranked decision
makers involved in irrigation governance but also canal operators responsible for day-
to-day management (cf. Rap and Van der Zaag 2019; Van der Zaag and Rap 2012).
We emphasize the co-construction of access and authority, thereby extending the the-

orization of Sikor and Lund (2009) on the relation between property and authority. We
build upon critical CPR theory, particularly Ribot and Peluso’s (2009) relational theory
of access (Quintana and Campbell 2019). We examine the underpinnings of socio-
spatial inequalities of access to water in a local irrigation system.
Local, collectively managed irrigation systems have been studied intensively in

Turkey. Many have already discussed inequities in access to water and to decision mak-
ing in these systems. Harris (2008) argues for the importance of socio-economic and
gender equity in water use for the democratic and sustainable governance of irrigation
in southeastern Turkey, where a very large irrigation scheme was started in the early
1990s. Also focusing on large-scale irrigation in southeastern Turkey, €Ozerol (2013)
shows how rules based on the ownership or size of land favor certain farmers’ participa-
tion in the management of Water User Organizations (WUOs). Harris (2006) claims
that WUOs cause inequality in access to the water together with inequalities in prestige
and power in irrigation management. Studies on decentralization equally emphasize
inequalities. Kadirbeyoglu and €Ozertan (2015) examine the effects of power asymmetries
and local context on user satisfaction in WUOs. Kadirbeyo�glu (2017) discusses the
importance of the local context in collectively managed irrigation systems through a
comparative study of WUOs in two provinces of Turkey. She shows how civic engage-
ment can reduce inequalities in resource and power distribution. Finally, Kibaroglu
(2020) analyzes the systemic and governance problems of local irrigation management
in Turkey. She explains the government’s attempts to take back control over WUOs in
the 2010s as a response to persistent inequities and inefficiencies in the administrative-
technical functioning of WUOs.
As the above review shows, most studies of irrigation governance in Turkey focus on

large-scale irrigation systems constructed by the national State Hydraulic Works (DS_I)
and transferred to WUOs. Instead, we examine a small-scale irrigation system, long
controlled by the municipal government, providing new insights into the role of local
authorities in irrigation governance and their relationships with water users.
Furthermore, studies in Turkey often analyze either formal rules and regulations

2 A. MIRHANOĞLU ET AL.



(Kadirbeyoglu and €Ozertan 2015; Kibaroglu 2020), or the characteristics and experiences
of water users whose access to the management and use of irrigation water is hampered
(Harris 2006, 2008; €Ozerol 2013). With this paper, we add a new, relational perspective
to these debates. This perspective implies not only understanding governance and
inequality in interaction but also considering water as co-constitutive with social and
political relations, rather than an external object to be managed (Krause and Strang
2016); a dialectic mediated by socio-spatial infrastructure like irrigation canals (Bakker
2012). Expanding Sikor and Lund’s (2009) analysis, we discuss the interaction of farm-
ers with authorities beyond formal rights-based access. We investigate the various ways
in which social relations are deployed to access water. In doing so, we illuminate how
these strategies are grafted upon existing local socio-spatial and socio-political hierar-
chies, and serve to reinforce them. Importantly, we will show how authorities do not
only derive their authority from setting or implementing the rules (i.e. delineating and
distributing “property” rights), but also from their ability to bend them.

Theoretical Framework: Access and Authority in Irrigation Governance

The literature on CPR governance has been expanding since the 1980s and absorbed
many of the critiques it received (Quintana and Campbell 2019). One of the most per-
sistent critiques, according to Quintana and Campbell (2019) focuses on the lack of
attention on structural inequalities in resource access. Critics of mainstream CPR theory
argue that the evaluation of the sustainability of resource governance remains incom-
plete without analyzing winners and losers (Agrawal 2014; Robbins 2011). Johnson
(2004) explains how critical commons scholars (such as Jodha 2001; Mosse 1997) shift
the focus of concern from effective governance and resource depletion toward creating
and maintaining access for the poor and other marginalized groups, and integrate
aspects of power into their analysis (Agrawal 2005; Agrawal and Gibson 1999; Clement
2010; Kashwan 2016; Kashwan, MacLean, and Garc�ıa-L�opez 2019). Among the most
explicit attempts to include power in debates on resource governance is Ribot and
Peluso’s (2009) theory of access. They argue for a nuanced and multifaceted analysis of
how access to resources is organized and how inequalities in access are established.
Their flexible and often implicit use of concepts of power has received criticism: their
unsystematic treatment of the role and sources of power is said to hamper empirical
studies on the relationship between access and power (Myers and Hansen 2020).
Distinguishing between gaining and maintaining access on the one hand, and control-
ling access on the other, they attribute an important role to authorities (Milgroom and
Ribot 2020), defined as “individuals or institutions with the authority to make and
implement laws” (Ribot and Peluso 2009, 170). This focus might obfuscate alternative
forms of power and leave the diverse origins and operations of authority unexplored.
In response, Sikor and Lund (2009) explore the dialectic between access, rights, and

authority in more detail. Focusing on property rights, they explain that struggles over
property are as much about the scope and formation of authority as about access to
resources. Parallel to the competition for access amongst resource users, a competition
over authority emerges between authorities (Ribot 2009; Roth 2009). As people seek to
secure property rights, they also seek access to the authorities that legitimize and
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sanction such claims. In establishing relations with the entities that oversee the distribu-
tion, controlling and sanctioning of property rights, the latter are strengthened in that
they gain in authority to do so. Authority, as Weber (1978) has taught, is grounded in
the belief that the actor giving a command is legitimated to do so. This legitimacy can
be based on various grounds, but needs continued public confirmation to hold.
Resistance to an authority is expressed by ignoring its orders or rules, thus rejecting its
legitimacy (Haugaard 2018). When actors reject access control by an authority and seek
out alternative ways to gain and maintain access, they potentially reinforce the legitim-
acy of alternative authorities (Boelens 2015).
The water rights framework (Beccar, Boelens, and Hoogendam 2002; Boelens and

Doornbos 2001) seeks to expand our understanding of authority and rights in irrigation
by focusing on the competition between modernist, state-imposed rights to access and
decision making, and traditional, community-based rights. Boelens (2009, 2015) empha-
sizes how different rights sets compete for legitimacy and authority, and in doing so,
shape each other and influence access of various groups. He discusses the intersection
of formal state-sanctioned rights and informal community-sanctioned ones. Yet, in what
he calls “water rights in action,” Boelens (2015) also acknowledges how these rules and
rights are principles which, in practice, might be circumvented, rejected, or counter-
posed to secure privileged access. Similarly, in their original formulation of access the-
ory, Ribot and Peluso (2009, 163) hint at illicit forms of access and maintain that often,
the distribution and warranting of rights is not what makes state agents “powerful,” but
rather the delegation of privileges and ambiguity in rights enforcement. Indeed, the very
insecurity and instability of rights increase the importance of maintaining relations with
authorities. In this paper, we similarly recognize the constitutive relationship between
formal and informal water rights on the one hand, and the inconsistencies in their
deployment on the other. We contend that not just formally setting or implementing
rules, but also informally bending them is essential to organize and gain access in an
unequal system, legitimizing the existence of a political hierarchy that allows for such
practices. This rule bending creates a gray zone between legitimate and illicit access to
water, the relations of which with authority remain underexplored in irrigation studies
(but see Anand 2015) on the conscious “leakiness” of urban water systems).
Additionally, we connect access theory more explicitly to reflections on the socio-

spatial politics of irrigation governance. Two complementary, yet separate, perspectives
on the socio-spatial nature of irrigation systems can be discerned, both of which predict
asymmetries. First, mainstream CPR scholars discussed the spatial head-ender/tail-ender
asymmetry in irrigation systems as a collective action problem. Ostrom (1990) and
Ostrom and Gardner (1993) argued that farmers close to the water source get better
water access than farmers further away. This argument has been confirmed in various
studies across the world (e.g., Janssen et al. 2012; Tang 1992), revealing how unchecked
water-greed by spatial head-enders can leave spatial tail-enders with insufficient water
and stress the need for control mechanisms to undo this imbalance.
Second, Mollinga (2016) describes irrigation water, following Bakker (2003), as an

“uncooperative commodity”: an irrigation network’s material characteristics make it
hard to correctly monitor the flow and discharge of water, or agree on a just distribu-
tion of it. Socio-spatial opacities also create an information asymmetry between those
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controlling access to water and those desiring access, which increases the authority of
the former (Rap and van der Zaag 2019; Van der Zaag and Rap 2012). Exacerbating
this asymmetry through information governance can become an important authority-
building strategy by those who control access to water.
Early on, scholars pointed out how social relations develop to mitigate the effect

of material inequalities in access to water and information (Boelens 2009;
Gillingham 1999), adding more complexity to the study of water access (Brugnach
2017). Ambiguities are often maintained and exploited by those in power to retain
authority and control over access. For instance, Gillingham (1999) explains how
informal rules sometimes override formal rules of access in irrigation systems, and
the monitoring and enforcement of those rules might differ from user to user. These
ambiguities stimulate actors seeking access to invest in permanent relations with
those in power, thereby strengthening the latter’s authority. Kramm and Wirkus
(2010) analyze how farmers invest their social status in relations with authorities
who control water access. Farmers with more financial capital can access more water
illegally, either by paying fines when they do not follow the institutional rules or by
bribing the person in charge of water delivery. Similarly, Sald�ıas, Speelman, and Van
Huylenbroeck (2013) show that access to capital, labor and community membership
shape access to irrigation water in peasant communities in Bolivia. Mollinga (2016)
suggests that understanding these social and political dynamics behind access to
water requires a theory of access beyond mere property rights. In this paper, we
respond to this call and examine access to irrigation water, with a particular focus
on the role of authorities in locally managed systems.

Research Materials and Methods

Case Study Background

A�glasun is a municipality of the Burdur province in the south-west of Turkey
(Figure 1) with a population of 8,537 (The Turkish Statistical Institute 2020). The total
area of arable land is 6,830 hectares (Burdur Provincial Directorate of Agriculture and
Forestry 2020). The dominant economic activities in this rural mountain town are agri-
culture and livestock. In the 1960s, driven by national agricultural policies, farmers
switched to cash crops, such as sugar beets and roses (Coetzer 2019). The town was
hard hit by the 1990s agricultural liberalization in Turkey. It lost access to cash crop
value chains as its mountainous location and terrace agriculture inhibited farm upscal-
ing. Rural-to-urban migration increased, especially among the young generation, leaving
the municipality with an aging population (Kocabı yı k and Loopmans 2021a). In
response, farmers switched to labor-extensive tree crops, such as cherry and walnut, or
focused on animal husbandry and feed crops. The main crops cultivated in A�glasun
nowadays are apple, cherry, walnut, rose, clover, beans, corn, and wheat. Additional
income is derived from seasonal employment in the nearby Sagalassos archeological
excavation or larger farms, fish farming, shops, and rental income from seasonal tourists
and students (Kocabıyık and Loopmans 2021a).
A�glasun’s agricultural production is heavily dependent on irrigation. Official data on

the area size of irrigated land are lacking, but according to a 2016 farmer survey
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(n¼ 675), 78% of the respondents claimed to irrigate at least parts of their land (Kocabı
yık 2021b). A�glasun has 24 water springs, 10 groundwater pumping stations and two
small dams to collect rainwater.
WUOs in Turkey range from irrigation associations (most common) to irrigation

cooperatives, village legal entities, municipalities and research organizations (€Ozerol
2013). The establishment law of DS_I (no. 6200), the Irrigation Associations Law (no.
6172) and the laws on local governmental authorities (no. 442, 1580 and 5442) regulate
irrigation governance (Ghazouani, Molle, and Rap 2012; Kibaroglu 2020). While irriga-
tion associations typically manage large-scale irrigation systems, which span the jurisdic-
tions of multiple local authorities, other types of WUOs manage small-scale irrigation
systems, usually within a single local authority (€Ozerol and Bressers 2015). The small-
scale irrigation system in A�glasun is managed by the municipal government, the only
legal entity with the authority to establish the rules on the operation and maintenance
of the irrigation canals, to distribute water and to collect water fees. The municipality
holds property rights of the water springs and the canals and decides about the use of
rights. Decisions are taken by the mayor and the municipal council and implemented
by water guards or canal operators, overseen by a water chief. Each natural spring,
groundwater pumping station or dam has a water guard responsible for the water fee
administration and water distribution. The whole gravity-driven irrigation network is
shown in Figure 1. Some springs have concrete storage ponds to adjust the water flow
rate; irrigation water reaches the fields through an elaborate canal system. Main canals
are mostly concrete, built in the 1970s by the DS_I and the local government. Farmer-
constructed soil canals guide the water from the main canal to individual fields, where
they mostly practice surface irrigation.

Figure 1. Map of the case study location and the whole irrigation network (Source: Own data).
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Data Collection and Analysis

Interactions between authority-farmer relations and water access were examined
through an in-depth case study of one of the spring-fed irrigation networks in A�glasun.
For confidentiality, we do not disclose the name of the network. It irrigates the fields of
more than 100 farmers (own research, 2019). The network is representative of the other
23 springs in terms of irrigation governance and infrastructure and the relations that
derive from water distribution and access.
The fieldwork consisted of semi-structured interviews, participatory observations and

the collection of secondary data, including the archives of the municipal council, the
records of the water guards for each year revealing the amount and time of irrigation,
and the water fee charged for each farmer. The first author conducted the fieldwork
during the summers (June-August) of 2018 and 2019. Interview questions were
informed by the literature but remained mainly exploratory and open-ended, and tail-
ored to the specific role of the participant (ordinary farmers, social head-ender farmers,
water guards, former water guards, water chiefs). The interview guide for farmers
inquired about problems faced with irrigation, how they are solved, and farmer’s rela-
tions with local authorities and other farmers. The interviews with the water guards and
the water chiefs discuss the operation of irrigation systems in A�glasun, their daily prac-
tice of governing irrigation canals, their social relations with farmers, and their
approach to farmers’ demands. Farmers were approached through a combination of
purposive and snowball sampling. They were identified by the neighborhood headman
or were met on their fields when walking along the canals. Farmers were selected
according to their location along the irrigation canal (head-, middle-, and tail-ender)
and their reputational status in the village.
Figure 2 provides an anonymized, abstracted representation of both the spatial and social

position of farmers. The spatial position of farmers was abstracted from a GIS-constructed
map of their land in relation to the irrigation network. The social position of farmers (the
size of the dots) was determined by scoring the farmers on the basis of a number of criteria
and adding up the scores for each criterion. Scores were given when farmers indicated that
they are a supporter of the mayor, can afford to pay the water fee, have a good relation with
the water guard(s) and have obtained privileges from them at least once, being able to opt
out of the irrigation system. Interviewed farmers are numbered from F1 to F28 in both text
and figure, so quotes can easily be related to the farmer’s socio-spatial hierarchy.
A total of 32 interviews (one woman, thirty-one men) were conducted with farmers,

water guards and water chiefs. Whereas both men and women can work the field, local
Muslim tradition considers men responsible for communication with the water guard,
making irrigation a “man’s job.” Only women who had lost their husband and have no
adult male in their family communicate with the water guard directly and receive pref-
erential treatment. Interviews were conducted in the participants’ fields, homes and
workplaces, or in public places such as coffeehouses and parks. Each interview lasted
between 1.5 and 2 h and was recorded and transcribed. The interview transcripts and
field notes were analyzed by using NVIVO. A general code tree was generated during
the first cycle coding. Then, the map of relational concepts was prepared, and the codes
were reorganized by using the methods of focused coding and axial coding during the
second cycle of coding.

SOCIETY & NATURAL RESOURCES 7



The interviewer’s own experience with farming and irrigation in Turkey has helped
him communicate with farmers, and more importantly, establish rapport and trust.
Farmers felt much more comfortable and communicated more informally after they
learned about his rural background. The issue of access inequality was mostly raised by
social tail-ender farmers, irrespective of their spatial position in the network. Social
head-ender farmers either preferred not to talk about their privileges or blamed social
tail-ender farmers for not switching to water efficient technologies or crops. Social tail-
ender perspectives were confirmed by field observations, but given the reluctance of
head-enders to discuss their strategies, some of their strategies might be omitted. A
more intimate rapport with social head-enders could have unveiled additional
access mechanisms.

Results

This paper focuses on how farmers try to gain and maintain access to water through
their relations with authorities controlling access, and how this affects the latter’s
authority to do so.
In A�glasun, the WUO is strongly entangled with municipal politics. Given its import-

ance to local agriculture, irrigation water is vital in local politics in A�glasun.
Unsurprisingly, the WUO is chaired by the mayor of A�glasun and controlled by the
municipal council. Irrigation is considered the main duty of the mayor:

The mayor’s actual time of duty is for three months during the irrigation season. The
other nine months are not so important, and it can more or less be okay. If there are no

Figure 2. Social and spatial positions of the farmers in relation to water access (Source: Own data).
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injustices during these three months, then nothing will happen for the rest of the year. (F1,
Farmer Interview, 1 August 2019)

Practical implementation, however, lies with the team of water chiefs and water guards.
In our analysis, we investigate the role of both authorities in rights- or rules-based
access to water (making and implementing rules), but also, and more importantly so, in
illicit ways of accessing water (bending rules).

Making and Implementing Rules

Rules-based access to water is based on the interaction between state- and tradition-
based water rights (Boelens 2015). In spring, rain and an abundancy of mountain
melting water render the organization of water distribution superfluous. The irrigation
network is mostly used by self-organizing spatial head-enders. Only during the dry
summer season between June and September, the WUO installs and oversees a rota-
tion system that adapts to changes in supply and demand over the season. Indeed,
the discharge of water declines over the summer. Farmers need to water their crops
frequently in summer: approximately every 15 days for vegetables and every 30 days
for fruit trees. But by the end of the season, they can only be offered water every
70 days or so. Frequency also depends on how long farmers decide to irrigate during
their turn and the water guard’s care for the system (F2, Farmer Interview, 27
July 2019).
The water guard is indeed a crucial actor, interacting with the farmers on a daily

basis to organize the rotation system. He typically starts rotation with the farmer closest
to the spring. After finishing irrigation, the farmer informs the water guard who calls
the neighboring farmer, and so the water distribution continues until the last farmer in
the irrigation network has received water. Farmers can keep the tap open as long as
they see fit but pay per hour. This hourly water fee is set by the municipal government
before the start of the irrigation season and restrains farmers from unlimited extraction.
Water guards register the water fee that each farmer is due and are supposed to per-
manently inspect the system to avoid water robbery, which is fined, and maintain the
flow of water at a steady rate.
The hourly fee system is an easy solution for the difficulty of measuring discharge

along the canal, but disadvantages spatial tail-enders. As the open canals lose water
through evaporation and leakages, spatial tail-enders, who pay the same hourly fee, end
up with a lower discharge (F3, Farmer Interview, 18 July 2019) and depend on the
water guards’ knowhow to compensate this by changing the discharge at the spring. On
the other hand, some groups are offered formal privileges: Farmers using drip irrigation
instead of surface irrigation are offered a guaranteed 15 days rotation. The few women
who have no male adult in the family to take care of irrigation are given the privilege
of daytime irrigation so that they need not be in the field at night. The formal rules of
irrigation management can be reevaluated by the mayor and the municipal council if
there is a demand or complaint from farmers. For example, when the discharge of water
at the springs declined more than expected in August 2018, the mayor and council
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members decided to restrict the irrigation time allowed per turn and to allocate water
according to the size of the irrigated land.

Bending the Rules

The spatial tail-ender farmers in particular try to compensate their hampered “rights-
based access” (Ribot and Peluso 2009). Privileged access to authorities is key to this
goal. Authorities are important, because they not only set and implement rules but also
have the authority to bend them and provide water illicitly. As indicated earlier, the
opacity and complexity of irrigation management allows a gap to occur between the
rules and how they are implemented in practice (Gillingham 1999; Suhardiman 2018).
These relations are instrumental to both, as they also provide benefits to the people in
positions of authority. According to Ribot and Peluso (2009), “to maintain access, sub-
ordinate actors often transfer some benefits to those who control it. They expend
resources to cultivate relations or transfer benefits to those who control access to derive
their benefit.”
Interestingly, different actors in the political hierarchy can be convinced with differ-

ent kind of benefits, which offers the farmers a variety of strategic choices. Some of
these strategies reinforce the system and the authority of those controlling water access,
while some can be seen as forms of resistance to the system itself. In addition to the
political hierarchy amongst those controlling access, and the spatial hierarchy between
fields, the ability to choose from different available strategies introduces a social hier-
archy amongst the farmers. This social hierarchy is based upon farmers’ access to
authorities and intersects with the materiality of infrastructure to determine a farmer’s
access to water: “They are all like from the same company. The water chief, the water
guard, and three of the farmers. [The water guard] gives all water when it is their turn,
and he cuts down on the amount of water when it is our turn” (F2, Farmer Interview, 27
July 2019).
The material characteristics of the irrigation infrastructure allow authorities to cir-

cumvent the rules they have themselves set. They co-produce an information asymmetry
that centralizes the water guard in the operation of the system (Rap and Van der Zaag
2019). By opening or closing the valve at the spring’s water outlet, the water guard can
change the discharge and thus the amount of water given to a farmer in a certain time-
span. Changes in discharge can be legitimate compensations to tail-enders for water loss
along the canal. At the same time, they allow for misuse, as their exact effect for the
end user is hard to monitor by others, and only the water guard has the oversight of
the individual consumption of each farmer in the network. Consequently, disputations
such as the above are frequent, and both the farmers and the water guards indicate
privileged misuse by social head-enders in their network: “These farmers crave for water.
They have a lot of land, and they are rich” (Water Guard Interview, 26 August 2019).
In the next sections, we elaborate on the different strategies that shape this social

hierarchy. Figure 3 summarizes the various interactions between authorities
and farmers.
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Clientelism
Clientelism is defined as the exchange of benefits for votes. The benefits include privi-
leged access to water and cancelation of irrigation debts. The candidates who run for
mayor organize their campaigns around irrigation policies to convince farmers to vote
for them. This includes offering various “irrigation privileges” in exchange for votes:

If you are the man of the mayor, give the vote to the mayor and know how to kowtow
him, then you can irrigate more frequently than the other farmers. Last year, I was able to
irrigate one time and one of the farmers who supports the mayor and whose land is just
below mine said at the coffeehouse that he irrigated seven times. He did not hide it and he
was very comfortable while saying how he managed to irrigate seven times. (F4, Farmer
Interview, 26 July 2019)

The farmers who voted for the mayor can directly call him to ask for water, even if for-
mally it is not their irrigation turn. In response, the mayor would summon the water
guard to switch the water to the specific farmer. Moreover, a farmer who supported the
mayor may request the mayor to “delete” his/her irrigation debts. The period before
the elections is an ideal moment to address the candidates with such a request. One of
the farmers expresses his frustration that he did not have the chance to do so:

You can make a bargain with the candidate mayor and say I will give my vote to you if
you accept to delete my irrigation debt once you become the mayor. I had 800 Turkish
Lira (TL) irrigation debt and the municipal government sent in the bailiffs. I had to pay an
extra 1500 TL for the lawyer. However, if I was the man of the mayor, the municipal
government would not send in the bailiffs and my debt would have disappeared easily. (F4,
Farmer Interview, 26 July 2019).

Finally, the water guards are selected and appointed by the mayor, and having mobi-
lized votes for the mayor is an important selection criterion. One of the farmers
explains: “If the guy is the man of the mayor and gave his vote to the mayor, he can be a
water guard for five years.” (F5, Farmer Interview, 8 July 2019). When promising a

Figure 3. Interactions between authorities and farmers for irrigation water access. Source: Own data,
modeled after Ribot and Peluso (2009).
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family member to be appointed as a water guard, the mayor may request all family
members to vote for him in exchange. This can be an important livelihood strategy for
poorer families. Although the salary is low, the water guard’s day-to-day control of the
system allows him to top it up with bribes and favors from the farmers.

Access to Irrigation Water via Reciprocity
Farmers often complement clientelism to the mayor by developing reciprocal relations
with their water guard. Directly offering bribes and favors to the water guard also allows
farmers with more limited access to the mayor to gain privileged access to water. One
of the social head-ender farmers explains the relation between him and the water guards
as follows:

[The water guard] helps as much as he can for many years. While we were reorganizing
our field, there were many trees, and I said to him that he can herd his animals in my
field. He was coming and herding his animals. The ensuing year, he allowed me to take
water freely [… ] I was nice to him, and he also had to be nice to me. He can take tree
branches, eat any fruits and vegetables in my field, in exchange he turns a blind eye. (F6,
Farmer Interview, 6 August 2019).

Furthermore, water guards can ask help from the farmers to reduce their workload and
in return give water illicitly. For example, the water guard is supposed to come to the
water source in the mornings to open the valve of the main pond and again in the eve-
nings, to close the valve. However, the water source is far away from the water guard’s
home. The municipality gives 15 liters of diesel fuel for the motorbike of the water
guard, which is insufficient for the whole irrigation season. Therefore, the water guard
asks for help from a farmer, whose land is not far from the water source, to open the
valve in the morning, in exchange for privileged access to water. The farmer explains
this “help” as follows:

We make each other’s work easier. I say I will use water for 30minutes, but it may last 45
or 60minutes. Then, the water guard asks me to release water to the main canal just after
I finish my irrigation and by doing this, I save him not to come to the water source.
(F3, Farmer Interview, 18 July 2019)

The Constitution of Authority

Although many social tail-ender farmers complain about the privileges offered to social
head-enders, the system itself is rarely put into question. The need to mitigate the spa-
tial asymmetry legitimates the existence of a social asymmetry in access, and the sys-
tem’s information asymmetry makes irregularities difficult to assess. Moreover, a variety
of strategies exist and those who fail to obtain a favorable position in the social hier-
archy today might expect to turn the tables in the next elections. Clientelism only offers
privileged access for as long as the mayor’s term lasts, and bribes to the water guards
are always an alternative as these are, to a certain extent, a competing authority. This
might explain why complaints about a particular mayor or water guard are rarely
extended toward the system of clientelism and reciprocity itself. Some farmers claim
that a previous mayor lost the election for exaggerating the privileges to his supporters.
Nicknamed “the mayor of phone calls” for his many interventions in the daily business
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of water guards, he was voted out of office. The mayor lost his personal authority, but
the authority of the office he occupied remained. Irrigation governance remains the
dominant issue in local elections. Consequently, the local ruling party often differs from
the national ruling party, even if political congruence between both levels helps to
attract national investments to the local territory.
Water guards constitute a competing authority to the mayor, limiting the privi-

leges of clientelism. In general, water guards support the mayor and follow his com-
mands. But they also command a superior knowledge of the irrigation system and
operate a competing system of bribes and favors which keeps the mayor’s clientelism
in check. One of the interviewed water guards explained how he abandoned his job
in the middle of the irrigation season, furious about the mayor’s interference with
his irrigation work. As the mayor couldn’t find anyone with the necessary knowhow
to replace the water guard, he agreed to restrain his meddling with the water guards’
work.
Simultaneously, farmers rarely question the differences in access to authorities

between “social head-enders” and “social tail-enders.” Instead, these differences were
naturalized, even by the victims of the system. A farmer used the metaphor of a knife
to refer to this power imbalance: “The farmers who have a sharper knife say it is my
[irrigation] turn. Farmers who are ordinary and poor like me say, so be it! (F7, Farmer
Interview, 30 July 2019).

Resistance to Authority

Farmers who fail to obtain water through their relations with authorities would be
expected to resist. As shown above, such resistance mostly focuses on the individuals
occupying positions of authority, rather than the system itself. We observe three types
of strategies that the farmers use to resist the authorities’ authority to control access to
water. Through these strategies, farmers access water without calling upon authorities to
bend the rules.

Friendship and Kinship
Previous studies show how state-based control of resources is often contested by alter-
native systems of organization based on kinship and tradition (Roth 2009; Ribot 2009;
Boelens 2015). In the case of A�glasun, friendship and kinship could potentially
compete with the socio-political hierarchy based upon clientelism and reciprocity. Some
farmers explain how mutual support between neighbors can offer alternative means
of access:

One of the neighbour farmers helped me while I was drilling the borehole two years ago
and we became friends since then. There was not enough water last year and my
neighbour’s walnut trees were about to dry. He asked me for help, and I shared the water
in one of my ponds with him. We pumped the water from my pond to his land. (F6,
Farmer Interview, 6 August 2019)

However, kinship or friendship are not common ways to obtain access in A�glasun.
Kinship ties often suffer from divisive inheritance conflicts, which may linger for a long
time. Moreover, the instrumental reciprocal logic of the water control system seems to
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overrule and affect more basic social relations. Family ties can fail to guarantee
privileged access to the water guard:

The water guard is my cousin. I don’t want to commit a sin, but I hope a scorpion will
sting him. I asked him for water. The water in the canal was as deep as a waist is thick,
but he gave me water as deep as the width of a leg only. He purposely gave me less water.
When it was my neighbors’ turn, he was giving water like the waist. (F2, Farmer Interview,
27 July 2019)

The vital importance of water also stimulates farmers who control access to a sub-canal
to use this as a leverage in mutual conflicts with kin and neighbors, thereby reproduc-
ing the instrumental logic of the wider system:

My adjacent land belongs to one of our family members and we are sharing the same sub-
canal for irrigation. He asked me to cut one of my walnut trees since it gave harm to his
cherry trees. But, when I asked him to cut one of his oak trees since it gave harm to my
roses, he refused [… ]. I warned him again and said I would not let him use my sub-canal
anymore. After two years of discussion, he finally cut his oak tree. It is my canal, and
nobody can say anything. (F8, Farmer Interview, 31 July 2019)

Building Ponds
In addition to the discharge, water guards also determine the time between irrigation
turns for each farmer. As regular watering is at least as important for crop survival as
the amount of water, this puts farmers in a heavily dependent position vis-�a-vis the
water guard. At the same time, when long waiting times are questioned by farmers, the
water guard can always shift the blame to other farmers’ excessive consumption,
decreasing water availability, or weather conditions, as the system is too large for farm-
ers to oversee. Some farmers try to escape their dependence on the authority of the
water guard by constructing ponds to store water over longer periods. When it is their
turn to irrigate, they do not only water their land but also fill up the pond to be able to
wait out the next round. One of the farmers explains:

I made the pond because the water [level] in the irrigation canal was decreasing. Because
I cannot irrigate my walnuts when I want. [… ] If I wait until my regular round of
irrigation time, I do not know when it will be my turn. (F9, Farmer Interview,
3 August 2019)

The ponds enable farmers to manage the uncertainties of the water guard’s rotation sys-
tem by decreasing their dependence on it. However, building ponds causes extra costs
for farmers. Therefore, farmers that own relatively small lands do not build ponds.

Opting Out
A final strategy to sideline the authorities is to opt out of the system altogether.
Farmers do so by ending their dependence on the canal irrigation system and the
whims of the water guard. Some farmers access water via a private borehole and
decouple from the irrigation network. However, drilling a borehole is costly, and the
uncertainty of finding phreatic water in this karstic environment is high (Erdo�gan
2013). Farmers opting for their own borehole are generally wealthier than others, able
to invest financial capital in their independence. Most boreholes are situated in the
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alluvial zone, where the chances of success are higher. Given these advantages, they are
often social head-enders themselves and their choice to opt out is often more comple-
mentary to, than against the social head-ender hierarchy.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, we expand the theory of access’ analysis of power by introducing and
applying the concept of “social head-enders.” We particularly build upon Sikor and
Lund’s (2009) study on the relation between authority and property rights, combining it
with Boelens’ (2015) understanding of competition between water rights frameworks
and Rap and Van der Zaag’s (2019) analysis of the role of canal operators’ everyday
practices and knowhow. Based on data from ethnographic fieldwork about irrigation
governance in A�glasun, a rural town in the south-west of Turkey, we expand their
insights into three distinctive ways.
Firstly, we confirm the basic findings of access theory that farmers depend on con-

trolling authorities to gain and maintain access to water (Ribot and Peluso 2009).
However, we have shown how this dependence extends beyond rules or rights-based
access to include authorities’ capacity to bend the rules. In our case study, farmers and
authorities have developed relatively stable relations of clientelism and reciprocity to
complement rules-based access. These relations define a hierarchy between social head-
enders and tail-enders, which intersects with the classic asymmetry between spatial
head-enders and tail-enders (Ostrom and Gardner 1993). Expanding Sikor and Lund’s
(2009) analysis of the interaction between access and authority, we claim that this cap-
acity to bend the rules and provide illicit access to farmers strengthens, rather than
undermines, the legitimacy of irrigation authorities. Their authority depends on the
flexibility of this illicit system and their capacity to amend disfunctions of rules-based
access. The power to bend the rules in itself is kept in check through the elective system
and the fact that mayor and water guards are to a certain degree mutually competitive
authorities, much like the competition between water rights frameworks in the analysis
by Boelens (2015). Although resentment is voiced against mayor and water guards
when they excessively favor specific farmers, the authority of their position itself is
rarely questioned. In contrast with the cases studied by Ribot (2009) and Roth (2009),
alternative systems of access control are not able to challenge the system of favoritism.
Access through kinship and friendship seems largely dominated by and embedded in
the wider instrumental logic of relations with those controlling access. On the other
hand, the option to opt out of the irrigation system by drilling private boreholes is
restricted to those who, as social head-enders, often have privileged access to irrigation
water as well as other resources. Finally, we have demonstrated how the relations
between authority and access are connected to the socio-spatial characteristics of irriga-
tion systems. These relations produce a basic asymmetry in access to water and infor-
mation. The asymmetry between spatial head- and tail-enders in rule-based access to
water stimulates the latter to build social relations with irrigation authorities that are
able to bend the rules. This rule-bending capacity depends on the socio-spatial opacity
of water flows. The spatial and governance complexity of the irrigation system prevents
oversight for individual farmers, thus underpinning the information privilege of water
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guards. This information asymmetry in everyday irrigation management between water
guards and farmers allows mayors to offer farmers clientelist favors through their power
over the water guards. But water guards also hold a knowledge advantage vis-�a-vis the
mayor and water chiefs, allowing them to set up a competing system of direct reciprocal
exchange with farmers.
Applying the concept of social head-enders reveals how social distance to author-

ities, like spatial distance to a water source, affects access to water. It indicates how
inequalities in access to water cannot be identified by studying rules-based water
rights only. To investigate social asymmetries in access between water users, we need
to shift the focus away from “rule-setting” to also include practices of “rule-bending”
in irrigation governance. “Rule-bending” authority is an important addition to studies
of water rights and the relation between water rights and authority: “rule-bending”
practices are an integral and legitimate part of everyday water governance and deserve
as much attention as the setting and implementation of rules. Further investigation is
needed to better understand the role of rule-bending in the stabilization and legitim-
acy of water rights. Moreover, additional, comparative case studies could offer insights
into the various ways rule-bending affects the constitution of authority of actors
involved in the control of water access. Such studies should also investigate the diverse
relationships of local authorities with regional, national and international actors, as
well as the multi-level interactions among these actors and the equity implications of
those interactions.
Our analysis also provides insights on the legitimacy of interventions in irrigation

governance in Turkey and beyond. Changes in irrigation systems, even when aiming for
more equity in access, have been shown to be a source of conflict and the defense of
privilege (Hoogesteger 2013; Boelens and Vos 2014). We have shown how such resist-
ance lies not only in the defense of existing rules, but also in the established practices of
illicit access. Systems of illicit access to water should not be assumed to lack legitimacy.
Initiatives to improve equity in irrigation governance, which only investigate how equit-
able current rules are or how such rules could be transformed in a more democratic
way, might fail to see illicit forms of access, their function and legitimacy, and their
effect on access equity. “Bending the rules” is integral to the overall complexity of
everyday irrigation governance and should be given due consideration both in research
and in policy interventions.
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