Irrigation and Poverty in Asia—Comments by Phillip Kirpich


Mr. Phillip Kirpich has sent us an e-mail commenting on the report entitled “Pro-poor Intervention Strategies in Irrigated Agriculture in Asia” by Mr. Intizar Hussain of the International Water Management Institute.  Mr. Kirpich will be speaking on the same topic at the next Water Sector Retirees Luncheon on June 9th.  Here are his comments:
 

Colleagues,

 

I read with interest the attachment to Mr. Salah Dargouth’s e-mail, an important 91-page report by Intizar Hussain of the International Water Management Institute. The report, entitled “Pro-poor Intervention Strategies in Irrigated Agriculture in Asia”, is based on studies carried out over several years by selected teams, with financial support from IWMI and the Asian Development Bank.

 

During and subsequent to my career with the Bank, I was much involved with considering the effect on the poor of irrigated agriculture with much time spent in South Asia, Sudan, Egypt, Mexico and Ecuador. 

 

Hussain’s report concentrates on the six major countries in Asia that have emphasized irrigated agriculture: China, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia and Viet Nam. 

I like very much what the report recommends but feel that it falls short in several important respects as described under the five headings below.

 

Scope of the WUAs

Farm sizes are tiny: 2.4 hectares in India and 4.3 in Pakistan and less than one hectare in the other three (Hussain page 21). A government entity, usually called an “irrigation district”, maintains and operates primary and secondary canals down to and including turnouts to service areas of not less than 25 to 50 hectares and involving from about 25 to 100 farmers. Each service area includes one or perhaps two villages in which these farmers reside. Farm ditches, that carry water from the turnout to individual farms and are  no more than one or two feet wide, are not the responsibility of the district. Thus the group of 50 to 100 farmers in each service area must cooperate, preferably by forming a Water User Association. The WUA maintains the farm ditches and tries to ensure that water is distributed equitably.

 

With the growing need for water conservation, each WUA should pay the district a charge based on the volume withdrawn at its turnout. 

 

The Hussain report mentions that WUAs should be multifunctional (page 31) but gives little detail. Actually, the establishment of a WUAs provides a golden opportunity for dealing with other pressing problems of the villages including health clinics, schools stressing education of women, credit to purchase inputs like fertilizer and pesticides, marketing of farm produce and family planning. The WUA can also press the district or some other government agency to construct farm roads to the village.

Selection and Training of WUA Leaders

WUA leaders should preferable be selected from the villagers. They then need training on the rudiments of irrigated agriculture. Training facilities should be operated and funded by the irrigation district. Advice on details of the training effort should be provided by indigenous experts with only incidental support from foreign experts.

 
Technology Transfers: Not Always Appropriate

The Hussein report discusses two canal-type projects in Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan): Ganges-Kobadak and Pabna. Both of these used technology developed by the British colonial authority. However, the climate in Pakistan is much drier. Other major differences are, first,  that Bangladesh lies in the delta of two major rivers—the Ganges and the Brahmaputra--and has soils of much higher fertility but is subject to extensive flooding during the monsoon and ,second, that landholding sizes are much smaller.

 

The GK project has had further serious drawbacks caused by siltation of its pumping station intake on the Ganges River, and major displacement of farmers due to land taking for building he primary supply canal and by difficulties due to settlement of the embankments forming the primary canal. Although climatically three rice crops can be harvested in Bangladesh, in the GK and Pabna projects only two are being realized owing to physical difficulties with the primary canals.

 

The canal-type of irrigation was strongly supported by the Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWD) but challenged by another agency, the Agricultural Development Corporation (ADC) whose strategy was to distribute thousands so-called low-lift portable pumps with water obtained from perennial streams or from shallow groundwater. Published reports in the early 1990s  stated that ADC’s program  achieved an irrigated area of a million hectares as compared with BWDB’s 100,000. Description of the successful ADC program is not mentioned in the Hussain report.

 

ADC’s program did reach a limit as additional sites suitable for diversion of water from perennial streams by means of its low-lift pumps became exhausted. However, this does not mean that canal-type irrigation should be reintroduced. Instead, with the Bank’s cooperation a workable compromise was worked out whereby large permanent pumping stations would be built by BWDB that discharge into natural drainage courses and then relifted by ADC’s low-lift portable pumps, and this was embodied in the Chandpur project. A fuller account of the complications that affect water management and agriculture in Bangladesh, see a chapter of a book of mine published in 19991
 

Large, monumental structures are frequently preferred by some engineers and politicians but are often not justified on economic grounds. An example among many is that of the lower Guayas River floodplain that includes Guayaquil--Ecuador’s largest city--an area of several hundreds of thousands hectares that needs drainage with ample water available from groundwater. But instead, even though turned down by the World Bank, local politicians managed to induce the InterAmerican Development Bank to finance a high dam for diviersion of water from the Guayas River to the Santa Elena Peninsula for the benefit of a a relatively few powerful landowners.

 

Something similar occurred with respect to the Narmada River development in India. Sardar Sarovar, a high dam on the Narmada River is the key structure involved. Since the reservoir behind the dam required resettlement of several villages, the Bank, although previously involved with planning of the overall development, withdrew its support. Many, including  colleague Harald Frederiksen2  and me,  think this was mistaken as the Bank could have provided beneficial influence in preventing over-extension of the irrigated zone, better use of complementary groundwater and giving higher priority to drainage requirements in a large zone upstream of Sardar Saraovar.

 

Land Reform

The Hussain report describes successful use of WUAs in China but fails to mention urgent requirements for land reform the lack of which is presently causing serious and violent unrest as described in current news accounts. See in particular The Economist, issues of March 11 and 25, 2006. The main problem appears to be that farmers do not have title to the land that they farm.

 

Accounts on Chinese irrigation often mention water crises imminent in North China where groundwater, the main source, is being diverted to the rapidly growing cities at the expense of the rural sector. Some experts think that China will have to reduce the national total of area devoted to rice, a high water consumer, in favor of lower water requirement crops like cotton and vegetables that are also higher users of labor but that need export outlets that in turn require developed countries to reduce the subsidies and trade restrictions that impede such exports. 

 

Donors’ Goals and Actions

Attendees at numerous fora and other mega conferences have produced much written material, issued declarations and enjoyed social contacts. However, actions have been lacking that make significant progress in avoiding current and future water crises

 

Donors that can play a role in effecting needed action are numerous and generally not well coordinated with each other. The situation is complex and beyond the scope of this paper. Studies of how best to achieve the desired coordination will require serious study by teams drawn from the leading organizations. The footnote lists some references that have given thought to the problem.3
 

In the short range, an action that is clearly needed, described above,  is to select and train villagers to become WUA leaders.

 
Disclaimer
The ideas herein are my own and not of the Bank, the 1818 Society or the Water Sector Chapter of the 1818 Society.

Phillip Kirpich
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