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Better Irrigation Through Systems Management 


.,- , 

Irrigation Investment, Technology, and Manage
ment StrategIes for Development. By K W,lham 
Easter (ed) Boulder"CO Westmew Press, 1986,207 pp 
$2750 

ReVIewed by John C. Day, , , 

Development speclahsts beheve that:- IrrIgatIOn 
schemes'm ThIrd World countnes have generally not 
hved up to expectatIOns Many systems have faIled to 
generate the levels and d,stnbutIOn of farm output and 
mcome that were orIgmally anticipated As erutOl, 
Easter takes thiS gap between 'expectatIOns and reahty 
aS1hls Ilproblem statement II HlS'lntroductory remarks 
mdlcate that the Issue IS how to Improve the perform
ance of, eXlstmg and future IrrigatIOn projects so that 
they WIll reahze theIr potentIal and contribute more to 
agricultural growth 111 developmg countries The col
lected papers focus on the need for better project 
evaluatIOn, plannIng, and operatIOn and maIntenance 
rather than on matters relat1lig to te~hmcal deSIgn 
and constructIOn 

The 14 chapters by different authors rely for source 
material on research sponsored by the U S Agency for 
InternatIOnal Development and papers selected from 
presentatIOns at a workshop on water management 
held m Thailand, 1983 All the materIal IS written m 
terms that should be understandable to both the IITI 
gatIon speclahst and the general reader 

The thematiC organIZatIOn of the book IS largely along 
country lmes, although there IS an mtroductory sectIOn 
of three chapters that defines the overall purpose, 
scope, and Issues to be covered Three chapters deal 
With IrrIgatIOn problems and potentIals m IndIa and 
focus on strategies for Improvmg small-scale Irrlga 
tIOn schemes through better management and rehablh
tatIOn efforts CrIterIa for selectIOn of tank systems to 
be I ehablhtated are developed m th,s sectIOn The 
next three chapters review IrrigatIOn Issues m 
Thailand, agam emphaSIZIng small scale tank and 
rIver pumpIng schemes A sl?eclal feature IS an 

The reviewer IS an agricultural economist With the Resources 
and Technology DIVISIOn, ERS 

assessment of an ASian Development Bank approach 
utlhzIng small pIlot projects to IdentIfy management 
practIces that Will Improve the performance of a large 
IrrIgatIon project Of particular Interest IS a chapter 
presentIng a CrItIque of agrICultural polICIes as deter
nunants of schemes succesaful In ThaIland One chapter 
summarIZes the Impact of water tradIng and water 
markets on system operatIons In tube-well projects In 
Pakistan, and another shows the effect of alternative 
water prICIng mechamsms on a representative farm 
In Egypt's northern delta Another chapter d,scusses 
case studies of the ImplIcatIOns of commumty owner
ship on the operatIOn of small scale IrrigatIOn 
systems In ASia The final summary chapter offers 
recommendatIOns for future activity IncludIng 
research needs 

My reactIOn to the book IS somewhat mixed It contains 
conSiderable InformatIOn on IrrIgatIOn system opera
tIons In major regions of the world The geographiC 
coverage IS not Intended to be exhaustIve, but selec
tIve It emphaSizes small-scale systems as opposed to 
large-scale systems such as,the GezIra and the Rahad 
schemes In the Sudan Easter mcludes pieces that ex
plaIn the Important role farmers play In effiCient 
system operatIOn and water allocatIOn ThiS contribu
tIOn IS often overlooked In project plannIng and opera
tIOn efforts The InterpretIve sectIOns Written by 
Easter and some of hiS colleagues on the AID project 
prOVide the necessary InSight and syntheses needed 
for draWIng conclUSIOns from the cross-country 
studies These aspects of the book prOVide practIcal 
guidance to IrrigatIOn planners 

Perhaps too much attentIOn IS given to factors that af
fect the techmcal management of the phYSical aspects 
of IrrigatIOn (IncludIng water allocatIOn), and not 
enough to the Influence of general agricultural 
polICies and programs on farmers and their deCISIOns 
about crop and hvestock productIOn It IS, after all, 
these deCISions affectIng the whole complex set of 
farm Input-output relatIOnships that ultimately 
determme the success of an Irrigation scheme 
Although two chapters deal With the Importance of 
water markets and priCIng on system operatIOns and 
farm water use and Income, only one chapter IS 
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devoted to general polIcy effects In fact, In this 
chapter author Sam Johnson says "IrrigatIOn Infra
structure IS a necessary J but not suffiCIent, condItIOn 
for expanded agricultural productIOn Other agricul
tural poliCies must complement the IrrigatIOn mvest
ment m order to obtain positive produCtlOn mcreases" 
(p 112) Thus, m terms of the margmal gams to new 
knowledge, I wonder If the payoff to more concen
trated attentIOn on economiC poliCies affectmg such 
thmgs_ as mput/output prices, exchange, rates, mfla
tion, exports, food aid ImportatIOn, regIOnal growth 
obJectives, Input subSidy programs, food vs export 
crop mcentives, and' their Impacts on Irrigated farm
Ing and system ~ffectiveness might not have been 
great In the concluding list of pohcy recommenda
tions, for exam~le, only one of eight IS directed at 
government agricultural poliCies 

One last comment concerns the t!flow" of narrative 
from chapter to chapter as It relates to IdentificatIOn 

, I 

of problems, Issues, and solutIOns The country-by
country approach IS perhaps too repetitIOUS Given 
thIS organIzation, repetttlOn IS unaVOidable because 
many of the same problems and Issues anse wherever 
Irrlgahon, development IS undertaken However, 
Easter's Introauctory and summary chapters sort out 
the lessons to be learned from a variety of SItuatIOns 

I 

ThiS book I IS a useful additIOn to the literatur~' on 
water resources development because It helps readers 
understand the complex set of technical, msbtu
tlOpal, and economiC factors that work together to 
determine the success or failure of JrrlgatlOn schemes 
everywhere, 

In Earlier Issues 

Agricultural economiCS work IS, carried on In the 
public Interest and every resea~cher or ~tahshclan, 
regardless of hiS field, does have a responsibIlity for 

I 
seemg that hiS material IS prepared m such a way as 
to be readJiy acceSSible to hiS fellow wor'kers and to 
the pubhc 
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