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Promoting the basin level for prioritizing 
water management investment

The basin level: a promoted, necessary but elusive 
unit for management and planning

 Promoted: IWRM

 Necessary: additional reasons

►much of the conversation on adaptation strategies in agriculture is at 
field or community levels then discussed for upscaling in “agro-
ecosystem” level: zones

►Afforestation/reforestation

►Watersheds

 Elusive

►Not much evidence (Southeast Asia) of success with RBOs or that 
focus on river basins has changed much in practice or has been 
based on better understanding of the hydrological cycle



Promoting the basin level for prioritizing 
water management investment

Water management investment for adaptation in agriculture at 
basin level: current ideas on main objectives and options: more 
of the same?

► Mostly yes but:

 Renewed interest in groundwater

 Increased focus on drought management

 Some discussion on flood and drainage design

 The new (but not new) issue of sea level rise, particularly for deltas

 Energy intensity of irrigation (mitigation but adaptation too)

 Much debate on whether climate change is a red herring

► Food crisis, energy, economic crises, then climate change are as many 
justifications to try and obtain finance for second-rate projects

► Adaptation programmes (and the water content of mitigation programmes) 
have more or less the same content. Rice an example

► As IWRM is the solution, implementing IWRM is also the plan to adapt to 
climate change

conjunctive mgt?



Some problems and questions 
with the basin level

 IWRM

 A disconnect between management and investment

 Water and land

 Informal and formal water economies 

 RBOs, watersheds, myths 

 Old and new dynamics: the problem of closure

 Balancing water accounts

 The vision thing: visions are very woolly





use

where



Water scarcity is often 
constructed by planning:

The planning/closure spiral:
1. develop a dam with an irrigation system that can only irrigate a portion of the 

command area in the dry season

2. create water scarcity which justifies building an other dam

3. Which comes with its own command area upstream, and will absorb and water 
you try to send down

4. Back to step 2

IWRM: any water you want to send down for environmental flows, water 
quality or salinity control will be absorbed on the way

►Many irrigation agencies still function this way

►Vested  interests



►Issues for the future
► Water efficiency, food security, and rural 

development
Our case studies have revealed a big variation in the economic value of water 

by sector and by region, low economic efficiency of agricultural water use, and 
poor cost-effectiveness of underground water withdrawal in North China. 
Although the general direction of improving water-use efficiency by reducing 

demand for water by the agricultural sector is supported, the issue is 
complicated by and associated with various 
issues involving the rights and well-being of 
the rural population, national food security, 
agricultural sector protection, and poverty 
alleviation. The central issue is how to 
reduce rural poverty and secure the nation’s 
food supply while at the same time 
improving the efficiency of water use. Any 
further policy recommendations have to 
address these concerns and will require 
further study.



China is the place to watch

► Water saving society

► River Basin Conservancy Commissions

► Efficiency vs equity: attempts, experiments and 
problems

► New Socialist Countryside

► Water saving irrigation

► Interesting reforms and service-orientation experiences

► Ecosystem restoration projects

► ET management

► Policy monitoring

► No1 document of 2011 on water conservancy



Some problems and questions 
with the basin level

 Who will invest, at what level, for what and when? 

 Autonomous vs planned adaptation

 New investors

 Investment in water management and water 
footprint of investment in mitigation and 
adaptation; 

 The basin vs other levels: above, across and below

 Not necessarily the most pertinent or effective unit



Definition of vulnerability of 
natural and socio-economic 
systems 

(Klein and Nicholls, 1999)

Adaptation and mitigation

(IPCC 2001)

Residual and 
net impacts?



Some rare exceptions where  impact of adaptation is analyzed: 
Cantho University / Mekong Delta

Upstream provinces’ flood management (e.g. increase of polder area, 
improper WM system operation):

• increase and prolong the flood level and flood duration in downstream 
provinces  affect to agriculture practices of the downstream provinces

• Increase and change the flood flow  river bank erosion



►Improving crop productivity

►Climate-proofing crops: 

field levelling, field bund construction, soil 
water conservation measures, farm ponds

increased abstraction and use of 
groundwater for irrigation 

►The increase in areas under 
horticulture and forestry (e.g. REDD +)

Will contribute to increasing water 
depletion

New planning approaches are required which:

(1) take account of changed flow conditions 

(2) take account of all externalities (not just positive: PES ….)

(3) contribute to the maintenance of agreed minimum downstream 
flows for environmental and other purposes.



Informal Formal
Self-supply predominates Service providers dominate

Vast numbers of tiny, primary water 

diverters from nature

Very few, but large primary diverters of 

water from rivers, lakes

Water institutions: local, fragmented, 

informal                           
Water institutions: few, formal, legal bodies

Intermediation in water services low or 

absent                                    

Very  high degree of intermediation in 

water provision

Even if water is scarce its free… Even if water is plentiful, it costs money…

Informal and formal natures of water economies
Source: Tushaar Shah

Socio-economic development, 
IWRM
Planned adaptation

Irresponsive institutions
Autonomous adaptation
Planned adaptation
Mitigation

•Formalize land use planning/management to formalize ET Mgt?
•Governance-based approaches
•Policy, incentives
•Lateral approaches: example: irrigation-energy
•Multi-scale: just local level focus cannot work



The piloting of water investment 
frameworks in East Asia and the Pacific

►Pilot Development and Evaluation of the 
Generic Water Investment Framework at 
The River Basin Level in:

 The Bang Pakong River Basin - Thailand 

 The Cau River Basin - Viet Nam

 The Muda/Kedah River Basins - Malaysia



► A method for combining sectoral typologies, development 
objectives and time slices in a way that facilitates planning; 

► The establishment of cost envelopes and the monitoring of 
investment and capacity building programmes.  

► Can be applied: 

 at any hierarchical level within a sector (ie regional, river basin, 
district, catchment or community etc.)

 at any level of detail.

 nestable 

 providing the space within which investment decision making is 
both responsive to local needs and subject to cross-sectoral 
regulation, including with respect to natural resource 
management and environmental impact.

The piloting of water investment 
frameworks in East Asia and the Pacific



► Adapted to dynamic environment

► Broadened from irrigation to water including water quality

► At the river basin level, attempt to clarify and link water-
related objectives (quality/quantity), socio-economic 
objectives, and investment in soft and hard institutions





Experience so far
►Interest in both those who pilot it and local 

water users/govt agencies/local gvts

►Difficult if present ways of doing things are 
ossified or hardwired

►Will require much support

The piloting of water investment 
frameworks in East Asia and the Pacific



Towards an improved framework 
to prioritize water management 

investment at basin level

EA and water:
Resource use efficiency means more 
resilience?
•Not so obvious wet/dry
•Don’t you need to grow grain 
somewhere, even if economic productivity 
is low?



► The transition problem:
 Many things are happening in the basins

 All for resilience?

 Facilitate exit strategies?

 Magnitude of CC uncertainties vs other 
changes?

► A more deliberately multi-sectoral multi-
objective approach is needed

► A water accounting/auditing foundation

Economic trajectories

River basin trajectories

Autonomous trajectories

Local trajectories

Irrigation system trajectories

 More food with less water= how much food?

 Policy coherence

 Risk management strategies

 Coherence of actions across levels

 Quality of investment





Where?

►Thailand, Viet Nam, Malaysia, Shanxi 
(China)

Regional project on sustainable water 
resources use

►+: Indonesia, India, Pakistan

Regional initiative to revitalize irrigation 
and agricultural water governance

►Regional capacity building in irrigation 
modernization project



E-conference on 

www.asia-water.org

http://www.asia-water.org
http://www.asia-water.org
http://www.asia-water.org
http://www.asia-water.org




Promoting Sustainable WSI Development

 WSI-basin level priority issue

 Current movement on WSI

 Things to be discussed:

 the notion of WSI

 multiple functions

 the scale matter

 resilience to CC

Sustainability of WSI



Promoting Sustainable WSI Development

Options at Basin Level

 Water accounting and auditing-planning and 

assessing real water saving

 Participatory decision making-addressing scale mater

 Payment to environment services-conserving 

multiple functions

 Water governance and planning-mainstreaming 

climate change considerations

 Policy, institutional & technical innovations-serving 

the above purposes



Promoting Sustainable WSI Development

FAO Initiatives

Case studies in Paddy areas

Regional workshop for AP 

Framework for Sustainability Appraisal

 6 assessment areas

 43 indicators (33 quantifiable+10 descriptive)

 7 major steps


