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Phase 1

Mobilization of support

Chapter 2

Preparation and adoption

of a transfer policy

Before a transfer policy can be adopted, planners will need to assess whether there is enough justification and support for such a policy. Support may come from perceptions of inadequate performance in the irrigation sub-sector - be it in operation and maintenance, financing irrigation at scheme or sector levels, agricultural productivity or environmental sustainability. Or support for transfer may come as part of broader changes in economic policy, as in the cases of Mexico, eastern Europe and central Asia. 


Sector policy normally identifies what levels of performance in irrigated agriculture are expected. If adequate data exist, planners and consultants may analyse gaps between actual and expected levels of performance. Sector reviews, seminars, workshops, monitoring and rapid field visits can be held to assess the extent of performance gaps in irrigated agriculture. 


If planners determine that there are performance gaps which need to be addressed, then an analysis can be made as to what kinds of actions should be taken to overcome the gaps and whether these should include irrigation management transfer. 

What gaps exist in irrigation performance? 

Management performance can be divided into three types: procedural performance, outcomes and impacts. The basic question of procedural performance assessment is: “To what extent is staff implementing the official procedures in practice?” or more simply: “Are things being done in the right way?” This includes such things as work behaviour of staff, methods used to collect water charges, frequency and appropriateness of gate adjustments, maintenance methods and so on. 


The basic outcome performance question is: “To what extent are management targets being achieved by the service provider?” or more simply: “Are things getting done?” This includes achievement of targets such as delivery of planned discharges, irrigation intensity, removal of a target volume of silt and collection of a certain amount of water charges. 


The basic impact performance question is: “What are the ultimate effects of management upon agriculture, farmers and the environment?” or more simply: “Are the right things being done?” This includes impacts of irrigation management on such things as cropping intensities, crop yields per unit of land or water, profitability of irrigated agriculture, employment and income generation, mitigation of waterlogging and salinity, and so on. 


A performance gap is some difference between actual and expected performance, or between actual and potential performance. At the beginning of the reform process, planners may need to answer the following three questions:

· What are the main kinds of performance gaps? 

· How far does actual performance differ from expected performance?

· How important is it that these gaps be overcome?

There are many countries where quantitative data are not available to permit quantitative analysis of performance gaps. In such cases, policy analysts may have to rely on inputs from rural appraisals and meetings with farmers and irrigation department staff to assess performance gaps qualitatively. Nevertheless, such assessments should lead to an awareness of whether or not minor or major changes will be needed.


Competition for water and environmental problems at the river basin or aquifer level are growing rapidly and in the future will be likely to constrain performance significantly. Analysis of irrigation performance should be done within the context of integrated water resources management at the water basin level. 

Is improvement or reform required?

If planners decide it is important to overcome perceived gaps in performance, the next question becomes: “What actions are needed to overcome them?” There are two basic options: improvement and reform. 


If the impact performance gap is minor and the procedural or outcome gaps are significant, then an improvement strategy may suffice. An improvement strategy attempts to enhance procedures but not change the existing organizational or technical framework. Examples of improvement strategies are training, upgrading O&M procedures and repair of infrastructure. If impact, outcome and procedural gaps are all fairly significant, a basic reform is probably needed. A reform strategy changes basic organizational structures or roles. 


The term ‘reform’ means a change in the basic organizational reform. The surest sign that basic reform is needed is when a series of improvement efforts has already been tried but outcome and impact gaps continue to widen significantly. This has normally been the case with governments which adopt irrigation management transfer. Typically, a series of improvements has been tried, such as training, rehabilitation or special maintenance or modern water control systems. But the performance gaps only continue to widen. 


If it is determined that the gaps can be overcome by reforms within existing organizations, then intra-organizational changes, such as decentralization or needs-based budgeting, may suffice. If it is determined that reform within organizations will not suffice, then the remaining option is probably a restructuring of roles and relationships between water sector organizations. Public irrigation agencies are widely under-financed, known to have relatively poor management performance and have little accountability to farmers. Meanwhile agriculture in developing countries has become increasingly commercialized and market-driven. These factors have caused planners to look to management transfer as a means to overcome performance gaps. 


In areas experiencing rising competition for water and demand for more integrated water resources management at the water basin level, it may be advisable for planners to incorporate IMT into a broader reform process to improve management capacity at the basin level. In this situation, IMT will probably need to include reforms related to how the irrigation system interacts with its external environment and is involved in addressing problems at the basin level.


What type of change is needed is one issue. What type is feasible is the next. Figure 1 summarizes, somewhat simplistically, the essence of what is basically a complex decision-making process which logically moves from assessment of performance gaps to the issue of whether modest improvements versus basic reform are needed to whether basic reform (i.e. management transfer) will be feasible. Determinations of these issues will generally depend on a combination of technical and political considerations.


Is irrigation management transfer feasible?

Due to political resistance, sometimes improvement strategies are adopted when reform is really what is needed. Due to pressures from donors and technical assistance agencies, management transfer programmes may be adopted in environments where it is not feasible to expect effective outcomes, such as in places of severe poverty or social conflict. Or sometimes what is politically feasible  (e.g. improvement) overrides what is really needed (e.g. reform). 


After planners have determined that management transfer is the type of change that is needed, they must assess whether or not IMT is really a practical option. Most of the following factors will probably need to be in place in order for IMT to be feasible: 

· strong political commitment to IMT;

· ability to create viable local organizations to take over management (perhaps due to social tensions or lack of traditions and skills for local management of water); 

· liberalization and openness of the political economy;

· supporting legislation and support services for local water service providers;

· clear water rights (especially for competitive and frequently water-scarce environments); 

· lack of strong opposition to IMT by powerful bureaucracies and local elites;

· irrigated agriculture which has modest costs and high profitability; and

· irrigation infrastructure which is suitable for management by farmer organizations or other non-governmental service providers.


Planners must determine whether the existing social and institutional situation is conducive to creation of viable local organizations to provide the water service. Then they must determine the extent and severity of potential resistance to IMT. This should be weighed against the degree of high-level political commitment to IMT. IMT may be feasible at the field level but may not be supported by politicians. If it is decided that IMT is feasible, then policy-makers may embark on a mission to mobilize support or conduct pilot experiments to determine feasibility at the field level. Rapid field appraisals, brainstorming sessions and lobbying with influential stakeholders may all be a part of testing the feasibility of adopting an IMT policy.

Should the government adopt a transfer policy?

The decision as to whether or not a country should adopt an irrigation management transfer policy will depend on whether the following questions are answered positively:

· Is IMT necessary in order to overcome current management performance gaps?

· Will IMT be feasible to implement? 

· Is there strong enough political commitment to IMT?


IMT is potentially sensitive and there may be opposition to it by influential groups such as line agencies and politicians (who often campaign with promises to drop water charges to farmers). Therefore, it may be necessary for the decision to be made at the highest levels of government. Continuing pressures from above may have to be sustained through policy formulation and implementation. If this level of support is not possible, the country may not be ready to adopt an IMT policy - even if it is found to be needed and technically feasible. In this case perhaps pilot experiments with IMT can be made to test feasibility and eventually generate more widespread support.

What steps are involved in preparing the policy statement?

The following steps may be involved in preparing an IMT policy statement:

· analysis of performance gaps, changes required and feasibility of IMT;

· identification of objectives and justification;

· identification of units and functions to be transferred;

· identification of changes to be made in public agencies, policy and legislation;

· consolidation of above components into an IMT policy statement or similar official declaration 

Phase 1 outputs: The transfer policy statement

The chief output for Phase 1 is the IMT policy statement. Normally, preliminary approvals will be given for key components before the formal document is submitted for official approval and adoption. A transfer policy statement would normally include the following elements:

· objectives and justification for the IMT policy;

· existing policy and legal basis for the proposed IMT policy;

· brief description of what kinds of irrigation systems or sub-systems will be transferred;

· brief description of what management functions will be transferred;

· brief description of what new entities will take over management;

· brief description of what changes will be made in public agencies relative to IMT;

· identification of the organization to direct implementation;

· outline of suggested time-frame and mode of financing.

Each of the above points need only provide a short sketch of what the government intends to do in the future. The details will come in the programme planning and implementation stages to follow. 
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Diagram of the pre-planning decision-making process
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