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CAPACI1Y BUILDING 
IN PARTICIPATORY IRRIGATION MANAGEMENT: 

M any governments 
are committed to 
share irrigation 

management responsibili
ties to water users and in 
some cases to privatize irri
gation management com 
pletely. 
This is a trend of world
wide dimensions: many 25 
countries in the world are 
actively engaged in such 
programmes and every 
few months new countries 
are added to the list. There 
is an overall satisfaction 
with the results achieved 
by these programmes but 
there are also some cases 
where the programme does 
not progress as planned or 
the newly established WUA 
do no perform as expected. 
The causes are many rang-
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ABSTRACT 

In many countries, water management is being shifted from the State to 
private organisations. In some cases results are quite satisfactory, in oth
ers they are disappointing. Among the causes of such inefficiency, train
ing certainly plays a major role in the realisation of private organisa
tional and managing forms in the use of water resources. By this termi
nology we mean any knowledge and training process in favour of the 
future users of the water resource both at the farm and institutional lev
el. In this case, the benefits of a possible privatisation of water manage
ment appeared to be quite higher than private management without the 
involvement of users. 

RESUME 

En de nombreux pays, on assiste au passage de la gestion des eaux des 
formes fortement centralisees a des formes privees. Dans certains cas, les 
resultats ont ete satisfaisants, en d'autres ils ont ete decevants. La forma
tion est certainement l 'une des causes d 'une telle ine./ficacite; elle joue un 
role important dans la realisation de formes organisationnelles et ges
tionnaires privees pour ['utilisation des ressources en eau. Par une telle 
terminologie, it s 'entend tout processus de connaissance et de formation 
en faveur des futurs utilisateurs de la ressource en eau tant au niveau de 
l 'exploitation agricole qu 'au niveau institutionnel. Dans ce cas, les bene
fices de la privatisation eventuelle de la gestion se sont manifestes bien 
superieurs vis-a-vis d 'une gestion privee sans la participation des utitisa
teurs. 

THE PARTICIPATORY 
IRRIGATION MANAGEMENT 
PROCESS 

Enough experience has al
ready been accumulated in 
theses process to under
stand that they give rise to 
numerous problems and 
questions. In order to give 
some answers and orienta
tions regarding the main is
sues is necessary to subdi
vide the process in its main 
stages to further analyse in 
every stage the critical de
cisions and issues. With 
this purpose we differenti
ate the following four 
stages: 
1st stage: Gaining political 
support for the programme 
• obtaining highest politi
cal support 

ing from techno-economic to socio-institutional but in 
many case the underlying main deficiency was that in
sufficient resources and attention was given to capacity 
building at all levels. Within capacity building the train
ing part is usually the most important component and 
this paper focus on the role that training can play in 
promoting efficient PIM programmes at national level. 
Particular attention will be paid to the role that training 
can play to establish and consolidate new WUA. How
ever, training is not the only measure that can strength
en the newly established Water Users Associations 
(WUA) , sometimes additional financial and institutional 
incentives are required to provide the necessary auton
omy. 

• defining the scope of the programme 

Before entering into the details of assessing the training 
needs it is worthwhile to dedicate some time to review 
the nature of PIM processes and the main types of PIM 
approaches and last but not least the main types of 
WUA to which irrigation management responsibilities 
are transferred because the training needs are different 
for all phases of the PIM process. 
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• ensuring the financial resources 
2nd stage: Preparing the National PIM programme 
• redefining the institutional roles 
• creating a favourable legal framework 
• defining the phases and priorities for its implementa
tion. 
• defining incentives for transfer 
3rd stage: Implementation of the National PIM pro
gramme 
• defining responsibilities for implementation 
• defining conditions and modalities for transfer of re
sponsibilities 
• training of government staff 
• use of information media to convey message to farm-
ers 
• undertaking training programmes for farmers lead
ers and technical staff of WUA 
• redeployment/training programmes for government 
staff implement incentives programmes to strengthen 
WUA 
4th stage: Monitoring and assessment of impact 
• establishment of performance indicators 



MEDIT W 2/97 

• sampling of farmers 
• monitoring of financial viability of WUA 
• technical assistance services to WUAs by Govern
ment staff 
The division of the process in phases is for clarity pur
poses and in reality these phases do not occur in a se
quential manner but overlap to some extend among 
them. In the remaining part of the paper we will exam
ine the critical role that training can play in each of the 
above mentioned stages. 

MAIN TYPES OF PARTICIPATORY IRRIGATION 
MANAGEMENT 

Many classifications have been developed to differenti
ate the somewhat different approaches to Participatory 
Irrigation Management. Perhaps the one that respond 
more to the most common case is to view it as a man
agement continuum where joint management and 
tumover processes are part of the same long term ap
proach. 
At one end of the continuum systems would be fully 
operated by the Government while in the other the 

PARTICIPATORY MANAGEMENT 

Fully Gov.-..Joint --.. Turnover--.Fully 

Managed 

Systems 

Management 
Programmes 

Farmers 
Managed 

Systems 

farmers will be fully responsible. Between these two 
extremes there are several intermediate stages where 
many countries are actually engaged. 

CATEGORISATION OF WUAs 

So far the term WUA has been utilised in a general 
sense but there are many types of WUAs and Vermillion 
(1996) and Turral (1995) provide a detailed classifica
tion of the main types of WUAs. We do not intend to go 
into detail but for the purpose of this paper is necessary 
to make a distinction among main types of WUAs be
cause they require essentially different support systems. 
from the point of view of management, two categories 

can be distinguished: 
• Farmers' management. These are WUAs where 
most of the management and technical activities are 
carried out by the farmers elected by the members of 
the WUA or directly by the farmers themselves. Most of 
these functions are carried out without financial com
pensation although sometimes a very specific function, 
requiring a full time dedication during the irrigation 
season, such as the physical distribution of the water 
carried out by ditchriders receives a financial compen
sation in cash or kind. This type of WUA tends to be as
sociated with irrigation schemes - or part of them -
of small size. In fact small associations do not have nor
mally the financial resources to hire staff that will per
form some of the technical and accounting functions 
that are required. 
• Contracted management. These are WUAs where 
the main responsibility for managing the irrigation sys
tem is contracted to a professional (Manager) and 
he/she can hire other technical and clerical staff to per
form the activities. He/she normally reports to the 
Board/Council of elected farmers. Such associations 
cover a relative large physical area and must have a 
sound financial basis to be able to perform as indicated. 
However this should not be interpreted as a limitation 
as experience has proven that these technical services 
are not necessarily expensive. In many rural areas the 
younger generation have often academic degrees and 
professional experience that they are willing to provide 
for a reasonable compensation or even as a free service 
to their communities. Therefore a contracted manage
ment is not necessarily expensive. 
Another differentiation that is important in the WUAs is 
whether their activities are restricted to irrigation man
agement or they have the freedom to act as business en
tetprises. The second alternative gives a greater oppor
tunity for achieving financial autonomy as irrigation 
management is an activity that cannot generate profits 
since the only purpose of the fees paid by the farmers 
is to cover the expenses made in operation and mainte
nance of the system. While the WUAs that operate as 
business enterprises can undertake activities such pur
chasing and sales of fertilizers, renting of agriculture 
machinery, storing and processing of agriculture pro
duction and many others that can generate benefits for 
the Association and its members. In this way farmers in
come may improve considerably and make the pay
ment easier for the expenses incurred in irrigation man
agement. On the other hand there is an important dif
ferentiation between both types. While every farmer is 
concerned and affected by the water distribution not all 
the farmers may be interested in the other agricultural 
activities that WUA, as a business enterprise, may wish 
to undertake. This means in practice that the statutes of 
the WUA must foresee two types of membership: those 
that are only interested in the irrigation management ac-
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tivities and the others that are willing to pay the costs 
(and eventual benefits) of the other activities. Some
times these functions are separated in two different or
ganizations. However small irrigation systems cannot 
afford to have two separate organisations and they tend 
to concentrate into one. The training requirements for 
supporting services for these types of WUAs is also dif
ferent because the business enterprises have many 
more functions and responsibilities and therefore a 
greater need for support than the WUAs dedicated only 
to covering the function of irrigation management. 

CAPACITY BUILDING NEEDS 

During the different stages of PIM programmes 

During the f"trst stage, ensuring political support to the 
programme the capacity building needs are more in 
term of facilitating the decision of policy makers in sup
port of the PIM programme. Often the visit to the coun
tries where such programmes have been progressing 
well may represent a favourable factor for a positive de
cision to support a PIM programme. 
uuring the second phase, preparing the National PIM 
programme there are two major activities concerned 
with capacity building: 
• Review/modify the legal framework for supporting 
the transfer programme. The scope of this review may 
be very large, as in the case of Mexico, where a new 
water legislation had to be drafted to other cases where 
only minor modifications are needed at ministerial lev
el. The mayor issues in these reforms are: the water 
rights of the WUAs and their capacity to contract works 
and undertake financial operations. FAO has assisted 
several countries (Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, El Sal
vador) to redefine their water laws within the context of 
PIM programmes. 
• The fact that government officials are made respon
sible for implementing PIM programmes requires that 
briefing session are held with them in order to familiar
ize them with the procedures to follow and their role. 
Preparation of operating manuals are needed to define 
the work of the WUAs but also of the part of the system 
that remains under the responsibility of the government 
staff. 
In the third phase, implementation of the PIM Nation
al programme, the role of capacity building is very im
portant and the following activities should be covered: 
• Training of government staff. With the transfer of 
management responsibilities the role and function of 
government staff are likely to be different from before. 
The new functions are likely to include more responsi
bilities in the areas of: promote the farmers organization 
in WUAs, resolving social conflicts, monitoring and 
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evaluation, advice and assistance in irrigation practices, 
contract preparation. The training needs in this area are 
difficult to define before hand, much depends of the 
definition of the functions and of the knowledge and 
technical capacity of concerned staff. Furthermore, it is 
very likely that many government staff will have to 
move to the private sector and it can be advisable to 
give some briefing for how to open and run small pri
vate enterprises. 
• Use of information media to convey the messages to 
thousands of farmers. One on the major problems of 
PIM programmes is how to inform thousands of farmers 
of the role that they are expected to play in the new 
management system. Although the use of traditional 
ways of passing messages to farmers by means of ex
tension staff has been used in some cases the use of 
modern methods of information (radio and TV) are 
practically the only way of reaching large audiences 
and guaranty that the messages are clear and uniform. 
The Mexican experience in this area was particularly 
successful but many other countries use nowadays 
these technologies to bring to the farmers important 
technical messages. FAO has assisted many countries in 
the development of the methodologies and techniques 
that made possible their successful application. 
• One of the most critical aspects of PIM programmes 
is the training of the leaders of the WUAs and of their 
technical staff, where applicable. There is considerable 
agreement that such training is needed but considerable 
divergence in how this training should be undertaken. 
The following section of the paper illustrates some 
training approaches followed in a number of countries. 
• It is important in this stage to develop manuals and 
other technical tools (such as computer software) that 
technical staff can refer to when operating the system. 
In this respect it is most important to collect the experi
ence of the agency that for years has been managing 
the irrigation system. Dissemination of such manuals to
gether with some in class training is very important to 
ensure proper operation of the system. A number a 
computer packages are also available to reduce the ad
ministrative burden and to accelerate processing of in
formation related to water distribution. FAO has devel
oped one such package called SIMIS (Scheme Informa
tion Management Information System) which is distrib
uted through national training courses in interested 
countries. Other aspects that need attention in this stage 
are those related to the actual development of the pro
gramme. Questions like: Who will be introducing the 
programme to the farmers?; How farmers will be in
formed of their new roles?, Who will be promoting the 
election of the leaders of the WUA?; etc., need to be an
swered in a detailed and specific manner. In the case of 
the Philippines most of these responsibilities have been 
entrusted to trained farmers organizers that have 
proven very useful in these tasks. Wijayaratna and Ver-
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million (994) report that their cost was US$ 6-7 per 
hectare in the communal systems and less than US$ 1 
for the national systems. 

Training of leaders and technical staff of WUAs 

The most common instrument in capacity building is 
training, although not the only one. Training pro
grammes have been utilised in connection with PIM 
programmes with varying degree of success. One com
mon perception of the training needs for WUAs is that 
they must learn the management of the system follow
ing the pattern that the irrigation agency has maintained 
for many years; there is nothing more erroneous that 
this notion. No matter how well irrigation agencies have 
done their jobs, WUAs want to do differently or at least 
they want to do it "their way". Therefore, the assump
tion that the staff of the irrigation agency knows best 
what type of training is needed is generally wrong. The 
training needs of the WUAs should be identified by 
themselves, however, they often do not have a clear 
perception of what is the most urgent needs and in 
what way training could help to solve them. 

The Indonesian case 

The experience with the "starter projects" (FAO/ DLRD 
1993, and M. Smith, 1994) that was carried out in In
donesia was a positive one. The training programme 
was divided into a series of five sessions spread over a 
period of two years. The most important and perhaps 
most innovative part of the programme was that the 
first session was the identification of problems by the 
leaders farmers of the WUA. They were accompanied 
by a technical person that, through questions, brought 
the attention of farmers to the problems that they may 
not have clearly understood. Nevertheless at the end of 
the problem identification phase the farmers had to pre
pare a water management action plan. Such a plan 
would include physical improvements of the system but 
also the training needs of the group were clearly iden
tified. However in order to provide training and techni
cal support, agricultural officers had to be trained first 
as due to their strong professional orientation towards 
agriculture their knowledge on water management mat
ters were insufficient. Therefore their skills had also to 
be upgraded. The benefits of this training and improve
ment programme were very substantial as production 
per hectare increased by 20-30% raising farmers in
comes by Rp. 400 000 per hectare per year. 

The Mexican case 

Similar approaches were used in Mexico (FAO, 1996) to 
identify the training needs of the leaders and technicians 
of the Association and also proved to be important in 
identifying areas of training that were not suspected to 
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be important before the survey. However, here it is nec
essary to make a distinction between the two situations: 
in the case of Indonesia all the associations where of the 
farmer management type while in the case of Mexico 
they were of the contracted management type and there
fore not only the training needs of leaders of association 
had to be identified but also of the technical staff, which 
were essentially different. 
A mayor effort was made to provide training on Man
agement Principles for the Presidents of the associations 
and the General Managers. the idea behind this effort 
was the need for introducing the concept that a WUA 
was something more that a place where some expendi
tures had to be made (in operating and maintaining the 
system) and incomes are received from the farmers wa
ter fees . The WUA was an "enterprise" that could render 
extremely useful services to its affiliates. Therefore the 
general principles of managing enterprises were intro
duced in courses. Two types of courses were developed: 
one of short duration (2 weeks) where only some gener
al principles were given and another of longer duration 
(3 months) were principles and techniques were provid
ed. One form of capacity building that has proven ex
tremely effective in this context is the exchange of expe
riences among the leaders of WUAs. Farmers tend to 
learn more easily from other farmers than from techni
cians or government staff. Innovative solutions adopted 
by a WUA are more widely spread through these ex
changes than if introduced in a training session. An al
ternative to these exchanges that may be somewhat ex
pensive as transportation and accommodation is in
volved, can be the video registration of these experi
ences and its dissemination in other groups. This is vi
able alternative but is certainly less effective than the di
rect contact between the WUAs concerned. 

COST OF TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

One question that is often asked with regard to these 
training programmes is whether they are economically 
justifiable. The question is relevant and cannot be an
swered without some provisos. 
The economic impact of training is in general very diffi
cult to measure as training increases knowledge and 
skills which once achieved are difficult to translate into 
productivity increases. 
Nevertheless some general orientations can be given. 
Any training session is made of three component: 
i) salaries and allowances of the trainers, ii) the cost for 
hiring the training facilities (room, equipment, etc.) and 
iii) the cost of the participants (food, lodging, transport, 
and their time). 
If the training is undertaken at the village level compo
nent, ii and iii tend to be small and the cost per trainee 
is in the order of US$ 2-8/ per day. 
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The number of days required to provide the necessary 
knowledge required vary greatly depending on many 
circumstances, but a reasonable average may oscillate 
between 5 and 15 days; therefore the total cost for 
trainee ranges from US$ 10-120. This is a relative high 
figure but its benefits are suppose to spread over all the 
members of the WUA and therefore if referred to the 
hectare they are in the order of few cents or one or two 
US$. It is difficult to imagine a more modest investment 
in irrigation. 
The main limitation of the training programmes is not so 
much their cost but the difficulty of finding good trainers 
able to communicate with the farmers in an effective 
manner and provide the necessary knowledge in a prac
tical and realistic manner ... 
Often the cost of training the trainers and developing 
good training material becomes one of the major diffi
culties of a training programme. This is often an expen
sive component "per se" but it is worthwhile to dedicate 
substantial resources to it as the success of the pro
gramme depends on the material and methodology se
lected. Nevertheless, these costs when spread over a 
large number of trainees is relatively modest. • 
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