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Preface

Following the emphasis laid at the Dublin and Rio conferences on treating water as an 
economic good, much hope has been vested in water pricing as a means of regulating and 
rationalizing water management.

In the irrigation sector, water pricing has first and foremost been promoted as a cost-
recovery mechanism. Users are generally asked to cover recurrent costs so as to ensure the 
physical integrity of irrigation schemes and their financial sustainability, and perhaps also to 
pay back a part of the investment cost on economic, equity and/or financial grounds. Pricing 
has also been promoted as an economic tool, with the aim of eliciting desirable cropping shifts 
or technological change or even the reallocation of water to economic sectors with higher 
value added. Lastly, price-based incentives have been promoted as an environmental tool that 
can contribute to the control of pollution and the sustainability of ecological values.

This book offers a reassessment of this issue. It aims to deepen the understanding of 
the factors that dictate the effectiveness of irrigation water pricing in practice. It is hoped 
that this will provide a basis for improving the design of future water policies and for 
avoiding some of the more costly and misplaced reforms of the recent past. It is based on a 
comprehensive review of the available evidence and provides an extensive bibliography.

The first chapter looks back at the history of ideas and practices in irrigation water 
pricing. It flags, in particular, their evolution over the past 15 years and argues that they 
have in many ways gone full circle back to the consensus that prevailed prior to the Rio 
Conference. The second chapter synthesizes the lessons learned from the case studies and 
a comprehensive review of experience accumulated during the past 25 years. It identifies 
the striking gap between theory and practice, reviews constraints on the effectiveness of 
irrigation pricing policies, and analyses the scope and potential of differing policy mea-
sures. This assessment leads to the conclusion that the scope for irrigation pricing is more 
limited than has often been assumed.

The introductory chapters are followed by case studies that explore, in a variety of 
contexts, how pricing policies have been justified and introduced. The case studies evalu-
ate the extent to which these policies have met their objectives, encountered constraints, 
and - often as not - failed. The case studies illuminate the overriding importance of context. 
Policies designed on general or ideological grounds typically fail to achieve the benefits 
anticipated. This calls for a much better assessment of on-the-ground reality before future 
reforms are introduced.

 xi
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Series Foreword: Comprehensive Assessment of 
Water Management in Agriculture

There is broad consensus on the need to improve water management and to invest in water 
for food to make substantial progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The 
role of water in food and livelihood security is a major issue of concern in the context of 
persistent poverty and continued environmental degradation. Although there is consider-
able knowledge on the issue of water management, an overarching picture on the water-
food-livelihoods-environment nexus is required to reduce uncertainties about management 
and investment decisions that will meet both food and environmental security objectives.

The Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management in Agriculture (CA) is an inno-
vative multi-institute process aimed at identifying existing knowledge and stimulating 
thought on ways to manage water resources to continue meeting the needs of both humans 
and ecosystems. The CA critically evaluates the benefits, costs and impacts of the past 50 
years of water development and challenges to water management currently facing commu-
nities. It assesses innovative solutions and explores consequences of potential investment 
and management decisions. The CA is designed as a learning process, engaging networks of 
stakeholders to produce knowledge synthesis and methodologies. The main output of the 
CA is an assessment report that aims to guide investment and management decisions in the 
near future considering their impact over the next 50 years in order to enhance food and 
environmental security to support the achievement of the MDGs. This assessment report is 
backed by CA research and knowledge-sharing activities.

The primary assessment research findings are presented in a series of books that form 
the scientific basis for the Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management in Agriculture. 
The books cover a range of vital topics in the areas of water, agriculture, food security and 
ecosystems – the entire spectrum of developing and managing water in agriculture, from 
fully irrigated to fully rainfed lands. They are about people and society, why they decide to 
adopt certain practices and not others and, in particular, how water management can help 
poor people. They are about ecosystems – how agriculture affects ecosystems, the goods 
and services ecosystems provide for food security and how water can be managed to meet 
both food and environmental security objectives. This is the fourth book in the series.

The books and reports from the assessment process provide an invaluable for resource 
managers, researchers and field implementers. These books will provide source material 
from which policy statements, practical manuals and educational and training material can 
be prepared.

Water pricing, especially in the irrigation sector, has been identified as a key policy 
mechanism to help solve problems of water scarcity and competition. It has been widely 
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discussed and promoted, because in theory it should work. But now after a few decades of 
experience it is worth assessing the actual practice of water pricing. Is it adopted, and has it 
been effective, and if so under what circumstances? Are there alternatives to water pricing 
that will lead to better use of water? This book provides an assessment of current practices, 
and provides insights on the way forward.

The CA is done by a coalition of partners that includes 11 Future Harvest agricul-
tural research centers supported by the Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR), the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and 
partners from over 200 research and development institutes globally. Co-sponsors of the 
assessment, institutes that are interested in the results and help frame the assessment, are 
the Ramsar Convention, the Convention on Biological Diversity, FAO and the CGIAR.

Financial support from the governments of The Netherlands and Switzerland, FAO 
and the OPEC foundation for the Comprehensive Assessment for the preparation of this 
book is appreciated.

David Molden
Series Editor

International Water Management Institute
Sri Lanka
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