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IWMI-China: Celebrating over 20 years of research 
cooperation on water issues
The International Water Management Institute (IWMI) has collaborated with China on 
water management research since 1991.

Joint projects have included soil conservation techniques on sloping lands, water-saving 
irrigation techniques and water productivity assessment in paddy rice, strategies to reduce 
groundwater over-pumping on the North China Plains and governance capacity building 
through scientist exchange programs.

China’s achievements in water management are   
extensive:

 development and related research.

 economies through integrated solutions such as on the Hai River.

 approach to a “water-saving society.”
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Highlights of the IWMI-China relationship

Early projects:

Overcoming Groundwater Depletion:  

that sloping lands could be managed more sustainably.
  

water.”

 

 

 



The basic premise was that proper groundwater management needs to be built on 

(the CGIAR Center leading each project is also stated)

IWMI evaluated whether water 

groundwater depletion in Minqin 

project to “save the oasis.” The 

every village, with each household 

water permits and calculating 
each household’s water rights 
according to a water quota.

Researchers noted that, 

water exploitation to managing 

wells has led to reduced crop 
production in the area, but 
researchers concluded that this 

curbing groundwater depletion.
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What cooperation between IWMI and China can offer 
today:

 pressures on agricultural land and water resources.

 

 conservation.

 

 national and regional boundaries.
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IWMI’s research partnerships in China
Xueliang Cai – Researcher - Water Resources and Remote 
Sensing, IWMI, Pretoria, South Africa

Xueliang Cai received his doctorate degree in irrigation water 

mapping. He is currently playing a leading role in two projects to assess a participatory 

socioeconomic and climate changes.

“Having obtained my PhD in China through an earlier collaboration with IWMI, I, myself, 
am a product of the IWMI-China cooperation. I think such cooperation is important 
for both IWMI and China in the post-Millennium Development Goal era. China, 
with the world’s largest population, is experiencing increasing pressure on natural 
resources, particularly land and water. The rapid social and economic development 
further exacerbates the situation at the cost of the environment. Meanwhile, China has 
been consistently prioritizing agriculture to support rural development by investing in 
agriculture and water management over the past decades. How to balance food security, 
better targeted poverty alleviation and environmental conservation is the key to ensuring 
sustainable development. IWMI as an international research and development center is 
well-positioned to contribute to this process through its holistic approach and, potentially, 
help China disseminate the precious experience and lessons learned to wider developing 
communities across Asia and Africa.”

Tushaar Shah, Senior Fellow, IWMI, Anand, India

also built and led the IWMI-Tata Water Policy Research Program in 

“Understanding the Chinese irrigation economy can be extremely important for South 
Asia because the latter have so much to learn from China’s experiments. Groundwater 
regulation through direct means is considered nearly impossible in South Asia, but 
China has already been experimenting with it. Billions of dollars invested in irrigation 

to invest USD 600 billion in modernizing its canal irrigation systems will provide new 
lessons on how South Asia can revitalize its public irrigation systems.”



IWMI-China milestones    

started doing irrigation research in China. 

management. 

in the North China Plains. Research explained why groundwater levels were declining 
despite decreases in pumping rates.

Promoted water management techniques to reduce the pressure on overtaxed resources 

groundwater conditions.

development.



Key partners IWMI has worked with in China

Henan Provincial Water Conservancy Research Institute

Joint IWMI-China publications

Water International

Water Policy

Groundwater governance in the 
Indo-Gangetic and Yellow River basins: Realities and challenges.

The Global Importance of Groundwater in the 21st century: 
Proceedings of the International Symposium on Groundwater Sustainability, Alicante, Spain, 
January

Hydrogeology Journal

Irrigation and 
Drainage
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