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SUMMARY

Private irrigation is wraditional in the highlands of Ecuador. In more
recent decades, irrigation has expanded throughont coastal areas as well.
Private sector water user associations have heen organized to aduiinister,
co-ordinate and manage the distribution of this water.

In addition 1o private sector irrigation activitics, the gorernment has,
sinez the 1940s, engaged in the development and exploitation of large-
scale irrigation projects in both highland and coastal arcas. Howerer,
during this period of expansion of the public sector into irrigation
developmens and control, there has been little interaction or co-
ordination with private sector efforts and. in effect. parallel svstems of
frrigation water management and delivery are currently operative.

This  paper explores recent recommendations  exiended 1o the
government of Levador vis-a-vis its philosoply toward private sector
irrigation and suggests that the strengths, human resources and wide-
spread social legitimacy of private user organizations can be a vehicle
Jor promoting and enhancing water development and improved water
distribution and wise in the country.

INTRODUCTION

In the latter half of 1982, USAID/Ecuador and the fustituto Ecuatoriano
de Recursos Hidranlicos (Ecuadorean Walter Resources Institute), known
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56 D. Craig Anderson

as INERHI, requested the assistance of an interdisciplinary team of
consultants (the author was a member of this five-man team) to propose
strategies for the development of irrigation in Ecuador Curing the decade
of the 1980s. Their report™ contains a number of recommendations which
could be both informative and valuable in assessing water management in
circumstances similor to those in Ecuador. [tis the author's intention 1o
synthesize, deseribe and comment upon o portion of those recoms-
mendations: specifically. those which direetly deal with private irrigation
organizations. The primary aim of this paper. then, is threefold:

(1) To describe the circumstances surtounding Ecuador's privite
irrigation institutions,

(2)  Toreview the government's role vis-a-vis private secto irrigation,

(3) To describe and analyze a plan for improving private sector
irrigation given existing circumstances.

OVERVIEW OF PRIVATE IRRIGATION ORGANIZATIONS

[rrigation delivery by the private sector in Ecuador is extremely
important since it is responsible for some 77 per cent of the current total
irrigation in the country.® Much of private sector irrigation is performed
by fairly lurge landholders and commercial enterprises acting inde-
pendently of other water users. These independent irrigation operations
are nof the subject of this paper, which focuses on the large number of
private user organizations which distribute irrigation walter.

Historical setting

The auther has previously recorded! that the vast majority of private
irrigation organizations are in the sierra (highlund Andean region), where
farming and irrigation have been traditional for centuriss, This is the arca
of predominant [ndian ancestry where communal organization and
mutual co-operation have long been customary, Even prior to the
colonial period. many Indians of the highlands practised irrigation in
some form. Crude irrigation systems were constructed and operated by
the Inca Empire. whose nerthern beadguarters was located in Quito.
Nearly all the old canals and ditehes were later destroyed. Consequently:,
virtually all the irrigation works in operation today have been constructed
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in the post-colonial and modern eras. At present, irrigation entitics
operate many canal systems thronghout the sierra, and are most common
among small- and medium-class farmers.

The oldest of the modern-day water user organizations date back to the
1930s. but some continue to be ereated even at the present time. They are
most commonly known as Direcrorios de Agua or Juntas de Usarios,
hereafter referred to as water user associations. Systematic research
among these user associations” demonstrates how important they are as
irrigation distribution organizations within the private sector. Indeed.
they are by far the most numerous of all tormal irrigation institutions,
public or private. FFurthermore, for the most part, water user associations
function well and enjoy the firm support of their memberships. They are
viewed by campesinos as viable and legitimate rural institutions.

Irrigation Organizations of the Sicrro

In post-colonial history. crude user associations began to form when
campesinos, especially small landowners or minifundistas. came together
mto groups for the common purpose of jointly acquiring water for
trrigation and then administering that water among themselves. Clusters
of potential users thus began to become organized in order to secure and
administer an independent source of water which they world acquire and
use as a group. This custom of banding together into private water
distribution organizations is common throughout the sicrra.

Today, water user associations consist of anywhere from o handful to
several thousand users.t Many of these associations have now heen
organized according to legal statute and are recognized by extant law as
legal entities which have power o enter contracts and agreements.”
Others, however. have traditionally existed as non-legalized organi-
zations. without formal by-la vs or other regulating documents.

Water user associations are entirely financed through assessments
levied upon cach sharcholder according to a set rate on the volume of
water used or the namber of hours specitied in the sharcholder's use right.
Both cash fees and labor assessments are levied. Cash assessment amounts
vary with cuch organization and are usually tixed by an clected Board of
Dircctors. One important point is that the cash assessment is generally
very low. These organizations commonly operate on low budgets with
relatively few expenses. Consequently. the cash cost per sharcholder per
year is not burdensome.?
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The economic impact of the labor provided by each association
member for infrastructure maintenance niust alco be taken into
consideration. The labor assessment is also generaly minimal and is
caleulated on the volume of water corresponding to cach user. Therefore,
association members only pay in cash the «mount necessary for basic
administrative matters. They provide voluntary shor for the cleaning
and maintenance of the distribution works. and most association officers
serve without monetary remuncration. These Factors help keep the cost of
operation down. The organizations were originally created for acquiring
and delivering water. and to do it ata reasonable price. For the most part,
they do this quite effectively.®

The principal characteristic of the irrigation networks utilized by these
associations is their simplicity. They are generally not too large or
extensive, and. almost without exception, have rudimentary diversion
works and unlined ditches.® Water is usually distributed to members by
hours, which is the total volume of water in the ditch for a specified
number of hours every so many days. The number of hours needed is
caleulated by the size of the plot to be irrigated and;or past customary
practice.

Coastal privatie institutions

The development of private irrigation institutions on the Ecuadorian
coast has been quite different from the more traditional patterns of the
sierra. brrigation, in general. has a shorter history on the ceastal plain
and. thercfore, so do private irrigation organizations. Indeed., until some
40 years ago. noirrigated agriculture existed in the cosra. Although today
there is a significant amount of coastal private irrigation, most of it has
been developed by individuals acting on their own initiative, or by private
business enterprise such as the large private sugar and banana plantations.
These private landowners and commercial CNLErprises are autonomous in
their irrigation operations. Consequently. relatively few entitics com-
posed ol various private irrigators are in existence on the coast,

Olsen and Anderson' have deseribed  how, in 1972, several
(approximately 22) agricultural co-operatives were created under a
Ministry of Agriculture (MAG) program funded at the outset by USAID
through the National Development Bank (Banco National de Fomento).
These co-operatives constructed limited irrigation canal systems as part
of their overall production activities. They are still some of the few private
furmer organizations engaged in irrigation known to exist on the coust.8
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To summarize. the diversity in patterns of agricultural development
between the sierra and costa of Ecuador has affected present-day
differences in irrigation and irrigation user level organizations. The
sierra, the highland arca of traditional habitation and of long-standing
agricultural production, is characterized by large numbers of small canal
svstems and water user associations, The heavily vegetated and humid
costa is an arca which, for many vears, was unattractive agricuiturally. In
recent decades. however, both rainfed and irrigated agricuiture have
expanded rapidly in this zonc. Nevertheless. the water user assockitions
which have enjoyed a long tradition in the sierra are virtually unknown in
coastal arcas. lrrigation delivery 1s much more independent and
individualistic.

PUBLIC SECTOR OBLIGATIONS TO PRIVATE iRRIGATION
INSTITUTIONS

The law creating INER details four obligations which INERHI has
toward irrigation institutions in the private sector. Specifically. they are
the following:

(1) “Project. study, construct and develop arrigation and drainage
systems, within the natonal territory. on its [INERHTS] own
accord or i co-operation with other institutions or entities.

(2) Promote organizations or entities comprised of water users and
establish. through regulations . standards for the administration
and conservation of trrgation canals, ..

(3)  Promete the establishment of private or mixed public and private
irrigation enterprises. mncluding allocations of capital, and the
stimulation of capital mvestment in rigation works,

(4)  Lend technical assistance to pub'ic or privite entities or to private

persons, ..

The first ol these obligations mdicates that INEREFLL in its olficial
capacity of “superintending the best use and protection of the nation’s
water resources’ aan work in co-operiation with other bodies, be they
public or private. in the tulfilment of its duties. INERHI does, in fact,
allow other public funded agencies to develop and administer irrigation
systems  under its general supervision. Hloweveio these kinds off
collaborative effort have been. to date. exclusively with public sector
organisms. With regard (o this particular provision of the law, INERHI,
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in reality, has placed o predominance: of fiscal and human resources effort
on the part that states “on its own accord”. This is evidenced by the large
number of irrigation projects and systems INERHI s unilaterally
designing, constructing and operating direetly under its own control.

The second and third of INERHI's obligations are both focused more
direetly at privately controlled and operated rriganon organizations.
Clearly. some of INERHI's efforts are to be directed at strengthening
private sector irrigation by promoting and assisting. even to the point of
financial aid. private irrigation cnterprises. These may be directorioy de
aguas, indigenous communities (comumas), or co-operatives. Indeed. one
ol its obligations is to stimulate the investment of private capital in
trrigation delivery sviems. In order to satisfy the demands ol eflective and
proper administration and conservation of the resource, INERHI is
empowered with the right to establish standards to which these private
organizations are to adhere.

The fourth of the obligations which INER 1 has toward private sector
irrigation is to provide technical assistance in water management and use
to individual water users and to private organizations. It must also do the
same for other public entities. In essence. this sub-article of the law sets
forth INERTH's extension duties  duties which. heretofore, it has not
been able to carry out to any stgnificant degree,

Tosummarize, the law creating INERHT makes it clear that the private
sector is recognized as a viable vehicle for trrigation development in the
country and that it is to be assisted by the public sector in this regard.
However, this has not generally been the case. Privite sector irrigation
development. with few exceptions. has occurred with no direct assistance
from INERHI or other public agencies,

PROPOSED REDIRECTION IN PUBLIC SECTOR EIFFORTS

Keller eral™ proposed that the government of Feuador, with INER HI as
the lead ageney. should adopt a new approach toirrigation development.
A major portion of this new approach would necessitate and require a
significant degree of interaction with private sector irrigation organi-
zations. This represents a radical departure from current practice in
which INERFH designs. constructs and operates irrigation delivery
projects withour local input. Socio-cconomic surveys are generally
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performed in predetermined project impact areas and are designed to
merely ascertain "what's there”. They are not used as an input to decision-
making.

The recently proposed new strategies call tor the public sector.
primartly INERHIL to implement its mandate through the private sector.
Rather than continue 1o ereate and operate projects entirely through its
own means, it should endeavor to develop future irrigation throughout
the country with the co-operation, collaboration and assistance of private
sector user groups. The following points are the major tenets of this
reorientition in current philosophy.

One. INERFTwould develop water sources which are, for topographic
or other reasons. so diflicult as to be beyvond the capability of private
mvestors and irrigators to develop without public assistance. INERHI is
cquipped to design and construet diversion works and conveyance
structures i larger streams. rivers. guebradas (deep ravines) and the like,
which private water users, on their own accord, would be unable to
develop.,

Sccondly. INERITILL however. would only initiate such works in arcas
where (1) the needs and benefits of irrigation can be clearly demonstrated:
and (2) in which the future project beneficiaries have demonstrated their
willingness to participitte by previously joining together to form some
type of legitimate water user organization. This latter point would be a
requirement. The user organization’s purpose would be twolold: (1) 1o be
respensible tor the construction and development of the delivery system
beyvond the primary canal or diversion constructed by the government
and (2) to admirister and manage the entire sy stem onee itis in operation.

Thirdly. INERHI or other implementing agency, would also offer
assistance (o the new witter user group in the design and construction of
its delivery inrrastructure where required. without becoming directly
involved in the construction itself’ The new organization would be free to
use INERHI's advice and assistance or towork with private engineers and
contrictors. However,all design and construction would be approved by
INERHI. One significant vehicle for INERHT assistance could be in the
form ol supervised eredit to newly formed organizations.

In summary., INERHT would construet a limited™ system that could
take the water from a diflicult source. such as a large river, and convey it (o
a point where the water user organization could then take the water and
putit to beneficial use. The public sector would thus assist private sector
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irrigation by, in essence. providimg a ready and accessible source of water.
In this fashion, the government would aid the user organization as it
begins to function without becoming direetly responsible for the
construction. administration and continued operation and maintenance
itsell, as has been the case in the past.

User organizations would have several incentives to collaborate in such
ventures. A few immedicte advantages would be: (1) free system
engineering and design advice: (2) technical assistance on water use and
otheragronomic practices: (3) timely adjudication of a water use right by
INERHT(INERHI is the public agency charged with the responsibility of
registering and adjudicating all use rights in the country): (4) a secure and
sure waler source: (3) government assistance in dealing with local
contractors and (6) credit. with convenient terms and payback periods.

The new approach can be followed with any form of user level
organization that could exist under current Taw Morcover, it is equally
applicable to newly formed organizations as well as “old” (now existing)
systems. For example.in this latter category. there are literally hundreds
of small private systems nationwide which could greatly benetit from an
infusion of technical and Enancial assistance from the public sector.
Those which now operate poorly could thereby be improved and those
which operate well could perhaps become even more effective. thus
improving cflicient water management and use across the private sector.

An example ol such assistance could well be the straightening and
lining of canals and the general improvement and modernization of
nfrastructure, including the construction of permanent diversion works
where possible. This would be a general upgrading that would stabilize
the availability and security of the resource. Such investments by the
public sector would also be o its own benelit since permanent diversion
works would greatly enhance INERHS ability 1o regulate and manage
water use along a given watercourse  something that at present it is not
able 1o do.

The suggested redirection in approach capitalizes on the entlreprenceur-
ship. initiative and manpower of viable user level organizations both for
the ereation of new irrigation systems as well as for the upgrading ol pre-
existing ones. Over time, a great deal of irrigation has been developed in
the country. primarily through group action and without any government
intervention. The preceding suggested plan of action, or philosophical
reorientation, would keep this momentum in the private sector. The
public sector, in its role as overseer of the nation's water resources.
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‘manages’ water nationwide by providing a proper level of assistance and
ineentives (o privite water users.

INTERACTING WITIH PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS

The proposed shift in the basic philosophicai approach o irrigation
project development will require a parallel capacity and ability to
sucecessitlly mteract with private water users and  their delivery
organizations. The following paragraphs. theretfore, outline the review
team’s recommended general philosophy about how best to interact with
user level organizations in a manner that will vield positive results,

There are some important points that government agencies should
keep in mind. points which heip orient their plan ol action when working
with rural institutions. First. Ecuadorian campesinos (the small farmer;
peasantry class) are generally skepucal of promises of assistance
from the government. Consequently, agencies should not come on too
strong, too fast, and should be careful not to offer more assistance than
they are able, willing and intend to provide. And. once o project is under
wuy . agencies ought to fimsh it as quickly as possitle and move on,

In addition. agency personnel should approach campesinos from their
(the campesinos’y viewpoint. Program designers and practitioners should
endeavour te determine aceurately what is i the campesinos” best
interest. espectally when 1t nmuiy contlict with what assistance or
development agencies feel would be in their interest.

Related 1o the preceding poat. public agencies should avoid the
assumption that they “know™ how farmers think and what they want. They
probably don’t. because most public oflicials have never been farmers!
Agencey field personnel should ask for. seek out and be receptive to,
campeysino opintons. and desires. and incorporate their ideas into project
planning.

Another suggestion s to keep assistanee as uncomplicated. vet as
helptful. as possible. Each casc is considered separately to determine the
best level ofassistance imd approach under that individual circumstance.
Agam. aid is simple direet and appropriate to the group’s needs.
Grandiose or complicated schemes may be misunderstood and perceived
as a threat to the status quo. Campesinos may want meaninglul help, but
not to be overwhelmed byt

Assistance programs should take advantage of group dynamics and
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involve the waler user group in every way possible. This includes utilizing
tts manpower, creativity and dynamism whenever feasible in order (o
successtully reach project gouals. Group participation in the project is vital
Lo its long term success.

Another point concerns attitudes. From the outset, the assistance
project should not be viewed as o “public’ project. 1tis the group’s project
and s for irs benefit. The public ageney is only assisring the group.
This 1s a crucial point. The assistance agency and its representatives
must have the proper mind-set. When the project is completed. it is
the user group who will operate the system and have (o be happy and
satisfied with it. The ageney will merely move on. Therefore, practitioners
should do eversthing possible to make it the client group's project.

Another important aspect of assistance is this. Public oflicials working
with rural peasant organizations and their members should first endeavor
to gain group confidence and trust. then work to maintain them., Thisis an
attitude of friendship. of sensitivity to local conditions, and of sineerity in
service. Field personnel should demonstrate that they want to help. They
MuUst also possess commensurate technical skills. These will give the
change agent and the assistance ageney much needed eredibility with
recipient organtzations.

Onc ol the keyv ingredients to suceess may be to find. and loek into. the
local. and oftentimes informal. Lines of communication and authority
within the recipient group or impact arei. Yet another key factor is (o
locate an individual in the client group who has the contid:nee ol his

neighbors or fellow organization members. Onee identified. this type of

person can bea great ally o the project. This individual. or one selected
by the group at farge. may even be utilized as the primary contact person
(local promotory for formal interaction between the assistance ageney and
the group.

The forepoing may require that an ageney should recruit and employ
mdividuals in key supervisory and field positions who are sensitive to this
issue and who have had past suceessful experience in interacting with
campesino level groups. In-service tvpe training on extension methods,

mterpersonal communication skills and group dynamics would be of

valuable help to technical personnel, many of whoin have little formal
training :n the social scienees.

Past experience. worldwide. has shown that government assistance
programs in ruralareas are consistently more suceessful if the above types
ol considerations are followed in project planning and execution. They
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delineate a philosophy conducive to success, one which can be applied to
any program ol extension or technical assistance. Unlortunately, these
issues are often not recognized or may be ignored by those offering
assistance.

DISCUSSTON AND OBSERVATIONS

Ecuadorian water user associations enjoy the legitimacy of” long-
standing, well-recognized social institutions. Recent work demonstrating
the benelits of such organizations to effective irrigation development has
been documented and summarized. ™ Furthermore, the author has
presented extensive research data™ ' indicating the strength and
acceptability of these organizations in Eeuador, as well as in other
Andean nations.

The plan presented e this paper for interacting with irrigation
organizations draws upon several well-recognized properties of know-
ledge  dissemmation and mnovation transfer theory. Rogers and
Shoemaker' have defined the crucial elements in the dilfusion ol new
ideas as (1) the imnovation, (2) which is communicated through certain
channels. (3 over time. (4) among the members of i social system™ (p. 18).
I this case. the imnovation to be diffused s direct assistance to private
scctorirrigation institutions by the public sector. something that has not
heretofore oceurred in Feuador.

The precedimg recommendations tor interacting with private sector
mstitutions emphasize the human clement in change and the viability
ol organizations as condurts for innovation. They also incorporate
Importantconeepts coneerning group pride. participation and consensus,
legitimacy. feedback and credibilits. Add 1o these Tocal leadership
utiization. sensitivity to local customs and conditions. and the proper use
of meentives for inducement. In short, they define a government roke
which will hopefully facilitate progress in the nation’s irrigated sector.
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