Irrigation District Improvements in Uzbekistan

An Overview of USAID Activities in Central Asia

Development Challenge

Irrigation plays an important role in the economy of Uzbekistan with almost ninety percent of
the cropland irrigated. Farmers in Uzbekistan withdraw an average of 12,000 cubic meters of
water per hectare. Withdrawal rates in a number of other climatically similar regions around
the world are about 9,000 to 10,000 cubic meters per hectare. Fifty percent of the irrigated
areas in Uzbekistan are already affected by waterlogging and/or salinization. USAID is working
in two important irrigated areas that are indicative of these water-use problems: Surkhandarya
province in southern Uzbekistan, which covers 8,000 square miles and borders both
Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and the Zarafshan River basin in central Uzbekistan, which includes
the cities of Samarkand, Navoiy and Bukhara. Over three and one-half million people are
directly engaged in farming in these areas. As population and industrialization increase,
growing municipal and industrial water needs will compete with demands for irrigated
agriculture. Increasing the efficiency of water used in agriculture is essential to support rural
livelihoods, sufficient food production for the growing population, and production of commodity
crops, such as cotton, that are important to the national economy, and continued social and
economic development.

The Soviet-built irrigation systems are large and complex. Due to lack of funds, the irrigation
systems are currently in a poor state of repair and are incapable of functioning efficiently. Crop
losses and high operating costs result. There is a lack of modern, reliable water flow
information and communications systems forcing system administrators to make management
and operational decisions based on a minimum of information.

USAID’s Response

USAID is supporting this activity with funds provided by the U.S. Government through
supplemental assistance for Central Asia, in response to Uzbekistan’s support for U.S. foreign
policy objectives supporting U.S. operations in Afghanistan.

Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources has initiated reforms in irrigated
agriculture to increase crop productivity and system operators’ administrative efficiency. An
important reform is the restructuring of Zarafshan River irrigation systems into one basin
administration under the control of a single operating agency. USAID works with the ministry
and the basin’s operating agency. USAID is also collaborating closely with the Government of
Uzbekistan to implement substantial improvements to the main delivery canals of the
Surkhandarya irrigation system and the Zarafshan river basin. USAID’s evaluation of the
systems has identified significant potential for reducing costs while providing improved service.

USAID is installing modern 2-way communications equipment along with a number of
automated water flow-measurement stations at locations throughout these irrigation systems,
which will allow water flow data to be automatically transmitted and aggregated to provide a
comprehensive overview of the systems. To increase the efficiency of water delivery through
both the Zarafshan and Surkhandarya irrigation systems, USAID is also providing urgently
needed heavy equipment (e.g., excavators, cranes, trucks) to clean and maintain the irrigation
canals, river works and water control structures. USAID is developing computer programs that
are improving water management and water use efficiencies. With this powerful management
tool, crop water demand, canal water supply and river flows can be matched.



USAID will also train system operators and administrators in a variety of areas, including the
use of computers for improved communications, operations and management. The Ministry of
Agriculture has committed to replicating USAID’s training programs for staff throughout the
basins.

Benefits

Major Economic Benefits: An improvement in water use efficiency is expected, allowing an
increase in agricultural areas and/or a reduction in pumping costs resulting in an economic
value of over $3 million annually.

Local Economic Benefits, Improved Livelihoods and Stability: Irrigation improvements
will restore deteriorated infrastructure that supports livelihoods of over three and one-half
million people located in areas of national and international strategic importance.

Privatization: Improvements in water supply, measurement and distribution control will
greatly facilitate the development of emerging private farmers and private water user
associations.

Planning and Management: Improvements to water flow monitoring and record keeping
(such as computerized flow calculations and computer databases) will facilitate agricultural
planning, as well as planning for ongoing maintenance and future rehabilitation programs.

Springboard for Policy Reforms: The Government of Uzbekistan is interested in initiating
policy reforms related to privatization of agricultural (and other) sectors of the economy, but
the deteriorated state of existing irrigation infrastructure and lack of communications is a
serious constraint. An effective demonstration of significant improvements and the related
economic benefits will facilitate progressive policy reforms.

Showcase for U.S. Equipment and Technology, and Market Development: The
Zarafshan and Surkhandarya irrigation system improvements will incorporate U.S. equipment
and technologies and demonstrate the compatibility, appropriateness and cost effectiveness of
U.S. equipment in Central Asia. The project will introduce U.S. equipment to this area and
provide a high profile showcase environment for these items.

Model for Replication: Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources is finalizing
a Cooperative agreement with USAID that will support replicating the demonstration project.
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