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Navigating future uncertainties and risks: 

Social and institutional perspectives

Symposium on Sustainable Irrigation: Managing Future Uncertainty and Risk

Dr Alan Nicol

IWMI Strategic Program Lead, Sustainable Growth

Outline

• Social and institutional change

‒ Structural shifts

• Climate Change and responses

‒ Managing adaptation for risk minimization

• Nepal: risk and social development

‒ Migration, gender and irrigation

• Key implications and conclusions

‒ So what? What next?
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Social and institutional change

• Structural shifts

‒ Rise in demand for work (cash economy)

‒ Economic uncertainty; out migration

‒ Gender dimensions

‒ Old systems, new technologies

‒ Structural changes in data and knowledge
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‒ World’s fastest growing regional 
economy; largest proportion of 
poorest people

‒ Almost a quarter of the world’s 
population; just under 5% of the 
world’s freshwater

Key population characteristics
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Climate change and responses

• Managing adaptation for risk 
minimization

‒ Climate change is a risk 
multiplier

‒ 40% of globally-recorded 
natural disasters

‒ By 2030 global demand 
for water in largest SA 
economies will be double 
available supplies

‒ Irrigation uses 91% of 
available water
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Groundwater

• Indo-Gangetic aquifers 
estimated storage capacity of 
> 30,000bcm = 100 times total 
storage in all South Asian 
dams, reservoirs and tanks

• Major institutional and social 
challenge of resource 
governance amid pressures

• Key hotspot areas are socio-
hydrological crunch points 
where there are major 
irrigation-domestic water 
supply trade-offs
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Nepal: Risk and Social Development

• Migration, gender and irrigation

‒ Migration ‘safety valve’, but 
also debt trap

‒ Low wage occupations and 
returns

‒ Families leading ‘double lives’

‒ What could major change in 
irrigation access and 
management achieve?

▪ Income increases improve 
bargaining power?

▪ Help ameliorate risk and 
‘even out’ returns?
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Key implications and conclusions

• Tackling water stress can be 
part of a wider socio-economic 
development strategy

• Irrigation can enable year-round 
irrigation (but needs combining 
with other changes in structural 
inequalities)

• A strategic focus on economic 
growth and employment is 
required to reduce the need for 
outsourced employment

• Specific focus on more 
marginalized groups in Nepal 
(and elsewhere)
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Thank You


