
2nd  World Irrigation Forum  
6-8 November 2016, Chiang Mai, Thailand 

W.3.2.03 

 

 
1 

 

WHAT ROLE FOR PPPS IN IRRIGATION: EXPERIENCES FROM 
SUB-SAHARAN COUNTRIES“ 

 
Michael Bruentrup, Waltina Scheumann1, Annabelle Houdret 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Water plays a key role in adapting agricultural production to climate change impacts 
in order to maintain and even increase food production thus contributing to food 
security. In sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries, food insecurity is „directly related to 
insufficient total food production, in contrast to South Asia … where food insecurity is 
primarily caused by poor distribution and lack of purchasing power” (IEG, p. 49). 
Those countries which still have a significant potential for expanding the area under 
irrigation, namely countries in SSA, under-investment in water / irrigation 
infrastructure is common and hampers development. According to FAO projections to 
2030 (2014), the area to be irrigated can be expanded by 40 million hectares in the 
group of developing countries taking into account land and water availability and 
suitability.  
 
One approach to unlock the irrigation potential is Public-Private Partnership (PPP) 
projects. PPP projects can be a crucial factor of structural rural transformation with 
irrigation being in the driver’s seat, but they are not the silver bullet since 
circumstances differ in terms of irrigation potential, regulatory capacity of public 
administrations, and of the farmers’ and policy makers’ willingness and ability to go 
for such arrangements. 
 
Based on insights in PPP projects in irrigation from SSA countries (e.g. Malawi, 
Swaziland, Tanzania, and Zambia), issues will be presented which are critical in the 
initial phase of concluding PPP arrangements. 
 
The PPP projects reviewed are highly diverse, with context-specific arrangements 
related to irrigation investment, and irrigation scheme management. All PPPs 
presented include in one or the other way smallholders, but to a varying degree: 
large-scale commercial farms with smallholders as out-growers; block farming where 
smallholders merge their plots, and members organize production through farmer-
owned companies; hybrid business models which combine large plantations and 
smallholders where the latter hold equity in a larger entity; and independent farming 
units of varying size where irrigation services are provided by a private management 
unit to smallholders.  
 
PPPs entail opportunities but also risks for all parties involved: sharing investments, 
setting up adequate payment schemes and financial guarantees are key for the 
private partner engaging in the investment but also for smallholders if they are 
involved in schemes together with large agro-enterprises or are marginalized by such 
investments. In the initial phase of negotiating PPPs, a critical issue in SSA is 
customary land tenure with subordinate water rights, and their conversion into secure 
land titles and water rights while not compromising existing users. Here, governments 
are asked to protect small-holders vis-à-vis large agribusiness firms, and to protect 
water and land resources. Whether public institutions are able and have the capacity 
to fulfill the many regulatory functions in the PPP projects screened will be assessed. 
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Studies reveal that investing only in irrigation infrastructure is not promising in 
countries where fundamental preconditions are absent, such as elaborate agricultural 
support systems (access to input, credit, extension service, and building capacity of 
farmers and their organizations) that help in changing productions systems, provide 
access to stable, reliable markets and set up the necessary infrastructure (roads). 
Here again, the public institutions have to play a role. 
 
Some of the PPPs presented show that shared investments in water infrastructure 
have contributed to increased yields and farm incomes, and have provided other 
secondary benefits for rural communities. However, because of the diversity of PPPs 
and their different stages of realization it is yet only possible to roughly generalize 
findings on impacts – an issue which is worth to be studied in detail (DIE baseline 
study on Amatheon’s investment irrigation in Zambia).  
 
 

 


