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Abstract: Promoted for over three decades, Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM)
and its organisational upshot, the Water User Association (WUA), has been framed as a
solution to the sector’s problems. Based on a case study of small reservoirs in two
countries of West Africa, Burkina Faso and Ghana, this paper shows that the PIM/WUA
model is based on narrow visions of the commons and participation and do not account for
the de-facto pluralism and institutional bricolage that characterize natural resources
management. Attempts at institutional intervention should be based on better understanding

of social relationships and existing processes of decision-making.
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Introduction

Over the past fifty years, a series of institutional arrangements have been presented as remedies
to the water sector’s problems. Strong government agencies, participation and user organisations,
and water markets have been alternatively or simultaneously promoted as new panaceas
(Meinzen-Dick 2007). Since the early 2000s, this attention to policy and institutional reforms is
greater than ever as ‘water governance’ emerged as one of the most important topics for the
international water community in the 21 century (for instance, UNESCO-WWAP, 2006).

But if the addition of ‘governance’ to the water resources vocabulary certainly is a step
forward (Mollinga 2008), the term tends to be used in technical and depoliticized ways in
mainstream development discourse (Jenkins 2001). Building on the idea of institutional crafting,
as epitomized by the early work of Elinor Ostrom who describes design principles for robust and
enduring institutions for common property resource management (Ostrom 1992), the attention is
on ‘getting the institutions right,” though Ostrom herself warns against an elusive search for
panaceas (Ostrom et al. 2007).

Drawing from a mounting literature (see for instance Mollinga et al. 2004, Rap 2006,
Wegerich, 2008), this paper critiques one such elusive panacea. We engage with the approach to
commons management and participation as embedded in participatory irrigation management
(PIM) reforms and their organisational upshot, the Water User Association (WUA), through a
case study in two countries of sub-Saharan West Africa: Burkina Faso and Ghana. We do not
attempt to understand the factors that explain the success or failure of collective action
arrangements such as WUASs (on this topic, see Uphoff 1986, Meinzen-Dick 1996, IFAD 2001,
Garces-Restrepo et al. 2007, and Gyasi 2005 on the specific case of Ghana). Rather, our

argument is that WUA need to be understood and planned as part and parcel of a broader
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‘institutional bricolage’ (Cleaver 2000, Cleaver and Franks 2005, Merrey and Cook 2012)
whereby multiple institutions and group of actors take an active interest in the shaping of (water)
governance and in attempting to define and enforce collectively-binding decisions.

The second section of the paper sets the context and provides the analytical lens of the
study. It critically examines the emergence of PIM (and WUA) as a panacea in the irrigation
sector and briefly presents the notions of ‘pluralism’ and ‘institutional bricolage’ as useful
analytical tools to understand the dynamics of agricultural water governance in sub-Saharan
Africa. Section 3 briefly presents the methodology and data sources of the study. Section 4 gives
some background information on small reservoirs (the specific research object) in the two study-
countries, Burkina Faso and Ghana. Section 5 highlights that perceived benefits, risks and
performance of small reservoirs depend on the vantage point considered; this is important as
multiple understandings of small reservoirs have implication in terms of governance and
commons management. Section 6 describes the organisational set-up promoted by recent small
reservoir projects and highlights its disconnect with the messy reality of local practices. The
conclusion highlights the need to account for the local complexity and pluralism that characterize

any development intervention geared at natural resources management.

From social-engineering to pluralism and institutional bricolage

In the 1950s and 1960s, the conventional wisdom that dominated the irrigation sector was one of
centralized planning, development and management (Meinzen-Dick 1996). The documentation
of elaborate farmer-managed irrigation systems (FMIS) in the 1970s and 1980s (Martin and
Yoder 1986, Yoder, 1994), disillusion towards poor-performing state-led interventions, and
controversies around large scale projects provided the basis for a paradigm shift towards so-

called participatory approaches (for instance, Chambers et al. 1989).
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The shift from technology-oriented, top-down development towards an approach that
recognized the role of users and institutions was certainly encouraging. However, similar long-
held concerns of projects failing to match expectations despite theoretical promises and early
records of success have been widely documented in the irrigation sector and beyond (Blaikie
2006, Rap 2006, Andersson and Ostrom 2008). This, we argue, is because policy and
institutional reforms that promote users’ participation and organisations replicate a linear model
of how development (should) take place and via which institutions. Engineering would have
simply given way to a social-engineering approach, which still largely reins unguestioned in
development circles (Mollinga 2008, Merrey and Cook 2012).?

In the irrigation sector, Merrey and Cook (2012:6) argue that “this adherence to a social-
engineering perspective is perhaps best illustrated by more than than three decades of efforts to
create water user associations (WUAs) and transfer [irrigation] management responsibilities to
these new entities.” This reform movement started in the Philippines in the mid-1970s and
quickly expanded to other major irrigation countries (Indonesia, India, Mexico, Turkey, Egypt)
before being promoted in sub-Saharan Africa (on Africa, see Abernethy and Sally 2000, Shah et
al. 2002). Mukherji et al. (2009) highlight that two main development discourses underpinned
this trend. One, neoliberal, of cost-recovery and improved performance, the other, of
democratisation and decentralisation of decision making. This coalescence of justifying
discourses might explain why PIM, and its organisational upshot, the WUA, continue to hold
tremendous traction among development partners even though it faces mounting critiques among

researchers who highlight the extraordinary sway it has continued to hold “despite virtually no

2 The term social engineering is used here to refer to linear models of change, whereby blueprints are used

to replicate in a new context a structure that may have worked elsewhere (Merrey et al. 2007).
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evidence of having succeeded anywhere in the developing world except on an experimental
basis, and only with facilitation of un-replicable quality and scale” (Shah 2011). Early
proponents of WUA join the critique by attributing mixed results to a lack of political support,
the inadequacy of broader legal frameworks that have remained untouched, a narrow vision of
the reform (focused on the farmer level — the WUA) on the part of the funding agencies, and a
lack of managerial skills on the part of the users. They go on advocating better monitoring and
evaluation systems for lessons learned from the process to be fed-back in a flexible way during
implementation (Garces-Restrepo et al. 2007). However, the core principle of clarifying the legal
status, the roles and responsibilities, the authority structure and membership, the (water) rights
and sanctions, and the budgeting of WUAs through means of formal institutional arrangements
such as constitutions and by laws, remain unquestioned.

Four deeper critiques of PIM (Mukheriji et al. 2009) acquire specific relevance regarding
small-scale irrigation in the African context and call for a more fundamental rethink of what is
still framed as a panacea. First, ironically and maybe the most significant in procedural terms,
PIM is supposed to promote farmers’ decision making and assumes their preparedness and
willingness to act as agent of reform even though farmers have rarely (if ever) been consulted
prior to the implementation of the reform. Second, PIM reforms do not address chronic problems
of the sector such as the dynamics of rent seeking and corruption that are due to continuous
channelling of funds for rehabilitation and new construction (Venot et al. 2011 on the case of
small reservoirs in Ghana). Third, and in relation to the second point, PIM reforms focus on
changing farmers’ behaviour alone. The reforms rarely tackle the works and attitudes of the
irrigation bureaucracy even though they imply a redistribution of power between the

administration and the newly formed WUAs. This tendency has been forcefully critiqued in the
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Asian context where powerful bureaucracies dominate the sector (Chambers 1988, Suhardiman
2008) but is no less important in a context where public organisations in charge of agricultural
water management are smaller in size, dispersed over several ministries, and more remote from
the ground. Fourth, the analogy between FMIS, which generally have evolved over centuries,
and WUA:s, set up to manage recently introduced small-scale multipurpose water systems
(including small reservoirs) overlooks the historical dimension of institutional dynamics.

These critiques call for a fresh look on institutional formation. As no universal models can
be applied or adapted to solve institutional problems (Merrey et al. 2007), there is a need to look
beyond a one-mode-fits-all (in this case, the WUA) and to recognize that institution formation is
a socially embedded process that accommodates a variety of partial and contingent solutions.
Two notions appear useful here. First, the idea of radical pluralism, which highlight the co-
existence and beneficial nature of multiples (and incompatible) values, interests and positions
among different groups (Wollenberg et al. 2005) but also the fact that ‘groups’ and ‘collective
agreements’ are not easily bounded and subject to continuous and unstable representation and
definition (Edmunds and Wollenberg 2001). Second, the notion of institutional bricolage first
coined by Frances Cleaver (Cleaver 2000), which is a way to conceptualize how mechanisms for
collective action and resource management are borrowed or reconstructed from multiple existing
sources (Merrey and Cook 2012). Both notions allow moving away from simplistic dichotomies
such as ‘formal/informal’, ‘modern/traditional’, or ‘success/failure’. Institutional innovation then
becomes an ad-hoc, approximate process brought about by ‘bricoleurs’, that is, actors able to
navigate shifting boundaries and pick and choose from multiple frames of reference. The next
sections adopt such an analytical lens to shed light on the institutional dynamics of small

reservoirs projects in two countries of sub-Saharan Africa.
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Methodology and data sources

This paper focuses on two countries of sub-Saharan West Africa, Burkina Faso and Ghana,
which have witnessed significant investments in small reservoirs. We collected data over a
period that spanned April 2009 and October 2011. First, an inventory of all small reservoirs in
these countries was prepared using existing secondary data. Second, a rapid regional appraisal
was conducted in specific regions with a high concentration of small reservoirs: the two northern
regions of Ghana (the Upper East and Upper West regions; all 364 reservoirs in the area were
documented) and the centre-south region of Burkina Faso (all 249 reservoirs in the area were
documented). This consisted in administering a questionnaire to agricultural extension agents, in
their offices, during collective working sessions (about 40 working sessions with a total of nearly
200 different extension agents were organized). Questionnaires allowed collecting information
on the design purposes, actual uses, level of performance, and institutional arrangements
governing the management of small reservoirs in their area they oversaw. Third, we sought in-
depth information on the multiple uses, and perceived benefits and constraints of small reservoirs
by carrying out field visits, focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews with users of
37 (24 in Ghana, 13 in Burkina Faso) randomly sampled reservoirs and other key informants in
the communities. For each of the 37 small reservoirs, we conducted one focus group discussion
per type of user (i.e., male irrigators, male livestock farmers, male fishermen, male rainfed

agriculturalist, women farmers, and young people)® and interviewed another twenty individual

3 We characterized small reservoir users according to their main farming activity to facilitate data

collection but fully recognize that rural households are engaged in diverse activities at the same time
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users, representative of the diversity of uses (about 5 people for each type of use). Key
informants in communities included elected representatives, customary authorities, agricultural

extension agents and representatives of Water User Associations and other local groups).

Shifting rationales: A history of small reservoirs in Burkina Faso and Ghana

Small reservoirs have long been envisioned as soil and water conservation and drought-proofing
measures. Over the last decades they have been increasingly seen as a way to develop small-
scale irrigation (Venot et al. 2012), especially in sub-Saharan Africa where irrigation is again
seen as a potential driver of agricultural development (World Bank 2007).

In Burkina Faso, most small reservoirs were constructed between 1974 and 1987, within
the framework of the national agricultural hydraulic policy of 1975, and largely in response to
the Sahel droughts of the 1970s and 1980s that caused losses in human life and had dramatic
impact on livestock. The 1983-1987 period also corresponded to the Sankara socialist revolution
when the political leadership of Burkina Faso undertook large infrastructure construction
projects (including roads, railways, small reservoirs) while promoting mass mobilisation of the
Burkinabe population (Sally et al. 2011). Since then, there has been a continuous commitment to
build more small-scale irrigation infrastructure. On average, more than 30 small reservoirs were
built annually during the period 1985-2001 and a department of the Ministry of Agriculture and

Water was set up in the early 2000s to coordinate the development and monitoring of small scale

(for instance, most irrigators will also have rainfed plots as well as a small herd). Fishing was not

observed in all small reservoirs sites nor were young people using the small reservoir in all instances.
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irrigation. Currently, several externally-funded projects* invest in rehabilitating and/or
constructing new small reservoirs to store water and develop small scale irrigation as an adaptive
strategy to the vagaries of climate. The total numbers of small reservoirs and dug-outs is
evaluated at about than 1,200 (Venot et al. 2012).°

In Ghana, considerable investments were made following independence in the 1960s, after
which construction slowed down in the 1970s and 1980s. Since the mid-1990s, there has been
renewed interest in small reservoir projects. This is mainly due to large donor-driven investments
in the north of the country among which the World Bank funded Village Infrastructure Project
(VIP) and the IFAD funded Upper West Agricultural Development Project (UWADEP) and
Land Conservation and Smallholder Rehabilitation Projects (LACOSREP phase 1 and 2).
Between 1995 and 2009, more than 200 small reservoirs were constructed in the country, almost
half of which in the three northern regions. At least another 80 reservoirs were rehabilitated in
the north of the country during the same period. The International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) and the Africa Development Bank (AfDB) plan to invest a further $30

million by 2015 to build or rehabilitate an additional 50 small reservoirs for irrigation purposes

* Donors include the International Fund for Agriculture development, the Swedish international
Development Agency, the Islamic Bank of Development, the West African Development Bank, the
African Development Bank, and the Arab Bank for Economic Development in Africa for a total
amount of more than US$50 million to be invested by 2015.

® Their irrigation potential would be more than 10,000 hectares (i.e., one third of the country’s irrigation

potential); this figure does not account for spontaneous irrigation upstream of reservoirs.
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(Venot et al. 2012). As per 2010, there are more than 1,000 small reservoirs in Ghana, half of

which are located in the three northern regions of the country (Venot et al. 2011).°

Performance: Common culprit or multiple vantage points?

Irrigation performance assessment is presented as an important management tool to aid irrigation
projects to deliver on their promises. Long limited to hydraulic, agronomic and economic
indicators; performance assessments have been broadened to account for multiple uses of water,
environmental, institutional and gender dynamics (Molden et al. 2007).

Regarding small reservoirs, most technical performance assessments point to a grim picture
of less than expected irrigated area, damaged infrastructure, and low water or agricultural
productivity (Faulkner et al. 2008, Mdemu et al. 2009). These shortcomings are generally
attributed to the lack of robust institutions for the management of common property resources
partly because of a non-conducive environment for collective action (Gyasi 2005, Birner et al.
2010). But the performance of small reservoirs can assume multiple meanings for different
people (Venot et al. 2012). In this section we engage with the meaning and assessment of small
reservoir performance for two types of actors —the agricultural extension agents, and the local
users. The former act as brokers between policy making and project implementation; their
interpretation of events is passed on to higher levels of decision making through the state system.
Local users, on the other hand, are the stewards and so-called ‘beneficiaries’ of small reservoirs.

During the regional appraisal, agricultural extension agents were asked to assess the

performance of small reservoirs on a scale from one (very poor) to five (very good).” In Burkina

® Together, it is evaluated that they have an irrigation potential of more than 5,000 hectares (public
irrigation in Ghana is evaluated at about 9,000 hectares; GoG 2010) and allow watering more than 1

million of livestock, thus benefiting a population well above 2.5 million persons.
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Faso, more than a third of the small reservoirs surveyed were said to be performing very poorly
(score=1) or poorly (score=2); a proportion increasing to 56% in the case of Ghana (Figure 1).
Insert Figure 1 around here

Agricultural extension agents gave a lot of importance to criteria such as the extent of the
irrigated area, the number of irrigators, the water and agricultural water productivity and the
physical condition of the infrastructure. They assessed the performance of small reservoirs
through an engineering lens and in line with the objective of irrigation development. In both
countries, poor performance was mostly attributed to design and infrastructure problems in
relation to lack of technical knowhow and inadequate supervision but also to corrupt practices
that pervade project planning (Venot et al. 2011, 2012). These shortcomings do not only render
small reservoirs unusable but also prove to be costly; within a time span of 10 years, some small
reservoirs have been rehabilitated twice or thrice due to the poorly executed projects. Extension
agents identified the lack of community management in the form of Water User Association as
the second cause for low performance of small reservoirs (see discussion in next section).

Another level of complexity emerges from investigating the perceptions of local users in
regard to small reservoir performance. In all the communities studied, the local population
expressed a level of satisfaction similar or higher than the extension agents. We explored users’
satisfaction regarding 4 main aspects: the physical infrastructure, modes of management, benefits

derived, and equity aspects of small reservoirs. Like extension agents, local users pointed to poor

" Though individual extension agents may have considered slightly differing criteria to judge
performance, the consistency of the explanations they gave to justify their scoring during the collective

working sessions gives us confidence to compare the scores given.
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technical and managerial performance. They, however, showed a higher level of satisfaction
regarding the benefits they derived and the equity aspects of small reservoirs.

Table 1 presents the results of a free listing exercise during which local users of small
reservoirs were asked to identify the three main benefits they derived from small reservoirs.
Some benefits are clearly linked to irrigation development (e.g. improved food security,
enhanced productive activities, and improved income) but the local population value small
reservoirs for other reasons too. For instance, small reservoirs are said to improve water
availability for livestock and domestic uses, thus limiting migration, and to play a positive role
on women’s position within their household —notably because they can spend less time fetching
water and turn towards other activities. The surveys revealed that small-scale water users and
most marginal groups (e.g. the poor, youth, women, and fishermen) tend to derive and value
basic benefits (such as bathing, small handicraft activities and improved domestic water supply)
more than livestock farmers and agriculturalists. They also face difficulties to reap direct benefits
from small reservoirs when intensive cultivation becomes the main goal and give relatively
lower satisfaction scores when irrigation takes place. Performance ratings and satisfaction levels
depend on the vantage point of the actor considered and are a reminder of the need and
difficulties to coordinate multiple users and social groups around a common resource such as a
small reservoir. To address this issue of equity and integration, Water User Associations have
long been promoted as the legitimate entities to manage and maintain small reservoirs.

Insert table 1 around here

Water User Associations: Way forward or sideways?

To counter problems associated with alleged poor performance, the current blueprint for small-

scale irrigation development is one of participatory community-led projects. In many instances,
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this has been equated by development partners and national governments to the establishment of
Water User Associations (WUA), which, by overseeing the maintenance and management of
small reservoirs would enhance their performance and guarantee their long term sustainability
(for instance, IFAD 2001, 2009). In most cases, however, WUASs remain promoted by outsiders,
on the basis of (inter)national policy reforms, rather than being the expression of a collective
decision making process emerging from the community (Garces-Restrepo et al. 2007). The
performance and success of small-reservoir projects is now partly determined by the numbers of
WUA that are set up alongside construction/rehabilitation works. Extension agents support the
view that the presence of a WUA is positively correlated to good performance of small reservoirs
(the proportion of WUAs among well performing reservoirs is higher than among poor
performing ones; Figure 2, left panel). On the other hand, in absolute terms and among the good
performing reservoirs (a score equal to or greater than 3), there are as many small reservoirs with
as without WUASs. This implies that the presence of a WUA is neither a pre-requisite nor a
guarantee for good performance, as often assumed by development projects that consider the
existence of a user organisation as a precondition to further intervention (see for instance IFAD
2001). Further, figure 2 (right panel) shows that, on average, the same extension agents consider
that only one to two thirds of the existing WUASs are effective in terms of small reservoir
management and as an arena to express and voice the concerns of local users. Finally, among the
24 detailed Ghanaian case studies, there was no clear correlation between the level of satisfaction
of local users and the presence or absence of a WUA. Despite conflicting evidence, WUAs (as
all development models) have acquired a positive discursive resonance that contributes to
framing the perception of agricultural extension agents. Rather than creating the conditions for

collective action and sustainable management of infrastructure, the WUA has become an
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institutional fix. WUASs are inherently good and a testimony of good performance, regardless of
the processes followed for their establishment and of their outcomes. By articulating a positive
view of WUASs, extension agents provide a rationale for national governments and development
partners (who are themselves embedded in a rhetoric of participation) to fund further small
reservoir projects from which they will ultimately benefit too through the activities they induce
such as awareness building, training, farmers field school, etc.
Insert Figure 2 around here

We suggest here that in their insistence to establish “one-mode-fits-all” (the WUA) as a
panacea, small reservoir projects embody narrow visions of the commons and participation as
they overlook the pluralist nature (i.e. multiple institutions and co existence of value-systems) of
common property resource management. This is not to say that WUASs do not have a role to play,
but that major shortcomings (both procedural and structural) still remain for them to fully
contribute to the sustainable governance of small reservoirs. For instance, development partners
still consider local actors as recipients or ‘beneficiaries’ rather than participants with agency in a
community-led project. When stating that “the failure to complete the appraisal target [was]
partly due to the time wasted ‘sensitizing’ the communities” (IFAD 2009:291), project designers
show the little value they give to interacting with communities and considering local priorities
over the need to achieve targets.

Structurally, WUAs appear to convey the experiences, perceptions and priorities of some

segments of the population only. 85% of the existing WUASs were centred on downstream
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irrigators; less than half accounted for other small-scale water users or women® —who rarely hold
any executive position. This is because the establishment of WUA is generally handled by
agricultural extension agents or development project workers who value intensive irrigation over
less productive small scale water uses (see above) and tend to use already structured groups
(such as farmer based organisations) to facilitate the process. Further, downstream irrigated areas
with their water intakes and network of canals visibly structure the landscape. This makes them
appealing as a basis to set up social organisations whose membership mimics the infrastructure.
Involving other users who operate on a more individual basis (upstream irrigators) or use small
reservoir water with a less clear pattern (livestock farmers who often belong to different ethnic
groups and are more mobile) or to a lesser extent (fishermen, brick makers, craft men and
women) and have less clout within the community would require an in-depth understanding of
local rural systems. This is made difficult given the tight schedule externally imposed by project
design. In Burkina Faso, spontaneous irrigation upstream of small reservoirs likely accrues a
larger aggregated area than the official (and planned) small reservoir based gravity irrigation
downstream of dams (Venot et al. 2012). Yet, upstream irrigation (which is generally pump
based) mostly remains ‘un-institutionalized” and spontaneous irrigators are seen as ‘pirates’
deriving water they are not entitled too. Like other small scale water users, upstream irrigators
are rarely members of, nor do they feel accountable to, the WUA (if it exists). Typically, they do
not contribute to maintenance activities or meetings and do not pay water fees. As they remain

centred on downstream irrigation, WUASs appear ill-equipped to deal with the crucial issue of

8 Land ‘ownership’ (rather that land access and use right) remains a major criteria (whether officially or

not) to determine WUA membership, thus de facto excluding women in many cases.
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water allocation in multipurpose water systems such as small reservoirs. This, in turn, makes
them little attractive to downstream irrigators themselves.

At a broader level, the current approach to the establishment of WUAs largely overlooks
the pluralist nature of common property resources management even though agricultural
extension agents identify no fewer than seven types of actors contributing to the management of
small reservoirs. These actors, organisations and institutions are said to assume different and
complementary roles along the project cycle (Figure 3, Table 2).

Insert figure 3 around here
That extension agents consider the management of small reservoirs to be pluralistic appears
clearly in the answer to the question ‘who is the main decision maker regarding the small
reservoirs located in the community?’ In 60% of the cases extension agents singled out one type
of actor but also mentioned that others had a role to play; only 40% of the extension agents
identified a single actor when answering to the question. Water committees (e.g. WUAS) were
identified as the main decision making body over small reservoirs in about one third of the cases
(alone or with others), and their main tasks were considered as minor maintenance and daily
management (Table 2) once small reservoirs are built/rehabilitated. Though they often exist
‘prior’ to construction works, WUAs and water users appear to have little say in the early stages
of the projects when issues such as design and sitting are discussed (these remain the remit of
line ministries and contractors; Table 2). Line ministries and government agencies are rarely
identified as the main decision makers (5%) but their role in procurement and construction
processes and in supporting farmers (extension, marketing) is seen as crucial (Table 2). In
Ghana, extension agents are statutory members of WUASs hence providing an instance of

institutional bricolage in which administrative and consultative frameworks are negotiated
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(given the caveat of WUASs discussed above). The importance conferred to traditional authorities
and the community as a whole, identified as the main decision makers over small reservoirs in
23% and 22% of the cases, respectively, is another example of institutional bricolage at play.
WUA s often count (officially or not) a member of the traditional authorities among their
executive members hence providing for a continuous negotiation between so-called ‘traditional’
and ‘modern’ institutions and values. On the one hand this can lend power to the WUA when it
comes to settling disputes, resolving conflicts, maintaining social cohesion, and dealing with
land allocation and redistribution issues (Table 2; see Lund,2009). On the other hand, this might
lead to elites cornering responsibilities and associated benefits. Finally, local government
institutions appear to be marginally involved in small reservoir matters —mostly in relation to the
very political issue of site selection. They officially have a role to play in supervising project
implementation as a way to ensure downward accountability but this rarely happens.

Insert table 2 around here

Conclusion

The renewed attention to the agricultural sector as a driving force of development, notably in
sub-Saharan Africa, has led to a restored interest of the international community in agricultural
water management, and more specifically in irrigation, as an option for poverty alleviation and
livelihood improvement. Multipurpose water systems such as small reservoirs are now geared
towards the efficient use of land and water resources. This is exemplified by the priority given to
irrigation over other practices such as livestock watering, fishing, small handicraft, and domestic
uses that are generally considered as less productive, yet, are central to rural livelihoods.
Drawing lessons from past shortcomings partly due to too narrow a focus on infrastructure

construction, development projects have adopted a much broader approach deemed at being
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inclusive of participation and institution building. Drawing from new institutional economics
(Ostrom 1992), development practitioners have associated participation processes with clearly
defined groups of resource users and structures of authority, rigorous application of graduated
sanctions, and transparent decision-making that is codified in written records (Cleaver 2000). In
the irrigation sector, these principles have been embedded in a specific form of organisation, the
Water User Association, which has been framed as a true panacea over the last 30 years despite
mounting critiques and mixed results (Mollinga 2004, Meinzen-Dick 2007, Shah, 2011).

We argue that Water User Associations mostly remain conduits serving the efficiency and
productivity paradigms, hence specific actors (generally downstream irrigators). Current
practices to the establishment of WUASs (for the sake of meeting pre-defined targets, as is still
too often the case) convey an over-formalized approach to water resources governance that
overlooks the pluralist nature of common property resources management and the multiple
arenas through which participation, authority, legitimacy and accountability are continuously
negotiated among multiple actors. Understanding and enhancing relationships between WUAS
and other entities has been identified as crucial early on (Uphoff 1986, Chambers 1988), but the
Burkinabe and Ghanaian case studies discussed in this paper show that this is still rarely the case.
There is, for example, a major disconnect along the project cycle. WUASs and more generally
users seem to be restricted to routine operations while external actors (government, donors and
NGOs staff) keep the upper hand on project’s design hence de-facto deciding ‘what is good for
the communities’. Local government institutions appear very little involved in small reservoir
matters and mostly for political reasons rather than to ensure downward accountability.
Development projects tend to overlook complexity and pluralism, yet, organisations and

institutions involved in the management of small reservoirs appear to be intertwined as
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illustrated by the fact that agricultural extension agents and traditional authorities are part and
parcel of the workings of WUAs hence defining an institutional landscape that challenges
dichotomies such as ‘administration/consultation’ or ‘modern/traditional’.

Based on the existing literature, section 2 of the paper identified four core shortcomings of
current approaches to PIM/WUA, that is, that they remain externally triggered, fail to address
rent-seeking behaviours, adopt a too narrow focus on farmers and overlook the interplay between
water users and the administration, and lack context specificity. Small reservoir projects in
Ghana and Burkina Faso make no exception. We do not suggest here that attempts at institutional
building are doomed to failure. Rather, following Cleaver and Franks (2005) who diagnose that
institutions partly elude design, we argue that addressing the four above shortcomings starts by
better understanding social relationships and existing processes of decision-making. This implies
triggering co-learning among different actors as a basis of a polycentric accountability structure
that would create the conditions for genuine involvement of rural communities at project design
(when multiple agricultural water management options can be discussed), during implementation
monitoring (supervision of works), and finally for the elaboration of institutional arrangements
for the management of multi-purpose water systems such as small reservoirs.

Multi-purpose water systems appear to be embedded in competing institutional dynamics
such as decentralisation reforms, the formalisation of participation and the changing roles of
traditional authorities and public administration. Understanding this pluralism, and the bricolage
it gives rise to, acquires a singular significance in the African context where public authority is
not the exclusive possession of government or other formal institutions but is rather shaped

through the day-to-day encounters between multiple actors.
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514  Table 1. Multiple benefits of small reservoirs in Northern Ghana

Three highest ranked “benefits” per category Frequency
Basic benefits

Improved food security 58%
Bathing 58%
Improved access to domestic water (drinking/cooking) 55%
Social benefits

Enhance women’s position within the household 45%
Recreation 41%
Reduced migration (for domestic/livestock watering) 40%
Economic benefits

Improved water availability for livestock 70%
Enhanced productive activities (fisheries, brick making, irrigation) 58%
Improved income from productive activities 49%
Environmental benefits

Limiting floods 38%
Improved greenness and increase bio-diversity 38%
Improved weather conditions (freshness) 29%

515 Note: Results are based on 338 interviews with users (livestock farmers; men, women and young
516  agriculturalists, and fishermen) of 16 small reservoirs located in the north of Ghana.

517  Source: This study



518  Table 2. Repartition of responsibilities regarding small reservoirs management
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Sitting/Design/Construction 39% 5% 30% 6% 3% 2% 4% 2% 3%
Major maintenance 41% 13% 6% 18% 2% 8% 4% 3% 3%
Minor maintenance 4% 5% 4% 34% 46% 6% 3%
Setting of management rules 4% 4% 23% 40% 23% 6% 2%
Implementing/monitoring rules 5% 4% 12% 47% 24% 6% 4%
Relation with other actors 14% 1% 10% 11% 39% 19% 3% 5%
Conflict resolution 6% 9% 60% 22% 13% 1% 2%
Environmental protection 9% 4% 9% 33% 34% 10% 3%
Extension role 69% 2% 2% 2% 5% 2% 6%
Agricultural practices and 12% 1% 4% 12% 13% 49% 6%

marketing
519  Note: Extension agents identified several actors as having some sort of responsibilities regarding

520 each specific task hence the sum of percentages exceeds 1 for any specific tasks (lines). Data was
521  collected for 197and 321 small reservoirs in Burkina Faso and Ghana, respectively.
522  Source: This study

523
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Figure captions

Figure 1. Small reservoirs performance levels: The point of view of extension agents.
Figure 2. Linking Water User Associations and performance of small reservoirs

Figure 3. Pluralism in the governance of small reservoirs in Ghana and Burkina Faso (N=410)
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536  Figure 3

Actors deemed important regarding the management

of small reservoirs in Ghana and Burkina Faso (N=410)
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