Community based Irrigation in Northern Afghanistan: resource use and sustainability
Afghanistan is frequently described as a failed state with inefficient or non-existent institutions, including those relating to natural resources management (ADB 2002, Report of International Conference on Rebuilding of Afghanistan.2006).  Consequently, the focus of the greater proportion of the international aid provided to Afghanistan is targeted at the (re)construction of both physical infrastructure as well as the supporting weak or nascent institutions (SMWA 2006, IWMI 2002, and AREU 2006d). 
Although the initial efforts of the international community in Afghanistan’s water sector were concentrated on humanitarian aid and emergency reconstruction, there has been a shift in focus since 2004.  Increasingly, international donors and implementing agencies are concentrating on a program of long-term water sector reform, including the preparation of a water sector reform agenda, the strengthening of national water agencies, as well as the reconstruction of the most urgently required water infrastructures (ADB 2002).  

Irrigation water plays a crucial role in Afghanistan’s economy, particularly in the realm of rural livelihoods.  The absence of famine in contemporary Afghan villages is owed, in part, to support from international aid, but is largely the result of the productive and reliable agricultural production systems, for which water is essential. Therefore, it is fundamental to Afghanistan’s development to establish and nurture sustainable water management systems at the local level.  

The studies of the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) have indicated that the loss of crops in the downstream areas of canals due to unequal water distribution and chronic water scarcity, were amongst the prime causes of opium poppy cultivation in the irrigated areas of Kunduz and Balkh provinces of Afghanistan. The existence of effective and resilient community water management, namely water allocation and distribution mechanisms, are the keys means by which to discourage local water users from cultivating the less water-intensive opium poppy (AREU 2006c). 

Afghanistan has become the focus of a great deal of global research over a wide array of aspects of its post-2001 development. Nonetheless, the specific area of community-based water management in Afghanistan has yet to be the subject of detailed study (AREU.2006a).

In spite of decades of turbulence, Afghanistan’s ancient community-based irrigation system has largely survived at a local level. Although, the breakdown of social systems in the last 30 years due to continuous lawlessness and conflict has had negative impacts on community based water management, the system was maintained, and has often been the sole mechanism of canal and on-farm water management (AREU.2006d). 

 
Local communities have developed resilient and dynamic community-based irrigation management systems in Afghanistan which have evolved over the course of centuries.  The traditional community-based water management survived the ‘modernization’ seen in neighboring countries, largely because Afghanistan was never colonized by imperialist powers, except for the short period of occupation by Soviet forces between 1979 and 1989. 

The main characteristics of community-based irrigation management in Afghanistan are the following: (i) Community-embedded Mirabs, or water-masters, appointed, paid and supported wholly by landowners, (ii) water rights and allocation regimes in the systems which are solely decided by communities, based on land ownership and contributions for canal maintenance.
 (iii) water infrastructure (intakes, canal) maintenance practices are developed by communities, which are based on contributions (in kind or financial) from land owners and land users of the canal area, (iv) the role of the state in such systems are minimal or absent and (v) most of the land-water conflicts in these systems are settled internally (AREU 2006a and b, IWMI 2002, and SMWA 2006). 

Community-based irrigation systems developed over prolonged periods of time, with many adjustments occurring as populations grew, requiring canals and irrigation areas to be extended.  Most of the infrastructure is rudimentary and constructed from locally available materials, and is reflective of the limited capacity of local people to maintain them.  The intakes of the community based irrigation canals constructed using a very adaptable concept of “hunting” for water, wherein extraction points are adapted into the changing river morphology.  This is not engineering, but rather a management concept, whereby thousands of local irrigators or hired laborers assemble under the leadership of a local Mirab (water-master) before the commencement of the irrigation season (February or March) to construct an intake from local materials (sandbags, logs, etc.) within the meandering river. The placement of the intake is selected based on the inherited experience of the local people and these places change and shift along with movement of the river. It can be washed away by river flow and re-constructed two or three times within one irrigation season. Therefore, the concept of an intake is much more than a form of fixed, engineered infrastructure; it is rather a more fluid concept, based on ‘hunting’ for water through the mobilization of a community’s workforce and the inherited knowledge of extracting water from the river. 

The maintenance of community irrigation systems is based on the contribution of each water user - landowner or sharecropper – who use water from the same canal.  Relatively regular canal cleaning (mainly de-silting) is conducted at the end, or before the start, of the irrigation season. The canals are cleaned manually, under leadership of local Mirabs.  Generally, most of the irrigation systems are intact and are in relatively good condition, although some technical problems were observed, such as the irregular shape of canals due to tree plantation along the canal banks. 

In general, in community based irrigation systems, farming communities have developed mechanisms (both technical and institutional) for efficient use of water resources for irrigation. However, these mechanisms were adversely affected by the significant periods of neglect during the years of conflict. Damage to community-based irrigation infrastructure was extensive, and it was beyond the capacities of communities to repair both the institutional and technical damage (Riviere 2005, IWMI.2002, ADB 2002, and AREU 2006a). 
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� Several different types of water rights and allocation regimes are observed in different systems.
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