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Thanks also go to Laurent Vandôme and Denis Carra for giving me the opportunity to work as
a trainee at egis-BCEOM in their Montpellier offices and in the Northwest Irrigation Sector Project
in Cambodia. Florence Andreu provided me with administrative support, Jean-Pierre Mahé with
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Abstract

Cambodia’s irrigation governance is characterized by environmental factors of the country’s freshwater floodplain hydrology and poor soil fertility, the resulting livelihood patterns based on paddy
cultivation, and the aftermath of civil war, the Khmer Rouge’s totalitarian regime, and the violent
transformation of society and waterscapes. The international community intervenes with financial
resources and development models since 1993 to heal the wounds of deportation, collectivization,
and to fight rural poverty by the rehabilitation of ill-conceived hydraulic infrastructure with the aim
to increase paddy farmer’s productivity.

This research analyzes the current dynamics in Cambodian irrigation governance from the perspective of policy articulation informed by model approaches from international discourse, to the
modes of intervention and local governance arrangements resulting from recent institutional reforms.

It shows that through injection of aid money into the national administration and infrastructure projects, the political role and resource base of the new agency in charge of water resources
and irrigation development has been strengthened. Concomitant institutional reforms for participatory management between water user associations and the state administration do not embrace new
forms of political governance, to devolve power, and lack accountability which corresponds to predominant sociocultural patterns. Single components of interventions, be they physical, monetary, of
discursive or institutional nature, are used by actors in the respective governance arenas of a) policy
making, b) implementation, and c) governing everyday village communities’ lives and embedded
into their web of resources.

The articulations of institutional reforms and physical interventions do not correspond to single
actor’s objectives, but are an effect of the incorporation of foreign solutions in a resilient sociocultural environment. The premises of simple model approaches towards the re-ordering of national
and local irrigation institutions are queried, especially because in rural areas people do not focus on
a single resource’s management, but the governance of everyday life’s complexity.
ii

Résume

La gouvernance de l’irrigation au Cambodge est caracterisée par des facteurs environnementaux de
l’hydrologie des plaines inondées par l’eau douce, la faible fertilité des sols, des prâtiques agricoles
assurant la subsistance basées sur la riziculture et les conséquences de la guerre civile, le régime
totalitaire des Khmers Rouges, l’artificialisation des paysages et les transformations violentes de la
société. Depuis 1993, la communautée internationale intervient avec des ressources financières et
des modèles de développement pour guérir les blessures de déportation, collectivisation, et en vue de
lutte contre la pauvreté rurale par la réhabilitation des infrastructures hydro-agricoles inappropriées
à terme d’augementer la productivité des riziculteurs.

Ce mémoire analyse les dynamiques actuelles de la gouvernance d’irrigation cambogienne avec
une perspective politique sur l’articulation des politiques publiques informées par des approches
standardisées du discours international, à travers les modes d’intervention, et des arrangements
locaux de gouvernance résultants des réformes institutionelles.

L’analyse montre que l’injection des ressources financières dans l’administration et les projets
d’infrastructure, le rôle politique et les ressources de l’agence récemment crée en charge de la
gestion de la ressource en eau et du développement d’irrigation ont été renforcés. Les réformes
institutionelles concomitantes sur la gestion participative entre des associations des usagers d’eau
et l’état n’adoptent pas de nouvelles formes de gouvernance politique, la délégation des pouvoirs,
et manquent des mechanismes de responsabilité, ce qui correspond aux schémas socioculturelles
prédominantes.

Les composantes des interventions, soit physiques, monétaires, des éléments du discours, ou
des institutions sont utilisés par les acteurs et incorporées dans leurs tissus de ressources dans les
arénas de gouvernance respectives de a) création des politiques publiques, b) la mise en œuvre des
politiques, et c) de la gouvernance quotidienne des communautés villageoises. Les articulations des
reformes institutionelles et interventions physiques ne correspondent pas aux objectifs spécifiques
des acteurs spécifiques, mais sont l’effet de l’incorporation des solutions étranges dans un contexte
socioculturel résistant. Les hypothèses sur la pertinance des modèles concernant la réorganisation
des institutions de l’irrigation nationales et locales sont mises en cause, précisement parce que aux
zones rurales les gens ne se focalisent pas sur la gestion d’une seule ressource, mais la gouvernance
diverse et complexe de la vie quotidienne.
iii
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Chapter 1

Introduction
This report is the result of my M.Sc. research for graduation from the Master course AGRIS
M UNDUS in the specialization “Water Management and Rural Development”. I had the opportunity to combine my research with a traineeship placement at egis-BCEOM, the implementing
contractor for technical assistance to the North-West Irrigation Sector Project (NWISP) in Cambodia. This placement included a preparation phase in April 2010, while my actual fieldwork took
place between May and August 2010.

1.1

Introducing the Research

The work in the project comprised aspects of irrigation operation and maintenance (O&M), mainly
focusing on the appraisal of the costs for farmer’s associations to run, maintain and repair the irrigation systems reconstructed during the NWISP, and the preparation of O&M manuals. In the
beginning, my research interest focused on the evaluation of impacts recent reforms in the water
and irrigation domain had on the performance and institutional arrangements of irrigation O&M.
This interest arose from the material I read before starting off with the thesis, which highlighted
the ongoing reform processes on the institutional and organizational scale, and the difficulties of
water user associations to cater for the continued workability and profitability of their water management systems. During my first month of fieldwork, I came to realize that the maintenance of
irrigation infrastructure in Cambodia is not an activity based on established procedures, and that
there is little institutional and practical foundation for it — and that it was not done anywhere I
could see. This realization, while working within the project, gave way to the wider questions about
why maintenance does not happen, the reasons for the absence of such servicing, and the context irrigation development and management are embedded in. This thesis hence deals with the questions
of how irrigation development and its everyday management activities are governed in Cambodia,
and the trajectories of approaches and policies from their inception to the articulation of technical
and institutional reforms.
1.1.1

Why is ‘Irrigation Governance’ important?

The renewed, increased attention water resource management received over the last two decades,
especially in the domain of developing countries’ fate and prospects1 , has led to the creation and
propagation of prescriptive approaches and practices such as river basin management and Integrated
1

The water sector has been identified as a pivotal factor for attaining the Millennium Development Goals (Saleth et al., 2007)
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Water Resource Management (IWRM) (Mollinga and Bolding, 2004a; Bolding, 2004) by international donors, development and water professionals, and science (Molle, 2008). In the domain of
irrigation, approaches informed by donor’s and international professional’s criticism towards the
role of the state and the efficiency of public service delivery to irrigators brought about Irrigation
Management Transfer (IMT), and a counterpart model for farmer participation and organization,
Water User Associations (WUAs)(Narain, 2004; Mollinga and Bolding, 2004a). Rolling back the
state, and cutting the ‘exorbitant’ subsidies the irrigation sector received has been the main thrust of
these reforms. Autonomous management of infrastructure and its operation and servicing by farmer
organizations through ‘full-fledged’ IMT or Participatory Irrigation Management1 , and challenging
the comfortable monopoly position of state irrigation bureaucracies. Despite the validity of this
criticism for inefficient and often corrupt state bureaucracy and the need to improve irrigation water
management as a result of prior large-scale, engineering-dominated, and socially blind development
intervention models, the reforms in most countries have only had mediocre results, at best (Merrey
et al., 2007).
While public expenditure could in most cases be decreased, the newly established management arrangements involving WUAs (and to a varying degree contracted, formerly public service
providers) have not improved the water service, its planning, cost recovery2 and the overall performance (in the sense of both the productivity of land and water, as well as its impacts on poverty
reduction and food security) of infrastructure for irrigated agriculture in many cases (Vermillion,
1997; Meinzen-Dick, 1997; Zekri and Easter, 2007). Reasons for this unbalanced ‘success’ are
seen both in the approach of IMT policies stressing state withdrawal (public spending’s efficiency)
from public service provision more than higher equity of distribution and inclusion of the water
using farmers (the ‘social efficiency’; see Merrey et al. 2007; Narain 2004; Mollinga et al. 2007 and
Mollinga 2008b).
The concept of governance gained increased attention in the domain of developing countries’
development since the late 1990s (Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2002:518-519), postulating that
the slow progress made in economic and social development is largely an issue of absent or illinformed institutional arrangements hindering more democracy, state accountability, the public’s
voice and representation (Kaufmann et al., 2002). Water governance had been proposed as an
overarching concept to embed approaches for reform like IWRM or IMT in the wider domain of
society, economy and administration (Rogers and Hall, 2008), while irrigation system governance is
supposed to emphasize the necessity to understand the institutional links between WUAs, agencies,
and other state actors (Howarth et al., 2007; Abernethy, 2010; Palerm-Viqueira, 2009; Wolff and
Huppert, 2000).
The understanding of the processes in Cambodian irrigation governance reforms is relevant for
two reasons: First, it sheds light on the implantation of model approaches in a context very different from the ones where IMT and Participatory irrigation Management (PIM) have originally been
developed. There are, necessarily, contradictions and antagonisms originating from these universal approaches in the Cambodian context3 . Second, it contrasts these approaches with my analysis
of pre-existing institutions for the governance of natural resources and the provision of public services within the context of continuous and simultaneous governance development in the country.
1
PIM, promoted as a softer model of making farmers responsible for, usually smaller scale infrastructure in contexts where full
devolution of responsibility is economically and / or politically not viable
2
For the initial capital investments where economic policies of the state had foreseen this, or for covering expenses for O&M
3
And largely any other, see Molle, 2008.
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My research shows how the approaches that come along with Cambodia’s public sector reforms,
the formation of Farmer Water User Communities (Cambodian WUAs) and the proclamation of
Participatory Irrigation Management and Development (PIMD, the Cambodian pendant for PIM)
policies are articulated in a context of post-war institutional weakness and politics characterized by
international influence.
1.1.2

Personal Rationale for the Research

Because of my education in land and water management, and as a result of my prior training as an
organic farmer, I perceive the management of natural resources which constitute the basis of our
earthly living as a question of high social relevance. The problems (in the economic, environmental
or social domain) arising from contestations around natural resources are the result of inadequate
management, in my view. Hence, finding solutions that correspond to these problems entails the
integration of technologies and management approaches into the domain of public participation,
politics and social mediation.
In the context of developing countries’ economies, timely and appropriate adaptation of resource
governance regimes needs to correspond to a society’s needs and capacities to anticipate or avoid
problems resulting from societal (non-)responses. Reforms in how natural resources are being governed, accessed and regulated do however always entail social trade-offs, as the use of and access to
natural resources of various kinds is linked to people’s livelihoods. Interventions in the natural patterns of terrestrial hydrology for the irrigation of agricultural crops and potential water scarcity for
downstream water users in the course of the intervention is an illustration of trade-offs and potential
contestations.
In situations of widespread poverty, food insecurity, high dependency on natural resources, and
the absence of alternative economic options for rural populations, I do however perceive these interventions and their effects as justifiable if the following factors are given: The use of natural
resources is supposed to benefit the people in terms of improved food security, more affordable
food, and increased incomes for farming families, the adverse effects for other uses and users need
to be balanced by the inclusion of the others in the ongoing political process of decision-making.
I therefore favor the ideas of multi-stakeholder co-definition of institutions in arenas of resource
governance because I believe that the inclusion of self-determined people in the process of societal development can yield better results for all, compared to conventional, autocratic and exclusive
approaches of governance as top-down administration and non-transparent economical domination
of interest. I am aware of the political characteristics of these arenas and the potential adverse effects of power imbalances or participation-mimicry. I believe that the process counts, and hence
second-best solutions need to be accepted temporarily, or until the institutions regulating this process evolve through co-definition by the formerly dominated. This is where my interest for this
research, combining political analysis with the social and agricultural domains comes from.

1.2

Background of Cambodia

The Kingdom of Cambodia is situated in the southern part of the Indochinese Peninsula, at the
downstream end of the Mekong river and covers around 181,000 square kilometers and is home to
about 14.5 million people – the majority of which are of Khmer ethnicity (Viet, Chinese and mountain people like the Cham constitute the rest; Chandler, 2008). The country has a flat topography,
3
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Figure 1.1: Political Map of Cambodia; Source: UNDP (2006)

elevations above sea level mainly reach up to 100 meters; the Cardamom mountain range in the
southwest marking the kingdoms’ highest points at above 1,800 meters (Pillot, 2007). Soils of the
zones not inundated by the swelling of the Tônlé Sâp1 are, to a large extent, classified as sandy, little
fertile and have pH values of below 5 (in many cases), making crop yield levels the lowest in all of
Southeast Asia (see Bell and Seng, 2003:163). Annual inundation and low agricultural productivity
due to the delta hydrology, weathered soils and land and / or labor constrain the rural society’s agricultural productivity in the cultivation of paddy rice. These boundary conditions define the scope of
physical water control for agriculture: Few other crops than paddy can be grown in the lowlands of
Cambodia due to shallow soils suffering from water logging during the wet season.
1.2.1

A Rural Society

Most people live off diverse farming activities under monsoon circumstances, that is, characterized
by marked dry and wet seasons of differing duration and intensity (Pillot, 2007:34-49) that the
Khmer used to combine since the earliest days of recorded history by making use of the hydrology,
rich per-capita endowment with land and different adjacent agroecological zones2 . Soil fertility and
land availability are on average fairly low, making additional investments of productive inputs (like

1

Silt from the Mekong and other Tônlé Sâp’s catchment tributaries annually settles in the flood plain. These are highly fertile,
and cultivated with flood recession rice.
2
For the production of paddy, the food staple adapted to these conditions (Murshid, 1998), such as floating rice, flood-recession
rice and rainfed paddies; while during the dry season of the year they engaged with the exploitation of forest products and animal
husbandry.
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Figure 1.2: Topographical relief of Cambodia; Source: Kerrigan (2006)

fertilizers, labor) to smallholder agriculture a vital point. Yield and food security are subject to
irregular patterns of dry spells and the onset and the fading of the rainy season (Pillot, 2007).
Most of the rural population lives in and around (on alluvial terraces) the flood plains of the
great lake Tônlé Sâp and its tributaries – the Tônlé Sâp basin (Heinonen, 2006; Varis and Keskinen,
2003; Pech and Sunada, 2006; Nuorteva et al., 2010) and the Mekong’s flood plains and terraces in
the Southwest.
In order to increase national income, improve rural livelihoods and to limit sectoral and spatial
migration, policies for integrated management of water resources have been embraced with the
objective to increase paddy yields and agricultural productivity of the subsistence farming systems,
improve public health and domestic water services, and to safeguard the productivity of the Tônlé
Sâp fisheries with assistance by the international community (Heinonen, 2006; Middleton, 2008;
Council of Ministers, The Royal Government of Cambodia, 2006; ADB, Asian Development Bank,
2003).
1.2.2

Historical Burden

The period that still has its aftermath on Cambodian society today are the decades of violence
that troubled the country and led to the near disappearance of a quarter of Cambodia’s population:
During the Cold War and, more precisely, the Vietnam War and the following period of Khmer
Rouge tyranny (1975-1979), hundreds of thousands of people died from forced labor and systematic
cleansing of suspected enemies. The country still suffers from the effects of losing higher educated
people and the deterioration of human resources and infrastructure that followed the attempt to
5
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establish an autonomous and isolated role-model agrarian communism Mehmet (1997); Chandler
(2008).
The attempt to establish a new society fully based on agricultural production entailed the loss
of engineering capacity1 to construct, manage and operate hydraulic infrastructure - a key factor for
the immense yields aimed at by the new rulers around Pol Pot (Pillot, 2007:104). While the Khmer
Rouge evoked the glorious water works and their management of the ancient Angkor Empire, they
failed to recognize that these were based on the adaptation to agroecological givens and wise labor
resource allocation, and that the irrigation systems they praised were ‘theocratic’ structures (van
Liere, 1980). Van Liere (p. 273-274) posits that the rectangular, east-west and north-south rectangular road and canal networks, as well as the storage and conveyance of water are a result of the
Hinduism-inspired cosmology of the Khmer kings of Angkor; he calls them structures corresponding to a theocratic superstructure.
Pillot shows (p.85 and preceding) that the assumptions of Khmer hydraulic society as an irrigator’s culture disposing of the technical and managerial means to develop, run and maintain
large-scale hydraulic infrastructure for crop production is largely a myth. Quite a number of scholars fell for the hydraulic society discourse before independence from French patronage, however,
and helped build the discursive base for the Khmers Rouges’ invoking of a great hydraulic society.
What followed the violence of the Khmer Rouge regime was more than a decade of occupation by Viet Nam. Although this meant the end of systematic killings and torture, what remained
was a collectivist agrarian ideology promoted by the Viet-backed Cambodian government (Frings,
1994:49-50). The abandonment of money, human rights, religion and, after DK’s collapse vanished
administrative structures had the effect that by 1979 “(t)here was no recognizable state” (Blunt and
Turner, 2005) for the Viet troops taking over the power. When at the end of the Cold War Vietchannelled Russian assistance to Cambodia came to a halt and the Vietnamese left the country in
1989/90, a period of political transition began that continues until today.
In the beginning, the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC, the international community’s first peace building mission after the collapse of the Soviet block) organized the
first free democratic elections and aimed at establishing peace between the conflicting parties (the
KR guerilla, forces associated with the royalty, and the ruling PRPK). While civil war continued
long after the peace accords of Paris had been signed in 1991, the international community started
to intervene on all levels of governance, first in the form of emergency relief and food-for-work programs, later through wider political and administrative reforms and infrastructure projects (St John,
2005; Ear, 2007b). This brought about the recognition of the formerly isolated ‘pariah’ state by the
international community, and slow but steady reconstruction of the physically and institutionally
deteriorated state.
1.2.3

Factors Determining Cambodian Governance

After almost three decades of revolution and civil war, the country has become relatively stable
in the new millennium (Öjendal and Lilja, 2009b:307); the principal development challenge being the improvement of overall economic performance and poverty reduction through continued
institutional reforms, mainly introduced by the international community (Ear, 2007b) in a country
emerging from cold-war armament and sociopolitical violence (Springer, 2009, 2010).
1

Overall, some two million people, or about a fourth of the pre-75 population died during DK from hunger, exhaustion, and the
systematic eradication of potential regime critics, notably the educated and literate (Chandler, 2008:336)
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Important reforms are however hampered by power struggles over decentralization reforms (Ear,
2007b; Spyckerelle and Morrison, 2007) and the slow progress towards representative and inclusive
democracy (Öjendal and Sedara, 2006; Blunt and Turner, 2005; St John, 2005; Öjendal and Lilja,
2009b; Sedara and Öjendal, 2007). More challenges arise through high birth rates, health problems
related to hygiene (Chandler, 2008:300) and predominant patterns of paternalistic social relations
that permeate the governance system (Chandler, 2008:299). Increasing integration into the regional
and world economy (Engvall et al., 2008; Hendrickson, 2001; Murshid and Sokphally, 2005) and
rising competition for resources on the regional, national and local scales set the background for
development policies (Varis and Keskinen, 2003, 2006; Pech and Sunada, 2006; Markussen, 2008;
Trandem, 2008).
Öjendal and Lilja (2009a) outline the present-day political governance challenge as the ongoing
endeavor for reconstruction of the country’s social integrity through the consolidation of civil security and reconciliation in what they call “a classic post-war” country (Öjendal and Lilja, 2009b). The
pathway of democratization, induced since the elections of 1993, promoted by both the international
community and the ruling party CPP (who remained in power for the majority of the last 30 years)
had been chosen to legitimize what Öjendal and Lilja term a hybrid type of regime somewhere
in between ‘electoral democracy’ and ‘competitive authoritarian’ (Diamond, 2002 in Öjendal and
Lilja, 2009b). Donor requests for the transition towards accountable governance in their view have
been utilized to “build personal patronage networks” in a formally democratic system “informed
by a kinship-oriented system of rule” (p. 300, ibid); circumventing accountability and perpetuating
the power-justification of the Cambodian government through discursive repetition of the need for
stability and security.
Blunt and Turner state that in addition to a sociocultural environment that is not conducive for the
devolution of power1 , there is a lack of political interest amongst the political class to make meaningful changes towards inclusive governance in the country’s way towards legitimate democracy
(p. 75, 85-86). Additional doubts about the accountability and political capability of present-day
Cambodian politics are raised due to the de-facto aid dependency of Cambodia’s infrastructure and
administration development (Ear, 2007b,a). International aid money, according to him, is the cause
of the ever-growing NGO project sector that drains public administration’s capacities. This form
of ‘dutch disease’, public official’s rent seeking induced by foreign aid is worsening public governance’s performance (Ear, 2007a),while another fraction of foreign aid (loans and grants) is being
embezzled by higher ranking government officials to aliment their personal patronage networks
(ibid).
Öjendal and Sedara (2006) outline some traits of Cambodian society that emerge in the literature as ‘recurring features’ of Khmer tradition: “(E)xercise of power, social hierarchies, relational
rigidity, patriarchal dominance, peasant docility, distance between the state and the people, a lack of
general trust and social fragmentation” (p. 507). While Öjendal and Sedara question these anthropological assumptions, they concede that despite the advent of a more liberal and diverse political
sphere compared to historical situations, exploitation and repression by local elite groups is still a
common reality in Cambodia.

1

To commune councils as the institutions for local administrative governance and development planning
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1.3

Post-War Irrigation & Development

Irrigation development from 1993 onwards has been basically concerned with physical rehabilitation of irrigation schemes, the majority of them created during Democratic Kampuchea (DK, the
official name of the country during the reign of the Khmers Rouges). Major organizations involved
in rehabilitation from the early 1990s were the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP)1 , and the European Union’s (EU) PRASAC2 in the central
and southern provinces (Hasselskog, 2009b). Later on, the World Bank and ADB emerged as the
country’s principal donors in the infrastructure and water resource domains Middleton (2008).
By the end of the 1990s, and while reconstruction continued all over the country, a paradigm shift
occurred amongst the donor community which can be titled ‘from reactive reconstruction to proactive development’ in the light of ongoing infrastructure deterioration due to a lack of management
capacity. The low degree of donor coordination and lack of clear priorities and objectives entailed
irrigation systems falling into disrepair shortly after they had been rehabilitated, and no functional
local management bodies existed (Himel, 1995; Kibler and Perroud, 2004) despite the appointment
of local management committees in the tradition of government-induced collective work groups
(Kimchoeun et al., 2007; Frings, 1994; Mehmet, 1997). Two principal actors, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the French Agency for Development (AFD) influenced policy-making and
a change in the way irrigation development and management of schemes were approached in joint
donor-government projects funded by Official Development Aid (ODA).
While ADB promoted integration of water competencies of the public (and hence also irrigation)
sector in ‘apex bodies‘ (Molle, 2008) all over Asia (see, e.g. Mollinga and Bolding, 2004a:3),
the French donor agency advocated for a new, participatory approach in irrigation development
and commenced implementation of the Prey Nup Polder rehabiliation project (Kibler and Perroud,
2004). The project was designed as a large-scale rehabilitation enterprise and evolved to a joint
learning exercise between government authorities, the donor and the contracted NGO, and the water
users.
1.3.1

Institutional Dynamics

In the course of this ‘lighthouse’ project, the international community advocated for the development of a legal and institutional framework for water resource management (ADB, Asian Development Bank, 2000) and irrigation development (Kibler and Perroud, 2004; Middleton, 2008). The
Directorate General for Irrigation and Hydro-Meteorology under the auspices of the Ministry of
Agriculture evolved to the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology (MOWRAM), regrouping
several other ministries’ departments and offices. It is today the central management and policydrafting authority, and was responsible for putting-in-motion a set of water-related policies3 , at the
same time improving the legal framework (Mang, 2009). Furthermore, it was conceived of as a
central organ for coordination of investment in irrigation rehabilitation (Van, 1999).
MOWRAM’s first directive was the issuing of the ‘implementation policy for sustainable irrigation systems’ through the Prime Minister’s Circular n◦ 1 contained in Prakas (declaration) 306
1

through CARERE, UNDP’s Cambodia Resettlement and Reintegration program in the Northwest and Northeast from 1992
to 1995 and later on CARERE2 (Cambodia Area Rehabilitation and Regeneration project), from 1996 to 2000. The government’s
ongoing SEILA program is an attempt to combine rehabilitation with governance interventions, notably decentralized administration.
2
Rehabilitation and Support Programme to the Agriculture Sector in Cambodia.
3
With an IWRM inspiration, embracing issues of water quality, a decree on water licenses, and river basin management, amongst
others (see also Chapter 2)
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(Mang, 2009; Perera, 2006:24). It mentions standard procedures for establishing so-called Farmer
Water User Communities (FWUCs) and their legal status, the Cambodian incarnation of the WUA.
The FWUC / PIMD approach for irrigation management is a sign for the influence of international
cooperation and technical assistance, where adoption of “key word” approaches is a precondition
for development funding by banks or bilateral donors (Mang (2009:34,43) andBassi et al. (2010);
Meinzen-Dick et al. (2002).
The institutional change brought about the ‘packaging’ of mainly foreign-funded rehabilitation
and the formation of a FWUC, trained on technical and organizational aspects of irrigation management, and backed by the sub-decree defining the legal status and responsibilities. Operation and
maintenance expenditure, according to the Policy for Sustainability of Operation and Maintenance
for Irrigation Systems (MOWRAM, 2000a), is supported through a decreasing governmental budget allocation over the first five years after official registration of the FWUC. Since the year 2000,
numerous FWUCs have been formed and registered officially, but no information on their fate is
officially available, nor on their actual state of performance. The Cambodian Information System
for Irrigation Systems (CISIS) is supposed to address this issue in the future (MOWRAM, 2010).
1.3.2

Problem Synthesis

Mang states the Cambodian water governance was in crisis (p. 22). Her account on the institutional reform in the country’s water sector focuses on the Law on Water Resource Management
from the year 2007, which adopts the principles of IWRM but, according to her, has “a poor fit
with Cambodia’s water resource characteristics and institutions” (Mang, 2009:21). Her summary
is complemented by Perera, who diagnoses the difficulties of widespread poverty, deteriorated infrastructure and low agricultural productivity as the challenging factors for the success of PIMD
policies for irrigation development adopted by the country.
The majority of authors argue that the management bodies implemented under the above mentioned PIMD policies, so-called Farmer Water User Community (FWUCs) have great difficulties in managing water services, rule enforcement, raising maintenance funds and managerialorganizational aspects (Fontenelle et al. see, e.g. 2006:55-56 and Perera 2006:42-44). Fontenelle
et al. summarize that at the core tasks of irrigation management, most schemes and the respective
FWUCs perform poorly. That is, if there is a water service, its delivery is based on traditional modes
of governance, with day-to-day advocacy and requests to managers and local authorities, rather than
on scheduling and joint planning following a logic of service provision. These difficulties arise from
a non-supportive institutional environment, notably the lack of support to the FWUCs by authorities
tasked with irrigation governance, the ministry, its provincial departments and local administration
(ibid).
This, in turn, is why phenomena such as deferred maintenance, low fee collection and organizational dissociation appear and whole systems fall back into a state of lowest-input management to
secure a minimum service. After about 10 years of experience with farmer-managed irrigation systems this account is relatively sad, but provides a knowledge baseline: It is obvious that FWUCs do
not dispose of the capacity, resources and institutional status that allows them to perform a satisfying
and member-financed service.
The local and national authorities’ role in this issue is less clear – there is actually little information (with the notable exception of the two cases documented by GRET) on how public projects1
1

My thesis deals with public irrigation development. I acknowledge the existence of irrigation development fully based on
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intervene in villagers’ arrangements around water management, and how these interventions conceptualize the issue of local service provision, implementation of projects and attempts to institutionalize change in resource governance.
How decisions are made in terms of water allocation, management of organizations and allocation of resources, as well as the interaction with other institutions is a matter of governance. The
intervention of state authorities during irrigation development, relations between the authorities and
local communities and the interaction at the institutional interface between farmers, projects, local authorities and state administration in this thesis are defined as irrigation governance. The two
terms comprise the physical domain of the water resource’s hydrology and the technology in use
(and its changes) for controlling water; More importantly, the concept widens the view on irrigation
management by user associations and agencies in its socioeconomic, cultural, administrative and
political context and in addition embraces the important scalar and historical aspects of governance.
The objective of my thesis is to understand what drives Cambodian irrigation development, how
political preferences, discourses and resistance articulate towards interventions, and what the tissue
of new and pre-existing institutions for the governance of water management and rural development
looks like.

1.4

Review of Analytical Concepts

A challenge for my framing of the problem situation is the low degree of comparable cases and
studies having the same direction, the analysis of governance as it effects irrigation development
and management, with a focus on the maintenance of irrigation technology and organizational embeddedness in institutional networks.
1.4.1

What is the object of this research?

From the technological and biophysical point of view, I perceive that the problems in Cambodian
irrigation are only partially rooted in the scarcity of the resource water itself. For the biggest part,
water is supplemented to paddies during the wet season’s critical dry spells through flood-spreading
technology, that is combined channels for water delivery and drainage while distribution canals to a
tertiary level barely exist and water is left to flow from secondary canals overland. This technology
is designed to direct natural floods to the fields and it develops most of its beneficial effects only in
combination with storage and flood protection structures. The irrigation systems I could visit during
my stay in Cambodia were designed for this flood spreading purpose, and only limited parts of the
respective command areas have been developed for dry season irrigation, also due to the lowland
topography allowing for little storage in shallow but big reservoirs with high evaporation losses.
For the majority of farmers the levelling of excess water and drought are the main concern when it
comes to improved agricultural conditions.
Hence, what poses the problem is rather infrastructure operation that meets the objectives of protection against unpredictable water availability, and the long-term reliability of this service through
maintenance of hydraulic technology. Cambodian irrigation systems and water using communities
differ very much in this respect from most other WUAs and irrigation schemes researched around
the world, as the resource that is scarce during the moments farmers expect it is not the water itself
but the service providing crop security and flood protection, or in brief: Operation and Maintenance.
market forces, making use of pumps for water supply in the zones close to markets in Cambodia’s populous provinces.

10

1.4. Review of Analytical Concepts

The maintenance problem is seen as a problem of provision, contrary to the classic common-pool
resource water studied by institutional economists (Ostrom and Gardner, 1993:97). Huppert and Urban (1998) stress that maintenance provision depends on comprehensive institutional arrangements
detailing each actors competencies and responsibilities – and that it is usually incomplete consideration of these institutions that limit the actual maintenance production. In Cambodia, this provision
is supposed to take place in a context of slowly re-emerging governmental institutions.
1.4.2

Aspects of Irrigation Governance

There are various definitions of what governance is about, and also about the purpose and concept
of governance of water and irrigation in the domain of rural development and natural resources.
Governance of irrigation as a subject is different from water governance in general as irrigation
is seen from an instrumental perspective for economic use of water on the irrigation scheme scale
(Abernethy, 2010). In ‘the water sector’, governance implies aspects of water resource allocation
between uses, and their ‘effective’ allocation between users and hence carries more potential antagonisms (like in the case of ‘resource development’ vs. ‘resource protection’; see also Ingram,
2008). The objectives of most irrigation governance actors center around the beneficial use of a)
water storage, delivery and drainage systems, and b) the intermingled services these structures provide – and the occurring benefits from secured and / or increased agronomic productivity for rural
development.
Abernethy writes: “An irrigation system is normally a highly significant part of the economy
of its locality. Its governance therefore cannot be separated from the general governance of that
locality, although it will have distinctive elements of its own” (Abernethy, 2010:32). There is,
hence the important aspect of an administrative context of line agencies and village-, commune- or
provincial councils (the so-called local authorities) and the legal and fiscal framework these provide. Governance of irrigation in my understanding is however not a subject of ‘governing’ in a
purely administrative sense, as the attention for a physical irrigation system’s and its management
organization’s context may suggest. Practitioners and donors usually equate governance with irrigation management plus local authorities with the wish for authority, effectiveness or the shared
and unanimous will to “develop and manage water resources, and the delivery of water services”
as Rogers & Hall do in their water governance definition cited by Abernethy (ibid, see also Rogers
and Hall 2008). In this reading, irrigation governance is merely an extended conceptualization of
‘management’.
Irrigation governance is not a comforting concept embracing ideas of democracy and a new ‘social deal’ between the government as the principal authority and organized, corporate or individual
actors being given a say in decision-making on irrigation development. To make it an analytical
concept, I use irrigation governance as Administrative and sociopolitical structures and institutional processes, whether explicitly chosen or assumed, that lead political actors during irrigation
development, irrigation management, and regulate the definition and evolution of institutional arrangements. It embraces politics as an inherent factor and emphasizes history and the embeddedness
in polycentric political levels of institutional evolution on multiple scales of governance.
1.4.3

Irrigation Development as a Multi-Dimensional, Sociotechnical Intervention

The control of water for agricultural purposes by infrastructure and the ones making operational
decisions is not merely a technical endeavor. Rather, it is driven by expectations for societal or
11
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individual benefit, and alters the hydrology, economy and social relations of a locality over space
and time.

1.4.3.1

Irrigation Development

Developments go through different phases, and during those phases comprise differing modes of
governance among varying actors. Irrigation development begins with the initial idea and mobilization of support for the enterprise, involves the iterative planning among the ones engaging with the
project, comprises sociotechnical interventions, and finally results in everyday (agricultural) water
management practices.
Both irrigation development and governance are dealt with on different geographic-political and
time scales. They are driven by global economic and political factors (like soaring food prices or
structural adjustment policies) that combine with objectives of national authorities in the case of
public irrigation development (as is the case in this research). Phases of public irrigation development can also be discriminated on lower scales, where during investigations, design and planning
interventions, turnover (to a WUA formed and trained during these phases) and operation of an
irrigation system institutions of irrigation governance emerge.

1.4.3.2

Sociotechnical Approach in Irrigation Management

For the purpose of understanding and analyzing irrigation development not as an end in itself, but
as a means to improve farmer’s roles and situations in the management of irrigation services, the
interface between technology and man (or social organizations) need to be examined.
As early work by Uphoff in 1986 clarified, practical irrigation activities are threefold and they
all relate technical aspects of system design, management and operation to the social domain of
people’s organisation (Uphoff, 1986). He provides a conceptual matrix to clarify the elements and
aspects of irrigation management which are sub-divided for analytical purposes, but interlink in everyday irrigation practice: Water Use (comprising acquisition, allocation, distribution and drainage),
Control Structure Operation (comprising design, construction, operation and maintenance), and
Organizational Activities (comprising conflict management, communication, resource mobilization
and decision making) (Uphoff, 1986:33). In my research, I emphasize the latter two elements.
Mollinga adds to this that framing irrigation as a sociotechnical system implies “not only [to]
mediate people’s relationships with biophysical processes, but also [the] shap[ing of] the peoplepeople relationships” (Mollinga, 1998:14). These sociotechnical systems are always embedded
(Mollinga, 1998:18), mostly but not exclusively, in an agrarian and (biophysical) environmental
context. The environment, in this respect, is seen as the ‘basic technology’ that man-made, engineered interventions try to intensify, improve, sustain or fight against. This background defines the
possibility, and profitability of sociotechnical interventions. While technology and agro-ecology
largely determine the basis for cropping possibilities, the agrarian structure is a determinant for the
availability of land and access to productive resources. A third aspect (Mollinga, 1998:19) in the
institutional environment of irrigation systems is the state and other representations of society (such
as local, non-formal institutions and authorities). They determine the scope of technology-dynamics
(funding, priorities) and options for changes in the physical and institutional structures of irrigated
agriculture.
12
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1.4.4

Governance through Institutions

In the literature on natural resource management and rural development, the expression ‘institution’
is utilized extensively without actually clarifying what the term comprises conceptually. Institutions
in a large body of literature are described as ‘the rules of the game’ governing the way in which
humans interact (e.g. new institutional economics, cited in Bandaragoda, 2000). “The(y) set the
ground rules for resource use and establish the incentives, information, and compulsions that guide
economic outcomes” (Bandaragoda, 2000:4). Institutions are hence important factors for social
interactions, binding actors by compromise, inhibiting others from benefits and a say in the issue,
and justifying stabilization as well as dissociation of ‘institutionalized’ organizations, associations
and policies. According to Bandaragoda, they can be of formal and informal character, like in
established procedures of communities, agreed patterns of behavior, but also be represented by
formal laws. What accepted, working institutions have in common is “that they are patterns of
norms and behaviors which persist because they are valued and useful” (Merrey 1993, cited in
Bandaragoda, 2000:4).
Saleth and Dinar in a book on water institutional economics clarify the role of institutions as
restrictions for the options available to economic agents, and as reducing transaction costs between
several economic actors (Saleth and Dinar, 2004:23-25). They distinguish between an institutional
environment represented by ”a set of fundamental political, social, and legal rules that establish the
basis for production, exchange, and distribution”, and institutional arrangements providing structures for individual and collective cooperation and competition (Saleth and Dinar, 2004:25) within
the environment.
The point about institutions is that 1) They can be of a formal or informal nature, 2) Formal institutions like laws, regulations, contracts and other arrangements are closely linked to a representative
organization assuming effectiveness through ‘made’ institutions, and 3) Informal institutions are in
contrast to the formal ones not ‘re-formable’; they constitute of unwritten rules, are represented
by a variety of actors and usually also widely accepted – and therefore more persistent and slowly
evolving. Politics permeate the domain of institutions (and their making), influencing the political
economy and thereby the institution’s own resource- and power-basis with its imbalances of power
and representation and other contestations.
1.4.5

Politics of Institutional Reform and Intervention Models

Formal institutions are vested with the ones representing them in the administrative, political sphere
of governance. The same holds for the tight interconnections between informal institutions and, for
example, local elites, despite the absence of formalized institution-making in the sense of official
regulation. This insight is crucial for the understanding of reform processes and policies, and especially that of structural adjustments in public administration where vested interests of a bureaucracy
limit the potential of reforms by political resistance and the central role these actor’s play as epistemic communities1 that (re-)define problems. An association of individual actors is the momentary
incarnation of interest equipped with resources; they fade or re-establish with the factors defining
them.
Everywhere, water and related services is contested due to different demands, expectations, perceptions, access to its use and access to decision making about water (Wester, 2008:19). Hence,
where people interact and negotiate about their objectives and the way these should be transformed
1

For an explanation see Molle et al. 2009d and Molle 2008.
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in practice, politics is at play. “Water management institutions and water reforms are the outcomes
of political and bureaucratic practices, in which policy actors engage in their institutional reproduction (Wester, 2008:22). Wester, referring to Mollinga, defines four levels of the politics around
water: a) everyday politics of water resource management, b) politics of policy, c) hydropolitics and
d) global politics of water (ibid). The first two aspects are relevant to my research as I set out to analyze the dynamics between policy-making, articulation and its effects on local water management.
The latter definitely also play a role in Cambodia, and will be treated in the analysis of the actor’s
discourses informing policy-making.
Politics and discourses also inform the intervention models chosen for changing the technology
used to control water and provide water management services, as well as the re-ordering of governance modes. Intervention models are the translations of policy objectives making use of the idea of
standardized, executable re-scriptions of the interplay between people, their environment and technology (Bolding, 2004:16,17), and carry with them the attractiveness of consistency, predictability
and control (ibid). Solutions and models proposed for solving problematic issues of governance (not
only in the natural resource domain) are an integral part of development policies and projects. The
country’s aid-dependency in public sector activities, as well as the troubled history and resulting hierarchic governance structures bring about a great deal of model approaches, and the considerations
set out above are therefore highly relevant for my research.
1.4.6

Actor-Networks in Irrigation Governance

My perception of processes and relations in the domain of irrigation development, management, and
the politics that go along is inspired by the concept of social actors (individuals or their associations)
being linked through water physically and due to their common interest in water-related services and
the resource benefits1 in continuously re-shaping networks.
I perceive social interaction between actors as being political in the sense that negotiating power
and resources to be mobilized in favour of one actors’ objectives are not equally distributed; and
political in the sense that actors’ objectives are not congruent or sometimes even conflictive. This
means that self-interest can topple or hijack decision-making processes, leading to outcomes that
are outside the anticipated scope of ‘solutions’, because self-interest overrides the collective interest
in the everyday appropriation of resources.
Hydro-social networks, according to Wester (2008:21-22) are the relations between different actors and associations, material and relational resources, actors’ interests inscribed in technical artefacts for the control over water resources, and their binding element, water as a substance, as a productive resource, agent of power and as a political topic (see also Bolding 17-18 2004:on a related
concept called ‘water networks’). Each actor-network, e.g. a water user association is constituted
by its members, individual and common interests and the resources it draws upon. Hydro-social
networks are the relations and interactions between what Steins (2001:19) calls ‘nested collectives’
of actors; one can also frame collectives as ‘specialized’ conglomerates of actors in a boundless
web of actor-networks or ‘strategic groups’ (Evers and Benedikter, 2009).
The concept of actor-networks and their relations on different scales offer the opportunity to see
‘order’ between actors as the temporary outcome of modes of ordering, and that there is no such
thing as one single order (Law, 1992:5). The situation, or reality as perceived by a set of actors, is
1

These benefits can reach as far as the money involved in constructing infrastructure, and hence does not necessarily have to be
directly generated value by water use.
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not an outcome of directed and strategic planning, but that of the overlaps, congruency, contestations
and struggles between actors and their interests, and that of mobilized power resources (ibid). It is
this conceptualization of hydrosocial-networks, inspired by the theory on actor-networks1 that is
central to the way I understand institutional and physical changes in water management, and the
analysis based on the insights gained during my research.
The particular analytical strength of Actor-Network-Theory is that it allows for the integration of
various disciplines and the historical, political contextualization of research. Inscriptions of interests
into technologies and formal institutions can be dealt with as the heterogenous networks’ linking
elements between its actors. Analyses of ‘isolated’ actors can hence be related with the available
resources during moments of enrolment, giving the whole picture of interest, relation, position and
modes of ordering that shape the network and strengthen and loosen bonds (Wester, 2008:20-21).
Resources are a central concept for the understanding of the ways institutional reforms come
about. They are the constituents of actor-networks, making people do things, e.g. in the case of
rent-seeking for money and power. The latter two resources are good examples for resources that
can be utilized in multiple ways and in order to associate actors. Notions of these two influential
elements can be found in other resources such as legal provisions in policies, influential, prestigious
roles and positions, or the seemingly simple, technical capacity to appropriate and exploit natural
resources for a livelihood. Resources can thus be utilized by one actor and be desired by another,
linking particular interest in just one ‘common resource’.
I conclude my theoretical excursions with the statement that in political processes of institutional
change resources, power and interest decide the outcome of re-arranged irrigation governance.

1.5

Objectives, Research Question & Analytical Framework

In this thesis, I aim to understand how development discourse, policies, and interventions in the irrigation domain are translated by actors and articulated (physically and socially) in different spheres
of governance, corresponding to political and geographical levels. In particular, I want to comprehend the interacting processes of institutional reform, physical intervention, and the pre-existing
actor-networks and resource governance arrangements in Cambodia.
1.5.1

Objectives

This entails the understanding of the historical, recent sociopolitical and cultural context of the
country and its people, understanding the role and influence of particular actors and of course the
way farming communities deal with what is chosen by or imposed on them in the course of an
intervention and their everyday practices around resources. The concrete objectives of this research
are hence as follows:
• To understand the historical, political and geographical context of policy articulation of irrigation localities (irrigation schemes and the respective FWUCs), government agencies and the
relevant actors from the international community;
1

Actor-Network-Theory’s central concept is that of Translation (Law, 1992; Latour, 2005:6) with its 4 moments of (I) Problematisation by a central actor who during the (II) Interessement negotiates possible common interests and potential roles with others.
During the moment of (III) Enrolment, these interested secondary actors accept the negotiated roles and turn their involvement into
active, supportive actions known as (IV) Mobilization. These moments are also termed ‘modes’ of ordering and relate to governance
modes defined by Huppert et al. (2001:126) in the way primary actors (‘Obligatory Passage Points’) translate a situation.

15

1. I NTRODUCTION

• To understand the motivations, institutional linkages and approaches towards the development
and management of irrigation infrastructure; and
• To understand the way pre-existing institutions, governance arrangements and the rural space
are being re-ordered.
1.5.2

Research Question

How do the actors in Cambodian networks of irrigation governance articulate institutional
change brought about by development models in the light of broader political contestations
and donor-induced policies for rural development?
Three sub-questions, corresponding to the three following chapters are used to further detail the aspects and directions for the three-layered conceptual approach presented in the consecutive section.
SUB-QUESTION 1: Which policy models for development are discussed, promoted and applied in Cambodia, in which domains pertaining to irrigation governance, and what are their
origins?
SUB-QUESTION 2: How are political discourse and formal institutional reforms translated
into concrete policies and intervention modes within the sphere of policy implementation in
the Cambodian context?
SUB-QUESTION 3: How does governance come about, how do formal governance structures
conceive of water and infrastructure services at the local level, and how do interventions in
the local governance sphere by irrigation projects re-order customary institutions?
How the concepts introduced in the above sections will be combined in order to answer the
research question and provide analysis of Cambodian irrigation governance dynamics will be explained below.
1.5.3

Analytical Framework

The concepts and perceptions detailed beginning with section 1.3.2, page 9 are informed by my
insights in different spheres of irrigation governance, and the domains influencing the course of
actions and decisions made in these spheres.
I use an analytical framework originally developed for the analysis of forest policies in Vietnam
(see Clement 2010), which builds on the well-known Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD)
framework developed by Ostrom et al. (1994) and Ostrom (2005) for the study of institutions for the
governance of common-pool resources. The focal point of the IAD framework is the ‘action arena’
constituted by the attributes of institutions (the rules-in-use, in institutional analyst’s language),
the community’s characteristics and biophysical conditions; the original scale of analysis for the
application of the framework being common-pool resources and the communities associated with
them. Clement (2010:139) adds politico-economic context and discourses to the original framework
in order to trace the origins and locate dynamics articulating policies and guiding approaches for
institutional change with respect to forest policies. This framework structures my analysis and
16
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Figure 1.3: Irrigation governance arenas in the respective political spheres, adapted from Clement 2010

highlights the respective contextual factors for each sphere1 of Cambodian irrigation governance.
I differentiate three spheres with differing contextual factors and political scales: Policy making,
implementation and local governance. Within each sphere, a corresponding arena of irrigation
governance represent the actor-network articulating institutional and physical interventions: The
arenas of Water Resource Management & Development, Irrigation Development & Intervention
and Water & Livelihood Governance. Each arena is influenced by specific, interlinking variables.
I choose different notations of the five contextual aspects for each sphere, except for the factor of
Biophysical Environment & Technology. The other four variables Institutions, Discourses, Politicoeconomic context and Community characteristics are declined following the respective sphere’s
conditions.
1.5.3.1

Political context and discourses

Analysis of the Water Resource Management & Development Arena will occupy the main part of
chapter 2. As a complement to a more detailed history of Cambodian irrigation (and natural resource) governance and sociopolitics, I review the global political discourses around governance reform, integrated resource management and its concomitant approaches proposed by representatives
1

Clement in her analysis uses administrative levels in the Vietnamese context. For reasons of the centrality of national and
international actors, and the absence of clearly defined administrative competencies, I use the word sphere. This concept is useful as
it deliberately suggests the permeation of political processes between formal levels of governance and rejects the idea of hierarchic,
bounded echelons of governance
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of the international community, and the pathways these discourses found to permeate Cambodian
political discourse and policy making.

1.5.3.2

Organizations, Associations and their Context

Chapter 3 of my analysis will be informed by assessing organizations and associations of actors,
notably the international community’s representatives and the MOWRAM. The framework for the
analysis of organizations provided by Hildebrand and Grindle (1994 in Ubels 1997:24-36) will be
used to identify the organizations’ structures, relations and performances concerning their raison
d’être, the work process. Relations amongst the internal processes of an organization’s task set,

Figure 1.4: An organization’s key aspects of organizational sub-systems according to Ubels 1997:26

and the contextual factors influencing them are used to display how the ministry and its line departments are limited in their output and impact on rural development by structural internal problems
and an organizational culture that is little conducive to the organization’s adaptation to the challenges of growing sectoral complexity. The MOWRAM is examined with the help of conceptual
models following Ubels’ key aspects of organizational subsystems (Ubels, 1997:26, inspired by,
e.g. McKinsey’s 7S model), see figure 1.4, page 18 and an assessment of the potential for attaining
the objectives of the sector. This results in an analysis of the whole sector’s dimensions of capacity
(Hildebrand and Grindle 1994 in Ubels 1997:30-31, see figure 1.5 on page 19).
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Figure 1.5: An adapted depiction of the sector’s context taking account of more factors and interactions with
donors and its capacity after Ubels, 1997:31

1.5.3.3

Sociotechnical Intervention Models in Action

The local sphere in the Water & Livelihood Governance Arena will be analyzed making a more
pronounced use of the sociotechnical approach. Analysis of the (remade and indigenous) forms
of organization, technology for water control and the local agrarian and socioeconomic context is
critical, as the focus of interventions following the PIMD and donor project’s approach is the reform of local water management by means of technology and the installation of the management
body FWUC1 . The processes at the interface between the ‘local’ and interventions through development projects are covered as well, drawing from project’s documentation and stakeholder interviews
which provide insights into the local narratives of livelihood governance.

1

with members and a committee; the Ubels framework from the above section will also inform this aspect, but in a simplified
manner
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1.6

Methodology

My research was made possible due to my placement as a trainee of egis-BCEOM, a french consulting company. I used to be based in the Phnom Penh office of the North-West Irrigation Sector
Project for which the company implements the technical assistance components. The project is cofunded by AFD and ADB, and targets four provinces in Cambodia’s northwestern provinces. My
task was to contribute to the estimation of O&M cost for several subprojects, and to assist with the
preparation of O&M manuals for adaptation to all subprojects.
1.6.1

Interviews on the Government–Project Level

The placement allowed me to establish contacts with ministry-staff, consultants working in this
and other projects, and long-term observers of the irrigation project reality within MOWRAM. I
conducted 3 formal interviews with, respectively, the secretary of state and head of the department
for international cooperation, H.E. Veng Sakhon, the head of the department of water management
and conservation, Dr. Theng Tara, and the deputy director of the department for FWUCs (the former
department of irrigated agriculture), Mr. Men Mlob Bon.
Informal talks with consultants working in the department, notably Mr. Badre Lanedri, specialist in irrigation and water resource management and consultant for MOWRAM’s O&M activities
helped me to complete the picture. Additional interviews were held with three representatives of
the donor community, two (Mr. Sideth Muong and Mr. Olivier Gilard) from AFD and one from
JICA (Mr. Shibuya Yukihiro). They shared with me their views on their own activities and policies,
the peer organizations working as donors and / or technical experts, and their perceptions on the
evolutions of the irrigation sector.
I also attended a dissemination workshop on the Cambodian Irrigation System Information System (CISIS) in late May, where I was able to establish contact with Mr. Vincent David, a long-term
observer of Cambodian irrigation management and supervising engineer in the Prey Nup rehabilitation project. Two representatives of GRET, also involved the formation and training of polder
users in Prey Nup (Mr. Jean-Marie Brun) and the long-term support for irrigation management (Mr.
Antoine Deligne) in Cambodia, respectively could also be interviewed thanks to the proximity of
people I met in the first place.
My colleagues in the NWISP office provided me with the latest drafts of water-related regulation,
project reports, and explanations of operational and organizational issues within the project and
relating to the development partners.
1.6.2

Fieldwork in the Northwest

Altogether, I spent 9 weeks of my overall 3.5 month’s stay in Cambodia in the northwest. Being
attached to the NWISP gave me the opportunity to meet representatives of FWUCs formed as part
of the project in the provinces of Banteay Meanchey and Battambang. They allowed me to ask
questions about their respective villages’ and communities’ history in relation to agriculture, water
management and governance, and more importantly the process of FWUC training and formation
during the ongoing development initiatives.
Through ‘snowballing’, I could arrange meetings with village and commune chiefs, and deputy
district governors in the districts of Phnom Srok, Svay Chek, and Mongkol Borey (Banteay Meanchey
province) and Bavel and Thma Koul districts (in Battambang). These provided me with informa20
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tion on administrative issues of irrigation governance on the ground. Contacts with people involved
in the irrigation development under the auspices of NWISP also helped to broaden my research
in geographical terms, and to visit sites that had formerly seen irrigation interventions (under the
ECOSORN project of MAFF, funded by the EC) or where development had taken place some years
ago.
I also had the opportunity to meet with and interview staff of the two respective provincial departments of the MOWRAM for the analysis of their perceptions, functioning and work in irrigation
governance.

1.7

Structure of the Thesis

After having established a general introduction to the issues of irrigation governance in Cambodia,
the theoretical considerations and an analytical framework, and the purpose and question of my
research, Chapter 2 will provide a more profound introduction to the dynamics of institutional
change that have previously taken place in Cambodia. It will provide a review of FWUC and
irrigation development cases studied, and analyze the current governance framework for irrigation
on the national scale to provide analysis of the policy trajectory and a thorough background for
Chapters 3 and 4.
The former comprises an assessment of the MOWRAM and two PDOWRAMs and a sectoral
analysis of the actors on the Cambodian irrigation scene. In Chapter 4, three cases of FWUCs
and their respective irrigation systems (two reservoir schemes in Banteay Meanchey, one river-fed
scheme comprising several FWUCs along the branch canals) are analyzed. Chapter 5 discusses the
results obtained, concludes with an answer to the research question, and will provide reflections
about both the wider implications of my research for the knowledge on irrigation governance in the
development context, as well as on my own research approach and methodology.
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Chapter 2

Context for Irrigation Governance
This chapter provides analysis of the ‘top level’ irrigation governance dynamics in Cambodia. Political and historical governance dynamics influenced the present institutional framework for irrigation governance; a review of irrigation case studies sheds light on the experiences of projects,
researchers, FWUCs and village communities, and the difficulties the sector is in. It shows how the
physical rehabilitations and FWUC formations of the recent decade have been articulated and what
the challenges for user-based service delivery are in an unsupportive institutional environment.
The argument made in this chapter is twofold. Irrigation development is seen from the perspective of the international driving forces like upstream hydropower development, donor’s aidconditions to adopt policy models, and the impact of regional politico-economic development and
foreign aid-dependency on Cambodian governance. Cheap money (with low interest rate) from
the international community’s loans and grants constitutes a serious problem for the accountability
and effectiveness of the state, and is used for emblematic, politically opportune investments and
personal rents.
Irrigation governance is corrupted by the continued flow of infrastructure investments. On the
level of projects implemented so far, the main thrust by the ministry has been on the development and rehabilitation of physical structures, while fulfilling the conditions of donors to establish FWUCs based on a firm legal foundation. Review of several cases provides evidence that
what counts for the establishment of persistent institutions for water-related services is the conjoint,
strategic and flexible development of three-tiered irrigation systems, considering organizations, environment and technology, and the expectations towards the water service.

2.1

Geographical Introduction

Cambodia has always been under strong influence by its neighboring countries, politically, as well
as physically through the Mekong and Tônlé Sâp trade routes and the particular hydrology of the
lower Mekong basin shaping Cambodian’s everyday life. Trade and cultural exchange, and in recent
decades the increased development of dams in the upstream part of the Mekong river can in this
respect be seen as factors shaping Cambodian politics.
2.1.1

Tônlé Sâp flood plain

The country’s climate is marked by two distinct periods caused, on the one hand, by the monsoon
periods and by its relative continentality on the other: From mid-April to the end of October monsoon rains make the country’s lifeline, the Mekong and its side streams swell, fill up the soil profiles
23
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Figure 2.1: The Mekong basin; source: Eastham et al. (2008)
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Figure 2.2: The Tonle Sap basin on Cambodian territory (Flood- and dry-season levels of the lake in shades
of blue); source: (Mekong River Commission, 2005)

and inundate much of the countries’ flood plain around the so-called ”Great Lake”, the Tônlé Sâp
(Pillot, 2007:11-16). The terrace zones just above the flood plains is equally covered with slowly
receding water due to impeded drainage during this time of the year. During the dry season from
November through April, this natural reservoir’s catchment and most of the rest of the country receives only very little rain, while hot and dry winds cause high evaporation. This is the reason
why Cambodian climate can be characterized as markedly two-seasonal, compared to its South East
Asian neighbours (Pillot, 2007:46). Provinces of the Northwest on average receive lower annual
precipitation due to the mountain ranges shielding it from the southwestern monsoon; the total rainfall varies between 1,000 and 1,300 milimeters for normal years, but can be as low as 800 or exceed
2,000 in exceptional years (usually one out of 10).

2.1.2

The Mekong Regional Context

The Mekong river itself is the main driver of the Tônlé Sâp’s flood pulse (Lamberts and Koponen,
2008), and a vital factor for the ecologic productivity and thus the livelihoods of Cambodians,
whether they live off fishing directly, or indirectly (fish and seafood are the number one sources
of protein in the country (UNDP, Cambodia, 2007)). With increasing development of hydropower
dams and diversion for irrigation uses in the upstream countries, these pulses and the livelihoods
based on them are under threat due to changed flow regimes and overall volumes (Kummu and
Sarkkula, 2008).
Political dynamics during the last 30 years, and concomitant economic development have had
considerable impacts on the region (Oehlers, 2006) in terms of the mobility of labor and capital, of
which neighboring Vietnam is a good example. While during the Cold War the Chinese and Russian competed for influence in mainland Southeast Asia, and Thailand used to be the only ‘block
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free’ state, the Mekong Committee1 used to be one of the rare arenas where the governments of the
downstream riparian countries met to exchange on development issues and joint planning (Jacobs,
2002:356). However, China as the upstream riparian did not have an interest in cooperation, and
merely has an observer status until today, so does Myanmar (Dore, 2003; Jacobs, 2002); the MRC’s
mandate mainly covers the lower Mekong basin, and the issues of water resource management
from a development perspective (Dore and Lazarus, 2009). The Mekong basin organization itself
played an important role in the basin‘s hydraulic development that increasingly creates contestations
amongst the international community and the riparian’s citizens for concerns about environmental,
social and economic sustainability – and threats (Molle et al., 2009c,b). Funding came from multilateral organizations and big NGOs like the Ford Foundation to increase cooperation, wealth and
development through the harnessing and utilization of the water resources that had been largely
uncontrolled until the 1950s (Middleton et al., 2009; Ratner, 2003; Hirsch, 2006).
While during much of the 20th century, regional cooperation amongst the riparians of the
Mekong had been centered around the ‘apolitical’ issues of harnessing the river for the sake of
the region’s economic development (Ratner, 2003), the formerly only arena bringing together (in
more or less effective ways) the elites of the Mekong countries has in recent years been superseded
by the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS, an economically inspired geopolitical construct fostering
cooperation and economic development; Molle et al. (2009b)). The vision of this ADB-launched
initiative2 has to date focused a great deal on infrastructure projects fostering the regional interconnections (by roads, railways, a power grid and hydropower dams to aliment the former) in order
to encourage trade and market integration (Molle et al., 2009b:10). This regional development
initiative has been readily embraced by the region’s governments as it promises to make considerable impact on the member countries’ (chronically energy-short) economies, while questions of
institutional performance and the downside of infrastructure projects have been little considered so
far.
Regional socioeconomic processes like the increasing integration into the world’s economy or
the advent of an empowered civil society are rapidly changing the way regional and basin processes
are happening, causing shifts in water governance patterns on different scales and places in the
Mekong region3 . Industrialization, trade and increasing prices for food on the world market are used
for the justification of further infrastructure development (Molle et al., 2009b), while concomitant
environmental pressure increasingly affects the poor, rural population of the lower Mekong countries depending on those resources, notably fish, land, water, and forests (Hirsch, 2006; Rutherford
et al., 2008; Sneddon, 2007).
2.1.3

Livelihoods, Agriculture and Paddy

Cambodians still largely depend on the land they crop, and other food resources available to them
(notably game and fish), as about 80% of the people live in rural areas and amongst them, about
85% depend mainly on agriculture and natural resource use (UNDP, Cambodia, 2007). PinstrupAndersen (2004) notes, citing statistics by the World Resource Institute (p.15) that average cereal
crop yields in Cambodia boosted in the period from 1989-1991 until 2002 to 2,050 kg per hectare,
1

The predecessor of the modern-day Mekong River Commission, founded in 1995.
And influenced by ASEAN (Association of SouthEast Asian Nations, a regional political-economic partnership of the mainland,
insular and peninsular nations of the region).
3
I think the expression region fits best to describe the overlapping and interlinking context of a hydrologic basin, cultural and
historical linkages, and the politico-economic definition of the GMS; one can understand this as the ‘problemshed’, according to
Mollinga et al. (2007) and Allan (2005:184-185) (Molle et al., 2009c)
2
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on average. The increases can mainly be ascribed to the improved overall security after decades
of war, and the concomitant availability of agrochemicals for the better off who, in the light of
economic liberalization gradually improved farm productivity (Pillot, 2007). On a toposequence,
Bell and Seng (2003:164) note that yield figures vary considerably with the duration of annual
inundation. Shams and Ahmed (2000) explain that, given the agro-ecology situation in the lowlands,
rain-fed terraces surrounding the flood plains of the lake, the integration of forest and lake products
had traditionally been a risk-reducing strategy for rural families disposing of little land and / or
labor. This did not change considerably despite displacement of the population and clearing of the
flood forest during Democratic Kampuchea (Shams and Ahmed, 2000:62,69). Paddy is the main
food staple, and the harvest cultivated by smallholders is often their only source of carbohydrates,
especially where aquatic and forest resources are not available or under pressure. Under these
circumstances, increasing agricultural productivity available is important for food security (Chea
et al., 2003). This productivity is limited by 4 aspects:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Constraints in land1 , labor2 or market access3 ,
Climatic variability,
Soil fertility, impermeable soil layers and water logging, and
The resulting constraints for crop diversification as paddy rice is highly adapted to shallow
root zones and water logging (Chea et al., 2003; Phaloeun et al., 2003).

Increasing the productivity of smallholder agriculture as a means to achieve food security, economic
growth and development hence needs to address a variety of these factors. Road infrastructure being
deteriorated by waterlogging and scour every wet season impact on market access (for inputs as well
as for selling the produce), as well as on the maintenance needs of infrastructure for water control.
A summary of some publications by CDRI4 (McKenney and Tola, 2002; Murshid, 1998; Murshid and Sokphally, 2005; Acharya et al., 2003) leads to the conclusion that labor is, especially along
the Thai-Cambodian border, increasingly attracted to foreign job and trade markets (see Murshid
and Sokphally, 2005), while increasing trade and accessibility through consolidation of exchange
in the GMS makes inputs like pesticides and fertilizer more readily available, if still not at a cheap
price.
These factors, increasing labor scarcity with decreasing input prices might potentially shift agricultural practices towards the use of more external inputs and hence capital intensive cropping systems, if there was not the constraint of credit- and institutional insecurity5 (Daubert, 2007; Suiwah
et al., 2005) that makes many people rely on traditional patronage structures, and the avoidance of
entrepreneurial risk. As Pillot explains, and many others agree, avoiding risk with respect to the
community and social relations one is part of is an integral component of Cambodian families and
their social strategies (see, for instance Pillot in 2007:140-144,473, Mehmet 1997, O’Kane 1993 or
Frings 1994).
Paddy cultivation is and has been a necessity rather than a choice in many zones due to the annual
inundations, while its average yield level in low-input and little fertile systems lay at around one ton
1

Especially in the populous central and southern provinces.
Labor demand is highly seasonal and peaks during the cycles of transplanting and harvesting.
3
All weather roads only link the provincial centers while the hinterlands can not be easily accessed throughout the year.
4
The Cambodian Development Resource Institute
5
Money lenders are, in many zones, still the predominant credit institutions (presumably for a lack of trust in community
organizations, as many argue), charging high interest rates and ‘never forget’. Trade monopolies exist in less accessible areas of the
northwest, where traders from Cambodian centers or Thailand were the only, and thus price-dictating buyers.
2
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per hectare (Pillot, 2007:96). At least until the 1960s, yield increases were made based on expansion
of cultivated land rather than on intensification of traditional practices, limited by labor availability
rather than by land which was readily available in most zones (Pillot, 2007:97). Irrigation can hence
only be beneficial (and an interesting issue for community management) where the marginal cost
of monetary or social capital1 investment for improving water management exceeds the marginal
productivity increases of hiring more labor, ploughing more land, or buying inputs.

2.2

Cambodia’s Governance

Administrative, political and economic aspects within the country have gone through radical changes
over time, while at the same time inherent ‘Khmer’ patterns of power persisted. This section summarizes past dynamics and outlines present-day challenges with a focus on the last 50 years of
Cambodian history, and the role the international community plays in the definition and articulation
of policies.
It summarizes the international discourses permeating Cambodian politics, the state of the aidinfluenced political economy, and the primary actor’s goals and approaches. Current governance
patterns in this section are presented as the result of recent international development policies and
regional politico-economic developments, and history. The latter is the reason why governance
structures and the patterns of social interaction are characterized by a hierarchical, rival mind set of
decision makers and a defensive, reactionist style of going about problems and challenges.
2.2.1

Historical Governance from Angkor to the 20th century

Lessons for the understanding of present-day governance can be drawn from what happened before
the deep transformations following the Khmer Rouge’s (KR) revolution and the proclamation of
agrarian communism from the early 1970s2 onwards to early 1979.
2.2.1.1

Glorious History?

“(S)ome scholars have seen [Angkor] as a classic example of Karl Wittfogel’s notion of hydraulic
oriental despotism or of Marx’s concept of an Asiatic mode of production” (Chandler, 2008:4).
The way power was exerted and positions in society legitimized were founded on religion , but
also on the perpetuate proof of legitimacy by constructing monuments and infrastructure (Chandler,
2008:53-54).
There is scholarly dispute about the extent to which Angkorean kingdoms depended on hydroagricultural infrastructure, and whether irrigation played a vital role. As explained in the first chapter, nowadays there is agreement on the religious and cosmological aspects of Khmer structures,
and that they had been rather used to display power and religious faith. Pillot examines the discourses and archeological and historical sources surrounding the debate. He states that, given the
agronomic basics of rather sandy soils, the lack of short duration varieties and the high demand
for labour needed for several crop cycles per year and the maintenance of canal structures makes
1

The concept of social capital is tricky in this context; I use it to describe the economically intangible, but ‘true’ cost for families
and individuals to mobilize collective action, request assistance from neighbors, patrons and distant relatives, or to deviate from what
is perceived in their communities as the proper conduct.
2
Some southern provinces had in fact been controlled by the communists while civil war waged in the country under the USbacked regime of Lon Nol; the seizure of power had hence been a gradual one, backed by an impoverished and indoctrinated
peasantry. Some strongholds had also existed in the country’s northwest (Chandler, 2008:252-253)
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the hypothesis of a Khmer irrigator’s culture highly unlikely (Pillot, 2007:61-85). He resumes that,
given the labour constraints for double- or triple cultures, and the absence of water distribution
structures fit for paddy irrigation, the ingenuity of Angkorean rulers was constituted by their ability
to make use of the available technologies and the fertile and low-cost flood recession ecosystem of
the Tônlé Sâp – in addition to slave labourers from conquered neighboring kingdoms (ibid). The
latter were used for the dangerous and hard work in construction, while the lower ranks of the wellstratified Khmer society used to cultivate the land by usufruct right owned by the priests and the
royal bureaucracy.
The Angkor empire declined after the 15th century, and Khmer people struggled against invasions from neighboring states; the reasons for the decline are seen by some, again, in the siltation
of canals and thus the collapse of irrigated agriculture as the basis of Khmer society. Chandler
(p. 92-93) cites another ‘hydrologic hypothesis’: stagnant water in the Angkor canals that became
breeding grounds for mosquitos and subsequent malaria epidemics. He however resumes that the
overall reason for the decline of the Angkorean kingdom was due to changes in religious philosophy (which shifted several times between Hinduism and two distinct forms of Buddhism), regional
uprise of the Thai, Viet, and the increased trade with China, causing abandonment of Angkor and a
shift towards today’s worldly center of power, Phnom Penh.
2.2.1.2

Early International Politics

Struggle for power and against neighboring ethnics continued until the French installed a protectorate shielding Cambodia against Thai and Vietnamese political influence (while they later encouraged Vietnamese immigration into Cambodia). Some simple irrigation systems had been constructed during the period from the early 20th century to 1950 in selected, fertile zones, while
the main hydro-agronomic intervention ascribed to the French is the development of so-called colmatage canals1 .
The role of the state from pre-protectorate days (before 1863) was limited to levying taxes on any
production that could be exploited commercially – an effect of French, Siamese, Chinese and Viet
merchant’s advocacy, influencing economic policies in their favour, thereby destroying any incentive
for increasing production (Pillot, 2007:87-89). The colonizers introduced the first administrative
system in Cambodia, despite the fact that vast parts of the country could not be accessed by roads
and were covered by forest rather than settlements. The khum, a commune administrative body
designed to implement western-style land tenure and levy taxes remained largely inefficient and
reinforced patronage and corruption amongst office holders. The village chief’s traditional position
received official recognition (although it had been assigned based on bought positions and favors
among local influential personalities, see Pillot (2007:89-91)).
Land and its tenure and distribution had been largely handled under Cambodian traditional rule,
stipulating that usufruct rights from land use could be obtained by anyone clearing it initially; plots
were considered ‘free’ after 3 years of fallow. Pillot gives reasons for why classical irrigation development only received little attention and fund allocation, despite the assignment of gatekeepers in
the few existing reservoir sites: The colonizer’s (and after independence the kingdom’s) economic
objectives in a largely rural, agricultural country was to increase the creation of value added by
1

These allow for controlled inundation and drainage, but not controlled water delivery (Perera, 2006:4). The system, initially
conceived for protecting roadworks is close to what in Khmer language is called praek: Sluice gates control the filling of reservoirs
and (storage) canals during periods of peak river discharge; the water is subsequently spread through a network of smaller canals and
pumped into the fields (Pillot, 2007:169)

29

2. C ONTEXT FOR I RRIGATION G OVERNANCE

producing and processing raw material like cotton or hevea (Pillot, 2007:95-97) for export markets; this strategy favors private investment in agriculture over public investment in structures and
management and corresponds to the observed “chronic absence of maintenance” (Pillot, 2007:96).
The absence of registered landholding and the right to make use after an initial investment to
clear and plant the land led to the occurrence of first indicators of concentration on the side of
merchants (in tobacco, hevea and jute plantations), and of landlessness and the appearance of sharecroppers amongst the people in increasingly populous zones by the 1960s. A general increase in
richness and economic exchange since the French installed their protectorate until the end of King
Sihanouk’s rule did not contribute to the general wealth of the peasantry who had to bear the cost of
economic crisis, the Indochina- and Vietnam wars and unequal land appropriation (Pillot, 2007:9799). Rural poverty and rampant urban corruption created a gap in Cambodian society that later gave
birth to political turmoil, civil war, the revolution and the genocide following April 1975.
2.2.1.3

Democratic Kampuchea’s Aftermath

The interventions in Cambodia’s lowland hydrology (mainly in the terrace zones), through water
storage dams, extensive rectangular grids of canals of limited (and sometimes adverse) utility, as
well as the abandonment of land and other property rights and demarcations constituted serious
challenges thereafter. To avoid further strife and turmoil, the government of the People’s Republic
of Kampuchea (PRK) due to limited economic, physical and managerial capacity had little choice
but to mimic the centralized, collective management of land and water resources of DK. This did
however not improve agricultural productivity in most places, nor infrastructure O&M, and paddy
yields barely exceeded subsistence levels. Only after PRK’s weak enforcement capacity was implicitly admitted during the de-collectivization from 1985 onwards had land been re-allocated and
property rights to other production factors been granted to families, who then started to invest and
intensify their family-based production (see Pillot 2007.
The absence of able staff for, and of any formal structure of governance1 entailed the renewed
installation of central power in the capital. Equipped with little but an official mandate, state services
in all domains were not able to deliver any more than partial emergency relief; this was even more so
for capital intensive issues like infrastructure. This despite the fact that PRK’s parallel re-building
of state and party structures permeated Cambodian society like, with exception of the almost four
years of quasi-slavery to the ideas of the communist regime, never before (de Zeeuw, 2010) through
its restrictive structuring of village society (where PRK actually reigned the territory). Roads and
hydraulic works, if not already collapsed, further degraded in the absence of the command & control
forces of DK, while people came back to traditional modes of securing their everyday lives (Pillot
2007; Chandler 2008).
2.2.2

Present-Day Governance Challenges

Today, Cambodian rulers are confronted with severe challenges that they do not always meet with
the vigor that partners in the domain of international cooperation and the Cambodian people would
like to see. On the scale of the national economy, the imbalance between foreign investment (official
development aid allocations and direct foreign investments) according to Ear (2007b) has deep

1

Other than revolutionary committees under the Viet-model of the People’s Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea, a means of
mobilizing collective labor and conscription to the forces.
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impacts on the political economy. Influx of foreign capital causes fungibility of funds, an aiddependent government, and so-called ‘Dutch Disease’, the draining of capacity from the public job
market to the aid economy – and a lack of capacity and incentives for the state’s administration to
endorse reforms.
2.2.2.1

Contested Democratization

Awareness about the hybrid character of Cambodian democracy (see section 1.2.3, page 6 and
Öjendal and Lilja 2009a; Sedara and Öjendal 2009; Ear 2009; Hasselskog 2009b; Öjendal and
Lilja 2009b) led international and the few national advocates of democracy and the presumed societal benefit to a call for continuing reform in the country. The process of ‘Decentralization and
Deconcentration’ has been officially embraced since the mid-90s, while it had for almost ten years
not made progress (Sedara and Öjendal, 2009) after the first national level elections. The international community, having played an ambiguous role in the post-war dynamics1 has been the main
promotor of administrative, legal and fiscal reforms (McGrew, 2009; Hasselskog, 2009b).
An important step towards decentralization reform had been made through the 2002 commune
level elections, after the national legal framework finally passed legislation in 2001; the communes
are perceived as the core unit of the administration reforms, at least by the donor community. The
international development community, foremost the UNDP promoted the decentralization reforms
since the UNTAC mission; two major development programs (CARERE and subsequently SEILA)
have established proof of the importance of local-level strengthening of authorities and the need for
devolution of administrative and fiscal devolution (Sedara and Öjendal, 2009:108,130). Hasselskog
(2009a,b) argue that reforms through these large programs still were interventions, and in many
cases did not succeed in building lasting structures for decentralized governance of the country’s
development.
Discriminating between political decentralization (or devolution) and administrative and fiscal
decentralization (or deconcentration), Turner (2002) argue that Cambodia so far lacks the managerial capacity and that the process suffers from a coherent, strategic and politically determined
approach for the reasons named by Öjendal and Lilja (see also Blunt and Turner (2005) and Rusten
et al. (2004)). This is also visible in the reluctance of national level actors to give away competencies
like taxation, a pivotal factor for the viability of local, partly autonomous governance (Hasselskog,
2009b), and the cause for resource constraints making results of decentralization mediocre at best –
despite the drastic decrease of political violence and manipulation (Sedara and Öjendal, 2009:127).
This is, in part, also due to the conceptual divide between international actors and reformpromoters in the domain2 , whose models and underlying policy goals do not always match with
other donor’s ideas and objectives, and neither with the Cambodian polity. Local level empowerment is now shaping through the process of democratization (and is considered becoming an
internally driven process that is gradually gaining pace, see Sedara and Öjendal 2009:109).
But persisting patronage patterns reverse the flow of political power through the appointment
of higher-level officials through the CPP-dominated commune councils (Sedara and Öjendal, 2009;
1
The former leaders of DK have kept their seat for Cambodia at the United Nations until the 1990s, for instance; the Chinese
government continued its role of a patron for the Khmer Rouge since their first formal formation as the Democratic Party of Kampuchea until the forging of a fragile coalition government composed of the KR, Viet-backed socialist CPP (formerly the PRPK) and
‘new democrats’ (McGrew, 2009; Ear, 2009).
2
In an interview with the program manager for the implementation of The Organic Law of the GTZ, I learned that multilateral
agencies such as the UNDP and the World Bank focus much more on ‘service delivery’, while the bilateral European donors stress
the importance of ‘empowerment’.
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Öjendal and Lilja, 2009b).
2.2.2.2

Rules

Action plans and strategies for the development and prosperity of the country are issued in a 5-yearplan manner by the Cambodian government. The legal and judicial side of pro-poor development
lags behind, both in the frequency and commitment of official actions (Hughes, 2006a). Un (2009)
describes the problems of the judiciary system as being grounded on a lack of courthouses, wages1 ,
and the interference of the executive on all levels. The result is a lack of trust in the judges and clerks
(who are highly susceptible for bribes) amongst the people who often only have a blurred vision of
higher ranked people(Hasselskog, 2009b:196), and arbitrary rule of policemen and government
officers using their power for the own benefit. The polity’s vision of democracy is mirrored in
the articulation of institutions and is not balanced by a society that shows little understanding of
democratic principles and is, more often than not, looking backwards rather than into the future
(Chandler, 2008).
A general picture of Cambodian governance in the classic domains cited by Kaufmann et al.
(2002) or Ear (2007a) is bleak. The state of accountability, rule of law, effectiveness of the government, and the voice to articulate preferences and contestations do not correspond to the expectations international observers had towards the democratization of the country. Despite the continued
‘tightrope act’ the ruling government had been performing over the last decade (Öjendal and Lilja,
2009b) between consolidating and widening their basis of power and resources on the one hand,
and meeting expectations of the Cambodian emerging civil society (Downie and Kingsbury, 2001)
and the donor community, the Cambodian government around prime minister Hun Sen has become
a legitimate and powerful obligatory passage point for every issue pertaining to profits and power –
and thereby controlling the country’s prospects and political directions.
The MOWRAM, in this respect, is no exception.
2.2.2.3

Natural Resource Management

Regional economic market integration (of fish and timber products) and national political developments have, since the re-integration with the global community by the early 1990s, led to contested
resource appropriation by the powerful in many instances (De Lopez, 2002); notably of fishing lots
(Ratner, 2006), timber through illegal logging by the army and private companies associated with
the government (Le Billon, 2000), and land for mining, tourism development, or any productive
undertaking other than smallholder farming (De Lopez, 2002; Van Acker, 1999; So, 2010).
The conflicting challenge of sustaining economic growth while balancing the functionality and
long-term benefits of the ecosystem endowments is met by officials with contradictory discourse.
“I would like all farmers to use SRI methods on their farms” said agriculture minister Chan Sarun
(Chhorn and Kurczy, 2008), not acknowledging the diversity of problems Cambodian farmers face
for their production1 .
Similar statements exist in the domain of fisheries and forestry, where traditional means of exploitation and forms of community organizations are under threat: a) by over-exploitation due to
increasing populations and the appearance of commercial loggers and fishers, b) by being crowded
1

Like most of the lower-ranked Cambodian officials, judges receive payments that do not suffice to sustain a family
The System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is based on a set of improved, labor-demanding practices with a high potential for
increased yields, but at the same time increasing demands in labor during crucial periods, and rigid plot water level management.
1
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out by modern technology, especially in the fisheries sector, and c) on the institutional side, concessions for resource exploitation are being granted with little consideration of the effects on local
communities, and little enforcement is being done to prevent illegal exploitation (Ratner, 2006;
Rutherford et al., 2008; Gaughan et al., 2009; Le Billon, 2000). Protest is usually replied with the
confirmation of ‘firm action’ against the offenders. Real action depends on the respective suspect’s
social and political status or, in the case of the Cambodian army, no further action is sought due
to the autonomous and frightening lawlessness of the forces (Peou, 1998; Roberts, 2002; Springer,
2009, 2010).
The weakness of the rulers surfaces when international observers (such as Global Witness) expose irregularities, e.g. in the case of a MOWRAM irrigation project in Pursat province (Phorn
and Marks, 2010), which had been formally declared a ‘government project’, but is supposedly
funded by re-allocated bribe money paid by international mining corporation BHP as a ‘reward’ for
concessions.
2.2.2.4

Models of Good Governance vs. Political Power Absorption

The governance transformations in recent decades, with their discursive commitment to change and
prosperity and parallel consolidation of power with the elites is a proof for the political character
reforms on any scale have. The example of a Cambodian government that, for at least since the
end of the 1990s resisted a committed and concise transfer of power and competencies, including
the financial and legal resources, illustrates how during the process of ongoing democratization
interventions, the prior Problematization and Interessement of bi- and multilateral agencies, and
Enrolment of (aid) resources are Mobilized. This Mobilization does however not translate into
what the international partners envisaged, but served the interest of Cambodian elites and foreign
investors (for detailed studies on the process of power contestations, political violence and the role
of the elites in the post-war neoliberal order see Peou 1998; Roberts 2002; Springer 2010).
2.2.3

The Role of the International Community

Internal political processes in Cambodia, as highlighted in the above sections can only be comprehended if one understands the objectives and development models the international community and
its various representatives advocate for. The main arguments for government and donor agencies to
justify their continued monetary and political commitment to the Cambodian state2 center around
peace, reconciliation, political and economic stability, and the anticipated effects on the population’s
poverty.
2.2.3.1

Accountability, Aid and the Donor-Governance-Nexus

The donor community in Cambodia is faced with concerns about their policies and the effectiveness of their interventions and impact on democracy, accountability and development as well. On
the national scale, Sophal Ear proves that the international communities’ interventions in classical
domains of development indicators are having only marginal, and sometimes even negative effects
(Ear, 2007a).

2
Countless non-governmental organizations of different sizes operate in Cambodia, and many of them operate directly through
local authorities. However, due to the centrality of power and decision making, their activities are often constrained by the lack of
mandate and power vested with the local administration, and the interference or passiveness of higher administrative levels.
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Secondly, not only do the activities of the foreign-funded projects (also through NGOs) barely
deliver in what concerns nationwide development, they also distort the context for service delivery
and effective development administration by the state: In his study on aid effectiveness and governance impacts, Ear (2006, 2007a) argues that despite political stability, governance indicators like
political stability, voice and accountability, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, the rule
of law, and control of corruption did not improve, and in the case of corruption aggravated due to
lack of control by the donors; this, Ear describes, stems from a lack of donor’s internal absence of
corruption control and, even worse, the encouragement of non-transparent conduct (Ear, 2007a:82).
2.2.3.2

Policy models?

It is hard to generalize the essence of the donor community’s policies for Cambodian development
due to its various denominations and fields / sectors of activity. The issue of little coordination
among donors is being raised repeatedly in the Cambodian context (Godfrey et al., 2002), which
indicates the tendency of international actors to insufficiently consider the present incoherence between varying policy objectives (as there is a multitude of actors!) and (the modus operandi of)
implementation, while gradually shifting from compartmentalized project-approaches towards sector strategies (Mosse, 2004) instead of considering the drawbacks of their own, conceptually limited
‘interventionism’.
Today, donors are trying to address the issues they created with prior interventions and initiatives. After more than a decade and repeated threats to withhold aid disbursement, a law to fight
corruption and increase transparency in the government’s expenditure passed legislation. Given the
weak judicial system and lack of accountability, observers do however qualify it as “a joke” (Ear,
2009:158).
Intervention models for implementing projects overrule local governance and compromise the
legitimacy of institutions. While on the national scale, one might argue, the implicit assumption of
unaccountable government staff and widespread corruption is justified for the sake of making aid
effectively reach the population, there are also negative effects: Young and institutionally fragile political constructs, the councils on commune levels, and their traditional counterparts for governance,
the achar1 counteract in many instances. Governance interventions by projects are usually backed
by funding, but met with suspicion towards the political sphere, while the logic of remuneration
of villagers for community work provided by a project hinders the (varying) indigenous potential
for collective action mobilized by the achar who rely on religious community work (Hasselskog,
2009a).
Hasselskog, 2009b,a describes how CARERE, SEILA, and the World Food Program (WFP)
implement their practical work through governance interventions that fail to create strong bodies
of local governance. In essence, the imbalance in perceptions of participation and representation
between villagers and project staff, and the limited time frame and necessity to ‘make things work’
proved to be the main impediments for the creation of viable and trusted institutions for governance.
Natural resource management models advocated by donors focus almost exclusively on ‘the
community’. Inspired by the insights from global common-pool resource management, and the
near absence of functional official resource administration sees the foundation of several ‘user committees’ for various issues in the same jurisdiction – all working side by side instead of coordinating
1

The achar are usually elderly male members of local communities who devoted themselves to spiritual and commune work and
have great influence on the decisions made by commune and village elites (Pillot, 2007).
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and agreeing on priorities (Hasselskog, 2009b), while commune councils are being overridden and
not involved due to the fear of political resource capture and lack of capacity1 .
2.2.3.3

Development Dilemma

On the one hand, foreign aid constitutes a big share of the government’s budget (Ear, 2007a) and
foreign funding is deemed necessary by the international community to attain the Millennium Development Goals for Cambodia, and to continue building local and governmental capacity. On the
other, the non-deliberate push for economic integration on the ‘conventional path’ by regional initiatives, lack of control of aid utilization and impact on ‘beneficiaries’ as well as ‘counterparts’, and
the limited impact of governance interventions in the form of projects show the downside of the aid
system.
Cambodian understandings of ‘community’ and politics, and hence those of participation and
representation differ from the model approaches proposed by interventionist’s policies; the contrast
can be described as that between a partnership or counterpart vision and the principles of kinship
and subordination. Both government officials and villagers know how to take and use what they
consider beneficial, though often this does not correspond to the donor’s ideas of accountability and
effectiveness (Hasselskog, 2009b:203-216).

2.3

The Framework for Irrigation Governance

It is clear that Cambodia needs to develop more comprehensive approaches and coherent visions
for the governance of its resources, what is however contested is the influence of economic development initiatives on the country’s governing elite. It is feared that through the disbursement of
‘cheap and unconditional money’ for emblematic projects, these policies override concerns about
social and environmental sustainability while they provide private gains to the ones promoting and
commissioning them (Middleton et al., 2009; Molle et al., 2009c). These concerns are nurtured
by the appearance of non-classical lenders (like China) and private companies on the scene, who
follow a plain economic agenda (Middleton et al., 2009; Rutherford et al., 2008). With water resources and infrastructure development receiving renewed interests on donor agendas, a new thrust
has been given to irrigation development in Cambodia as well (Molle et al., 2009b), while repeating
conventional notions of security.
2.3.1

Development policies

Water resource management is on top of the list of organizations operating in Cambodia, both
multilateral agencies (ADB, Asian Development Bank, 2003), as well as bilateral donors and (International)NGOs1 , and also on the government’s. Strategies pertaining to water resources by the
government are numerous, for example the Socio-Economic Development Plan, the National Environmental Action Plan, the Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity and Efficiency,
and the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (Chamroeun, undated) in their respective
planning phases.
1
This information stems from an informal talk with a Cambodian observer of development projects having worked in the domains
of forestry and rural (water) infrastructure.
1
Usually focussing on managerial approaches due to concerns about the sustainability of interventions, and the costliness of
infrastructure investments.
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These action plans are brought forward by the donor community calling for Cambodia to follow
suit with the developments in neighboring economies, and prepare for future challenges of climate
change, development and food security (like in Ministry of Environment (2005); UNDP Cambodia
(2010)). The overarching strategic framework for all development policies is the RGC’s Rectangular Strategy (Hun and Chhay, 2010b). It caters for all aspects of development and is adopted
for respective sector or ministry’s strategies. The strategies, together with general policies setting
RGC’s objectives and approach for development cooperation (see, for instance Chhon (2006)) are
used for combining the ‘development template vision’ with the ‘best practice’ approaches in water
resource management (Ear, 2007b).
Initiative to increase the momentum for reforms is mainly displayed during the annual donorgovernment-NGO meeting in Phnom Penh where renewed calls for an acceleration of the general
development of the legal framework is made; this usually leads to the issuing of another draft version
of a law or decree. The process of negotiating and amending the content of laws and regulatory
frameworks in all domains of Cambodian policy is a black box (Ear, 2005; Hughes, 2006b) that
does not allow the donor community or civil society actors to enter the process.
2.3.2

The law on water resource management

Rivalry can be observed among Cambodia’s ministries on national and sub-national2 levels. Organizations’ mandates and institutional provisions overlap, for instance in the domain of water supply:
The Ministry for Rural Development has the lead for this activity in rural zones, while the Ministry
of Industry and Mining caters for urban water supply and sanitation; MOWRAM’s place in infrastructure development planning and issuing of fees for industrial uses or private urban water supply
is hence contested by the overlap of laws and competencies (Mang, 2009:27-28,40). Similar points
of friction exist between MOWRAM and the MOAFF (for watershed management, and irrigated
agriculture, see also following sections), the MOE (for conservation of protected zones and water
quality) and the MOPWT (for navigation and infrastructure development).
The case of the Tônlé Sâp Basin Management Organisation3 highlights the difficulty to join
efforts strategically and delegate power to an inter-agency body for cross-cutting responsibilities
(Mang, 2009). The TSBMO’s mandate is to date unclear, while MOWRAM’s minister created an
own initiative, the Tônlé Sâp Authority under the auspices of this single ministry which had been
granted official status by a decree of the Prime Minister (see Tonle Sap Authority (2010). Contested development of a management body integrating various line agencies has been sidelined by
MOWRAM in this case, overriding the collective’s and donor’s objective of integrating management
in an agency that transcends line ministries. MOWRAM monopolized the mandate and competency
for the basin under its own supervision.
Mang (2009) and Roux (2005) analyze the making of and content of the law on Water Resource
Management. The law took a long time to pass legislation (from MOWRAM’s inception in 1999),
and consultations between donors, the civil society and the MOWRAM (as the lead agency for
drafting policies on water resource management) had not taken place before the law first entered
the Council of Ministers and later the National Assembly in 2003 (Roux, 2005:13-14). The fact

2
A technocratic term for denoting ‘lower’ and ‘subordinate’ levels adopted, for instance by the National Committee for SubNational Democratic Development (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2010)
3
TSBMO; Advocated for by the Cambodian National Mekong Committee and ADB.
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that the law had finally only been enacted by 20071 is, on the one hand, due to political power play
during the national elections. The other is, according to my information, that the donors involved
during initial drafting (AusAID) and multilateral agencies pushed for an open consultation process,
and not just ‘dissemination’, which however made the process even longer, as Roux explains.
The law adopts all modern principles of water resource management, foremost IWRM, paying
lip service to all modern water resource management approaches (for instance through stipulating
water licensing which, given the weak institutional framework and comparatively low water withdrawal seems at least dubious; see also Molle (2005)). Implementation of the law in the following
articles is supposed to grant private property rights to license-holders, and based on master plans
for water resources, and the adoption of participatory principles (Royal Government of Cambodia,
2007).
Mang exemplifies the capacity of MOWRAM’s2 and other agencies to successfully translate the
general principles of the law in concrete participatory, integrated and basin wide approaches and
actions. Her assessment, looking at provisions for IWRM and the actual capacity, comes to the
conclusion that for integrated management of water resources in Cambodia, there are still many
conceptual and practical obstacles (Mang, 2009:21,44-45) The law on water resource management,
despite its adoption of all contemporary concepts promoted by the international water development
community, can hence be seen as an artefact for MOWRAM’s own status, stressing its overall
planning and lawmaking responsibility, and becoming an obligatory passage point for every waterrelated issue.
An underlining argument for this is the erasure of provisions for the “modalities for collaboration with other ministries(Roux, 2005:15) by MOWRAM during the amendment process. The
development of sub-decrees for its operationalization is still pending, notably for the decree on river
basin management, water quality, and the decree on water licenses3 .
In sum, the national level governance framework is fragmented and considerable overlap exists
between agencies, while the objectives stated are mainly abstract and pay lip service to the development partners, rather than starting with practical approaches that address issues of coordination,
not control.
2.3.3

Regulations and policies concerning irrigation governance

The legal framework for irrigation management that endorsed PIMD1 evolved mainly through the
donor community’s realization that for irrigation development in notoriously short on money Cambodia necessitates the involvement of the farmers.
Up to this period, big infrastructure had been formally operated by provincial officers of the
MOAFF (before MOWRAM’s creation) on the scheme-scale, while ‘committees for management’
had been installed by the respective intervening agency (from ILO, to UNDP projects and CARERE2
to the DGIHM’s rehabilitation projects). According to representatives of GRET 2 and of AFD3 , the
1

And still lacks the regulations and bylaws for its operationalization to date, I learned during talks with observers and officials
of the MOWRAM during my research.
2
The law contains a lot of emphasis on MOWRAM’s status as THE lead agency in water resource management, and ALL aspects
of it.
3
At the time of writing this thesis, December 2010, there were rumors about a joint dissemination workshop, but no confirmation
about the contents yet.
1
after emergency rehabilitation and not very satisfying results with the rehabilitation and top-down management of the largest
schemes of the country’s northeast and south (see Kibler and Perroud 2004:28-29).
2
Mr. Jean-Marie Brun, Mr. Didier Pillot, former GRET director
3
Mr. Olivier Gilard
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project in Prey Nup (see 2.4.1, page 40, officially commenced in 1998 had been envisaged by the
donor as an example for both large-scale participatory rehabilitation, as well as for the far-reaching
transfer of O&M and management responsibilities to the users of the polders.
The donor’s shift in perception from re-construction to co-development, according to my interview partners, also inspired the drafting of the policy and legal framework.
2.3.3.1

The PIMD policy

The prime minister’s Circular no. 1 (dated June 2000 (MOWRAM, 2000b)), also termed the implementation policy for sustainable irrigation systems, contains three parts:
1. A template statute for FWUCs,
2. The policy for sustainability of operation and maintenance irrigation systems, and
3. Steps in the Formation of a Farmer Water User Community.
The policy contains, next to a definition of relevant terms, the decreasing government contribution
over 5 years (from 80% in the first, and 20% and 0%, respectively for year four and five) to O&M
and emergency repair that the MOWRAM allocates to government- and ODA-funded rehabilitation
and development projects. Responsibility for FWUCs, managed by their committees range from
arranging the work of the community, resolving disputes among their members, and collecting a
service fee. The authority, according to chapter 2 of the policy, to determine “the level of authority
and responsibility”, as well as the service fees rests with the FWUC. A methodology for determining
the amount of service fees to be charged per hectare of the command area comprises expenditure
for maintenance, fuel, possible allowances for the community’s board (in fact meaning the leader’s
committee), administrative expenses, and a contingency (without specifying the degree of extra
expenditure).
An additional FWUC resource is the payment of the equivalent of 20% of the yield increases
by the members due to the improved conditions, which is supposed to serve as a fund for system
upgrades or bigger repairs. Interestingly, the policy also provides a general figure for this yield
increase, appraised at 0.7 tons per hectare. The resulting 140 kg should be collected for at least the
first five years of operation.
The policy makes mention of the responsibility of the MOEF for making funding available to the
FWUCs for the initial O&M allocations. It remains vague when it comes to linkages with provincial and district departments, and other authorities, and suggests “better working relationships”.
The policy further details monitoring and evaluation of the irrigation schemes, which in the future
would be vested with the department of irrigated agriculture of MOWRAM (now called FWUC
department); “full cooperation from the FWUC shall be sought in this regard”.
2.3.3.2

FWUC statutes

The introduction for the steps in the formation of a FWUC in its original version reads as follows:
This policy is aiming at the transfer of management responsibilities to the FWUCs. This
is in case of those systems which are currently managed by the government. The FWUCs
should be the mechanism of nonprofit in nature. They are to be operated as service-atcost communities. They are to be managed and financed by the user-farmers rather than
being managed by a government agency or its representatives. They are to have a welldeveloped financial and water delivery record keeping program, a water management
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workforce, and governing board elected through secret ballot.
For a FWUC, in order to arrange the financial and O&M requirements needed to ensure reliable water service and conserve water, it requires to have a water management
workforce, the management of a small office, a small maintenance shop, and the upkeep
of equipments to maintain the system. There are budgets to develop, billings to send
out, meetings to hold, bank statements to prepare, complaints to respond to, water delivery to turn on and turn off, emergency maintenance to make, elections to be held, and
other daily activities. What other functions the FWUCs need to undertake, whether they
would like to be a single purpose or multi-purpose association, should better be left to
their jurisdiction.
The procedures for FWUC formation comprise an initial series of village and community-level
fore, the determination of hydraulic levels during the planning phase, the formation of a board, the
statute-setting, and finally the formation of a system-wide FWUC, the ratification of their status,
and official registration.
The actual FWUC statutes as proposed by the policy is subdivided into eight chapters. Membership criteria and Organizational Structure deal with the modalities of membership and, more
importantly the proposed positions, structure and duties of management bodies (the committee of
the community) and leaders. In Mandate and procedures of the community, elections mandates and
procedures, as well as regular meetings are lined out; according to the statutes a qualified majority
of votes for FWUC decision-making is reached when at least 2/3 of the members are present. The
ISF methodology and expenses rank next, and Rules and regulations finally stipulates the duties
and competencies of the FWUC committee and its members. Punishment gives the possibility to
include penalizing mechanisms and set fines for the violation of rules.
The statutes of FWUCs specify a large range of responsibilities in the domains of organization,
operation, and management and in essence shifts all competency for infrastructure (except nonspecified ‘very large structures’) operation, maintenance and funding, as well as rule enforcement
and accounting from the state to the farmers.
2.3.3.3

PIMD policy summary

The vision informing this policy is clear: A professional irrigation management service is to be
provided by democratically elected leaders from amongst the farmers in the scheme. The 5-year
allocation of O&M funding indicates the time frame the MOWRAM expects for full autonomous
management by the FWUC. At the same time, the state formally restricts his competency on sector
coordination and the management of large infrastructure. The following two chapters will show that
in neither of the two domains the MOWRAM’s actions are consistent with these stated goals.
The range of duties to be performed by the committee members does however seem to make
them scapegoats, rather than champions of irrigation development in the light of poverty and social
patterns prevalent in Cambodia. Can farmers with a background of civil war, struggle for everyday
survival, and concerns about food security take over tasks such as budgeting, scheduling, accounting
and the participatory management of infrastructure and the membership?
The assumptions of the policy are influenced by the vision of ‘success cases’ in other countries
of Southeast Asia1 , and procedures for the establishment of a FWUC include some general lessons
1

Which H.E. Veng Sakhon quoted as good experiences and inspirational for the development of Cambodia’s framework that he
headed
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learned from the Prey Nup experience2 .
If the MOWRAM really had a learning experience, or whether some aspects had been exclusively covered by the donor’s NGO in Prey Nup is unclear. Looking at the above regulations one
could argue that the professional job done by the project’s staff helped to promote truly self-standing
organizations with strong capacities to cater for any issues pertaining to the system’s management,
which the ministry gladly accepted – and hence did not bother to further develop its own, future
approaches to FWUC formation as will be seen in the following chapters.
Whether the hybrid model of ‘professionalism & mutuality’ for the FWUCs can deliver remains
however dubious, as can be seen from the review below.

2.4

Rehabilitation & FWUC promotion experiences

Experiences with farmer-managed irrigation under the PIMD policy and the existing legal framework are documented with varying quality and without comprehensively considering developments
and the variety of contexts on the country scale. In most interventions reviewed, re-construction
was the emphasis and little attention had been paid to durable institutional development. The richest source of information is documentation from the french NGO GRET, that pioneered work in
building user communities under funding by the French cooperation agency AFD in the polders of
Prey Nup and the Stung Chinit irrigation system; the cases are also a notable exception in terms of
institutional co-development efforts, if not crowned with success.
2.4.1

The Prey Nup Polders

Work on user training and rehabilitation on the polders on the Pacific coast in Prey Nup, Sihanoukville province commenced in 1998. From an initial rehabilitation project for reclaiming
land affected by saline ocean water, the work evolved to an example case supported for more than
10 years by AFD. The donor, stressing the importance of capacity building and co- learning, contracted NGOs for the supervision of the physical work and facilitation and user involvement into the
process. At the same time, local and national staff of the MOWRAM and the local PDOWRAM,
during their own organizational establishment were invited and involved in both the planning of
the physical part of the polder rehabilitation, as well as the iterations in designing and negotiating
with a newly set-up user organization (the Polder User Community, PUC, see Kibler and Perroud
(2004:4)). The primary lessons learned from this experience have been summarized by Kibler and
Perroud (pages 6-7):
• Rural infrastructure for water control needs to meet multiple demands from various uses and
differing objectives,
• User consultation, planning of infrastructure and the management regime have to go hand-inhand with contracting and be supervised and coordinated by one responsible and accountable
body,
• Participation needs to be enacted on the ground, and rule-sets need to be elaborated and agreed
by the ones supposed to use the structure and manage it for the long term, and

2
E.g. consulting communities in the initial stages of irrigation development, foster participation of the future users on all hydraulic and decision making levels, and subsequent selection of ready and committed leaders, see also Kibler and Perroud (2004:106120)
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• Co-Management (or PIM) needs “a clear framework that defines the rights, responsibilities,
commitments and duties of all parties” (p. 7) in accordance with the context and objectives of
the respective stakeholders.
Long-term support and co- evolution of institutions, management and the physical part of the project
helped to establish a polder user community that handles a big portion of O&M on more than 10,000
ha of polder paddies and also integrates the needs of the fisher population. This, according to Kibler
and Perroud (2006: 13) is also due to the integration of a large set of aspects, notably rural credit,
agricultural training and land tenure registration in a cadastre in the framework of physical rehabilitation and management transfer. AFD decided to continue support for O&M expenses and training
of professional staff for planning, operation and general administrative purposes up until 2009 in the
light of considerable managerial difficulties, challenges in mastering the complex polder hydrology,
and including non-irrigation uses in both the technical design as well as the representative structures
over the first years of operation.
Observers of the irrigation scene in Cambodia however shared with me their view that 1) a
polder is not about water scarcity, and 2) that the particular hydrology of a polder can be seen as a
factor forcing people to cooperate and drain water according to common objectives. There is hence
a sociotechnical aspect to be considered when generalizing the ‘positive’ experience.
2.4.2

Stung Chinit Rural Infrastructure Project

A second case funded by ADB and AFD, the Stung Chinit Rural Infrastructure Project delivered
less pleasant results, but has been documented again by the NGOs involved. The project did not
meet the initial objectives of providing supplementary irrigation for 7,000 ha of wet season paddy
and the irrigation of a third of this area during the dry season (Rousseau et al., 2009a,b). Problems
during the implementation occurred in several aspects, mainly due to insufficient knowledge and
information concerning the site and its agricultural, socioeconomic conditions (ibid). In contrary
to the Prey Nup case (which as a polder usually needs to handle drainage and excessive supply), a
classical irrigation case in Cambodia needs to deal with levelling the strong seasonality and poor
soil water storage.
In Stung Chinit, even the revised design1 proved to be of little functionality while causing excessive maintenance cost due to the development of a quarternary canal system; the initial command
envisage had to be reduced from 12,000 hectares to 7,000. Rousseau et al. (2009b) name uncontrolled, excessive drainage near the primary drains and limited water control options (due to sandy
soils and embankments), and diverse livelihood strategies combining agricultural activities, fishing,
hunting and gathering of non-timber forest products as factors causing disinterest amongst the local
population in engaging with the management community and the funding of hydro-infrastructure.
The model of water distribution to the plot level through field ditches following a continuous flow
regime had been promoted by the engineers as a system working well in Pakistan (Rousseau et al.,
2009a:10).
The project had finally been re-adapted by the farmers after the engineers left, and the inappropriate technology for water control on lower hydraulic levels was levelled out (Rousseau et al.,
2009a:16). Irrigation of the fields (on an actual area of 2,000 hectares in the wet, and about 300
1
Following a donor review mission where the lack of prior information gathering became apparent. The zone was still under
control by Khmer Rouge guerilla at the end of the 1990s, and the first feasibility studies hence only provided a crude understanding
of the complexities.
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in the dry season) follows the given hydrology and is not based on rigid plot or block boundaries;
the ‘downgrading’ of the infrastructure entails also limited scope for intensified cropping strategies as traditional ‘spate irrigation’ necessitates a fair amount of synchronized cropping patterns
amongst the farmers. The FWUC receives continued support by the donor (through the recently established maintenance fund of MOWRAM; O&M cost and management expenses amounted to 40
million Riels, approximately $US 10,000 in 2008) who also advocated for the creation of a steering
committee (board) comprising local authorities such as provincial technicians, district governors
and commune councillors to deal with up- and downstream water and infrastructure management
issues.
Stung Chinit was the first large-scale participatory irrigation development project with MOWRAM
in the driver’s seat. Support through technical assistants for the implementation and coordination
of sub-contracts was deemed necessary, which is still the case for any larger infrastructure project
in Cambodia. During the course of implementation, communes in the command area had been involved in the process in order to create linkages amongst the local stakeholders and to have support
for the FWUC for rule enforcement, ISF collection, and conflict resolution (while the MOWRAM’s
commitment to control the works and participate in the details of institution-building was reportedly
low; see also Rousseau et al., 2009a:14, 39-44. However, the envisaged impact for rural development is far from being realized due to the populations preference of engaging in upland cultivation
and logging (Hoanh et al., 2009).
2.4.3

O’Treng Irrigation Scheme

The MOWRAM, during the first years of its operation selected pilot schemes for FWUC management turnover, and review of lessons and experiences. The Reservoir scheme of O’Treng in
Cambodia’s southern Kampung Speu province is one amongst those pilot irrigation systems, and
has been analyzed in two Master thesis’ by Roux (2005) and Ros (2010).
The scheme, like the one in Stung Chinit, had been initially constructed under the KR reign.
During the early 1980s, it gradually degraded, but was kept in basic functioning through collective
labor mobilized by the local authorities. From 1998 until today, according to Ros, nine rehabilitation interventions had taken place, not counting the less well-documented emergency repair interventions carried out under the first national emergency relief projects under PRASAC, CARERE,
or ILO. Out of the nine repair interventions, five were funded by external agencies, notably the
MOWRAM. While Roux, in her report from 2005 names an irrigated area of 389 ha and 279 ha for
the wet and dry seasons, respectively, she also quotes a MOWRAM source and IWMI assessment
of the schemes’ hydrology, which contradict each other with 1,500 ha of command but a reservoir’s
capacity of only 2.5 million cubic meters instead of 7 million necessary for such an area. Ros
uncritically states the command was 1,500 ha.
Institutional linkages in O’Treng have been formalized through the creation of a FWUC by
MOWRAM in 2001. These built on pre-existing strong leadership concerning the reservoir and, to a
lesser extent, water release. Candidates for positions in the FWUC had been appointed beforehand
by the local authorities (Roux, 2005:30). Actual operation and water distribution had not been
formalized in a schedule, but is of the ‘arranged-on request’ type. Reportedly time consuming for
the farmers and operators, little water is left to flow further than the desired plots and irrigation is
considered efficient by the responsible engineers.
The most interesting lesson that can be drawn from this case is, in the first place the issue of
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scale: In conditions comparatively easy to oversee, water control and distribution are still possible through informal networks (even if official, formal requests have to be filed due to the ‘pilot’
character of the system), and the size of the scheme and infrastructure complexity allow for farmer
operation under the oversight and joint control by the operators. Also, the former authority for water
distribution had not been superseded completely by the new FWUC, but rather complemented the
commune chief’s work with the everyday operations.
A second issue is the political choice of analyzing the scheme in the first place. Continued
financial and technical contribution by MOWRAM shows that, maybe also due to the question
of scale, the FWUC is not able to keep the infrastructure in shape, and the regular injections of
funds for repair are the actual factor for a high degree of user satisfaction and FWUC success Ros
summarizes. Another political factor, which I also came across during my own field studies, is the
mentioning by Ros of the magic number of 40,000 Riels for the O’Treng Irrigation Service Fee
(ISF). This amount would be about 10$US, and is being spread by low- and high ranking officials
of the MOWRAM and PDOWRAMs as the appropriate fee per one ha of irrigated land; this figure
does however not correspond to the actual expenditure for O&M1 , but is a politically acceptable
amount.
2.4.4

IWMI’s FWUC Assessment

In an IWMI study by L.R. Perera, the implementation of PIMD objectives through regional offices,
the background for two irrigation schemes and the characteristics and degree of actual FWUC and
infrastructure functioning are described and analyzed (Perera, 2006). With respect to the formation
of FWUCs, Perera states that during project implementation under the PIMD policy much attention
was paid to the formulation of rules and bylaws and the procedures of registering the FWUCs. But
subsequent support for “strengthening, sustaining and taking over system management responsibilities are not very strong in the process of the building of FWUCs” (Perera, 2006:42).
According to the study, this focus on the initial procedures – with little attention paid to actual
capacities of elected leaders – is a reason for low functionality of irrigation system management and
maintenance by farmers (Perera, 2006:42-43). “[L]eadership development, participatory decision
making and conflict resolution, proper conduct of meetings, record keeping, resource mobilisation,
communication and coordination” (ibid) determine the performance of irrigation system management and need institutional strengthening.
In his analysis, Perera highlights the practices of everyday management of the FWUC after the
interventions of MOWRAM ceased: Elected or delegated officeholders do not necessarily fulfill the
tasks assigned to them. Rather, in a context-dependent arrangement evolving after formal FWUC
formation, local strongmen like village or commune chiefs cater for water distribution issues and the
collection of fees if deemed necessary and feasible by them (see sections on Sne & 5th of February
irrigation systems, Perera 2006). They were not accountable to anyone for bad or no service or
deferred maintenance, which was anyhow little taken care of as an effect of ‘re-prioritization’ (using
funds for personal benefit, and giving water as an act of power) due to the combinations of power
and position.

1

O&M cost estimations for a reservoir scheme of comparable size, described in the third chapter, are about $US 25 per hectare
and year.
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2.4.5

The Donor’s Review Mission

Fontenelle et al. (2006) conducted a more comprehensive study on irrigation development in 22 irrigation schemes and 13 provinces all over Cambodia where irrigation plays an important role. Their
assessment highlights the most prevalent problems across different regions, scheme sizes and system’s technology (Fontenelle et al., 2006:10-13): At the core tasks of irrigation management, most
schemes analyzed performed poorly; that is, the water service delivered was not based on FWUC
planning but on day-to-day advocacy and requests to individual managers and local authorities,
which in many cases led to inequitable appropriation of the limited resource. Operational problems
originated in only partially functional infrastructure, low actual management, lack of profitability of
irrigated paddy cultivation, and also lack of water during critical crop growth stages. The absence
of reliable service in many cases inhibited fee collection; likewise did maintenance planning not
exist or had not been followed through in most cases.
The negative feedback between irrigation services, routine maintenance and farmer-financing
had negative impacts on the overall performance of the schemes and the state of infrastructure.
With the management in dysfunction (p. 30), low fee levels and collection rates, and the structures
not operated or maintained according to standards (with the exception of Prey Nup and some small,
commune-managed schemes, as well as pump-schemes close to urban markets and processing facilities), the study draws a dim picture of the state of PIMD performance.
2.4.6

Lessons from the cases

The brief review of irrigation development interventions and the evolving patterns of irrigation
governance after the end of external interventions leads to the following conclusions:
1. Public irrigation development is articulated through MOWRAM, which is the primary agency
for these interventions in terms of infrastructure development and the management by a FWUC
that is officially trained and registered according to the procedures1 and statutes of the ministry. The model approach towards the development of local irrigation governance institutions
is limited to the establishment of FWUCs. Another issue about development interventions is
the fading presence of donors or political interest and commitment once the goal, construction
activity, has been reached;
2. The use of standard institutional development procedures, such as the template FWUC statutes
and the steps towards establishment of a FWUC (as stipulated in the PIMD policy, see also
next chapter) can lead to ‘hijacking’ of the new management bodies. Without amendments of
templates, or consideration of an alternative governance approach linkaging FWUCs with the
local institutions, the new organizations fail for a lack of power and influence, and discontinued support;
3. Water resources are still at the core of irrigation development, and an insufficient assessment
of water availability over time and space entails dissatisfaction and the collapse of infrastructure and organizational structures. Integrated approaches, both in terms of considering the
variety of agricultural livelihoods, as well as the socioeconomic integration of irrigation development interventions are paramount for long-term benefits and the motivation amongst the
people to pay for a service. This service, in turn, needs to be of a certain quality. Timeliness,
reliability and adequacy are not an easy task, and depending on the hydrology of a situa1
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tion needs considerable standardization of cropping patterns (like in the cases of Prey Nup
for the drainage of surplus water, or in Stung Chinit for flood-spreading over several blocks
at the same time). The inherited rectangular hydraulic traditions from 30 years ago make
a demand-based, planned service even more difficult to achieve because the equalization of
local hydrology in checkered blocks and flood spreading does not correspond to individual
agronomic choice;
4. The capacity of FWUCs and their leaders to integrate all the management tasks assigned to
them barely exists, and does certainly not suffice for larger scale infrastructure where accounting, personnel management, and the routine maintenance would need to be carried out
by professionally trained staff. However, the size of hydro-agricultural systems does not seem
to matter in the first place given sufficient support for the evolution of local institutions and
staff training.

2.5

Concluding Remarks: Governance Commitment or Collapse

A first analysis of the background provided above according to the aspects of irrigation governance
comes to the following conclusion: The relation between rural populations and the state has been of
a distant, and exclusively top-down character during Cambodia’s past. The post-war interventions
by the international community, consolidation of peace, stability and economic growth in Cambodia
have brought about slight changes in the way the people and the state, in its various representations,
interact. Interventions in local hydrologic cycles (the terrestrial part) are limited and shaped by the
contrasting patterns of drought and flooding in a comparatively flat landscape; distributing, storing,
and draining water need to be adapted to these circumstances, and so do the expectations for water
availability in drought-prone catchments.
Policies for water and irrigation governance adopt concepts from the international scenery, like
PIMD and farmer-run systems in anticipated conformity with the concerns of the donor community
about the ownership of projects, processes and structures; at the same time, the MOWRAM disengages from irrigation development after the bulk of a project’s budget is spent. The Water Resource
Management & Development Arena has a divide between its international and national actors, tends
to generalize the various contextual factors of irrigation development (and its chances); its proposed
policies, underlined by (donor’s) development discourse do not match with the real problems but
support comfortable ideas of problem-standardization.
Review of past development interventions shows: The aspects of ownership of processes, organizations and infrastructure by a local community, and the possibility to amend rules, resolve
disputes and to make decisions based on the unassisted local power to control depends largely on
the policies for intervention adopted by the respective project, and its implementing agencies. Committed donor funding and long-term support can create informed and somewhat ‘empowered’ user
communities (while not necessarily successful), and increase the potential for local ownership of
development processes. In contrast, establishing organizations on a short-term intervention without
creating capacity amongst the communities involved will either lead to quick reversion to previous
states of community management on an ad-hoc, emergency base or in the worse case, lead to the
capturing of resources by local elites.
The following two chapters will address the way irrigation development is conceived of by the
actors on the Cambodian scene. How initial ideas are translated from donor and respective national
initiative, and articulated on the way to ‘the ground’ will be the focus of both chapters.
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Chapter 3

National Level Irrigation Governance
This chapter examines the Cambodian irrigation development scene on the national level. I make
use of the frameworks for organizational and sector analysis presented in chapter one to detail the
factors at play in the irrigation governance sphere that articulates policies to implementation. After
a description of the diverse agencies involved in irrigation governance, both national and international, and analysis of their respective objectives, approaches, and action arenas, the MOWRAM
and its provincial departments is assessed in terms of the organizations working styles and performance. The two-tiered assessment of sector and national agency actors leads to an overall analysis
of the irrigation governance sector and its performance in terms of effectiveness, efficiency and
sustainability.
I argue in this chapter that Cambodia’s irrigation sector suffers from a lack of accountability and
coordination in several areas. Government compartmentalization and rivalry, as well as intransparent procedures limit the MOWRAM’s scope of success, while the ministry itself is characterized by
political culture of patronage and bureaucratic organizational tradition. The international community’s representations add to this problem with the sector’s lack of coordination, prioritization and
vision, both amongst the donors and agencies, as well as between them and the national players.
The MOWRAM staff make the best out of this by using what they deem useful in terms of personal
benefit and political opportunity.

3.1

Cambodia’s Irrigation Governance Collective

Multinational development agencies have provided the main chunk of Cambodia’s infrastructure
rehabilitation and development projects since the 1990s as part of the nationwide efforts to rebuild
and reconcile the country. While providing continued funding support for costly earth- and concrete
works, as well as design planning, many of them did not make active contribution to the development of a formalized institutional framework for irrigation governance.
ADB, whose water for all policy and related initiatives in the 1990s led to the foundation of
MOWRAM and who provides a large share of irrigation funding has so far limited its institutional
activities to the promotion of sector policies (Roux, 2005).
FAO had been equipped with World Bank funding to elaborate the PIMD policy through an international advisor to MOWRAM in 1999 (ibid). As explained in the preceding chapter, there are in my
view not many traces of the supposed ‘participatory’ experience between MOWRAM, NGOs and
the irrigator communities in the legal framework for irrigation. At least not in its essence, where the
formal policy clearly disengages the state from a partnership role rather than embracing the claimed
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Figure 3.1: MOWRAM’s & AFD’s joint CISIS dissemination workshop, Phnom Penh hotel, 25. May 2010

(by AFD, GRET) co-development of adapted statutes and context-sensitive definitions of roles of
the state and water users. The policy’s wording may have been blurred through the involvement of
numerous actors without a clear vision. The organizations in the irrigation development domain can
roughly be differentiated into international agencies (multi- and bilateral), non-governmental organizations and domestic ministries. One can discriminate between agencies of the ‘western type’,
who as part of their lending and assistance policies set conditions for implementation, and the ‘indifferent type’ of agencies leaving politics and priorities to Cambodian actors.
3.1.1

International Organizations

The World Bank in Cambodia operates in several domains pertaining to rural development, and on
legal, judicial and fiscal reform processes. In an assessment from 2004, the bank however hardly
makes mention of infrastructure investments in the water domain, but refers mainly to road networks
linking farmers to markets as a priority concern (The World Bank, 2004). The development banks
and the IMF contribute to the national budget through allocations to the MOEF, who then allocates
funds amongst the ministries; these funds are supposedly earmarked for specific purposes, but according to many observers (see the writings of Ear) are siphoned off to the government’s private
accounts. Lending for water infrastructure by the World Bank ended with the Flood Emergency Rehabilitation Program1 in 2004, with no visible sign of re-engagement with irrigation, water supply
or hydropower on the national scene.
ADB is the biggest multilateral agency in terms of direct funding and project development in the
water resource sector. Activities range from water supply to irrigation and river basin management;
in the latter domain, the bank is closely working with and funding activities through the Cambodian
National Mekong Committee and the Mekong Commission. Infrastructure lending is part of ADB’s
1

Under this scheme, the bank re-developed embankments for flood protection in the country, one out of which I could observe in
northern Banteay Meanchey province: A FWUC had been set up prior to the identification mission where no water control structure
had existed before, and an embankment of approximately five kilometers length raised. The area’s soils belong to Cambodia’s well
known Prey Khmer sandy type, and water holding capacity is extremely limited, so is fertility. A woman I asked about the origins of
the dike told me: “Hun Sen built it”.
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GMS strategy, through which especially contested issues like hydropower development are, if not
funded directly, but mediated through the encouragement of regional interconnectivity, and not
to forget the decades of funding for feasibility studies by the MRC. According to MOWRAM’s
secretary of state Veng Sakhon, ADB is very much concerned with the social and environmental
impacts of their projects, and hence usually refrains from investments in large-scale infrastructure
bearing potential conflict, like hydropower or multipurpose dams (that he claimed necessary to
provide meaningful water control). ADB funding in irrigation, according to Veng Sakhon, is limited
to medium scale situations, despite the large overall sums disbursed.
The UNDP and the EU/EC used to fund the principal national programs for rehabilitation and
reconstruction under CARERE, CARERE2, PRASAC and SEILA (see first chapter). By the mid2000s, these big programs came to an end and follow-up initiatives have not been brought forward
due to the continued non-compliance on the side of the RGC to follow the agreed complementary
fiscal, juridical and administrative reforms and concerns about rampant corruption on all scales
of the government. This may give the public infrastructure sector new dynamics, both in terms
of compartmentalization (e.g. in road construction), as well as shifting from re-construction to
development.
The World Food Program has a special status in Cambodia due to its long-term presence since
the end of the 1980s, and the provision of food, seed and other productive inputs in zones suffering shortages. The WFP also promoted the reconstruction of public infrastructure throughout the
country, coupling the provision of food with people’s labor contributions the agency supervised.
Systematic irrigation development is however not WFP’s scope, although since the food crisis in
2008, it partners with irrigation initiatives to provide its food for work model to develop tertiary
canal systems.
FAO is the principal multilateral donor in the field of agricultural development. The total sum
devoted for irrigation development is difficult to assess, as the activities are usually more targeted
towards the agricultural sector (which is the responsibility of MOAFF), and compartmentalized in
various programs fostering productivity and food security. In the course of the global food crisis of
2008, FAO established its initiative to fight soaring prices and strengthen food security in Cambodia.
Other donors reported that the cooperative capacity of the organization with respect to co-funding
arrangements and partnerships for infrastructure rehabilitation and maintenance is limited, despite
the fact that important amounts of money will soon have to be disbursed in that domain1
The European Commission funded the Economic and Social Relaunch of the Northwest (ECOSORN)
project with an overall volume of 20 million Euros, which were also used for irrigation infrastructure rehabilitation in northwest Cambodia (see next chapter); the European Union / Commission is
however not strategically involved in the development of infrastructure.
3.1.2

Ministries

As elaborated in section 2.3.2, page 36, competition over funds and competencies dominate the coordination and cooperation between national Cambodian agencies. The various ministries involved
in water governance have no established procedures for inter-agency coordination, and as the case
of the establishment of the Tonle Sap Basin Management Organization shows, rivalry about competencies leads to the monopolization of tasks with a single ministry. A key ministry in this regard
1

During my stay in Cambodia, FAO reportedly sought to establish linkages with the MOWRAM, but did not respond to AFD’s
request to join in to continued support funding for its NWISP.
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is the MOEF, which allocates funds following negotiations on the level of the council of ministers
officially. My field work revealed however (and was partly confirmed by H.E. Veng Sakhon) that
allocations also take place in mysterious manners, and that infrastructure projects without donor
obligations had been at least partially funded through the national budget without much supervision. The pivotal fiscal role of this ministry, being the only one equipped with the official mandate
of revenue collection, makes it the paramount provider of allocations for the maintenance of infrastructure, while to date no procedures for maintenance allocations exist1 .
The lack of transparent fund allocation procedures holds true for the MOWRAM as well. Officials stated that sometimes they don’t know where the funds for a department’s ‘own’ projects
originated, but that ‘good relations’ with the ministry of finance probably were at the roots of those
activities. There is, as in any form of ministerial governance, rivalry between the ministries, notably
for scarce funding. In the domain of irrigation, traditional (and personal) contestations exist between
the ministry of agriculture and MOWRAM, as the latter had originally been a branch of the former;
cooperation on project basis had been piloted in the NWISP, but exclusively at the provincial level.
3.1.3

Non-Governmental Organizations

NGO’s played an important role, not only in the irrigation domain, in piloting community-based
resource governance throughout the country. These experiences, like that of the Prey Nup polders, have also made their way into national legislation that acknowledges the roles and rights of
communities in natural resource governance today.
Compared to the early 1990s, activities in the domain of irrigation infrastructure funded by
NGOs are negligible today. With the improving security situation, NGOs moved away from providing emergency relief related to flood and drought by the mid-90s and commenced to increasingly
target the (non-infra) structural causes and symptoms of rural poverty. This shift finally came with
the establishing of MOWRAM, who then lost the interest and did not see further necessity to cooperate with organizations having exaggerated demands for budget control and monitoring, while
the actual sums spent would only suffice for small-scale investments. An organization that used
to provide funds for the rehabilitation of hydraulic structures during much of the 1990s and early
2000s, the International Labour Organisation also shifted away from these activities in the light of
an emerging garment sector that called for action with respect to the protection of labor rights.
Today, international NGOs almost exclusively retreated from the water resource sector. Remainders are, mainly, the French NGO GRET, which is still active as a service provider and in the
planning of, e.g. water supply improvements.
3.1.4

Bilateral Donors

Bilateral agencies in Cambodia have various motivations for their activities in development assistance: While the French see their responsibility due to their role as former colonizers, Australians
have an interest to limit migration in the Asia-Pacific region, and the ‘eastern’ donors combine their
activity with economic policies and the competition over regional influence.
There is a countable set of bilateral donor agencies involved in the irrigation domain. The
biggest bilateral donor to the Cambodian government, the government of Japan and its cooperation
agency JICA have invested considerable amounts for both infrastructure development, as well as
1

During my stay in Cambodia, these procedures for MOEF’s O&M allocations were under development, and the CISIS supposed
to be used as a monitoring tool for investment priorities.
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for capacity building in the water sector. The Technical Service Center of MOWRAM, a training
center for MOWRAM and PDWRAM staff, as well as (reportedly) FWUC personnel is completely
supported financially and in terms of capacity by JICA since MOWRAM’s early days. From the end
of the 1990s onwards, the focal area of Japanese interventions had been the southern, more populous
provinces, where many colmatage systems had been rehabilitated and small-scale pumping schemes
have been developed where there was good market access. The reservoir of Trapeang Thmar, that I
describe in detail in the following chapter, has been rebuilt with the help of funding by the Japanese
government. During an interview with a JICA representative, I learned that the focus and philosophy
of Japanese involvement is less about ‘political issues’ like water user empowerment and training,
but on the technical capacities of the irrigation administration.
AFD is a pilot donor for the irrigation sector in terms of long-term commitment. While the
amounts disbursed are comparatively small to, e.g. the Japanese contributions1 , the stress on and
follow up of joint infrastructure and managerial development in the irrigation domain is remarkable
compared to multilateral donors involved in infrastructure projects. The agency will continue its
engagements in the water sector with the NWISP follow-up project WRMSDP (ADB-AFD cofunding again), under which the FWUCs and schemes set up in the former project will receive
continued support2 . AFD also advocates for the development of monitoring and fund allocation
procedures to make its investments (the CISIS being one aspect) more durable and to increase the
accountability between the ministry of finance and MOWRAM, and that of MOWRAM towards the
FWUCs (which did not receive the proposed decreasing fund allocations in most cases, or only after
pronounced pressure by the donor).
The Australian Agency AusAID focuses on rural development from a different angle, stressing
the economic viability and market access of its intervention’s target areas. Nonetheless, agricultural
livelihoods are a focal point of the activities, and the ongoing CAVAC project emphasizes the need
for sustainable O&M of irrigation structures. Irrigation investment (or rehabilitation) hence only
plays a role where diverse and promising market opportunities can be realized. AusAID is also a
principal actor in the TWGAW (see below), which through the coordination between donors and
the ministries of agriculture and water, respectively, and amongst the donor community is trying to
foster stronger inter-ministerial cooperation.
Two Asian actors, the Korean International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) and the government
of China emerge on the water resource scene. While the Koreans provided technical assistance for
the National Master Plan of Water Resources for planning, information and river basin development, they do usually focus on the urban water supply sector – and the development of dams, which
the master plan addressed in a second volume that identified basins and zones for potential future
investment (which I could not get hold of). The Chinese government’s involvement in development
cooperation remains in the dark, and only surfaces once the Cambodian side announces big investments3 , announcing the allocation of $US 40,000,000 for infrastructure development in Battambang
province. The pursuing of economic interest on the side of the Asian donors (for market access in
Cambodia’s other infrastructure sectors, e.g telecommunications) based on economic policies like
‘preferential buyer’s credit’ meet with great satisfaction amongst their Cambodian counterparts in
the MOWRAM, as the Asian partners do not ask for a strict appraisal and evaluation of problems
1

Although the Japanese reportedly combine economic policy with development aid, and therefore exhibit more generosity.
See also Clausen (2009).
3
See for instance a transcript of PM Hun Sen’s address to the Chinese representative to Cambodia on the inauguration of
irrigation works, posted by the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP Support Website USA, 2010)
2
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and difficulties but allocate big sums (for a detailed coverage, see Hoanh et al., 2009: chapter 2 and
chapter 6, page 165). Hence, the big investments made by these non-conventional donors may become a more important source of major infrastructure like multipurpose and hydropower dams, and
help to realize the hydrocracy’s dream of physically potent water control structures, while sidelining
integrated or participatory-inclusive development approaches.
3.1.5

The Private Sector

Private investments in irrigation (besides individual families investments in pumps, etc.) is limited
to the zones where groundwater or another perennial source of water is readily available, and the
market integration allows for the growing of high-value crops. The study by Fontenelle et al. (2006)
suggests that in these schemes, private investors care for water supply and charge on a volumetric
basis, while production intensities are high and the systems are highly profitable for both the farmers
having to pay high service fees, as well as for the pump operator. Private investors also raised flood
retention dams in the fertile flood zone of the Tonle Sap over the last years, and according to a district
official in Battambang province enjoyed very high yields without too high cost – these dams had to
be taken down after environmental groups concerned about the flood forest (that had been slashed
in the course of the embankment construction) ecology publicly protested and blamed influential
businessmen for overriding environmental policies.
Another aspect of the private sector’s involvement is the existence of a few big private (but linked
to the state trough kinship networks and the CPP) companies specialized on hydraulic infrastructure
construction and design. The companies are involved in every bidding process (and subsequently
win) and are apparently linked to some MOWRAM personalities, although I could not confirm these
rumors voiced by a site engineer.
3.1.6

Arenas of Coordination

Cambodian politics has various formal arenas for coordination and administrative cooperation,
mainly in the form of national committees in domains pertaining to wider reform. Committees
and commissions on the national level are donor-induced fora for public policy making and transparent exchange with an official status, and are seen as a response to the lack of transparency and
coordination of the 1990s and early 2000s (Ear, 2009).
An important one is the National Committee for Sub-National Democratic Development (NCDD),
dealing with the contested issues of decentralization and deconcentration), of which the MOWRAM
is the only ministry dealing with natural resources that is not represented. I was told that the
MOWRAM considered its PIMD policy as a sufficient contribution to the domain of decentralization, and did not see any further need for national-level consultation in the water resource sector.
The annual meetings in the Government-Donor Coordination Committee in the Council for the
Development of Cambodia is the high level institutionalized arena for addressing concerns (by the
donors) and promoting success (by the government). The council is chaired by top-level government
staff, and has as a mission to be the ‘one-stop’ coordination arena between the Government of
Cambodia and the donor community. Media coverage suggests, however, that the biannual meetings
do not deliver in terms of improving agendas and policies, but rather constitute a ‘one-way’ tool for
officially rasing donor concerns and reminding the GOC of its commitments.
Direct importance (for irrigation governance) had been ascribed to the Technical Working Group
on Agriculture and Water (TWGAW) by several interviews, despite the fact that little power to hold
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the Cambodian partners accountable in this arena. This institution had been established following donor requests for strategic coordination and planning, as well as capacity building – mainly
AusAID and AFD on issues pertaining to agriculture and water management. The two ministries
(MOWRAM and MAFF) for the sector are part of the working group, and technical (also budgetary and administrative) assistance is provided by a variety of other stakeholders (notably JICA,
FAO, and the International Fund for Agricultural Development). It elaborated a first ‘Strategy for
Agriculture and Water’ by 2006 which set out steps towards poverty reduction along the line of a
strengthened enabling environment and the implementation of a river basin management approach
(Technical Working Group on Agriculture and Water, TWGAW, 2007).
The strategy’s background is set by the National Strategic Development Plan and the National
Poverty Reduction Strategy, while the steps forward to improved agricultural productivity, food
security, sustained O&M, etc. are to be achieved through capacity building on the side of the
administration, and the mobilization of resources for the whole sector. Through the partnership
with political actors of the ministries, and the necessity for correspondence to national agendas
makes the strategy susceptible for the fate of all donor-induced policy prescription, however.
The TWGAW combines sector analysis (comprising the two main agencies for irrigated agriculture) and the involvement of ministry staff in this evaluation with donor financial support for
the development of concrete action plans since 2006. The process, and a renewed strategy (for
2010 onwards) were however largely invisible during my stay in Cambodia. The TWGAW could
not be reached for an interview, and was apparently dormant. A donor representative admitted
that there were considerable difficulties in turning from analysis to action, and that the only ways
towards the strategy’s implementation are externally funded capacity-building and projects. Both
the MOWRAM and the MOAFF did not show commitment to tighten their structures and take action towards collaboration and co-develop a more flexible administrative framework for reforms to
decentralize their power to, e.g. provincial departments or to coordinate approaches to boosting
irrigated agriculture on the national level.
A ‘black-box’ mechanism for irrigation development seems to be rather efficient, however: During the course of donor’s feasibility missions and prioritization of investment, the respective provincial governors and heads of line agencies receive an equal distribution of projects according to their
personal proximity with the respective ministry’s higher ranks, confirmed a head of PDOWRAM.
Although formally no priorities are identified by the MOWRAM for more or less urgent rehabilitation needs, the project ‘allocation’ to the provinces is traded for loyalty and little favors, or ‘given’
to provincial governors, ministers and members of the national assembly who then boast about the
projects they brought to their constituency.
3.1.7

Collective or Clutter?

The irrigation governance scene can hence hardly be seen as a collective nested around water. Actors
objectives with respect to irrigation development couldn’t be more diverse and rather center around
a conglomerate of intertwining political discourses that the MOWRAM successfully exploits for its
own interest.
While the MOWRAM and other ministries are mainly concerned about personal economic and
political benefits, the majority of the international actors does not have a common vision of priorities
for the country’s overall development, which is also true for agricultural development. The element
that ties them together, development and resource politics pertaining to agriculture and water (and
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financial resources) are perceived in various forms, likewise do the actors propose different models
for the endeavor of economic prosperity.
Emerging Asian donors do not see the engagement with infrastructure development as a means
to boost rural development, but have a clear economic vision of their activities. Economically
promising interventions like water supply or the development of dams are increasingly gaining pace
in recent years, while irrigation development like that in Battambang province remains emblematic
for the countries’ political ties. Which effects this will have on local irrigators and other communities living off aquatic resources remains to be seen.
The rest of the international actors join into the discourse of harnessing and improving water
availability, despite the conflicting aspect of Cambodian’s dichotomous perceptions of water as
both a blessing and a threat, the contested issue of developing built structures in the diverse and
ecologically important lowland diversity and questionable interventions in areas of low soil fertility.
Like in the case of contradictory water resource discourse, the actor’s reading of the irrigation
sector’s economy and effects of public infrastructure on spatial and social wealth-distribution varies.
On the pleasant side, they all agree on the importance of paddy export development in the light
of rising food prices on global markets and the regional demand for Cambodian paddy. While
this will most probably add to the country’s national revenue (in case taxes are collected), it is
not sure whether rural populations off the main road network will profit from increasing paddy
regionalization, and the domination of the existing export market by big landowners and emerging
agro-industries.
On the level of the polity, CPP elites dominate the discourses as well as the forging of hybrid approaches (combining donor conditions with patronage practices) towards policy making. As
elaborated in the preceding chapter, political elites continuously seek to re-establish and strengthen
their political legitimacy. Through this, infrastructure development needs to mainly fulfill emblematic functions, and help to perpetuate the discourse for ‘more’; this is especially the case in the rural
zones of Cambodia and former KR strongholds of the Northeast and Northwest where the display
of leadership and commitment is also used to gain or maintain the constituency of voters.

3.2

The Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology

In the light of increasing attention to water resource management, today’s ministry staff saw the
opportunity and necessity to upgrade the former directorate under MOAFF’s auspices to a proper
agency in the late 1990s. The upgrade in the political and administrative status did however not
bring about changes in operational structures and approaches towards the tasks of a sector-oriented
organization.
Following interviews I conducted on the scale of the ministry and national projects with a secretary of state1 , a head2 and a deputy3 of department, and a senior national irrigation consultant4 ,
I will assess the developments of the sector in terms of evolving organizational structures, and the
underlying drivers. MOWRAM’s predecessor, the Directorate General of Irrigation and HydroMeteorology (DGIHM) will be briefly introduced before looking into the details of the present-day
agency’s work process.
1

H.E. Veng Sakhon, Dep. of international cooperation.
Dr. Theng Tara, Dep. of water resource management and conservation.
3
Mr. Men Mlob Bon, Dep. of Farmer Water User Communities.
4
Asked not to be named.
2
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3.2.1

The DGIHM

Rehabilitation was not an important activity for the PRK’s government during the 1980s and irrigation administration used to be just one task of the MOA (now MOAFF), and its DGIHM respectively.
During the post-DK years, and with civil war waging in the country, emergency repair with limited
funds had been the main concern. In the absence of experienced, well trained staff with engineering
skills and practical knowledge about comprehensive construction projects, technical assistance had
been provided by mainly Vietnamese engineers and, for the capacity building part, by Russian professors teaching at the Institute of Technology of Cambodia. Young hydraulic engineers, trained in
large numbers by the socialist state and its partners sought employment opportunities with the state
in the absence of a private engineering sector.
The activities of the DGIHM were limited to emergency interventions where dams collapsed or
other vital aspects of degraded infrastructure were non-functional. In many cases, the only assistance provided to farmers were bags, and in the better cases the sand to fill them and subsequently
block breached parts, had been distributed. The inaccessibility of many parts of the country due to
the security situation and the lack of all-weather roads added to these difficulties. Development of
new infrastructure was zero, and the bigger concern was (within the ministry) the supply with seed,
food, and scarce fertilizer provided to districts and communes. Budget allocations for any activities
were very low, except for the installation of rural water supply pump installations; this aspect of
water management was also the first concern of the NGOs entering the country towards the end of
the 1980s.
The organizational structure of today’s MOWRAM (like the staff and its head) stems from its
predecessor’s structure, where during the 1980s already, the respective technical and managerial
sub-departments had been established; additional offices had been added to this structure with the
advent of international cooperation (an office carrying that same name) and the upgrade to a ministry
(such as an office for auditing, or the department for river basin management).
With peace slowly consolidating (at least in parts of the country) by the early 1990s, the first
NGOs started to invest into small-scale irrigation rehabilitation. At the same time, an alternative
job market for the younger and notoriously underpaid engineers developed, who then (according to
their skills and abilities) found jobs as NGO workers or consultants after they had learned English.
Priorities for investment were completely dictated by the donors, who often did not bother to integrate the government into their projects for a lack of capacity, working procedures and transparency.
The NGOs themselves realized the need for coordination and founded a coordination group which
convened for about two years from ’92 to ’93; imbalance of resources and power, and the resulting
jealousy amongst national decision makers made the coordination meetings gradually collapse. By
the mid-90’s, the tasks around urban water supply were transferred to another ministry, and hence
the donors still cooperating with the DGIHM were focusing on irrigation rehabilitation.
The Mekong Commission funded the so-called Halcrow study in 1994, which resulted in the
first post-war assessment on a national scale of potential irrigation rehabilitation projects of larger
sizes. The reports were, to the disappointment of the then-director general and present day minister
not followed by concrete planning and rehabilitation efforts. Multilateral donors were still more
concerned with food security and emergency relief, which only seldom comprised funds for infrastructure for the directorate. Most activities in the irrigation domain were geographically focused on
the more populous central and southern parts of the country. It used to be the EU-funded PRASAC
and the UNDP’s CARERE (supporting the government’s SEILA) programs that gradually shifted
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the international donor community’s attention towards the questions of irrigation and agricultural
drainage rehabilitation on a larger scale.
At the same time, all over Asia, ADB and the World Bank promoted the structural adjustments
adopted after the end of the Cold War, which comprised the advocacy for water sector reforms in the
light of failed investments into limited sub-sectors in many instances over the 20 years preceding
the end of the millennium. These parallel developments, and the growing security gave way for the
re-ordering in the irrigation administration of the country.
My interview partner, a former deputy of the director general (who already mastered English at
that time) explained that he had been invited to several ADB workshops in other Asian countries,
and that after returning from one of these trips in 1997, he proposed to his director to use this
opportunity of increased donor attention for irrigation and the focus on the water sector to create the
Cambodian incarnation of a centralized water resource management ‘apex body’, the MOWRAM.
According to him, there was not much difference between an apex organization and a ministry (“it’s
the same”) in terms of competencies, but that the motivation to have a ministry was to equip the
new agency with enough power and resources while in Cambodian polity, people would not respect
and understand what an inter-ministerial organization was about.
This agency was supposed to fill an administrative and capacity gap in managing hydraulic
infrastructure and maintaining a governance link after the first larger scale rehabilitations of the
mid-90s implemented by the international community, as well as to develop sector-oriented capacity
and to overcome administrative fragmentation1 .
3.2.2

Organizational Analysis of MOWRAM

The organizational analysis as outlined in the first chapter will be applied here to highlight how
MOWRAM operates. This section shows how in MOWRAM’s (and its provincial department’s)
organizational structures proposed in official charts do not correspond to actual lines of commands,
and how the latter are in fact largely influenced by political opportunism and patronage networks.
The work process as understood in this context, and also due to the constraints in legally ascribed
competencies and responsibility, is defined as Irrigation Development, entailing planning, implementing and supporting the construction and management of hydraulic structures for agricultural
water management.
The input and output of the work process are, for the former, the officially provided resources
of government allocated funds, official development aid funds linked with specific projects, legal
competencies constituting a mandate, and technical assistance; the output is considered as the delivery of hydraulic infrastructure projects and the interaction with other line agencies, provincial
departments, and the FWUCs.
MOWRAM does not have a formal statement of missions, visions and objectives. The objectives
and visions pertaining to irrigation development can only be extracted from statements in the media,
project documentation, objectives-sections in decrees, and interviews (see also the MOWRAM’s
general objectives in its rectangular strategy of the early 2000s, page 57). Compiling from Bunthan
(2006); Hun and Chhay (2010a) and the FWUC statutes (in MOWRAM’s PIMD policy 2000a),
these objectives are:
1. To provide farmers with the quantity and quality of water they need and strengthen their
capacity in irrigation management;
1
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Figure 3.2: MOWRAM’s Rectangular Strategy for Development and Water Resource Management

2. To promote the rehabilitation and construction of irrigation, drainage, and flood management
infrastructure by encouraging international financial agencies to fund construction activities;
3. To promote the development and extension of appropriate water management technologies
that are particularly suited to rain-fed agriculture for ensured food security and economic
growth and limit adverse environmental impact;
4. To strengthen and expand Farmer Water User Communities and to give them the overall responsibility in O&M of the integrity of an irrigation system.
The vision for irrigation development and the understanding of tasks changes according to the context where it is voiced. The minister, just after the establishment of MOWRAM stated that “if no
institution manages water, we will lack water in the near future”, and that “(f)lood plains have not
been drained. If they are drained, our ecology could be ensured” (Van, 1999). During the presentation of a database system for irrigation management in Phnom Penh, secretary of state Veng
Sakhon underlined the need to sustain and increase investment in irrigation infrastructure with the
metaphor of a blanket that is too small to cover the whole body. “We need to make the blanket
bigger, otherwise we will continue to suffer from the cold” (MOWRAM, 2010).
MOWRAM, as results also from the preceding chapter and its history, defines itself mainly as
an irrigation agency, and sees its major responsibility in the physical development of water control
structures and canals. An expatriate engineer shared his view with me, stating that “they’re still
doing Pol Pot”, meaning that the self-conception of MOWRAM’s engineers about their work is
partly a reaction to, and an effect of the hydraulic mission the Khmer Rouge promoted during
their regime. The expert mainly referred to the way technology and water control structures are
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conceptualized and designed; this statement can however be seen as a summary of the way irrigation
engineers envision their task: as the continuation and improvement of hydraulic development in
Cambodia for the objective of water control and a rice economy. This does not differ very much
from historical objectives.

3.2.2.1

Organizational System

Systems: Rules and procedures in MOWRAM concern respect for higher ranking officers much
more than following defined pathways. One could also say that the organization’s culture strongly
influences its functionality. The regulation of flows in the “hard triangle” of finances, technology
and human resources is largely dependent on project allocations.
Finances: MOWRAM receives its national budget from the Ministry of Economy and Finance.
I could however not find out, how much this amounts to every year but have been informed that
there is no guaranteed budget line; the total sum depends on continuous lobbying and negotiations
in the council of ministers.
The cash flow of MOWRAM comes from the national allocations, and from foreign agencies
supporting the irrigation sector. Official budget support through MOEF occurs through earmarked
funds for certain defined purposes by donors, or according to priorities set by the senate and council
of ministers. The allocation of funds to MOWRAM is thus mainly subject to political priorities;
“negotiation” is a second internal source – departments discuss budget allocations amongst each
other annually. A donor representative (not to be named) indicated that there was no actual means
of controlling funds once they entered the MOWRAM administration, and that there was serious
lack of transparency.
The costs and benefits of its operation are not determined by a national body (despite the existence of an audit office), and no fiscal accountability or control exists once the money had been
disbursed by the MOEF. The discursive stress on the need for the development of irrigation infrastructure both within the ministry and through support by the prime minister render the analysis of
costs and benefits an undesired endeavor.
There is, however a serious effect on the financial efficiency of MOWRAM’s operation, even
if not measured. The fact that the ministry staff is seconded to projects within the ministry as
counterparts creates an administrative overhead through double structures (e.g. for administering
funds and contracting) in which the money trickles away. Another aspect of funding efficiency is
the way MOWRAM works through official project contracts that (at least in irrigation infrastructure
development) include the sub-contracting and bidding for each planning, design and construction
activity. While advertising these activities for bids, there is little increase in the ministry staff’s own
skills due to the fact that little but administrative work is left in the compounds of MOWRAM.
Technology: The ministry recently erected a series of new buildings in their new Phnom Penh
compounds and slowly moves out of their old facilities in Phnom Penh’s center, which are in a bad
condition.
Professional knowledge and skills of MOWRAM staff in terms of capacity and experience to use
and operate technology is hard to assess, as most advanced technology pertaining to planning, monitoring and surveying is owned and used by private contractors providing technical services. Through
training in the Technical Service Center, basic skills like computer literacy, and GIS technology is
increasingly being spread and used by MOWRAM staff, as well as hydrologic data assessment.
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Means and instruments for measurement of discharges, topographic surveying, etc. is usually
not owned by MOWRAM, but by the private contractors. MOWRAM staff also do not dispose of
advanced IT, and the hardware does often not correspond to the advanced software applications (for
GIS, CAD, database and hydrologic modelling) it is supposed to run. These items, well performing
IT, disappear after projects come to a close, and for each new enterprise, additional IT is procured.
Machinery for construction work does not belong to MOWRAM’s portfolio of technology, although
some provincial departments dispose of worn-out excavators, earth movers and trucks; there is
however a fair stock of diesel pumps of Chinese origin that most provincial offices use for evacuating
or providing water.
A network of hydrologic gauging stations is spread out across the country to provide data on
river levels and discharges; the gauging stations had been sponsored by different donors and the
MRC, and deliver differing sets of data (a few real time discharges of the Mekong’s main stream
and bigger tributaries), most of it has to be read by local staff and the reading submitted to the
department of hydrometeorology. The latter often lack proper calibration, and the readings are, as
I have been informed, not being recorded or submitted on a regular basis. Rainfall measurements
are recorded in each provincial department’s headquarters, and where there are district agents, they
also provide these readings if they are being asked and paid for it.
Human Resources: Most people working for MOWRAM have an educational background in
hydraulic and civil engineering. They received their training during the 1980s from Viet and Russian teachers and engineers at the Institute for Technology of Cambodia. Technical knowledge on
hydraulic design is good in theory, but many staff lack experience in actual integration of structure
designs into a whole system and river basin, according to an international team leader for a technical
assistance project. Engineers who joined (it is unclear how many young engineers still join the ministry today, see below) MOWRAM and its predecessor had to work in the field first, and implement
rehabilitation and construction projects as site engineers. During later stages of construction, they
are also involved in the operation of major structures; they did however not receive specific training
on maintenance or the quality aspects of construction works.
The potential for staff and career development is hampered by MOWRAM’s notorious overstaffing, a result of many young people being trained in hydrologic engineering during the 1980s; in
the absence of a private sector and demand for these services, the state in the form of DGIMH used
to be the only employer. The older engineers from the early days of the DGIHM are either employed
as higher ranking officers, or keep receiving small jobs (even as drivers) in case they could not keep
up with capacities by their superiors; the potential for younger staff to join and make a career in
MOWRAM is hence limited due to the occupation of posts by ‘veterans’. This is why the majority
of the younger engineers today choose to join the growing private and NGO sector, and only people
having good direct personal or family relations to higher ranking staff (with the prospect of frequent
promotion) still choose a career in the public sector.
Rewards and salaries for the lower ranks of government officials barely suffices to make a living, which is also true for the MOWRAM (as government salaries are determined and paid by the
central government), the basic monthly salary for a government worker lies around US$ 80 to 250
(depending on seniority) and does not suffice to cover the living expenses of for a single person.
A government directive from 2009 banned any extra (merit based) incentives paid to government
staff by any donors and/or organizations engaged in government-cooperation. This step, pretending to inhibit corruption can largely be understood as a means to keep control about staff through
traditional patronage lines.
59

3. NATIONAL L EVEL I RRIGATION G OVERNANCE

A means to increase the income for MOWRAM staff is to get detached from their official posts
for the duration of a project. Private service providers with the financial and technical means for
tendering and subsequent planning and design hire MOWRAM staff. When on leave, the monthly
salary needs to be paid to the chief of department (including an extra portion of the salary obtained
in the private sector activity), who are often involved in these projects as the government counterpart
for a specific aspect.
It is difficult to find well-trained and motivated staff in the MOWRAM; several observers told
me that there was a widespread lack of motivation and sluggishness amongst the technical staff,
while in the provincial departments I visited, people would not even turn up for work regularly.
3.2.2.2

Organizational Management

Management: Decisions in the ministry are made at the top. The minister, as reported by both
internal and external observers, is still involved in every major decision concerning his staff’s operations, and the directions of projects. Delegation of responsibility and competencies reaches seldom
further than to secretaries of state and some selected (English speaking) heads of departments, while
the latter are faced with the danger of sudden changes in priority and the absence of procedures or
priorities for action.
There is hardly any routine supervision of staff’s activities (as these are often busy with little
but routine reporting and, unfortunately, waiting), while they receive some support for career development and / or external employment possibilities if they have good relations with their superiors.
Control of MOWRAM’s concrete actions in irrigation development is very limited due to the lack
of interest by the staff, and a lack of capacity and understanding amongst the donor control units,
who are limited to control of documents and procurement; there is a wide gap between the designs
and the actual quality of infrastructure development due to this lack of control.
Structure:An organization chart theoretically defines the structure within MOWRAM, but does
not precise lines of command and reporting or responsibility structures. The single units within
MOWRAM have distinct but overlapping responsibilities due to their classification into classical,
clear cut domains. In reality, staff is often being seconded to project offices, or is on leave for
other reasons. While the units exist on paper, their respective leaders do not necessarily head the
departments, but delegate work (without the decisions) to subordinates while they themselves seek
for project funding.
An administrative and financial sub-structure within the ministry, the so-called PMO’s (project
management offices) have extra funding from various sources, such as for instance big international
projects or loans and donations by, e.g. the Chinese government as a reward for concessions to exploit resources. These structures of MOWRAM (and often also not their source) do not make their
expenditure and income transparent, but manage parallel budgets. They are hence not accountable
to financial auditing within the MOWRAM, but only to the donor. The donor’s means of control,
in turn, are limited by the contractual arrangements defining the respective project’s lines of command and accountability (with MOWRAM as the borrowing client in the ‘driver’s seat’, technical
assistance staff has little to no means of following dubious cash flows).
Reporting and communication flows, and lines of command are subject to personal relations.
Accountability between units is established by top-down commands, or through the networks of patronage. A lack of pro-active communication between the units and levels is a reason why decision
making is usually a lengthy process, as information first has to be obtained (and is actually only
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then produced) on request.
Procedures on how to act and react in specific cases do not exist, but are judged case by case
by superiors who however are not fully informed about each issue due to lack of routine reporting.
The provincial departments are not clearly linked with and accountable for their activities to the
MOWRAM, as they receive part of their apportionment and duties by the provincial governorates.
Some provincial departments (like the one in Battambang) are reported to be actually completely
detached from any control by the MOWRAM project offices, openly peculate money and neglect
control by the donor.
Strategy: MOWRAM’s actions are driven by their political mandate to cater for water resource development and the provision of related services. For reasons of budgetary constraints,
MOWRAM’s ‘contact officers’ seek external relations with donors in order to determine the potential for new projects, and the changes in preferences and policies on the side of the international
community. The same holds for the search for funds at the ministry of economy and finance that
provides extra money for ‘personal projects’ of MOWRAM engineers and politicians in search of
irrigation or flood protection structures in their electoral constituencies.
Internally, MOWRAM staff seek to have projects on the shelve for potential funding. As allocations by donors or through political allocations in fact constitute a dependency for the MOWRAM in
terms of both income as well as to underline its mandate and reputation, the preparation of projects
(preliminary planning, budgeting, etc.) is done in a pro-active manner.
There is little visible strategy in the mandates different from irrigation development. Issues
such as planning and protection of water resource development in river basins, or the preparation of
procedures for positioning departments and preparing for the recurring emergencies resulting from
Cambodia’s hydrology are barely addressed, and can not be termed strategic.
Culture: As mentioned in the section on MOWRAM’s mission, the agency is characterized by
its own and the country’s history. Most engineers working in the ministry have been kids or young
adults when the Khmer Rouge tried to realize their hydraulic vision for the paddy-based communist
society. After the regime’s collapse, their training focused on the design of hydraulic structure,
mainly because so many things needed to be fixed – the main occupation of the DGIHM for more
than 15 years. The mind set and mental models of engineering largely dominates the agency, while
strategic planning and consideration of the effects of and reasons for their work is absent.
Seniority and power define interpersonal relations, which are governed by respect and obedience to the patrons, who are almost exclusively socialist-trained hydraulic engineers. The values of
respect towards leaders and the reluctance to actively address problematic issues or propose alternative ways of working is not a trait inherent to the MOWRAM, but is deeply rooted in Cambodian
society. Cambodian culture and the history of governance over the last 30 years re-enforced informal
patron-client relationships between heads of departments, secretaries of state and the engineering
staff. The role of the ruling CPP and its partisans in calling for irrigation development and at the
same time profiting from ‘hydraulic presents’ is a remarkable aspect of these informal, political
relationships.
3.2.2.3

MOWRAM’s input-output relationship

The work process of irrigation development, as will be seen from the review of the sector relationships next section, depends on both the institutional context of the MOWRAM, as well as on
the inputs available to it, and the way those can be obtained to fuel activities. Its limited factual
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Figure 3.3: The Ubels framework as applied to the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology

mandate and the organizational overlap lead to limited and pronounced activity in the irrigation development domain1 to underline its importance and relevance in the political sphere, where classical
ground-breaking ceremonies matter a lot for public perception and political justification.
Opportunistic behavior to attract funds from international donors, as well as to have regular
allocations from the national budget have a strong impact on the way MOWRAM works and conceives of its tasks. This has its effects on management styles, and the allocation of resources within
the ministry: As routine activities barely receive any funding and are not attractive for the display
of ‘water control activity’, the orientation towards external funds and the search for political and
monetary personal benefit lead to a leadership displaying intransparent behavior. Motivations of
staff, given their low salaries, are hence directed towards obtaining extra money from their heads of
department, and not to the effective realization of irrigation development.
Technical assistance is supposed to make up for the lack of MOWRAM capacity within the
ministry, which usually includes the installation of project offices run by an expatriate team leader
and contract engineers of MOWRAM – who display sufficient basic capacity once their salary
corresponds to that of the private market, even if the integration of various aspects of irrigation
development, such as e.g. the management of irrigation structures by a farmer community need
further strengthening. The actual output of its work process will be further detailed in the following
1

Although MOWRAM also hosts river basin and integrated lowland management projects; these are however tiny in terms of
money.
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chapter, but preliminary conclusion can be drawn from the above named structural weaknesses in
interacting with line departments and other agencies, and the way actual planning and development
work is shifted into ‘boxed’ project arrangements.
MOWRAM is, as can also be seen in the next chapter, a de facto obligatory passage point for
irrigation development and governance. Its organizational tradition and way of working can be seen
as a re-action to the difficulties of faulty designs of Pol Pot, hierarchical management structures as
a relict of war and socialist top-down philosophy; the ministry is thus not yet fit for the challenges
of democratic interaction. Any attempt to develop structures and management arrangements with
only local user groups and provincial departments can only lead to imperfect outcomes due to this
centrality and the withholding of information (which usually originates from technical assistance,
but is then stored and used out of public sight) that is only made use of once funding is given or in
prospect.
3.2.3

Provincial Departments of Water Resources and Meteorology

PDOWRAMs are, to a varying degree, limited in their operations due to a lack of capacity and
funding. In the Northwest, they are not able to maintain a formal governance link (with communication, reporting, assistance requests or FWUC control) with the irrigation system’s management
and users, and not accountable to the latter.
The formal organizational structure of MOWRAM, with three management offices (no training
center) and seven technical offices is translated to the provincial departments, excluding the overstaffing. Most offices are rather nominal, such as the office for water supply whose activities are
exclusively taken care of by the provincial representation of the MORD on the provincial level.
Directors are all trained engineers, most have an education in hydraulic engineering. The staff,
in contrary, rarely received formal education on issues pertaining to water resource or irrigation
management. This issue is being addressed through regular annual training courses provided by
MOWRAM’s TSC, practical application of these insights is however limited to the involvement in
bigger projects by either the MOWRAM or a donor-funded project.
My interview partners on the provincial levels stated that their activities with respect to irrigation
infrastructure works, funding and technical support were very limited due to the insufficient budget allocation by MOWRAM (of a $US 100,000 lump sum annually). A second source of income
originates from the provincial governorate, but is based on budget requests and approval, and usually receives little attention due to the costliness (as my interview partners stated) of infrastructure
investments – and is subject to political preferences, because provincial governors enjoy a certain
independence and have a budget allocated by the ministry of the interior that can then be freely
spent on infrastructure development.
Technical equipment is usually limited to some computers for the director and the accountant,
and no network connections exist in most offices with MOWRAM IT or the world wide web. The
degree to which offices are equipped and the departments dispose of technical means such as pumps,
machinery, or measuring equipment depends on the capacity of the director to attract additional
funding. This, in turn depends on the bonding between him and the provincial governor on the
one hand, and members of the senate (having their constituency in the respective province) and the
MOWRAM on the other.
PDOWRAMs can propose rehabilitation projects to the ministry, and if approved receive budget
allocations to commission the works. Once these plans exceed a certain sum, or exhibit technical
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challenges, the projects are taken over by MOWRAM, that is, shelved until there is funding available to implement it. Activities of the provincial staff in the domain of agricultural water management (they also cater for flood embankments, pipes and culverts along roads, as well as peri-urban
drainage, sometimes) are largely limited to interventions in urgent cases, once ordered by district
and provincial governors up and down the hierarchy. The lack of monitoring capacity and established institutional linkages on the side of the PDOWRAMs are the cause for lines of command that
center around the provincial governor, who then delegates actions to the respective departments1 .
FWUCs have, in the past, been set up on a routine basis throughout the provinces. However,
many among those communities founded did not receive support and capacity training, but only
some general lessons on the necessity of community management and the responsibility of the
FWUC committee. Although encouraged by MOWRAM (and supported by budget support, fuel,
per diems), the formation of these ‘one-way’ FWUCs and registration with the PDOWRAMs is not
acknowledged by the FWUC department. Random budget allocations for training and formation
activities with respect to FWUCs are never followed up by established communication procedures,
and the PDOWRAM does not maintain a register of contact persons or regular site visits as my field
research in two provinces revealed.
Once urgent situations occur, the PDOWRAMs are over-ridden by actions from the ministry
level because there is neither technical, nor managerial capacity and no established procedures and
modes of operation. The same effect of overriding, instead of collaborating and creating local
capacity happens during bigger development project interventions. Formally, the PDOWRAMs
have the role to assist in the facilitation of village meetings and the training of the FWUCs as they are
to be the future points of contact maintaining a constant exchange of information for management
purposes. In reality, the only activity they perform in the planning phase is accompanying the
MOWRAM staff, service providers and international experts to the sites, and assisting with the
mobilization of participatory meetings. The actual work is done by service providers for training of
farmers and infrastructure development.
3.2.4

Hydrocracy Dilemma

The evolution of Cambodia’s irrigation administration is marked by the historical burden of Pol
Pot’s hydraulic dream of controlling the country’s water. While the formal, bureaucratic separation
of departments along disciplines relevant for water management and irrigation development reflects
the marks that socialist allies left on Cambodia’s formal governance structures, there has been little
evolution of both the thinking and perceptions about, and organizational adaptation to the challenges
resulting from upstream hydropower development, population pressure and economic integration.
That is, there has been adaptation to where the funds come from, which resulted in the creation of
MOWRAM who managed to hop on the discourse about the necessity to establish IWRM through
a national agency, and to pay increased attention to water resources and their vital development
effects.
The sector approaches called for by the international (western) community in their continuous
search for better approaches and solutions to the challenges of increasingly less convincing and
contradictory model approaches and interventions (like interventionist democratization, decentralization of governance, or the integration of competencies in one agency) had been served by the
1

As in the case of flood damages, where village and commune chiefs, as well as district officials request assistance from the
governorate.
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formation of MOWRAM. But instead of embracing a sector-wide, pro-active (contrary to re-active
and defensive) form of working, it conserved traditional mind sets and approaches, and is additionally hampered by the fight for funds and legitimacy as a ‘late-comer’ ministry. The western donor’s
role in this is dichotomous as well: On the one hand, funds are continuously provided for the sake
of rural development and the building of capacity amongst MOWRAM staff.
On the other, sub-contracting to private service providers (the ‘increasing involvement of the
private sector in the provision of public services’, in donor speak) disables the ministry’s staff to
adopt integrated, strategic planning and the oversight of their activities from beginning to the end.
The modes of governance in the administrative domain, that is between ministries and within
the agency, can be characterized as evading accountability and reliability: Hierarchic, paternalistic structures prevail on the top of the governance pyramid, where funding, decision making and
internal coordination are concentrated. Underneath this primary mode of hierarchy exists a web
of personal relations that can comprise several levels of administration, and typically depends on
patronage.
Between the donor community and the ministerial level, a charity system1 dominates the interactions. Despite continued call for reform and commitment to the sector’s challenges, the donors (at
least the agencies cooperating on the bi- or multi-lateral level) are obliged to support capacities and
budgets of the MOWRAM (and other concerned ministries). Interestingly the enforcing institution,
control by the donor, is evaded by the opaque management practices within the MOWRAM.
Internal MOWRAM management is governed by collective decision making in primary groups,
which are based on the hierarchical influence of senior members and are subject to political interference and economic self-interest. This, on the national scale, results in a hybrid (with respect to
the major governance mode proposed by Huppert et. al.) mode of governance combining hierarchy,
charity, and collective decision making for irrigation development and its subsequent administrative
governance.

3.3

The Irrigation Sector’s Performance

The differing objectives of the actors on the irrigation scene combine to center around a shared
discourse about the need to drive infrastructure development with parallel institutional development
on different governance levels, and sector strengthening to boost the performance of the irrigated
agriculture sector. The necessity out of which the DGIHM was born and, later on MOWRAM
evolved, to shield a displaced and war torn nation against the effects of ill-conceived hydraulic
structures that could still provide some livelihood security improvements despite their horrific origins translates into a present-day push to continue on the same path of infrastructure development
embraced over 30 years ago. This ‘path dependency’ is nurtured by the organizational, engineeringdominated culture of MOWRAM and fuelled by political elites searching for signs of legitimacy for
the people. More deliberate, long term visions and approaches for the success of interventions are
not sufficiently considered by the majority of the actors (or actively rejected by national players),
with the exception of long term bilateral donors held accountable for success by their respective
governments.
The Irrigation Development & Intervention Arena is characterized by the respective (rural development, economic development, control of the environment) policies of its actors that have, as the
common denominator, the development of infrastructure for agricultural water management. This
1

See Huppert et al. (2001) for a definition of governance modes.
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Figure 3.4: The Ubels framework as applied to the context and actors of the irrigation sector

only holds true for the ones having the objective to re-order irrigation governance, while a lot of
thrust for infrastructure funding comes from emerging regional actors with an interest in economic
influence.
The joint policies are informed by a shared macro-scale perception of the environment, the
agricultural economy, and about the abundance of water in the country which needs to be made
available, without much consideration of the local-level variations of water availability over the
seasons, or the potential of different types of storage infrastructure (and discrepancies between
the local catchment’s hydrology and topography). The ‘abundance’ discourse is complemented
by the specialist’s (engineers and technical assistance) push for ‘full coverage’ that they propose
and reassure by the provision and display of a legal and managerial framework which the donor
community, in turn, accepts as sufficient for the moment and given the ‘dire need’ for providing
irrigation service to the farming population.
MOWRAM’s central role in the sector is fostered by the political economy of aid, and restricts
the delegation of power and resources to the admittedly weak governance framework on provincial and local levels. As ‘sub-national’ development of democratic structures is hindered by the
personal interests of national institutions, there is thus no administrative or legal counterbalance to
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the concentration process, and organizational patronage is replicated and worsened by the sidelining of provincial departments. This leads to the compartmentalization and dispersal of governance
institutions for irrigation: Autonomous, but rapidly degrading FWUCs; Provincial irrigation administration without mandate, power, and funds; And a non-accountable private sector for the physical
implementation of policies and truly empowering farmer training.
The actual approaches and procedures of the implementing agencies and projects for irrigation
development, likewise, add to this concentration at the top (again, with exceptions for long-term
funded, but necessarily expensive enterprises). Articulation of models is under strong influence of
the policy to give ministries the principal role in overseeing the whole project component’s implementation These components themselves are sub-contracted to private service providers under joint
supervision by MOWRAM’s project management offices and donors. Because of individual interest
overriding that of common objectives within MOWRAM and insufficient control by the donor, as
well as the absence of an established, sustained link between FWUCs and the state administration,
the process is not being sufficiently monitored and hence the relation between the state (or its service
providing sub-contractors) comes to an end once interventions recede.

3.4

Concluding remarks

The irrigation sector in Cambodia suffers from a serious lack of coordination and accountability
between its principal national actors, and a lack of coordination between the donors and the ministries on the other. Efforts to establish enduring institutions for coordination such as the TWGAW,
and to co-develop strategies to overcome the situation are largely met with disinterest on the side of
the ministries. The MOWRAM exhibits considerable reluctance to change this situation and adapt
its work structures to the challenges of vertical and horizontal administrative cooperation, and is
unsupportive for the devolution of competencies and power to lower levels of irrigation administration.
This is even more remarkable given the ministry’s prior role in irrigation governance, as there
head in many (if not most) situations no de-facto irrigation administration
Concepts endorsed in policy documents, foremost IWRM and river basin approaches are but a
lip service to the promoters of these approaches. Joint decision making about strategies, established
procedures of cooperation and development interventions hardly takes place on internal initiative
(only following pressure by the donors or the prime minister, the latter being more effective) on
the ministerial level, nor on the provincial level, and even less between these pronounced levels of
hierarchy. Mechanisms of accountability between the agencies involved exist, but are subject to the
political economy of governance interventionism and corruption, and there is hence also no ‘upward
accountability’ that provides sub-national governance institutions with the leverage to make claims
based on their needs created through interventions. This results in insufficient capacity of the sector
to provide efficient, effective, or sustainable outcomes.
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Chapter 4

Interventions & Local Governance in
Northwest Cambodia
This chapter provides observations on the practices of irrigation development interventions through
different projects in the Northwest of Cambodia. I analyze the governance institutions that used to
regulate water and infrastructure management since the first interventions in three situations, two in
the north of Banteay Meanchey province, and one in Battambang province.
Following the description of governance arrangements prior to contemporary interventions, I detail the approaches followed by the intervening actors to shed light on the shortcomings of project’s
policies and models, and the difficulties in the institutional sphere. These, I argue, are on the one
hand limited by simplified and compartmentalized policy and project logic, and articulate technology that does not (or only partially) correspond to the biophysical situation and objectives of the
local population. Secondly, approaches for institutional change do not acknowledge the role of local institutions for the governance of services, resources, and livelihoods. Local actors do however
incorporate parts of the sociotechnical interventions in their tissue of institutions in the way that
seems appropriate to them, without necessarily corresponding to the models proposed – as in the
case of the national level hydrocracy.

4.1

Introduction to the Northwest

This section sets the scene for the case studies, and introduces the environmental facts and a short
history of resource use and governance for the reader to understand the context and background
for the present-day interventions. The Northwest has seen several regimes of governance, with a
large administrative distance between villages, the province, and the capital for most of history.
Its geographical distance from Phnom Penh gave it a special status during much of the colonial
and pre-war periods, when the only trade route towards the east went along the southern shore of
Tonle Sap (the road on the northern shore had only been constructed after 1993), and the now nonfunctional railway connecting the provincial capital with Phnom Penh. Early investment in bigger
scale agricultural production by the French (improving, e.g. water supply in Bavel district, see
below, and plantations) gave the Northwest, and especially Battambang a comparative advantage
and constituted a source of wealth.
During colonial and post-colonial times, official power exertion (mainly in the form of levying
taxes) from the national level on the province and its administrative subdivisions depended largely
on the provincial governor and his willingness to cooperate with the king and the protectorate. The
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(a) Mongkol Borey river basin (in red) according to the NWISP (b) River basin map according to the KOICA water resource mashydrology study conducted by CADTIS (CADTIS, 2007)
ter plan (MOWRAM & Korean International Cooperation Agency
(KOICA), 2008)

Figure 4.1: Two river basin studies came to two differing results with respect to the Mongkol Borey river
basin’s catchment; CADTIS excluded Stung Sisophon, which also drains into the basin and subsequently
into the lake.

Khmer Rouge divided the whole country into different zones. The Northwest during these years had
been known for extremely rigid control and command exerted by the KR cadres, who installed the
first collective experiments during the early 1970s when civil war waged between the US-backed
regime of Lon Nol and the communist Khmer Rouge of the Democratic Party of Kampuchea.
When civil war waged in the country from 1979 until the late 1990s, execution of the government
of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea’s (PRK) administrative power largely ended at the level of
the provincial capital; the rest of the zone being controlled by various KR splinter groups. The
traditionally powerful and big province of Battambang had been split into two provinces in 1988.
Although KR power during the civil war did not extend to any administrative work (despite limiting
its effectiveness), it had its impact on the governance of natural resources.
The inaccessibility of much forest and farming land due to extensive mining by both KR and
Vietnamese troops limited the livelihood options. On the other hand, KR machinery like tanks and
trucks had been used to help villagers put up simple dikes for flood retention and water storage in
exchange for rice, and the guerilla hence played a dichotomous role in village life, depending on
the local population’s composition1 .
4.1.1

Biophysics and History

Three distinct agroecological zones surround the Great Lake in the Northwest: the annually inundated flood plains where people mainly grow flood-recession rice; adjacent are the terrace zones
1
The KR movement was not only about force; it especially attracted young men from poorer rural families and gave them a
feeling of national pride, especially in contrast to the corrupt elites ruling the country since the end of the protectorate (Chandler,
2008; O’Kane, 1993).
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of different geological age and origin where traditionally, rain fed lowland rice is cultivated; in the
hills and mountains surrounding the terraces, people grow a variety of upland crops, or engage with
timber or non-timber forest extraction. The lowlands have been largely slashed during and after the
KR regime for the land and water transformations.
Agroecology corresponds to the region’s hydrology defined by, on the one hand, the lake, and
by rainfall patterns and soil conditions on the other. The zone coinciding with the main stream of
Mongkol Borei basin, the identically named Mongkol Borei river is endowed with fairly rich soil of
recent alluvial and schist origins. This soil, with good exchange capacity and water retention is the
reason why Battambang is known as Cambodia’s rice bowl. North of Banteay Meanchey’s capital
Svay Sisophon soils are less fertile the further one travels west and north from the flood plains of
the lake.
The two provinces are under the climatic influence of the southeastern monsoon from approximately May until November, but shielded off from most of the precipitation through the Dangrek
mountain range in the south- and southwestern part of the country. Rivers and creeks, resulting
from the seasonally strong rains, swell and overtop during the wet season, while the drainage to
lower zones is impeded by the annual inundations of the flood plain and the flat terrain. Countless
small creeks and river branches traverse the landscape, leftovers of former side-branches cut off
from the present-day streams; these constitute important sources of water for fishing and domestic
uses during the dry season, when most of the rivers recede or dry up completely. The meandering
of the water, and the construction of an extensive grid of rectangular canals during the KR regime,
creating excessive drainage and traversing natural river boundaries, are the reason why today it is
fairly difficult to discriminate between river basins, also because the ‘common terminus’ of water
bodies flowing into the Tonle Sap shifts its borders with the seasons. This is challenging for the delimiting of topographic and active catchments for flood-proof infrastructure and water availability
assessments (in the absence of continuous records, additionally) for irrigation development.
People used to live off a variety of natural resources during the seasons, cropping rice following
the onset and recession of the rains, and grazing cattle, hunting, and shifting cultivation in the
upland zones of the formerly forested land. First shifts away from subsistence agriculture practices
towards market-oriented production came, for the zone around Battambang’s provincial capital,
with the French construction (during the 1930s) of a barrage on Mongkol Borey river in order to
make the wet season’s waters rise into the adjacent side branches, and distribution canals dug for
these purposes. Adding to the naturally higher yield potential of the dark soils in the sub-basin,
leveling climatic water availability boosted productivity and made Battambang an important rice
exporting zone.
Another political factor for agricultural intensification in areas where no physical improvement
/ reclamation had been provided were the agricultural cooperatives formed after King Sihanouk
led the country to independence from France. These cooperatives provided inputs like seeds and
natural fertilizer (bat guano from the mountains in the north) to farmers limited in their productivity for market production not by land, but by labor and the limited fertility of their soils. While
paddy trade had been established on a commercial basis in the zone around Battambang’s capital
(and along the now defunct railway line connecting Battambang with Phnom Penh and the Thai
border), these cooperatives and the concomitant increase in rice production also saw the advent of a
stronger economic interaction in formerly autonomous zones of northern Banteay Meanchey (now
Battambang) and Siem Reap provinces.
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4.1.2

Contemporary Governance

Seasonality and water also played an important role in the administrative connections between the
country’s capital, the provincial capital, and the villages and communes in the hinterlands. These
were, until very recently, exclusively accessible during the dry season, if one did not dispose of all
terrain cars (one factor for the KR’s long resistance against government forces, as military operations could only take place in the dry season). This inaccessibility made that people lived under
pronounced local regimes of governance, with little influence and power exerted on everyday life
by the rulers in the cities.
This changed when under the KR, hundreds of thousands of people were deported all over the
country, and also brought to the sparsely populated northwest people from the populous southern
provinces. Command, control and coercion changed almost every aspect of individual’s everyday
lives, but also on the way land and water were governed. Collectivization of all land, cattle and
labor force was supposed to increase the to date ‘underused’ potential of the northwest.
When after the end of the KR regime the Viet-backed PRK’s government installed emergency
forms of organization to overcome the effects of unclear land rights, food insecurity and migration,
the Krom Samaki model was also implemented in the Northwest. Its actual functionality, however
depended on control by the weak governing structures. In fact, it decreased the further away villages
were from urban centers and military bases; hence the groups had been more rigidly implemented
(meaning collectivizing labor inputs and sharing the yields according to family head count) in and
around Battambang, and were less effective in the forests and mountains surrounding the terraces.
There, fighting between government troops, KR guerilla splinter groups, and royalist paratroopers
waned until the mid-90s. The KR-dominated parts of the country used to be known to be less
populated, and potentially endowed with more land per family compared to the pacified, freed
zones where formerly deported people used to settle, or returning refugees from Thailand found a
new home in the early 90s.
From the first national elections onward, until the year 2002, provincial governors and their
district and commune subordinates had been appointed by decree of the Prime Minister and the
ministry of interior, leading to repetition of top-down command structures known since the earliest
days of administrative governance in the country. After the first democratic elections of commune
councils in 2002, and the concomitant establishment of an institution called ‘Commune Development Fund’ through the UNDP-backed SEILA program, a certain degree of local autonomy could be
reached, and direct accountability links established between village and commune populations, and
their elected representatives who now are equipped with an annual allocation of $US 10,000. This
money can be spent in consultation with the commune’s development committee who receives planning, management and accountancy training, and after approval by district and provincial branches
of the ministry of rural development as a coordinator between communes, the state, and development cooperation projects.
The local governance modes after the end of the KR-regime have hence been an effect of proximity to government power mediated by military presence. Where the PRK exercised its power,
commune chiefs were the acknowledged, political-administrative governance institution able to
mobilize collective action, making use of the socialist hierarchy. Otherwise, the power to mobilize people where the KR reigned the territory was limited to village chiefs and local elites (and KR
leaders), but limited to situations of immediate hazards for the loose, non-communitarian village
society.
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Figure 4.2: The reservoirs of Punley and Trapeang Thmar in northeastern Bantey Meanchey; map courtesy
of JICA, 2003

4.2

Reservoir Irrigation Schemes in Banteay Meanchey

My field work with the NWISP first brought me to Banteay Meanchey’s commune of Punley, where
a reservoir had been rehabilitated, and a downstream reservoir in the same district (Phnom Srok, see
the map on page 74). Both reservoirs had been raised during the KR reign, and during the dry season can be reached within one hour from Banteay Meanchey’s capital Svay Sisophon. Communitymanagement of the two reservoirs had been difficult, as will be shown in the following sections,
although they constituted an important part of people’s everyday lives. During the course of development interventions, physical and organizational structures have been partly reshaped, but did
not have an impact on the irrigation performance of the schemes in physical, economic or social
terms. Authority for infrastructure governance used to be an issue of the respective system’s scale;
the smaller Punley reservoir had been handled by the local village chiefs and elites, while in the
Trapeang Thmar case these traditional authorities linked up with the commune chiefs of the area to
articulate their needs. Both reservoirs are fed by the two rivers Prek Anlong Thom and the smaller
Prek Srae Mamey, with an overall topographic catchment of about 1,000 square kilometers; the rel73
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Figure 4.3: Punley and Trapeang Thmar reservoirs with their tributaries; adapted from Kerrigan (2006)

atively small catchments are however crisscrossed by Pol Pot-era canals, roads and dikes conveying
the water into different directions. The active catchment of the smaller Prek Srea Mamey has been
estimated to be approximately 60 square kilometers, and its discharge varies between nil during the
dry and up to 5 cubic meters per second for a period of about two to three weeks during the wet
season. The larger catchment of Prek Anlong Thom has been estimated by the NWISP feasability
missions to cover about 110 square kilometers, comprising some forested hilly land in the north; it
therefore has a higher, and more continuous discharge in normal years.
4.2.1

Punley Reservoir

The FWUC and people living in Punley and Svay Sor villages around the Punley reservoir rehabilitated by the NWISP has been my first impression in the field. When I arrived, the construction
phase was already over, and the system and its management community in operation for a first dry
season.
4.2.1.1

Context of Punley Reservoir

The zone of both reservoirs has been inhabited since the times of the Angkor empire, being situated
between the first Khmer temple sites at Banteay Chhmar in the west, and Angkor in the east. Two
smaller mountains to the northwest of Punley were used as a hideout by KR splinter groups after
the end of DK. This is the reason why in this area, the Krom Samaki model had little success as
enforcement capacity was under serious threat by the strong and ruthless guerilla.
The seasonality of water availability, the long drought period between December and May
(sometimes June) and the salinity of groundwater makes people depend on rain and surface water. Rain is traditionally stored in big clay jars for domestic purposes, and once these are emptied
ponds constitute the only source of domestic water; the downstream reservoir at Trapeang Thmar
since the late 1970s being another reliable but distant source. Farmers always used to spread the risk
resulting from unpredictable rainfall by using extensive broadcasting cropping strategies allowing
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for renewed seeding in case of early crop failure, or maintaining a nursery close to ponds until the
paddies had been saturated by the rains.
The hazard by floods from the two intermittent rivers, destroying crops, washing away field
bunds and roads, and threatening houses have been met by a water control structure. A floodretention dike (see map on page 74) to prevent flooding and retain water from Prek Anlong Thom
had been constructed by people in Svay Sor village, north of the recently constructed reservoir
scheme a long time ago (although villagers can not recall when exactly, but reported it must have
been raised during colonial periods already). With its height differing between half a meter and
roughly over one meter, it helps to retain considerable amounts of water for flooded paddies, and
protects downstream land from high, strong floods coming from two sides. It is, however, frequently
damaged by strong floods. While in-season emergency repair in Svay Sor is difficult due to 1) the
enormous effort of working in wet soil, and 2) the absence of labor; many men and women choose to
leave their villages in order to sell their labor force. Once the rains recede and (especially younger)
men come back for harvesting, the villagers are called by their village chief to contribute labor to
re-compacting and repairing the small dike. This self-organized, ad-hoc maintenance had always
been carried out after village (informal) authorities, e.g. the elders decide it is time; overseeing the
works and mobilizing people is the job of the village chief.
4.2.1.2

Past and Recent Physical and Institutional Interventions for Water

There have been several interventions driven by varying actors in the recent past, of which I give
a short account here before detailing the latest interventions by the NWISP. Water control and the
management of structures was not dealt with in a routine manner, but following emergency (crop
failure or the collapse of the embankment and / or its regulation structures); the structures have been
considered important for securing livelihoods, but less for irrigation.
KR dike after the end of the regime The KR started to put up an embankment in Punley during 1978.

Canals for water distribution below the embankment also had to be dug by villagers and deportees.
It had not been finished when Vietnamese troops ousted the KR in early 1979, but was subsequently
being completed by the governmental food for work program in 1980; this embankment of roughly
one kilometer length, 2.5 meter elevation and five meters bottom width was equipped with three
sluice gates to release water. The absence of recognized land ownership and the pre-existent KR
canals did not allow for coordinated water distribution below those outlets; in case of drought, water
was released to flow overland. There used to be no functional village or commune administration
in the zone, and people cared mainly about their safety and that of their children rather than about
making long-term commitments to infrastructure maintenance.
Water availability for domestic uses and watering cattle increased considerably thanks to the
embankment. It used to be the village elders of Punley (like in the case of the Svay Sor dike) who
used to oversee the fate of the dike and the operation of the gates. Water releases always had to be
balanced between the ones needing water downstream, the ones cropping within the reservoir, and
the needs for cattle, drinking and washing.
Concern arose from the degradation of the dike due to grazing cattle on the embankment, which
is a major factor for deterioration of embankments. Strong floods during the wet season permanently
constituted a threat to downstream crops, and the southern side of the dike had frequently been
overtopped and part of the village had been flooded. During much of the year, the gates were not
operated, slowly rusted and became inoperable. When the need to open them in order to release
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Figure 4.4: Punley’s new reservoir (completed 2009) at the end of the dry season, May 2010

surplus water and to prevent the dike from failure, the force of many men was needed to be able to
open them, or eventually break them open. Later on, they would be blocked with dirt, sandbags and
the gates themselves be replaced by wooden planks. A spillway was not part of the dike these days.
There was also no collective routine maintenance or repair organized by village authorities or the
elders; the physical functioning of the dike was kept up through emergency repair once the flood
and / or breaches occurred only.
One of these breaches in the dike could be fixed in 1983 with the help of the KR guerilla still
operating in the zone; they exchanged machinery (a small excavator and a truck) for some bags of
rice. Both sides in dire need of resources, the long-term outcome was not the main priority, and
hence the quality of the work did not prove to be solid. It was today’s chairman of the committee
of the Punley FWUC, himself a former KR soldier, who arranged the deal. The dike eventually
collapsed again by the end of the 1980s, but villagers do not recall an exact date – this period was
a time of many military operations, when people again left the village and fled to refugee camps in
Thailand.
Post-war Reservoir Governance Before the first national elections and with some sense of ‘order’

due to the presence of UNTAC, the village elders decided to re-invest into the dike, its benefits being
considered vital for the community both protecting houses, securing access to domestic water, and
having some extra water for the paddies. They raised funds amongst the village community (on
average 40,000 Riels), and from remittances sent by former Punleyans now living abroad. The
physical rehabilitation work was provided under the order of the local KR commander. His brigade
provided a truck for transporting and compacting soil, and also used a small excavator. This way,
hard hand labor was minimized. The community also bought cement, sand and gravel and made
sure they also have a spillway for high flows. The rehabilitated reservoir, now equipped with a
spillway, was still not fit for evacuating sufficient water during strong floods, and the gates had to
be opened additionally to prevent overtopping of the dike. The elders of Punley (although Svay
Sor people also benefitted from water services) delegated the monitoring, operation of the dike,
and its maintenance and protection to an appointed committee. This committee was headed by the
Punley village chief who was responsible for mobilizing people for maintenance contributions (in
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the form of labor); today’s chairman of the FWUC committee used to have the task of a gatekeeper
to operate gates, prevent deterioration by cattle and oversee necessary repair work together with
5 more people. The absence of clear rules and enforcement mechanisms, and unclear sharing of
responsibilities1 amongst the management committee members caused the committee to fall apart
only a couple of years after its installation. Hence, the gatekeeper was not in a position to address
conflicting issues, his own power base being his past and good relations with the guerilla but not
merits in the continued upkeep of infrastructure functionality.
Difficulty of operation due to lack of maintenance of the gates, varying needs of the service (no
supplementary water for paddy needed in good rain years) and the relatively low quality of the water
for domestic purposes (due to increasing upstream logging after 1992) made continued investment
of time and labor difficult, and the reservoir fell into disrepair again.
In the late 1990s, ILO provided the villagers with new concrete pipes and sluice gates, as the
old ones were broken. The installation and design was made in combination with food for work
principles, providing contributing people with a ration of dried fish, rice and vegetable oil for their
labor. The ILO framework was mainly concerned with providing relief, and hence the root cause
of the problematic maintenance at the reservoir had not been part of their activity – in contrast
to many other NGO-run development interventions with a focus on community management (and
not construction), which classically demand the formation of a management committee for issues
ranging from animal health and grazing, over health care to forest management. People told me that
since ILO (and later also the WFP for earthwork during times of severe food shortage) intervened,
there is expectation for remuneration (usually food) for labor contributions among the villagers.
In the 2003 rainy season, a flood broke the embankment through scour and seepage around an
outlet pipe. The SEILA program helped Punley villagers to re-install pipes, again only providing
material, a short engineering assessment and food for the village laborers.
In 2006, the feasibility study missions of the NWISP reached Punley. The
first project-villager meetings were held after the teams formally asked the village authorities to call
and gather all villagers of Punley and Svay Sor. These meetings still involved the village authorities
in order to address the various aspects of planning, contrary to later stages when specialized committees were assigned the responsibility to pool information and requests for construction and the
management of infrastructure.
The project initially had the idea to provide a simple drinking water supply system to the village, but dropped the component due to cost concerns. The embankment’s height was designed to
be doubled and the bottom width considerably extended to provide meaningful storage and flood
protection for the reservoir with the purpose of irrigating land below the outlets. This caused some
conflict with the ones cropping paddy in the reservoir’s drawdown zone. The maximum allowed cost
of the civil works part of the project was 1,000,000 $US according to the MOU between the donors
and the RGC. Planning for the development of a tertiary and quaternary canal distribution system
had to be limited to an area of 118 ha for dry season irrigation, and another 270 ha for supplementary wet season irrigation due to the high costs for land compensation and construction. However,
the compensations to be paid for people owning land (according to the land titles received) within
the drawdown zone of the old reservoir were considered too high. Hence, the NWISP was about to
exclude Punley from further development of the design process in 2007. It was the village chief of
NWISP Intervention

1

An effect of the initial initiative and disperse funding; villagers, the KR and people living abroad ‘owned’ the structure. There
had however been little consideration and consensus on enforcement and competence.
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Figure 4.5: FWUC committee members in Punley with the NWISP-facilitator

Punley and a commune councillor coming from Punley village who convinced the people owning
land in the reservoir to refrain from asking for compensation. He reportedly convinced people of
the overall benefit for the community, and also the individual benefit as most people had land both
up- and downstream of the new embankment.
The water users (the future Punley FWUC) received an extended training package compared to
the standard training and formation procedures provided by MOWRAM. Overall, they had about
90 days of training in the domains of irrigated agriculture, operation and maintenance, and FWUC
management. Training in irrigated agriculture was provided to all villagers, while specific irrigation
management training was only provided to the newly elected office holders of the FUWC. On the
levels of secondary canals and tertiary blocks, FWUGs and sub-groups were established, including
all farmers owning land in the respective sector. From amongst them, one leader, deputy, and second
deputy have been appointed1 . Their duties are the actual water distribution along the canal and on the
block-level, the maintenance of inlet and distribution structures and conflict resolution as assigned
by the FWUC statutes of MOWRAM, while according to the agreement between the Punley FWUC
and the MOWRAM, the ministry will take care of the embankment. The actual committee of the
FWUC consists of all FWUG leaders and deputies, and FWUC leaders (one leader, two deputies,
and a treasurer) elected by the FWUG members.
Hurricane Ketsana passed through mainland Southeast Asia in November 2009, and caused the
1
My interviews suggest that a formal election had been held, but that the candidate selection and distribution of competencies
were done beforehand. The project’s community organizers ‘facilitated’ the process of leader elections by picking the more active,
knowledgeable and recognized persons who were then presented as candidates.
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Figure 4.6: View from the embankment on one of the three weed-infested secondary canals tapping the
reservoir, 10 months after the end of construction works

Prek Anlong Thom to overtop its natural banks and flood the command area, destroying some
crops and washing away parts of an access road and a section of canal bunds. Before that, it
also destroyed part of the dike in Svay Sor village. The damages had not been dealt with by the
contractor until shortly before the end of the liability period in August 2010. The FWUC considered
it as the project’s or contractors duty to take care of these things, and remained inactive concerning
repair work. Amongst the NWISP and the service provider, the issue had however never been fully
clarified, as the contractor claimed that hurricane damages had to be considered force majeure,
while the project after formal inspection and approval of contract fulfillment never looked into
the system’s functionality in detail. My field observations showed that no routine or periodical
maintenance had been carried out after the scheme was put into operation; secondary canal bunds
were covered with weeds and earthen checks had been introduced by individual farmers to lead
the water where they needed it. Division structures, masonry and gabion protection were already
starting to crumble and deteriorate. Earthen bunds eroded and silted up canals, especially the drains.
Tail escape structures had been placed in the middle of fields, without any connection to a drain
– information on why this had happened was contradictory, either the contractor simply stopped
working after the installation and did not proceed with a connecting drain, or this was the respective
farmers’ wishes. Downstream of the head regulator outlets, steep drop structures had been installed
in order to dissipate water gushing out of the gates when fully opened at full reservoir capacity; the
head loss due to these structures was however also one of the reasons why a large part of the system
could not be serviced during the period I was there, as the reservoir had not been filled yet.
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Figure 4.7: Punley irrigation system, tail escape structure in the middle of nowhere, May 2010

It also dawned upon the Punley farmers that the expected additional water supply could only be
realized in one specific area, the one designed for dry season cultivation. The contractor had finished
the spillway with delay in 2009, and needed to leave water flowing into the reservoir escape through
the head regulators; hence the full storage potential of the reservoir could not be realized during this
first season, despite strong rainfall (brought by the hurricane).
During the first dry season, the farmers in the upstream zone equipped for dry season irrigation
had their first experiences with dry season paddy. They made use of all the available storage in the
reservoir and yielded an average harvest of 3.5 tons per hectare, more than double the yield that can
be obtained with traditional techniques in the wet season. It did not become clear to me, however,
whether this was also an effect of the cropping technique taught by the training and extension service
of the project 1 . The fact that farmers in this particular part of the system could obtain high yields of
crop varieties that are difficult to cultivate during the wet season and sell it at a higher price during
April / May caused jealousy amongst the neighboring farmers not having dry season water. Farmers
of Svay Sor, holding much of the land in the zone not serviced with water (and a canal system that
is basically designed for drainage, not water delivery) complained to the village chief that they also
want to cultivate dry season paddy, but that the contractor constructed the canals in such a way that
they could never have water, but just drainage. In 2010, the wet season did not set in until early July.
As the reservoir had been drained completely during the dry season, there was no additional water
supply for this wet season either – a fact already addressed in the reports on hydrology and hydraulic
1

Similar to the System of Rice Intensification (SRI), thus demanding more labor at precise moments during the cropping cycle,
especially for transplanting.

80

4.2. Reservoir Irrigation Schemes in Banteay Meanchey

Figure 4.8: Punley irrigation system, non-operational flume outlet, May 2010

design: The river discharge of this small catchment would be insufficient until the moment when
farmers had sufficient water in their paddies already.
4.2.1.3

Observations

As pointed out before, the FWUC management during the first months of system operation failed
to manage the common water resource according to participatory planning standards, and also did
not become active in maintaining canals, looking after issues such as illicit water diversion and
fishing nets installed, or making transparent their choice to use up all the available water. They
did, however, collect an irrigation service fee from amongst the members who irrigated their fields
during the dry season. The amount charged was 40,000 Riels (about 10 $US) per hectare. This
sum had been determined by a high-ranking official from the MOWRAM during a joint supervision
mission with the donors as a good guess for what it might cost to keep the system in shape. My
fieldwork with the NWISP came to the estimation of an annual per hectare O&M cost of 25$US,
taking into consideration routine servicing of structures and earthwork repair estimates.
A gap in contractor control capacity on the side of the NWISP made the end of the liability
period an easy escape for the service provider: He fixed the flood damages on the road with dirt
(and not laterite), and some cracks in the FWUC office with paint. He then tricked a deputy leader
of a secondary canal into signing the validation that the items in question had been properly reestablished, while this person had been busy working in the field.
An interview with the commune chief of Punley revealed that he was not fully aware of the issues
occurring after the project had left. He had been invited for ‘facilitation’ during the planning stages,
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but did himself not own land in the scheme, while other commune councillors were formal members
of the FWUC. They did however not address these issues during commune council meetings, which
was not considered necessary as “this is the task of the management committee”. Coordination
between the commune and the FWUC had not formally been established, also because the commune
chief considered the two village chiefs as good mediators in case of any disputes. The commune did
not plan to include maintenance cost for the irrigation system into their development plan’s budget,
or to act as a supervisory authority because the commune’s jurisdiction stretched over several, more
distant villages having no benefit from the reservoir.
I perceive these observations as the effect of interventions following model approaches, although
there has been an ‘integrated’ way of promoting agricultural change on the side of the NWISP. The
expectations raised among local communities have not been fully met by the project, but apparently provided benefits to the few owning land in the irrigable zone. On the institutional side, the
premise of autonomous management of water services and infrastructure maintenance proposed by
the FWUC model and its implementation procedures did not articulate into activity by the newly
established FWUC to make decisions on water allocation in a participatory way, or to look after the
functionality of structures according to the designs.
When asked about internal FWUC communications concerning both routine maintenance, and
the anticipated annual cost for repair, both members of the committee, its leader, and farmers told
me that they had not actually thought about how to do maintenance like cleaning or reshaping
canals, and were uncomfortable about basic calculations of what the annual cost might sum up to.
FWUC training covered the three aspects of the FWUC’s organizational management, member’s
maintenance activities, and agricultural extension in irrigated agriculture. Overall, there had been
around 90 days of training on these diverse aspects (and for a diverse public), but did not provide
advice for the overall handling and balancing of water availability, infrastructure maintenance, and
costing during the later, more advanced stages. This was attributed to the considerable delay1 the
whole project had during its implementation phase (in all sub-project sites), resulting in training
provided before the actual infrastructure had been completed – and thus before interlinking issues
dealt with during trainings could surface and be addressed with the help of external assistance.
There had not been a formal handing over of responsibilities from the project or the government
to the FWUC until I left, and the local PDOWRAM had not been seen in Punley after the construction phase finished. The only scheme constructed and put into operation before actual closure of the
project2 had not been formally handed over, nor had the FWUC been registered for almost one year
after construction ended. The FWUC had been left to itself, and had not been trained on integrating
the various and challenging demands of running an irrigation system and communicating with its
members.
4.2.2

Trapeang Thmar Reservoir

The reservoir is situated about eight kilometers downstream of Punley’s reservoir, and has also seen
several infrastructure and management interventions.

1

Internal NWISP information
The rest of NWISP’s infrastructure components were still underway during my stay; it has now been extended until the end of
2011.
2
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Figure 4.9: View on Trapeang Thmar lake, May 2010

4.2.2.1

Context of Trapeang Thmar Reservoir

Construction had been commenced by the KR during 1976 and was supposed to service 12,000 ha
during the rainy, and 3,000 ha during the dry season. The reservoir and canal system had not been
completely finished before the end of DK; the canal distribution system was planned to extend until
the fringes of the Tonle Sap, some 20 kilometers downstream of the embankment. With a reservoir
surface of potentially 170 square kilometers during the rainy season (though quite shallow at the
fringes), an embankment of roughly 18 kilometers length, and an average depth of about five meters
at full capacity3 , it ranks among the largest reservoirs in Cambodia.
The insecurity and inaccessibility of the area due to the ongoing armed fights between government and guerilla from the end of DK until roughly 1998 had its particular effects on manenvironment relations. Forest upstream of the reservoir embankment was used as the KR hideout,
and heavily mined. Despite hunting activities by the guerilla chasing mammals, the artificial extension of the former lake and wetland had a positive impact on the habitat for birds; the zone is one
of Cambodia’s important biodiversity spots outside the TSBR and home to the endangered Sarus
Crane.
The local population made use of the existing infrastructure after DK collapsed; the former gatekeepers (appointed by, but not attached to the KR) kept their positions and remained the principal
operators. The functionality and reliability of the system was limited, however: Only 3 gated outlets existed, a gated spillway to protect the dam against overtopping was largely inoperable, and
the layout and level of the main canals did not allow for adequate distribution. The tertiary canals
constructed under DK rule, in 100 by 100 meter grid-layout had soon be abandoned. The upstream
commune of Paoy Char only had one outlet that served when the reservoir was filled to full capacity; only one small gate was designed to drain the reservoir completely, but was in fact hardly ever
operated for reasons of in-reservoir fisheries and the benefit from a year-round source of drinking
water for the zone. The reservoir has an important role for local fisheries that many people depend
on, as well as for paddy cultivation in the drawdown zone used by many families (also from distant
communities). Water management always needed to balance the interests of in-reservoir and downstream uses, but according to the upstream commune chief only became problematic during very dry
3

The map on page 132 indicates a maximum storage of 140 million cubic meters, while an environmental assessment of the
Wildlife Conservation Society Cambodia (2007) estimates the maximum storage at around 90 million cubic meters.
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years; in normal years, people would combine their economic activities using their paddies in the
command area with fishing and in-reservoir cropping (which, according to (Wildlife Conservation
Society Cambodia, 2007) is regulated through provincial decree on an annual basis).
People cut breaches into the reservoir’s embankment to release water, because the KR’s structures were largely inoperable. Together with the above mentioned factors, collective action for
water management was a (sometimes conflict-laden) necessity. The village chiefs (of 48 villages in
5 downstream communes, representing at that time roughly 20,000 to 30,000 people) were the people’s institutional links with the commune chiefs, who themselves coordinated amongst each other
about where and when to allocate water. People in the upstream commune (next to the embankment) and villagers in the drawdown zone had an interest to keep water in the reservoir during the
dry season for fishing and limited paddy cultivation (the more distant zones were mined during the
1980s), and hence downstreamer’s demands for water needed to be legitimized and brought forward
by their commune officials.
The gatekeepers had the role to monitor actual implementation of the commune chief’s decisions, and supervised the laborious work related to water allocation, opening and closing improvised
breaches and gates, and blocking and conveying water in canals. Villagers who wanted water had to
come and help to open the blocked breaches that had been improvised with bags, dirt and wood after
the metal gates were broken and / or inoperable, thereby also controlling the actual discharges and
making sure the checks lead the water into the right direction. Success of supplementary irrigation
was limited due to the left canal’s deficient head and the surrounding terrain’s elevation, the right
and middle canal were the only operable structures. During the dry season, about 50 hectare had
been irrigated close to the reservoir by the upstream commune.
In 1987, the GOC implemented a food for work program in the zone to rehabilitate the reservoir’s embankment. It is not clear whether these activities were only limited to earthworks, but
the precarious security situation and limited material and technical capacities available during these
days (and in contrast the enormous earthworks entailed by the dike) suggest that no operational
changes had been made besides the repair of the metal gates and spindles. The commune councillors of the upstream commune told me that any repair or maintenance (emergency, that is) activity
had been exclusively carried out on the embankment and the outlets, while the distribution system
remained untouched until the present day rehabilitation.
4.2.2.2

Recent Shifts in Objectives and Rivalry

The last ten years have brought three important shifts in physical water control and organizational
management to the Trapeang Thmar reservoir.
Automatic Regulation for Balanced Allocation The MOWRAM founded a FWUC for the reservoir

scheme formally in 2001. The MOAFF had declared the land in the reservoir and surrounding
shrub- and grassland as well as the forest further upstream part of the Trapeang Thmar wildlife
sanctuary, supported by international conservation NGOs implementing various trainings for the
local population to diversify livelihoods and shield the unique ecology of the protected zone from
further encroachment and land use intensification (see also (Wildlife Conservation Society Cambodia, 2007)). The FWUC remained, due to a lack of functional rehabilitation and the absence of a
clear management mandate caused by conflicting objectives around the reservoir’s water inactive.
Collective, ad-hoc actions mediated by village and commune chiefs remained the only pathway for
water distribution.
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Figure 4.10: Japanese funding allowed for the first major rehabilitation of the embankment and head regulators

Formal rehabilitation of the embankment and the head regulators, as well as the spillway started
from 2004 onwards. The Japanese government had provided a grant for rehabilitation of the system.
The engagement was seen as a safeguard for at the same time reaching the objectives of the people to
have functional water distribution, and to preserve the unique ecology in the drawdown zone – that
is, to prevent designs that allow for complete drainage of the reservoir. The embankment had been
slightly raised, re-shaped and -compacted on its whole length, new outlet structures with automatic
head regulators installed, and a spillway provided, increasing the potential storage from (then) 10
million cubic meters to about 80 (this information is based on talks with commune chiefs and site
engineers of the MOWRAM, who did not have comprehensive knowledge on those figures).
For unclear reasons, one of the automatic head regulators collapsed during a flash flood in 2008
and caused crop damages. The farmers reacted with anger, and destroyed flood protection (!) embankments and roads downstream to cope with and drain the masses of water.
The ECOSORN project had decided to invest into small but
efficient structures in one part, the upstream eastern zone around Paoy Char. A budget of 700,000
US$ had been invested over 3 years, with a total project life of 5 years (until end of 2010). A
system consisting of a rehabilitated head regulator tapping the reservoir, a distribution canal, and
a network of in-fill tertiary canals fit for water delivery in two seasons had been developed, and a
Small-scale Irrigation Development
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user community trained in the commune. The PDOWRAM of Banteay Meanchey had contributed
to the project by taking care of the formal FWUC management training. Extension on irrigated
agriculture and practical training on irrigation operation had been provided by a service provider.
In early 2008, the physical part of the ECOSORN intervention had been completed, and practical
training and operation commenced.
A new FWUC had been created for the ECOSORN project, reactivating part of the dormant
FWUC formed by the former intervention (which had nothing much to do due to the automatic
upstream regulation, and did also not become active in fee collection, to my knowledge). In 2008,
the MOWRAM intervened with an own project in Trapeang Thmar. The minister, during a site
visit, ordered the structures developed by ECOSORN to be taken down. This is also why I could
not observe the actual designs, as both the head regulator as well as the downstream canal system
had already vanished and was, for the case of the regulator, already replaced by MOWRAM’s own
designs. I assume, based on the information that the system had been developed for two seasons of
irrigated / supplemented paddy, that the sill level of the ECOSORN structure was lower than before.
There is contradictory opinions about why this destruction had happened.
The commune council told me they had not been involved in the government’s decision to intervene
at the reservoir, and that they did not know why the government actually destroyed infrastructure,
but that the engineers claimed the ECOSORN structures were too small and also did not correspond
to the vision of enlarging the system. The commune councillors of the upstream commune reported
that the FWUC formally set up in 2001 and reactivated in 2004/05 had again been reset in 2008,
and that the FWUC did not actually carry out any management responsibility at present (and not
before), besides some gate adjustments in the distribution system ordered by MOWRAM’s site
engineers. A discussion with these engineers revealed that the MOWRAM had more plans for
continued upgrading and enlargements of the Trapeang Thmar irrigation system; this had partially
also been confirmed by the secretary of state I had spoken to1 .
To what extent the collapsed head regulators had been replaced and re-designed for using a wider
range of reservoir levels remains unclear. However, the works the MOWRAM finalized during
my presence were mainly concerned with widening and prolonging the primary canals, while the
follow-up plan shown to me envisaged the prolonging of the canals all the way down below the
national road and feeding into the flood plains. The FWUC leader appointed by the engineers of
MOWRAM during the course of their project (exclusively focused on engineering) proved to have
no knowledge about actual operation modes of the scheme, nor did he actually make decisions or
lead discussions concerning water allocation; likewise, and due to his powerless status, he did not
consider to go collect an ISF from the farmers.
The MOWRAM, during this intervention did not take up communications with local authorities,
nor had they been involved in participatory design. The site engineers explained to me that what
they did here was simply an operational improvement of the pre-existing system and the start of
command area extension, and that organizational issues and training would be taken care of later
on.
Hydraulic Megalomania

1
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See the maps of Trapeang Thmar reservoir, its actual canal network and the proposed future extensions in the Appendix.
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4.2.2.3

Observations

The recent makeover of the embankment and canals did not (yet) bring about considerable changes
in temporal and spatial water availability. I also have no information about increasing water-use conflict; however, the unclear legal situation of demobilized KR guerilla’s settlements in and adjacent
to the upstream forest and their hunting and cropping activities conflict with both the conservation
efforts as well as the so far unregulated access to state-owned land.
Farmers reported to me that, like during the thirty years before rehabilitation, dry season water
was only available for the upstreamers. There, an increase from 50 hectares in the early 1990s to
300 hectares in 2006, and up to 500 hectares in better years was noticed with great pleasure.
The local PDOWRAM had been invited to participate in ECOSORN’s project implementation,
but did not engage with hydraulic planning in the project, and did not share any details of its activity, nor the existence of a cooperation with MOWRAM. The provincial head of the PDOWRAM
reportedly immediately withdrew his support and claimed to have no knowledge about the nonMOWRAM project once the ministry intervened2 .
The reservoir and its water distribution network are perceived an important part of the local
economy; fish and other food is sold to tourists on the shores of the embankment, while downstream
the rectangular road grid parallel to the combined irrigation / drainage canals structure people’s
mobility. Conservation enterprises by international NGOs try to influence the local economy’s
development from extractive overuse of the natural resources by creating alternative income sectors
like silk weaving.
4.2.3

Conclusion on Reservoirs – Detached Development

The cases described above show some interesting aspects of the way water control structures have
been governed following customary arrangements, and how projects envision changes in the sociotechnical reality in the two situations. Another aspect is the conflicting objectives within both
local communities and among external actors with respect to water allocation to irrigation, or the
diverse uses of water for domestic purposes, fishing, recreation and ecologic conservation.
The absence of a well-performing, reliable administrative structure both for a long time before
the revolution, and for almost 20 years after the collapse of DK made people rely on the traditional
means of solving issues of collective action, their village and commune chiefs and local elites.
Water and infrastructure management has traditionally been a non-planned ad-hoc activity, based
on day to day decisions and collective emergency action in the absence of operable structures. This
is because water had often been perceived as a hazard, rather than a productive input that needed to
be controlled – an intensification of single plot’s productivity and the concomitant investments in
a community organization not deemed a priority given the constraints in labor, market access and
overall security that prevailed in the area for so long.
The insights gained from interventions during the recent 30 years show that there is, at least in
Punley, some reliance on external assistance, and the tendency for disrepair and neglect of everyday
maintenance – not least because designs did not correspond to local hydrology (floods) and due
to poor construction under severe constraints. Benefits of interventions are gratefully accepted by
local elites in anticipation of economic improvements, even if the effects for local water control are
not easy to appraise during the course of an intervention.
2

The minister himself ordered the destruction of ECOSORN structures, and personally went to collect the design documents in
the project office!
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In the Trapeang Thmar case, a similar tendency can be observed, but seems natural for the sheer
size of the reservoir and command area. Training and capacity building, as had been carried out
in similar-sized cases under ADB/AFD funding had not been provided to the FWUC, which in
my view was rather a paper tiger than an organization with a real set of tasks and functionality.
The coordinating role of communes is interesting in this respect, as the command area stretches
over several communes and five district’s jurisdictions. The administrative-political aspect of this
customary arrangement for water management before any FWUC existed is bound to persist longer
than the pro-forma FWUC.

4.3

River-fed Irrigation System in Bavel district, Battambang

The NWISP also rehabilitated secondary canals and the respective control structures in the Bavel
irrigation scheme, which brought me to the zone in the first place. The NWISP construction had
however still been underway, or just finished, and there was little FWUC activity, and perceptions
about changes in physical infrastructure and the management side were not informed by practical
management experiences on the side of the FWUC yet. During the course of getting acquainted
with the area, and meeting and exchanging with local authorities to find out about issues of local
coordination, I came across a negative irrigation spin-off which I describe after introducing the
scheme in general terms.
The zone’s history with respect to irrigation governance dates back much longer than in the
cases presented above, and the difference in agrarian structure and the size of the command area
resulted in a stronger involvement of governmental / administrative authorities, but still resemble
the customary patterns encountered in Banteay Meanchey province.
4.3.1

Context of Bavel Irrigation Scheme

The system is different from the reservoir cases described above for four reasons: 1) They are
situated in a more fertile agroecological zone, 2) Resulting from this, and the recent history, there is
also a more pronounced paddy-based local economy and higher population density, 3) Dependency
on river discharges is much higher in the absence of meaningful storage, and 4) A district agent of
the PDOWRAM is part of water resource governance.
4.3.2

Background of Bovel irrigation scheme

The Bovel irrigation system consists of a main barrage and several subsequent canals (fed by cross
regulators in the main canal) taking off from the Stueng Mongkol Borei in Bovel district of Battambang province.
4.3.2.1

Initial Investment

The first infrastructure in the river had been introduced by the French before 1939, although little
documentation exists of the past, local people as well could not recall any exact date of the first
hydraulic works or the rehabilitations. Tichit (1981) writes that during the Siamese occupation of
what is today Northwestern Cambodia, the infrastructure deteriorated severely, that the barrage had
been rehabilitated with the help of the Japanese government in 1968 and subsequently inaugurated
by King Sihanouk. The map (page 89) indicates structures that have been introduced or remade by
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Figure 4.11: Bavel irrigation system, schematic (Courtesy of NWISP Mongkol Borey River Basin Study
(CADTIS, 2007))

the different rulers1 . The river discharges from one cubic meter per second to 50 cubic meters in the
driest and wettest months, respectively; it can not provide discharge for irrigation on a larger scale
during the dry season. Numerous small creeks and cut-off branches of the river (meandering on its
way through flat terrain to the flood plains) traverse the landscape, and pond water after the rainy
season. Water supply is thus still available during the dry season, though limited. The irrigation philosophy behind the French intervention was thus to spread flood water during times of ample supply
over a bigger area (the river would otherwise only inundate downstream communes in the vicinity
of Mongkol Borei district) and to provide drainage for an area of more than 40,000 hectares (Tichit,
1981). It thus resembles the colmatage system applied in the deltaic zones of the Mekong and along
the major roads of lowland Cambodia, although in Bavel, discharge regulation into the branch canals
was originally only regulated by main canal checks, and branch canals were ungated. The colonizers had in mind that water supplements during dry spells and improved drainage when completely
covered under water would boost the productivity of the districts along the river. The reputation of
Battambang province as the rice bowl of Cambodia stems largely from this intervention, realizing
the already high natural fertility potential of the dark and rich soils. The following decades had seen
stepwise extension of canals taking off the main canal which drains into the floodplains about 30
kilometers south-southeast of Svay Sisophon, and northwest of Battambang’s provincial capital.

1
DAM401, the weir, WAT401, WAT402 and WAT412 are of french origin. WAT422 had first been built by Lon Nol’s regime,
but collapsed and was re-erected by the Khmer Rouge; they also built WAT421. Putrea, Prey Sangha and Canal n◦ 1 date back before
DK, the rest has been developed by forced labor between 1975 and 1979.
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Figure 4.12: Bavel weir in Battambang province; (on the schematic map: DAM401)

Figure 4.13: Putrea cross regulator (on the schematic map: WAT401)
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4.3.2.2

Gradual Upgrade

The early French interventions did however only bring profit for a limited area, and once the colonizers left by the mid 1950s, the infrastructure deteriorated rapidly. Up until the regime of DK,
the authority to allocate water was vested with the commune. Re-habilitation of the Bavel barrage
and the cross-regulators along the natural river bed in 1968 sparked some private investment by one
community along the main canal (in Prey Sangha), who decided to dig their own (small) canal. This
remained the only major investment made by local groups, while during the following decades the
primary investments made in form of the barrage had been supplemented with additional infrastructure by each subsequent regime.
Commune chiefs appointed water guards (someone living close to the gates) and ordered the operation of the structures in coordination with other communes, there was no arrangement regulating
canal maintenance during these days. Old farmers did not recall the history very well, but stated
that during those days no serious conflicts about water arose (during dry years) because people had
enough land and rice to sustain their families, and because only 3 secondary canals (Prey Sangha,
Putrea and the main branch directly feeding offtakes to field ditches) existed, carrying ample supply
for the adjacent land. The fact that commune chiefs as a general practice usually rather bought their
position and hence sold their administrative services (see Pillot, 2007) could be circumvented by
directly bribing the gatekeepers to operate the gates in favor of ones own community.
Lon Nol’s US-backed regime installed another offtake (the ‘canal’ being another natural water
body) that collapsed due to inappropriate conception and implementation soon after it had been
installed – the clashes between governmental and rebel groups had already commenced. Like in the
rest of the country, the KR during their rule introduced their strict regime focussing on land, water
and agricultural productivity; the big difference being that here, there were pre-existing structures
that could be extended, and numerous lateral branches that could be interconnected. Intensified use
of water in the area helped to boost productivity of the land, and the surplus yielded here used to
be transported to other regions where low yields persisted. When DK collapsed, many deportees
decided to remain in or return to the area – having lost family ties, coming from regions where
frequent battles were fought, or simply trying to make an easier living than in central-eastern zones,
considerably changing the demography of the zone.
4.3.2.3

Post-War Institutions

Once DK ceased to exist, the canal system and especially the control structures deteriorated, but at
least canals were kept in basic function by the commune authorities. The institution of Krom Samaki
used to be effective in this respect, and especially because there was some extra remuneration for
hard labor such as digging soil. People raised embankments after failure or collapse with their
shovels, hoes, baskets and hands, very much similar to what they did under the KR forced labor
regime.
Communes played an important part in arranging maintenance and repair, especially after individual land-ownership had been reintroduced (see below). Village communities (usually through
the village elders) had to lobby for repair permissions, which once granted came with a certain remuneration (food for the laborers). The commune had an important supervisory role, and through
the small compensations only made repair interventions feasible. Land and / or crop losses due to
earthworks along canals were always a source of conflict, which also holds true for de-facto forced
(by PRK’s political repression) labor contributions. The involvement of the commune authorities
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Figure 4.14: Bavel main canal (in blue on the schematic map) between WAT 401 and WAT 412, July 2010

was hence both obligatory and the only way to reshape canals or repair any structures. Lack of
commune budgets and the need for keeping up basic irrigation services did however not lead to
frequent repair. The actions were limited to situations when there was hardly any other choice.
When from 1985 onwards slow de-collectivization began, people had renewed interest to reap
the individual benefit of their families’ labor investments, and the infrastructure installed under rigid
DK rule was used to serve mainly the re-established natives owning land close to water sources.
District agents for the management of water had been seconded by the provincial department of
agriculture to the two districts of Bavel and Thma Koul, in order to coordinate water use amongst
the communities and canals in the system. The district agent in Bavel explained to me that his role
used to be that of a mediator between the different communes, who themselves were the institutional
access point for villagers (through their village chiefs or individually) seeking support in water
issues. The government also employed people living close to the respective gates as water guards,
who received formal orders by the district agent. Requests to have water had to be signed by the
commune leaders and were then submitted to the agent. I was told by villagers that in practice
they would pay the water guards directly to operate the gates in case they urgently needed water.
A formal plan for water distribution among communes and canals during the season had only been
adopted by 1996 after the provincial government intervened due to serious conflicts.
4.3.2.4

Development Aid & Bricolage

Recent interventions had been carried out first by the ILO rehabilitation projects, who reportedly
cared about the repair of regulation structures mainly, but largely left the canals as they were, assuming farmers would invest themselves into reshaping the canal sections. The ILO made use of local
labor and technology, and basically provided the money and material for the rehabilitation of the
two structures installed under French colonial rule (see map). The SEILA program also intervened
in the zone to re-shape canal sections and repair roads.
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It was the first program to establish user committees for infrastructure management and maintenance. Besides the formal establishment, the program did not succeed in creating durable institutions, as my research revealed. Many villages in the region had a physical development intervention,
from road improvement, bridge reconstruction to flood embankment rehabilitation. The program did
not re-design anything, but re-established pre-existing structures (the ones not dealt with by ILO);
little effort had been spent on capacity development amongst the user communities.
During my research, I spoke to several village, commune and district representatives and ‘formal’ FWUC leaders who informed me that there had been a formation of a committee, but that it
did not actually work or do anything because responsibilities and mandates were not clear, there
was no incentive for the committee members, or no interest among the beneficiary community.
4.3.3

Recent ECOSORN interventions

ECOSORN, which had difficulties establishing physical and organizational structures in Banteay
Meanchey, also intervened in the Bavel scheme.
4.3.3.1

Prey Sangha canal

The headworks of Prey Sangha canal are situated in the commune of Knach Romeas, Bavel district.
The original canal had been dug in the late 1960s as a response of the village community to the
rehabilitation of the Bavel barrage, I was told1 . It originally stretched over 1.4 kilometers, and was
approximately three meters wide and between one to 1.5 meters deep. According to older villagers,
the decision had been made by a strong village leader, who (together with the village elders) realized
that once water could be secured, one could make good profits from the increasing trade with rice.
Under DK, the canal had been extended to a length of four kilometers, and since then serves an
extensive grid of rectangular canals further downstream, in Thma Koul district. The downstream
end of this canal is about seven kilometers away from the intake. The SEILA program repaired
the intake structure in 1997, and repaired the road along the canal. A user community for the rural
infrastructure (comprising the road, the regulation and intake structures, and the canal) had been established. This management body did not deal with regular maintenance due to a lack of ‘things to
do’ as I was told by present day FWUC representatives who already staffed the prior organization.
The activities had been limited to collecting money from the villagers for road clearance and maintenance, and did not consider routine water services. Institutional arrangements on the scheme level
remained untouched, and hence water allocation to the canal, as well as the distribution amongst the
users was the commune’s job from 1975 until the present-day intervention.
4.3.3.2

ECOSORN Infrastructure Development

The Prey Sangha community had been selected by ECOSORN for a complete makeover of their
infrastructure, from the intake, along the canal and all its distribution structures in 2005. At the same
time, the NWISP selected another branch canal having its head end in Knach Romeas commune.
ECOSORN also provided a wider portfolio of training services with the infrastructure package, like
extension on advanced cropping practices and animal husbandry as well as providing training for
non-agricultural jobs like weaving or woodworking. The PDOWRAM of Battambang province had
been involved in setting up the FWUCs according to MOWRAM policies, providing the training
1

Although I assume that the villagers only dug a connection to a pre-existing cut off river branch, and did probably not move all
the soil by hand.
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on management issues, while two other sub-contractors provided training on irrigated agriculture
practices and O&M, respectively. During my field trips, I could observe the intake and distribution
structures, which had obviously been built with quality in mind and proved to be very sturdy.
I did not realize in the first place what I learned from the new Prey Sangha FWUC, and later on
from the Khnach Romeas commune chief: Contrary to everyone’s expectations, the rehabilitation
did not improve the water availability and accuracy of distribution, but made it worse. The intake’s
sill had been installed on a higher level than before, causing the canal to not have sufficient water
even during the wet season this year. Due to the higher sill level, the time allocated in Bavel district
for filling Prey Sangha canal did not suffice anymore, and water barely trickled into the structure
while I was there. There was considerable anger amongst the farmers, and desperation amongst the
new FWUC, being blamed for the aggravated, instead of improved water availability.
They told me they anticipated the problems while the contractor came to install the intake, but
that neither the construction company, nor project representatives from the local office at the Battambang department of agriculture wanted to stop the construction and instead blamed the farmers
for having no idea about advanced hydraulics and modern technology1 . The project, after massive
protests by the community and commune hired three pumps providing water from the nearby natural creek, according to Anonymous, the project did however not consider any remake or continued
funding of pumping costs. This person also admitted that in the hydraulic infrastructure part of
the ECOSORN project, problems occurred due to the difficulty to coordinate three different service
providers, while keeping an eye on the overall process. The design engineer reportedly never visited
the site, and it could not be traced where the bad intake level design had its origin. The commune
chief is now trying to find funds again to remake the system and to use an old canal (which is now
used as a drain for domestic waste) as a bypass for the faulty intake. He perceives this as essentially
the commune’s role because the commune did always consider the canals and the water as part of
its jurisdiction and competency.
4.3.4

Observations

I was informed that ECOSORN, working through the ministry of agriculture, considered its interventions in the irrigated agriculture domain as unfortunate, and that there could have been better and
closer contacts with the irrigation administration to avoid complications. Complications and lack
of coordination, according to Anonymous occurred also within the project and its components, and
the flop of the interventions I had observed ascribed to the difficulties in coordinating a multitude
of contracts and contractors.
The parallel activity of MOWRAM’s NWISP in the same region did not spark any interaction
between the projects, and neither of the responsible engineers had ever thought about talking and
coordinating amongst each other; although it remains questionable whether that would have stopped
the ECOSORN designs from being constructed. The patterns of FWUC formation observed in
Punley have been repeated in the same way in Bavel, although slightly later; a training session1 on
O&M run by a contractor’s engineer revealed part of the problem observed in Punley, and likely
to occur in the other cases: A manual was read to the farmers, introducing the vital aspects of a
1

In fact, ECOSORN rehabilitated two branch canals, I was informed by the commune chief of Knach Romeas where the Prey
Sangha and other offtakes are situated. Putrea canal, the second-most upstream branch canal had also fallen dry after ECOSORN’s
intervention. However, I was not able to meet with any local representative of this community / commune due to time constraints,
unfortunately.
1
I observed a NWISP training session in the downstream system of Po Pi Deum.
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Figure 4.15: The non-functional intake for ECOSORN’s rehabilitated Prey Sangha canal (on the schematic
map: upstream of the cross regulator WAT412)

well-maintained canal system. In the absence of a tertiary distribution system (the NWISP had
to cut cost during the 2008 economic crisis due to skyrocketing prices for material and fuel), and
with an engineer’s approach to teaching, this training will likely fail to have an impact on farmer’s
maintenance capacity and the indigenous development of maintenance provision – the training did
not consist of any institutional aspects of maintenance, but (according to my interpreter) control and
initiative was to be regulated by the FWUC.
For the case of Bavel irrigation system tapping Mongkol Borey river, planning is underway by
KOICA and MOWRAM to construct a multipurpose dam in the mountainous upstream region of
Pailin (for an indication of the scope of this master plan, see MOWRAM & Korean International
Cooperation Agency (KOICA) (2008)). In current interventions, such a considerable hydrologic
upgrade for water control and overseasonal storage has however not played a role yet in the design
and conception of irrigation technology.
The Mongkol Borey river (Bavel system and the downstream system of Po Pi Deum in Banteay
Meanchey where NWISP also rehabilitated a barrage and a branch canal) had been considered
‘river basin’ projects by the NWISP project and the planners in MOWRAM, meaning that here
coordination between the systems and their respective FWUCs was deemed necessary due to prior
experiences with downstream flooding and drought. My interviews with two new FWUCs in Bavel,
a new FWUC on a downstream branch canal, a non-registered community of water users (set up
by Banteay Meanchey’s PDOWRAM in 2001) and the respective district agents however revealed
there was little action towards the establishment of a management authority taking care of inter95
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Figure 4.16: Pumps of Chinese fabrication supplying the dry canal; these are the same as the ones the
provincial departments use to provide emergency relief

canal or inter-province coordination. There was a concept document outlining the construction of a
‘supra-FWUC’ for Bavel, but other than the now handicapped ECOSORN FWUC and the two new
NWISP-made FWUCs, no rehabilitation had so far been carried out on the remaining five branch
canals (and FWUCs established formally but without training to abide by the PIMD and make
future rehabilitation possible). Neither the district officers or PDOWRAMs in the two provinces
had concrete ideas about how to operationalize the approach, but knew about the plan.

4.4

Summary of the Case Studies

Applying the analytical framework of governance spheres and levels to the cases of interventions
reviewed above leads to five insights:
The biophysical environment and technology aspect of irrigation development interventions is
the point of core attention of funding agencies and planners due to its centrality for changing and
improving water control. These interventions are, not only in Cambodia, limited by technical capacity and environmental conditions on the one hand, and by the funds available and the respective
intervention model’s premises on the other: The sub-catchments of the Northwest are relatively
small, and characterized by flat topography not permitting the erection of important storage dams,
but for reservoirs losing much water to evaporation during the dry season. The result, with respect
to the two reservoir cases, are hydrological changes that interfere with natural flows, but do not
necessarily provide water for supplementary irrigation where and when needed.
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Projects, committees and local authorities and their differing expectations and approaches towards irrigation governance are both reason for technical flaws and flops, as well as the solution to
problems originating from biophysical and technological problems: Intervening agencies display a
crude and incomplete comprehension of the physical attributes of the context, and are driven by a
project logic of top-down implementation and withdrawal once the funds are up. Although village
communities, FWUCs and communes may not have the power to make planning and implementation steps proceed with a speed corresponding to their preferences and potential changes in their
objectives, they do necessarily make use of what is there, and adapt it where the technology does
not fulfill their objectives – or where their role in planning had been overruled and not followed
through until the every end of project implementation. In Punley, farmers not having access to
gravity delivery due to insufficient head or the absence of in-fill canals pump from drains with their
hand tractors which is a low-cost solution needing little social capital investment. The community
of Prey Sangha, mobilizing their social capital and their commune’s chief and political networks,
urged the ECOSORN project to install pumps feeding their supply canal, and actively lobby for the
re-making of the intake, or its circumvention by another feeder canal.
Local institutions, the rules-in-use vested with traditional or elected representatives, and the
networks of influence and collective decision making about all aspects pertaining to community
life are re-enforced by incomplete interventions. In Punley, the village chief played a pivotal role
in attracting the intervention, was part of the process of appointing leaders, but did not take that
position himself. Similar observations could be made in Bavel, where the commune chief of Knach
Romeas was seen as the authority for water coordination, as altogether 4 offtakes are situated in his
commune’s jurisdiction. Their actions were however, at this stage of local irrigation development
upgrades, more concerned with the provision of the public good infrastructure, rather than the nitty
gritty of scheduling and allocating, or the servicing of structures for maintaining their service. This
phenomenon has its parallels in recent local governance history, both in the reservoir, as well as the
river-fed cases. Hence, local (traditional and ‘democratically’ elected) authorities constitute a more
reliable institutional basis when it comes to a core concern of irrigation and local development,
coordination.
FWUC formation and training as I have witnessed it, and the impressions gained during my
interviews does not constitute a considerable source of re-ordered local governance. Insight on
the actual training’s content remains anecdotal in my research, but considering the evidence of
a semi-functional FWUC (in terms of community planning) after a comparatively lot of training
(90 days has been reported triple the amount of what FWUCs receive under ‘pure’ government
projects), this does not suffice and does not correspond to the pace of construction work and the
surfacing of potentially problematic issues. A FWUC exhibiting little capacity is at the same time
easily sidelined by more powerful local authorities with a broader and (if not widely accepted) long
standing authority which quickly incorporates half-baked institutional reforms.
Local discourse about faulty irrigation development and structures becomes a tool for the perpetuation of aid interventions where poor physical and institutional interventions create ‘solutions’
that evolve as ‘problems’. Although this was the more unpleasant part of my research, I as a Westerner have been requested several times to provide additional funds, or bring other projects to the
respective villages in order to make up for prior flaws, or adapt structures to the changed preferences
of the people. The aspect of preceding interventions justifying follow-ups is also stressed by elites
talking about the indigenous initiatives for infrastructure development and rehabilitation. Punleyans
would stress their own fund-raising for exemplifying their commitment to having a reservoir, Prey
97

4. I NTERVENTIONS & L OCAL G OVERNANCE IN N ORTHWEST C AMBODIA

Sangha elders marked the investments of pre-revolution communities, and commune chiefs of the
zones I studied underline the tough conditions under which they mobilized collective action for
basic rehabilitation or emergency interventions.
These autonomous actions are real, and resulted from the dire needs of local elites and / or
communities. However, evoking the self-reliant activities from the last 20 years today tends to blind
out the issues of a lack of alternatives to improve livelihood conditions of a village society, where
force, hardship and the hazard to people’s lives have been paramount drivers of collective action.
The narratives about the past are increasingly adapted to what representatives of external projects
and aid may want to hear; this is probably one of my field work’s biases.
The most difficult thing to assess is the interaction between sociotechnical irrigation development interventions and the socioeconomic networks. People’s economic activities define labor and
capital constraints for agricultural production, and also for potential intensification of paddy production. My research can not provide indications of landholding sizes, the set of activities practised by
families of different wealth categories and the potential opportunities or constraints concerning intensified production. Interviews and informal talks did however reveal that there was a trend towards
working off-farm, and in distant, non-agricultural sectors. The proximity of the Thai border, and
hence the dynamic labor market caused especially younger and male members of village communities to migrate abroad. This indicates the economic preferences of families, sending members off
to regions and sectors where incomes are higher and / or more secure than in the paddy-based local
economies. With economic regional growth, these opportunities may in the future increase, while
hydraulic infrastructure1 seems not to constitute an interesting option for the majority of people, especially where landholdings are small and the marginal cost of increasing agricultural productivity
for family income is high (given alternative employment options in, e.g. Thailand).

4.5

Concluding Remarks

The irrigation development interventions reviewed above are in stark contrast with the visions for
participatory irrigation management and development as proposed in policy documents and promoted by representatives of the intervening agencies. The push for the development of physical
infrastructure as a means to improve rural water control rule out the facts of a lack of readiness
within local communities to readily adopt the concomitant institutional models, and lead to a neglect of the institutional diversity and the variety of factors governing the processes of re-ordering
local governance. Actual performance of irrigation development in terms of a timely, reliable and
appropriate, improved water service are however only secondary to the underlying problems leading
to imperfect (from the point of view of ‘developers’) outcomes.
The difficulties for the viability of Cambodian FWUCs translate along a cascade from the policy
making sphere, through the development implementation sphere until the local governance arenas.
A core realization of my analysis of these three spheres is that governance modes and structures
persist limited and non-contextualized interventions on all levels. Institutions making these modes
are strong, and because they already constitute a (more or less accepted) important part of everyday
practices on ALL governance levels (be it rent-seeking, poor implementation or villager’s ways to
repair a structure), they resist change unless the models proposed are worth a re-appraisal of present
1
More security for a single cropping cycle can only be provided where the water resource and service are managed (and planned
beforehand!) in a way beneficial for the majority of stakeholders, rather than intensifying and shifting to two cropping cycles per
year.
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governance. These modes of (irrigation) governance will not evolve unless strategic and balanced
support for ‘institutionalization’ within the governance collectives cater for internal evolution as a
process, rather than the introduction of change in the sense of a product.
Irrigation reform as usually promoted by international agencies stresses the withdrawal of the
state from services that had been provided prior to the reform (whether due to inefficient management or high cost) as a pivotal objective to help cut public expenditure. Public irrigation reform in
Cambodia, if its aim is improved service provision to water users and benefits for the economy first
needs to establish a supportive, accountable and institutionalized (administrative) framework before
water users and their associations can play their role as independent agents of rural development.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion and Discussion
The first chapter quoted Mang (2009) with the statement that Cambodia faces a water governance
crisis. In my overall analysis I refrain from confirming this. In my understanding of governance as a
descriptive conceptual tool for understanding the political process(es) of institution-making and the
association of resources, interests and their practical mobilization, there are no evaluative criteria
for what crisis or success looks like.
Still, a summary based on the objectives set by the actors in the irrigation governance domain
comes to the following conclusion:
With the current institutional set up and the dominant actor’s attributes, Cambodian irrigation
governance is bound not to attain better performance in providing water and infrastructure services
to farmers, because the conceptualizations and approaches embraced in the political and intervention
domain do not correspond to rural realties. Water productivity in the case of the described Cambodian ‘primitive’ water control technology is secondary to the problems of infrastructure operation
& maintenance arrangements that in the past were non-functional due to a lack of external support,
local financial and technical capacities, and the absence of everyday institutions regulating routine
maintenance. The decisions over the management of public or common goods are traditionally dealt
with by local authorities embedded in the institutional context.
Other countries have had their experience with public sector reforms and foreign-induced expenditure that lead to decentralization of irrigation management, and the design of service oriented
organizations and agencies for that purpose. What is remarkable about Cambodia is the short time
frame in which those reforms (or big bang interventions) have taken place simultaneously in the
public sphere, how antagonistic and contradictory approaches have been incorporated by the institutions, and how indifferent many rural people have been about change. In this context of continued,
induced reform, the principal agency for water resource and irrigation management has seen an upgrade rather than a rollback of competencies and funds, because it is politically supported by the
Prime Minister, and because the donors continue their support in the light of still low-performing
irrigation and water administration.
There is no continued, institutionalized support for the vision of Cambodian and international
actors in the sector to shift irrigation governance to a new level. The non-permanent engagements
of the irrigation bureaucracy with the respective FWUCs and the project character of interventions
influenced by (politically opportune) approaches towards autonomous user organizations indicate
that.
Questions about the appropriateness of the provision of public goods, the maintenance of service
infrastructure through communitarian models in a non-supportive institutional environment arise
101

5. C ONCLUSION AND D ISCUSSION

from this.

5.1

Conclusion on Irrigation Governance in Cambodia

The answers to my research questions read as follows:
5.1.1

The Pathway from Discourse to Policy

SUB-QUESTION 1: Which policy models for development are discussed, promoted and applied in Cambodia, in which domains pertaining to irrigation governance, and what are their
origins?
Since the first interventions of the international community beginning with the UNTAC mission
in 1992/93, an overall motivation for development cooperation has been the stabilization of Cambodia’s governance system in order to promote reconciliation, peace, and to put an end to civil
strife caused by war, revolution and societal as well as environmental transformations. The governance models of, in the first place democratization, and concomitant public reforms such as decentralization are premised on the assumption of legitimate, elected democratic governance regimes
as a panacea for the country’s problems with respect to hierarchic, sometimes violent, and nonaccountable leadership. Many interventions in the natural resource management and public service
domain have, in the absence of an accountable, reliable and performing political governance system, adopted approaches informed by models of communitarian resource governance for forests
and fisheries, and of management communities for public infrastructure.
The models of top-level governance reforms to increase service provision, and the counterpart1
approaches to empower local communities as the demanding party in what is often framed as a
service relationship between the people and the state have been informed by the vision of societal
coherence. This implicitly suggests individual and common economic interest and assumes the
acceptance of the rules of the game by all players of the governance system called democracy.
In the domain of public infrastructure (such as embankments, roads) where the broader societal
and economic benefit does not translate into cost-covering or beneficial revenues for the service
provider (the state), there are incomplete service relationships, as economists would term it. For
irrigation and water control infrastructure, communitarian models of management have been developed however. These are informed by the discourse about the integration of water user associations
into the management of public infrastructure, and the potential development benefit resulting from
the crafting of institutions by and for local populations having best knowledge about their needs and
circumstances. The WUA policy model has thus been adapted to the Cambodian political discourse
by blurring the distinction between the provision of a public good (the infrastructure services) and
the management of a common resource by a community living close to and depending on that resource. The stress on the need to manage the water, shifting the focus of the public discourse to
the resource, justifies the creation of FWUCs, but leaves the considerations about the characteristics and problems for the provision of a public good (no exclusion, no rival use, and free-riding)
unanswered.
FWUCs, the Cambodian incarnation of WUAs, and the PIMD policies known from other Asian
countries are policy models resulting from the international discourse and the involvement of expa1
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triate technical assistants during the drafting process that ‘adopt’ model policies to the context with
their counterparts from the hydrocracy. These moments of Problematisation, defining the issue of
agricultural productivity increases for rural development as essentially a problem of improved water management by sharing the cost burden and transferring minor maintenance and operation to
the beneficiaries, and Interessement, agreeing on the problem definition and the proposed solutions,
while sharing the task to fund infrastructure and to subsequently cater for its institutional viability
between donors and the MOWRAM are the articulation of discourses, perceptions and shared belief
in intervention models.
5.1.2

Path-dependent Intervention

SUB-QUESTION 2: How are political discourse and formal institutional reforms translated
into concrete policies and intervention modes within the sphere of policy implementation in
the Cambodian context?
Like in the case of translating actor’s agendas into the process and products of policy making, interventions and approaches are only becoming operational through the Enrolment of funding agencies
and the loan-taking client (MOWRAM or other units of Cambodian government). The Mobilization of fiscal resources, administrative support and technical assistance making use of approaches
to define units of responsibility, and appraisal methods and extension schemes applied elsewhere
in the world. The PIMD policy, having been promoted (as PIM) in the Philippines and South Asia
before is an example of how the process comes about. It is also an example for the way policies
receive official, quasi-legal status. The “Implementation Policy for Sustainable Irrigation Systems”
had been issued as a ministerial decree in 2000, but did not receive the status of an official bylaw
based on the Water Law until this year, when the FWUC statutes had finally been adopted by the
Cambodian senate. Through its call for resource allocation by the MOEF and the claim of exclusive
competency for all issues pertaining to irrigation, the policy during the last ten years has first of all
been used to fortify MOWRAM’s own status.
Interventions are shaped by the respective donor’s objectives and policies for implementation.
The design of projects, and their approach towards the involvement of users, the assessment of needs
or economic viability do hence depend on the source of funding and the goals of the respective
funding agency. This decides over the timing and depth of trainings for the future FWUC members
and their implication in the process, although a formal participatory policy does not necessarily
lead to joint control of the development process. Pilot projects in Cambodia receive continued
attention by the donor, and also by the MOWRAM; this often comes along with renewed funding
and technical support, but the experiences made in situations where long-term engagement brought
success are not integrated into the general project approaches.
5.1.3

Local Governance on Trodden Paths

SUB-QUESTION 3: How does governance come about, how do formal governance structures
conceive of water and infrastructure services at the local level, and how do interventions in
the local governance sphere by irrigation projects re-order customary institutions?
Rural areas of Cambodia are governed by traditional patterns of kinship, elite dominance, and the
‘island’ character of families in (rural) Cambodian society. Decisions on issue pertaining to public
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goods are made by the traditional authorities like village chiefs and other powerful personalities, and
with respect to water and infrastructure management have been subject to emergency intervention
mainly.
With democratization of formal governance structures, the power vested with traditional institutions for regulating everyday life sees a transfer of those competencies to commune councils and
management committees, while both are suffering from a limited mandate (with the exception of
increasingly important commune development plans) and the permeation of political interest into
the domain of formal governance.
The absence of a clear mandate (and financial and managerial resources) for local governance
authorities for the management of infrastructure services also holds true for the PDOWRAM’s lack
of capacity and resources to take over these responsibilities. While communes are excluded from the
formal administration of irrigation services during the course of compartmentalizing policies and
interventions dividing the rural space following hydraulic boundaries and not acknowledging the
respective jurisdictions, PDOWRAM’s are sidelined from the task by non-involvement in planning,
the non-existence or neglect of service contracts stipulating responsibilities, and their precarious
budgetary status.
Commune and village chiefs faced with requests to solve problems in the absence of alternative
authorities then need to make use of advocacy in formal ways up the politico-administrative ladder
or by mobilizing informal resources (also linked to patronage or political structures in the party).
Non-accountable PDOWRAM’s, in turn are perceiving their duties as mainly commissioning small
repairs, and ad-hoc intervention in emergency situations once ordered by (and partially funded) by
national and province authorities.
After interventions in the Cambodian waterscapes and formal institutions by external actors fade,
the FWUCs remain the only and isolated governance body in the irrigation domain, while they are
not formally linked with their governance environment. In Punley, the beginnings of a reversion to
prior, ad-hoc management could be observed while the local village chiefs were the actual powers
in the water and infrastructure domain and the commune did not search more competencies. In
the Trapeang Thmar case, where the FWUC is non-functional due to (but not only) the size of the
system and conflicting objectives of local and external actors, the management body is bound to
remain nonfunctional like in the past, while customary governance arrangements cater for people’s
needs. Defunct infrastructure (or at least not providing a secured, improved water service) makes
the people depend on traditional authorities or the renewed enrolment of support, as was the case
with the faulty ECOSORN designs.
5.1.4

On the Right Path?

With respect to the original research question,
How do the actors in Cambodian networks of irrigation governance articulate institutional
change brought about by development models in the light of broader political contestations
and donor-induced policies for rural development?
The account of reform processes in the irrigation governance domain is that its articulation
results from the characteristics of the actor-networks associated with it.
Model discourse and approaches, as well as the resources brought about through foreign aid and
technical assistance are disassembled by actors and used to pursue alternative, not always common
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interests. The articulation of governance reform in the irrigation sector hence resembles the patterns of overarching donor-induced political reforms in Cambodia plagued by rent-seeking and the
permeation of kinship and political patronage in the administration and community patterns in local
situations that little resemble ideals of egalitarian power and social coherence. Contested political
legitimacy is underlined by the concentration of competencies despite the obvious lack of capacity
and performance with MOWRAM, who like other units of Cambodian administration does not devolve powers to its own line departments. Governance does not suffer from such narrow, issue- or
sector-focused views and actions on the commune level. There, the social and livelihood conditions
necessitate a broader, integrative mandate of institutions because the resources people depend on
are not provided on a secure, reliable basis (but on kinship, in contrast to continuous flow of aid
money and subsequent redistribution).
Interventions and proposed solutions are readily accepted on the village level in anticipation of
benefits and prior experience of quickly withdrawing projects bringing investments and demanding
for a committee to take care of things later on. The physical side of the interventions, mainly providing main infrastructure and leaving the development of lower hydraulic level distribution structures
to local initiative or the next funding agency is being incorporated into the local management and
governance practices.
My research shows that in the Cambodian context most institutional ‘solutions’ proposed to
improve farmer’s livelihoods through reforms in water management fail because of the complexities
arising from historical burden and the customary, diverse arrangements made by local societies.
These complexities are not re-formable through single-purpose institutional intervention brought
about by hierarchic implementation that lacks accountability and coordination, and in a second
instance is captured by political and economic self-interest.

5.2

Discussion of the Results

My research aimed at gaining a historically and politically contextualized view on the reform processes of irrigation governance by integrating three domains of policy articulation. Many of the
insights gained resemble patterns of institutional reform processes from other, very different countries engaging with irrigation management reforms or the reorganization of the water sector.
This section argues that the badly needed livelihood improvements for Cambodian farmers, and
the pressing questions of how to establish an institutional environment allowing for developmentenhancing arrangements in the local sphere are being addressed through approaches that do not
correspond to the situation. I understand the causes for reform difficulties and half-baked policy
design, and the failure of policy implementation in the domain of water resource and public service governance as an effect of the limitations that foreign governance visions and interventionist
articulation bring about. Nevertheless, the problems Cambodian society faces need to be addressed
to enable the people to forge their own destiny, something they have been excluded from through
the troubled past, not least because of international politics. Ways forward should however acknowledge the societal and political difficulties prevalent in Cambodia, and would need to reform
development assumptions, and the approaches and tools used so far.
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5.2.1

Hydrocracy Reforms

The Philippine National Irrigation Agency (NIA) has been used in the global discourse about the
rollback of the state and irrigation decentralization reforms as the rhetoric role model for a ‘good
agency’. Panella (2004) and Araral (2005) show how strongly involved international donors like
the World Bank and ADB have been in making and re-making the agency, and how foreign aid
fungibility and the donor-bureaucrat’s interplay are the root causes for deferred maintenance and
corruption due to the perverse incentives resulting from non-accountable institutional arrangements
(Araral, 2005, 2008).
This relates to the observations made in chapter three and four of this thesis, where the donorhydrocracy interactions and the outcome of project-thinking and incomplete control mechanisms
have been pointed out. Similarly, Mollinga et al. (2004) describe how components of PIM reform
politics are captured by local elites in the south Indian context where water control is contested due
to the semiarid climate (Mollinga et al., 2004:244). Political capture of irrigation development for
the purpose of political legitimacy and rewarding constituencies, thus the capture of infrastructure
development enterprises as a complement to the above quoted water-resource capture has also been
reported from neighbouring Thailand (Molle et al., 2009d).
There exist, hence, many parallels and what (Mollinga, 2008a) term social engineering approaches towards the reform of the water resource sector between other country’s experiences and
the introduction of policy subscriptions in Cambodian context.
Patterns of organizational reproduction (in order to secure the bureaucracy’s interests) during reform processes have also been reported from many other countries where public agencies had been
challenged to cut the burden on state expenditure and improve their services for the sake of agricultural productivity and equitable development (Molle et al., 2009d; Samad, 2005; Bandaragoda,
2006). Often, the financial aspect dominated the debate and subsequent approaches, while national
agencies themselves did not necessarily have less revenues, but shifted their resource base from
public and aid money to irrigation service fee collection.
In Cambodia, the financial burden for the state has also been the discursive argument to underline the necessity for adopting participatory management policies. This despite the fact that there
had in fact not been considerable public spending for irrigation development and rehabilitation by
the former agency DGIHM. It was the donor’s concern for sustained O&M that made financial considerations an aspect of the policy transformation, while at the same time increasing allocations for
construction and capacity building were made by international agencies to make the newly created
MOWRAM operational.
As Mollinga (2008b) points out, water reforms are inherently political, and this is even more
valid for the reform of public agencies. The institutional transformation observed in the case of
MOWRAM corresponds to what Mollinga and Bolding (2004b); Molle et al. (2009d) refer to as a)
the resilience of national agencies during reforms (although the MOWRAM was largely promoted
by national and international actors, rather than challenged); b) the dichotomous role of international
funding, and c) the capture of reforms and resources by primary actors (Mollinga, 2008b:2). After
more than 20 years of lobbying for irrigation reform (Meinzen-Dick, 1997) and over ten years
of global ‘water for all’ discourse (Goldman, 2007), little progress can be observed in the way
ADB embraces politically informed, strategic approaches towards reform and incorporates it into
its interventions.
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5.2.2

Governance Models & Community Visions

The participatory governance model in Cambodia corresponds to a hierarchic vision of participatory policies (Araral, 2010) transferring mainly operational functions and the financial burden from
the state to the users (while in the cases reviewed, actual operation by officials of MOWRAM or
maintenance funding was almost nil before).
The FWUC model implementation procedure mirrors the instrumental vision of policy makers
and implementing actors towards the sense and purpose of having an association in the irrigation
governance framework. There are two main aspects around the Cambodian FWUCs and the creation
of the model by policy makers, one is the ‘community perspective’, the other the ‘legal status’
perspective.
Narain (2004) quotes several other critical authors on the rationale and assumptions about water user associations. An important premise is the community-managed system narrative (evoking
community managed systems in Nepal, the Andes, or elsewhere that have endured centuries) exemplifying durable and efficient local organizations of water users (Hunt, 1989 in Narain 2004:191).
The writings on farmer-managed irrigation systems hypothesizes a socially coherent entity, having
as a common concern the secured access to and control over a vital livelihood resource. While also
for Cambodian farmers, water is a vital factor for life and livelihoods, the social coherence and a tradition of communitarian water governance embedded in locally evolved institutions is nothing but
absent. The FWUC-model, being a single purpose body for a single resource does not acknowledge
that FWUCs “are not associations of users of water, but of farmers who use water” (Goldensohn,
1994 in Narain 2004:191).
Communitarian models have never worked in Cambodia. The only forms of governance of water
making use of collective action forced the people to do so, as in Angkor, as under Pol Pot. For the
rest of Cambodian history, examples of cooperatives during the Sihanouk years flopping because of
elite capture and corruption is an example of the times when Cambodia was considered as a richly
endowed nation. The Krom Samaki, during troubled post-genocide times only working because of
political force and hardship, and soon collapsing once basic needs had been met and the regime had
to admit the non-viability of collective farming approaches is another (Frings, 1994; Hughes and
Öjendal, 2006).
A legal status for the FWUCs has been the other main thrust of PIMD. The policy thus stresses
a ‘success factor’, suggesting that the legal recognition (nonetheless important) of community organizations and the noble ‘delegation’ of everything that concerns dirty jobs and long-term commitment provides sufficient ground for single-purpose, detached communities to become self-contained
units. The policy makes little mention (not in written form, not in its articulation) of the multitude
of internationally agreed (by research, that is) factors determining the viability of farmer-managed
irrigation as listed in (Meinzen-Dick, 2007:15201), for example.
The stress of the FWUC’s status in the policy, and the high initial effort for training and user
development (at least in foreign-funded projects) is symptomatic for a one-shot approach of establishing strange institutions. While the policy formally states that the FWUC may decide its mandate
(with respect to becoming a multi-purpose institution) and internal arrangements (with respect to
remuneration, hiring paid staff), there is little emphasis during implementation and training sessions
– because the ones doing the job are seldom experienced in out-of-the-box thinking, and because
many of them are engineers.
Meinzen-Dick (1997, 2000) stresses the necessity of legal rights to land, water, and the recogni107
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tion of competencies of local management bodies as paramount for the role and viability of WUAs
in participatory management regimes. Bassi et al. (2010) cautions that the overdrive during initial
phases of formal support for user organizations is no guarantor for future institutional viability.
The construction of the Cambodian FWUC model is mainly based on these two strains of
thought in the eyes of the hydrocracy occupying the policy making and implementation sphere:
‘communitarianism’ and ‘recognition’. Its articulation, though giving rights to the users to take
care of the system’s further development and the adaptation of rules, is limited to installing formal
competency and evoking a sense of common responsibility with little attention to how a community
may actually go about the job internally. Meinzen-Dick (2007:15202) illustrates that this is a common weakness in reform programs globally, and that “few programs have drawn on the studies of
factors identified as affecting collective action among farmers. Perhaps not surprisingly, programs
have failed to live up to expectations” (ibid).
5.2.3

The Benefit of a Governance Perspective for Understanding Irrigation Development

Mollinga (2008b) posits that the introduction of the governance concept into the domain of water
resources has brought the issue of politics into the formerly management-focused arena. In my
research, I used the perspective of governance dynamics on water issues as “inherently political”
(Mollinga, 2008b:3) and historically contextualized processes.
This politicized view on how irrigation development and management is coming about is however not the meaning assigned to ‘governance of irrigation systems’ in e.g., writings of classical
irrigation publications (see Palerm-Viqueira (2009); Abernethy (2010) for example) that have a
more functional perspective of governance. Although Abernethy (2010) distinguishes the planning
/ construction phase from subsequent management in irrigation development, he limits his explorations of the evolution of how irrigation had been governed to the levels of ‘management’ by either
the state or the users.
I perceive the political perspective, comprising not only the interests of irrigation managers but
also the politics of policy making (as defined in Mollinga 1999, 2008b; Mollinga et al. 2007) and
implementation as crucial for the validity of a new concept in a domain where functional issues have
already been sufficiently captured under the term ‘management’. Additionally, it helps to determine
the contextual drivers of irrigation development and management and hence questions the functional
conceptualization of the irrigation ‘sector’ and its governance ‘levels’ as being directed towards a
single goal, and gives a new perspective on how articulation of policy and institutional interaction
translate.
The use of the actor-network concept to capture ‘moments of translation’ in policy making,
governance implementation and local ‘transformation’ has analytical benefit due to the integration
of governing factors, and by indicating interest associating actors and processes: An example for
this is the centrality of water management for people’s everyday lives, which for both urban and
rural populations is uncontested.
In Punley, the question of having water stored in the absence of palatable groundwater in the past
has always been a more central concern than having water for irrigating paddies. Evidence for this
can be seen in the indigenous mobilization of resources and collective action. Interest to have a more
reliable water storage coincided with the NWISP project promoting irrigation through an improved
storage reservoir, which corresponds to paramount needs. The absence of maintenance activity
indicates that villager’s objectives are rather not directed towards community-managed technology
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and that in this case, both sides’ interest – promoting irrigation (the NWISP) and improving water
accessibility (villagers) had been met by the installation of physical infrastructure.
This causality may seem weaker when looking into individual’s motivations, perceptions and
interest at the village level, potentially revealing sociopolitical powers that do not appear when
applying a mixed-scale analysis; however, it illustrates the mechanisms at play in irrigation development, and the multiple interests around it. Articulation of those interests through physical
and institutional intervention shows that there is far less common perception about the purpose
and pathways of (infrastructure) development between local people and intervening agencies than
project rationale may assume. Punleyans, as observed there and elsewhere during my research, may
in the future value the service of mobility brought about by the new embankment, and increased
storage capacity for year-round domestic water supply much more than the laborious, conflict-laden
and unpleasant work of maintaining irrigation infrastructure.

5.3

Implications of Governance Insights

My research shows that both the factors of irrigation administration, as well as the context of governance in Cambodia is unsupportive to the institutionalization of a standard model of irrigation
management policies, even if slightly adapted There are several reasons for this, which I showed in
the preceding sections and chapters. In essence, the reasons for mainly failure rather than success
of the PIMD-FWUC model and the overarching reforms of the irrigation administration are:
1. In the past, irrigation used to be in the first place a burden for most of the people, which they
got to know under the cruel regime of DK. The artificialization of the hydrologic environment
that had been introduced through collectivization, forced labor and the neglect of basic human
rights after the end of the regime proved to be both a curse and a blessing, depending on the
specific situation and potentials for either physical or societal adaptation;
2. In the post-DK decade, these transformations proved to be path-dependent, meaning that there
was, despite the problematic management and indisputably terrible origins no way back in
physical and social terms. This had its effect on the emerging forms of irrigation administration and of water & infrastructure governance in village and commune societies: The former
inherited problematic, impossible to manage hydraulic grids and the obligation to limit adverse effects but to sustain its benefits; the latter needed to (and did so) find their own way to
balance benefits and hazards of their local hydrology under risky circumstances and threats to
their lives. For both spheres, emergency intervention was the rule during those years;
3. Political institutions only evolve slowly from civil-war, socialist and top-down modus operandi
of public governance, and democratic liberalization has had little impact on the voice and participation of the ordinary people in this process;
4. The sociocultural environment is characterized by decade-long insecurity and repression, and
the tendency not to criticize superiors. In such an atmosphere, speaking up and making legitimate requests is a rarely observed practice in social interaction, so that concerns are not
raised;
5. Few checks exist to avoid the capture of political processes and national resources by the
already established, powerful actors combining politics and private interest, and who increasingly develop their own models of untamed liberalization – making use of the unfortunate
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dilemma1 between charity and forced-through governance reform the donor community brings
about.
The politically informed governance perspective chosen for my research calls for the question of
how this relates to the global sphere of water resource governance, development thinking, and also
the shortcomings of such an analytical tool.
5.3.1

Society & Governance

In chapter one, I mentioned the attention governance aspects in the water sector receive since
roughly ten years. While in my research I use the governance concept to analyze and describe
modes of ordering in the domain of irrigation, it is being used in a growing body of literature to
conceptualize patterns of societal responses to growing concerns (with respect to water resource
management) about technical and institutional path dependency (Sofoulis, 2005; Lach D.; Rayner
and Ingram, 2005), its social spin-offs (Bakker et al., 2008), and environmental sustainability (Norgaard et al., 2009).
These writings often originate in the transitions that have taken place in contexts with a democratic tradition and societies increasingly claiming their stakes in the public sphere to ‘co-govern’
what had traditionally been domains of technical and management expertise . This does not apply
to Cambodia where social participation in the governance of water resources is, as illustrated in
the preceding chapter and above sections, hindered by governmental secrecy, the hierarchic divide
between the polity and the people, and the absence of negotiating space. In Ingram’s words: “Hierarchy maintains order and has a whole armory of different solutions to conflicts (...) but unless
tempered by other perspectives, hierarchy ignores equity, lacks innovation and may lead to repression” (Ingram, 2008:13).
In this respect, Cambodia is different from its neighboring countries’ societies. Advocacy in
contested water resource development is exclusively addressed by international NGOs, although
public consultation is now an established practice in international donor’s practices (Molle et al.,
2009c:385-387). But the reading of Cambodian elites of the foreign concepts of participation and
democracy more often results in repressions that the ordinary people are not willing to bear. In
neighboring Thailand, the media provide at least an arena for public concern, while the judicial system shields people from political repression, contrary to Cambodia (see e.g. (Molle et al., 2009a,c)).
There is hence no foundation for a shift in Cambodian water resource governance that will in the
near future include the public’s opinion, which, given the ‘island’ character of society and geographic distances is often uninformed and as an effect indifferent about what happens in other
spheres (Chandler, 2008:299).
5.3.2

Institutions, Resources & Development, and Research Limitations

The analysis I presented focused a great deal on the articulation of decentralization and re-ordering
of institutions in the irrigation domain of Cambodia through supposedly participatory policy. It
showed that from the point of view of development interventions and policies, failure of these
programs with respect to durable institutional support for irrigation management is conceivable. But
what more, besides institutional reform so much emphasized in the literature on rural development
(and my research) and the political economy is at the root of the development challenge in the
1
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Cambodian context? I argue that there are two factors that would need to receive equal attention in
future research: The geography of resource access and the deeply-rooted cultural aspects of local
societies.
Sachs (2003), a representative of contemporary development economics and strong believer
of resource endowments as determinants of economic development posits that the geography of
a locality has to be integrated in resource networks to make its potential work. He states that
institutions matter, but that they are useless if not combined with the basics of economic activity
and exchange, that is the exploitation of the given endowments and the access to markets. I perceive
this view as partially true, but crude and potentially dangerous, especially in the Mekong context.
Cambodia’s endowments are seen, as presented in the first chapter, under threat in the case of
fisheries and forestry, while its agricultural potential is hampered by the combined effect of poor
soil fertility, quality concerns and weak marketing structures.
Would initiatives such as the GMS thus complement the institutional reforms for economic and
social welfare pushed by ‘concerned’ actors, while states proceed with hydropower, irrigation and
road development? The balance between conservation and development in the Mekong region’s
water resource governance will remain a contested issue (Molle et al., 2009c) in the future, and its
conflict-laden integration probably see further unbalanced approaches. What geography can add to
the understanding of resource-linkages and the local economy is however not limited to ‘accessibility’ and exchange, but the people’s access to income-generating activities, and their distribution.
While in my research I looked at the way irrigation institutions function, a stronger focus on
geographic factors of the local economy, with elements from agro-economy (such as land size distribution, input prices) and the alternative off-farm and non-agricultural employment opportunities
could have resulted in a more profound understanding of economic incentives for the individual to
engage or not with intensified agricultural production.
Another aspect not covered in detail is the question of the sociocultural community characteristics underlying local governance. Platteau and Abraham (2002) states that the focus on participatory and decentralized approaches towards rural development have largely tended to downplay
imperfections of communities as a factor for the failure of development initiatives targeting local
communities or capture of the process and resources by elites (p. 104). The patronage structures
I described for the national, policy level definitely exist as well in rural zones. The insight of how
local, non-formal institutions and less visible processes articulate outcomes of externally induced
changes is unfortunately not part of my analysis. It would probably have yielded a more comprehensive, and socially informative understanding of the interactions in the rural spheres; due to time
constraints (working with the project), and the approach towards my research regarded as levelsensitive this has not been possible. Affiliation with the NWISP probably would have probably
made such a ‘neutral observer’s’ research impossible, in certain ways.
I had to make a selection of aspects I considered governing, and they probably over-represent
government rather than considering all factors that govern the development and administration of
irrigation structures and its everyday management. My own placement in a development project,
and the centrality of agencies cooperating with and channelling resources through the MOWRAM
probably biased my perceptions, and definitely inhibited a more thorough understanding of the
sociocultural processes ordering rural institutions.
Analytically, I now have a better understanding of the difficulty to combine different research
approaches from the domains of policy analysis, the analysis of organizations, and the complexity of
issues in the rural space. The overall framework, adapted from Clement (2010), proved to be a good
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means to structure and determine various levels in the institutional sphere; it does however also have
the shortcomings of only being a structuring tool, rather than an analytical one. It had originally
been conceived of by institutional economists (see Ostrom, 2005) as a tool to discriminate between
levels of rule-making around common pool resources. The adaptation to political-geographic levels,
or governance spheres strains the power of the initial tool due to the combination of political factors
and power interests transcending the actual issue of irrigation management and is less focused on
the actual, detailed process of rule-making.
The concept of hydro-social networks has been a good tool to frame and understand the sphere
of policy implementation and my insights from field research for me fit surprisingly well with what I
read and heard before. Cambodian hydrocracy and the aid / development community resemble very
much what other authors report from countries all over the world. At the village level, the concept
proved to be less powerful, although as in any other country water is of paramount importance for
the people. There, the only recent upgrade / rehabilitations of physical infrastructure did not lead to
a new determination of people to re-arrange their activities around water. This is maybe a trait of the
Cambodian social, cultural and natural environment, where water is perceived as both blessing and
a curse, while the abundance of water is rare in (semi-)arid regions and the ‘traditional irrigation
societies’, where the concept probably fits to how people structure their everyday activities in a
hydro-sensitive way.
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Executive Officer

Mr. Shibuya, Yukihiro
Ms. Ly, Kalyane
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Chargé de Mission Agriculture
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03.07.2010
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26.07.2010
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31.07.2010
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17.08.2010
18.08.2010
23.08.2010
25.08.2010
27.08.2010

&
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Appendix B: Maps of Trapeang Thmar

A PPENDIX B: M APS OF T RAPEANG T HMAR

Figure 1: Current extent of Trapeang Thmar canal network
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Figure 2: Projected network extension of Trapeang Thmar reservoir command area
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A PPENDIX B: M APS OF T RAPEANG T HMAR

Figure 3: Trapenag Thmar in-reservoir topography and water storage capacity
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