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“farmer-led”

not “unplanned” or “spontaneous”

not small-scale

not (only) individual

not (purely) private



A process in which...

...farmers improve their agricultural water use,

largely without planned external stimulation

Farmer-led irrigation development



Some examples

(1) hill-furrow systems 

(2) petrol pumps

(3) re-appropriation of small dams

(4) intensification of inland wetlands/valley bottoms

(5) ‘bucket irrigation’/backyard farming 

(6) use of waste water in (peri)urban agriculture

(7) ‘rain-fed’ paddy rice cultivation



Source: MSc thesis by 

Reinier Veldman (2012)

Dambo farming in Malawi



Source: MSc thesis by 

Reinier Veldman (2012)

Dambo farming in Malawi
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Petrol pumps in Kenya

Source: MSc thesis by 

Luwieke Bosma (2015)



Petrol pumps in Kenya

Source: MSc thesis by 

Luwieke Bosma (2015)

Fishing communities, 
decreasing returns

Youths rent land

Nearby local markets for 
horticulture

Variety of pumps, variety of retailers

Maintenance by local mechanics



Characteristics of FLID

1) FLID cuts across existing 
irrigation typologies defined 
on basis of scale, 
technologies, crops or 
governance arrangements 

2) FLID is extensive and 
increasing, yet still largely 
unreported in official statistics



Characteristics of FLID

3) FLID is strongly oriented 
towards the market, and 
irrigators adopt more 
intensive production using 
fertilizers and improved 
seeds 

4) Public agencies’ responses 
to FLID are varied; from 
support to regulate and 
restrict



Mapping irrigation in Africa

1. Participatory mapping 

with extension 

workers

2. Defining types of 

farmer-led irrigation

3. Ground truthing

4. Detailed mapping

Remote sensing following 

understanding of practices



Widely embraced?

Since 2018 topic in major donor conferences and policies

Embrace and de-politicise!

Are farmers knowledgeable and capable of developing irrigation?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMarUG0EeKo


Widely embraced?

FLID FLI

v.

Are farmers knowledgeable and capable of developing irrigation?
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Drivers of development

“islands” of intensification

Labour

Markets

Funds

Knowledge

Water
Institutions

Land

Technologies
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Modernisation thinking - cause for 

overlooking and de-politisation?

A belief in modernisation 
and primacy of engineering 
knowledge

Narratives play out in 
contemporary irrigation 
policies 

FLID has technological and 
economic characteristics of 
modernisation

Are farmers knowledgeable 
and capable of developing 
irrigation?
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