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R
Water Harvesting for Agriculturein the Dry Areas

Theib Oweis* and Ahmed Hachum ?

Summary

Rain is the most important natural resource in the drier environments; where there is no other water source available.
Rainfall in these environments is highly variable and usually inadequate to meet the basic requirements for crop production.
Often rain comes in intense bursts resulting in surface run off and uncontrolled rill and gully water flow. Thus, the land is de-
prived of its share of rainfall and the growing plants endure severe moisture stress periods, which significantly reduces yield.
Capturing the rainwater and making efficient use of it is crucial for any real improvement in productivity and farmers income
in these areas. Water harvesting can play an important role in meeting such objectives by making water available for domes-
tic, animal, and crop production purposes. Water harvesting helps in halting land degradation and combating desertification.
It also helps reducing migration of rural dwellers to cities that usually results in numerous social and environmental prob-
lems.

The article presents an introduction to the concept of water harvesting past and present, and highlights the role of ICAR-
DA in developing projects blending to benefit the poor in the West Asiaand North Africa dry region including the traditional
and modern water harvesting techniques and practices. These techniques are classified, based on the size (areq) of their catch-
ments from which surface runoff is collected, into Microcatchment and Macrocatchment.

Contour ridges and bunds play important role in water harvesting systems. The success of these systems lies in the correct
alignment of the ridges and bunds a ong the contours. They can be constructed over wide range of slopes from 1 to 50%. Wa-
ter harvesting projects do not depend solely on good engineering and suitable agronomy for their success. Socioeconomic
considerations are just as important. It is of the utmost importance, therefore, to take the end users values, perceptions, atti-
tudes and preferences into consideration rather than try to impose solutions on them. The selected case studies and success
stories for water harvesting implementation, in the Syrian and Jordanian badia and number of suggestions for development
and investment opportunities in water harvesting were proposed.

Local crop or tree species are best adapted to the environment and should have priority over introduced species. Water
harvesting may, however, allow farmers to grow species previously considered too risky. It is strongly recommended that
drought-tolerant trees, shrubs and crops be selected. In drier environments, fodder shrubs and trees are generally able to re-
cover more quickly after heavy grazing. To ensure the most efficient use of water and to obtain a harvest rapidly, winter
crops should be given priority. When trees are selected, it is essential that deep soil with sufficient water-storage capacity is
available in order to provide the necessary moisture over the entire dry period of the year.

The article concluded the importance of supporting research and development in the dry environments. It should be em-
phasized that the ultimate goal of on-farm water harvesting is a sustainable and environmentally friendly system. The aim is
to complement rather than replace the existing water-use system. Improved systems must be socially acceptable as well as
more productive. It is highly recommended that water harvesting interventions form part of a plan for integrated land and
water resources development and takes into consideration all the necessary technical, agricultural, socioeconomic and institu-
tional aspects and inputs.

1 International Cnter for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA), P.O. Box 5466 Aleppo, Syria, Fax: (+963-21) 2213490, E-mail: t.oweis@cigar.org
2 ICARDA, Aleppo, Syria.
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