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ABSTRACT 

The Irrigation and Drainage Sector (I&D) is facing a variety of issues, the most controversial be-
ing poor water efficiency, heavy public contribution, lack of asset maintenance, and often socio-
economic inequity. Numerous attempts have been made to try to find a way out of this vicious cir-
cle, and lately the idea of trying to involve the private sector through Public-Private Partnership 
(PPP) has been growing, nurtured by encouraging ‘pilot’ experiences. 
 
The recent decades have shown some concern and effort to improve the performance of the sector, 
with the focus switching from on-farm improvement, to farmer involvement through Participatory 
Irrigation Management and Irrigation Management Transfer, and to quality service-oriented or-
ganisations. PPP should really be viewed as a logical sequence to these successive efforts, where 
the investment and the governance functions remain largely public; the OMM (operation, mainte-
nance and management) functions show a slight tendency toward private sector participation, 
while the agricultural production function remains entirely private. Investment or OMM, such 
seem to be the two domains of potential PPP.  
 
These theoretical conclusions were tested with 21 examples of existing (15) or projected (6) PPPs 
in I&D, analysed and modelled in terms of demand, offer, content, contracts, and risks, with the 
following main findings: (i) the PPP demand is mostly a government initiative wishing to reduce 
recurrent public subsidies ; (ii) service providers are more reactive than pro-active ; (iii) while 2/3 
of the case studies contracts concern private participation in one or more of the investment func-
tions, 90% of the contracts concern private participation in one or more of the OMM functions ; 
(iv) service (and management) contracts account for 13% of the total, whereas Public Service 
Delegation (PSD) accounts for 81% of the contracts ; and (v) while investment PPPs are under-
standably more sensitive to country risks (devaluation), PSD arrangements are just as under-
standably more averse of commercial risks (fee collection from farmers) than service or manage-
ment contracts. 
 
Last but not least, the important point is not so much to find an ‘absolutely private’ partner but ra-
ther a professional ‘third party’ between farmers and government, whether it be public (e.g. a re-
formed and financially autonomous government agency) or private (e.g. a private service provider 
looking for business or a WUA turning into a private corporation). 


