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Definitions and context
WUA

“Although water user associations are water management 
institutions, their primary purpose, unlike catchment 
management agencies, is not water management. They operate 
at a restricted localized level, and are in effect co-operative 
associations of individual water users who wish to undertake 
water related activities for their mutual benefit.” (Chapter 8, 
NWA) 
“a [WUA] is very simply a group of water users, such as 
irrigators, who pool their financial, technical, material, and 
human resources for the operation and maintenance of a water 
system.” (DWAF draft position paper of WUA, 2007)

A community institution with a political agenda - democracy, 
equity, representativity, empowerment of historically 
disadvantaged individuals (HDIs)



Definitions and context (2)

Small-scale irrigation
gardens, small subsistence agriculture and 
commercial or semi-commercial schemes 
1/10th of the 1.3 million hectares irrigated land 
in South Africa 
IMT programs initiated by provinces



WUA for smallholder farmers

Evolution of establishment approach: from
scheme to cluster WUA
Improving financial sustainability, 
hydrological basis, level of integration
Still, problems of financial sustainability, 
participation, institutional autonomy



Representation studies

Representations in WM : “the ideas, 
images and concepts, individuals or 
groups engaged in WM have, associate 
with or mobilize for the practices, 
territories and organizations of WM”
Implementation as a negotiation process
whose outcome determined by 
stakeholders’ representations and that
vehiculated by reform.



Pilot study

Thabina irrigation scheme, Mopani district, 
Limpopo



Research protocol

Open and close-ended question interviews
Verbal associations
Participatory

photography
(on-going)

Locales institutions 
(WUA or others)

actors
territories

functions/rules
power relations

practices
representations

Actors :
representations

strategies
geographic 

localization
power and 

information 
asymmetries

Territories :
physical reality

Social definition
social and political 

consequences



Preliminary results

•Demography

•Cohesion

•Geograhical proximity



Preliminary results (2)

Small majority recalls collective action
Little reference to WUA action



Preliminary results (3)

•Basic WM functions / cooridnation of actions

•Farmers + community / tradictional authorities, municipal district / outside
settlement



Preliminary results (4)



Conclusions

Scheme based WUA
Collapsing collective action?
Ward then scheme

Potential of further representation studies




