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Part 1 – Some lessons I have 
learned from my personal 

journey…



Pakistan in the 1960s (through 
2005)



• The world’s largest integrated irrigation system of 22 million 
hectares in Pakistan alone…



1961 Ayub Khan came to Washington…

And Kennedy asked “How can the US help 
Pakistan?”



The inexorable (it seemed) rise of 
groundwater…





This was the start of the Harvard Water Program 
work on waterlogging and salinity in Pakistan…

– Dealt with the resource (and got it right) – water balances 
and groundwater models



– Dealt with the technology 
(and got it right):

• Canals were understood to 
be both water delivery 
structures, but, more 
importantly, groundwater 
recharge structures

• counterintuitively, leaky was shown to be good…
• The deep tubewell as key to vertical drainage

– Dealt with the institutions (and got it largely wrong)
• Solution was thought to be big government-operated 

tubewells
• But it turned out to be farmer-owned, small tubewells

which were the key…
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Figure 17: The growth in use of tubewells
Source: Steenbergen and Gohar 2005



Moral of the story

• Seemingly-
intractable 
problems can 
often be solved…

• (And then give 
rise to others….)



Bangladesh in mid-1970s



Fatepur 
village



FatepurFatepur 1978: 1978: 

No protection from the annual floodsNo protection from the annual floods……



Fatepur, Bangladesh, 1976: Lives of utter 
misery…



Fatepur 1998

Fatepur 
village



Fatepur, 1998



Changes!

• Agricultural production had risen by a 
factor of 3

• Life expectancy of women had risen from 
47 to 67 years

• There was now a market where there was 
none before….



Moral of the story

HOW OUTSIDERS SAW BANGLADESH
• A major World Bank report on poverty in 

Bangladesh spoke of the role of micro-credit and 
NGOs dozens of times.

• It spoke of infrastructure ONCE
HOW LOCAL PEOPLE SAW THEIR PROGRESS
• They ascribed virtually all of their improvements 

to the embankment and roads…



Inhambane, Mozambique in the 
late 1970s



Moral of the story?
• Legitimacy in solving peoples’ actual 

problems are key
• Development assistance is a “show-me”

business…



Global Water Policy (by the World 
Bank) in 1990s onwards

• Wisdom of rich countries as embodied in 
Millenium Development Goals:
– Social services (education, health, gender….)
– No mention of infrastructure (energy, 

transport, water) or agriculture
– Dramatic declines in infrastructure and 

agriculture lending



World Bank Commitments (3 year 
moving average) in 2002 USD
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Irrigation lending has declined sharply



And similar for hydropower
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But what did developing countries 
think of this?



Development of economically-feasible 
hydropower potential in different regions
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Storage capacity

• 900 days of storage capacity on the 
Colorado and Murray Darling may be too 
much

• But is 35 days enough for India and 
Pakistan?

• And 20 days enough for Ethiopia and 
Kenya?



The World BankThe World Bank’’s s ““Global Poll of 1000 opinionGlobal Poll of 1000 opinion--makersmakers””



Middle-income countries “with choices”
found the Bank’s business processes rigid 
and unrealistic

Governor Tasso Jeressati of 
Ceara, Brazil:
“When I build a 10 meter 
high dam in the middle of 
the semi-arid, the Bank 
requires due diligence as 
though I were building 
Itaipu!”



A bigger A bigger 
problem for problem for 
poor countries poor countries 
““without without 
choiceschoices””



Feb 2003:  New World Bank Water Strategy
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Unprecedented leadership by developing countries on the Board inUnprecedented leadership by developing countries on the Board in
support of resupport of re--engagement with major infrastructureengagement with major infrastructure……....

… We are firmly of the view that infrastructure 
investment is central to the Bank’s mission of poverty 
reduction….

….We would like senior management commitment to at 
least two high risk high risk –– high benefithigh benefit projects per region…



World Bank Lending for Water over Past Three Years
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Part 2:
How do changes actually come 
about – some “Rules for Water 

Reformers”



There is a global consensus on the 
principles which govern sound water 
management…



The Dublin PrinciplesThe Dublin Principles

• The “ecological” principle:
– holistic (including environment), 

comprehensive, inter-sectoral...

• The “institutional” principle:
– stakeholder participation 
– subsidiarity (federal, state,

municipality, users…)
– greater role for private sector, 

NGOs and women

• The “instrument” principle:
– greater attention to economic 

value of alternative uses
– greater use of economic instruments 

(water rights, user charges…)



How has Country X done in Water Resource Management?

Comprehensive:  
• Some state and basin plans, national plan beginning
• Ecological and hydropower not integrated into plans
• Weak stakeholder participation
• Lack of financing to implement plans

Institutional:  
• State and national water laws—weak implementation
• Laws for bulk water charges not yet approved
• State and federal water councils, river basin

committees—limited policy and planning influence
• Fledging water resource management agencies at state

and national level

Economic:  
• Heavily subsidized water resource infrastructure

without explicit justification
• Very limited bulk water charging
• State Water Funds undercapitalized

Green

Yellow

Red



So what are the lessons on the 
crucial issue of implementation?



Initiate reform where
there is a powerful need, and 

demonstrated demand, for change



Develop a sequenced, 
prioritized list of reforms…



Pick the low-hanging fruit first --
nothing succeeds like success!



Keep your eye on the ball --
Don’t let the best become 
the enemy of the good!



Reform is dialectic, not mechanical:



Don’t expect things to work at the first try – and 
don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater



riverriver

++

++ dykedyke

==

Political Political 
orderorder

==

Perceptions about water have a strong cultural component, which 
cannot be ignored…



Thus Three Gorges is as much about political symbolism as it 
is about flood protection and hydropower…



Reforms must provide returns for the 
politicians who are willing to make the 

changes….

““Good water Good water 
management management 

is good is good 
politicspolitics””



A typicalA typical
poor poor 

countrycountry

20002000 20252025 20002000

A typical A typical 
middlemiddle--income income 

countrycountry

20252025

A typical rich countryA typical rich country

19751975 2000200019501950

An overriding lesson:
Be realistic, patient and persistent



Water ideas are 
VERY important…



Larry Summers:
– major distinction between developing countries 

which have progressed and those which have 
not is:

• Not so much the quality of their policies
• But their capacity to implement

But the biggest challenge is implementation



Part 3 –
The (rapidly) changing nature of 

development partnerships…



India and Pakistan mid 2000s

• Govt of India, announcing that it 
would henceforth accept 
assistance from only five 
countries:
–“the ratio of dollars to 

sanctimoniousness has reached 
unreasonable proportions”
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INDIA:  You tell us not to invest in large 
dams???

•What would Norway or the USA be without large dams?

• And look at what we get from them?



Developing 
countries are far 
more concerned 
with “sins of 
omission”
(opportunities 
foregone) than 
sins of 
commission…



Similarly for lectures to Brazil on 
agriculture

The World Bank, which largely withdrew from 
agricultural lending in the last 20 years, now has 
lessons for us, telling us that small is beautiful 
and the Brazilian model is “misguided”?





Long-term commitment to 
agricultural research…
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•4% a year 
increase in 
productivity for 30 
years

•10% of this from 
increases in inputs

•90% from 
increased TFP





Closing the circle on my personal 
experience…

Forging a new partnership between 
the World Bank and Brazil



No longer an 
“assistance”
strategy

An expression of 
the new terms of 
partnership



• “The Bank Group should not be engagingnot be engaging in the 
many areas where Brazil has the knowledge 
and capacity to manage by itself”;

• “The Bank Group cannot act as though it is a 
““shadow governmentshadow government”” in Brazil, attempting to 
respond to every challenge that Brazil faces”;

• “The Bank Group should be engaging primarily 
with the long-run, path-setting “paradigmatic paradigmatic 
challengeschallenges”” where Brazil has not yet devised 
solutions and where international experience 
can be of particular value. 

• “Bank analytic work needs to focus less on the 
“what,what,”” more on the ““howhow””..



• REACTION OF THE MICs ON THE 
BOARD?
– “This is the sort of partnership the Bank 

shouldbe having with all the MICs”



BANK ENGAGEMENT WITH THE CONTROVERSIAL 
7000mw HYDROPOWER PLANTS ON THE RIO MADEIRA



For the Global Water Community 
there are major challenges and 

opportunities

• Leaders in developing countries:
– are deeply suspicious of “partners from the 

developed world” who bring “solutions” that 
have never worked in now-rich countries

– demand to act as subjects, not as objects
– have enormous human and financial capital 

and are hungry for “this-generation”
partnerships!
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