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outh Africa’s irrigation schemes are
at a crossroads. Water [osses, uneven
distribution, and environmental
pressures demand urgent action.

The Irri-Drop Report framework, developed
by the Agricultural Research Council with
national partners and funded by the Water
Research Commission, is a concept under
development. It envisions a future scorecard
for irrigation schemes — measuring efficiency,
accountability, and sustainability — much

like the No-Drop and Green Reports used in
municipal water management.

This framework will only become a reality
through broad stakeholder participation.
Farmers, managers, and water user
associations are invited to help shape it
through surveys and workshops, ensuring that
the eventual Irri-Drop Report is practical, fair,
and sustainable for generations to come.

What the Irri-Drop Framework Envisions
At its core, the framework asks three simple
but powerful questions:
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« Are we using water efficiently?

« Are we protecting our environment?

« Are we planning for long-term
resilience?

To answer these, the Irri-Drop framework
proposes nine assessment criteria - each one
designed to guide irrigation schemes toward
better performance once the framework is
finalized:

1. Water Balance - Track and Fix Losses
Would measure how much water is released
into the scheme compared to how much
reaches users. Losses highlight where
upgrades or operational changes are needed.
Expectation: Schemes will monitor flows using
the Water Administration System (WAS) and
act quickly on inefficiencies.

2. On-Farm Practices - Use Smart Tools
Would assess whether farmers use modern
methods to calculate crop water needs
(SAPWAT), measure supply (electronic meters),
and schedule irrigation (weather data, soil
moisture probes). Expectation: Farms will
adopt these technologies and maintain
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irrigation systems to conserve water and boost
productivity.

3. Water Quality - Protect Rivers and Dams
Would monitor return flows to ensure they
do not pollute receiving water bodies. Water
quality would be checked against agricultural
standards. Expectation: Schemes will test
return flows regularly and adjust practices to
minimize environmental harm.

4. Water Management Planning - Plan for
Continuous Improvement

Would focus on long-term efficiency across
the water chain. Conservation measures,
modernization of equipment, equitable
allocation, and stakeholder access to
information will be central. Expectation:
Schemes will set yearly improvement targets
and ensure all users are informed and
included.

5. Maintenance Planning - Be Proactive,
Not Reactive

Would keep infrastructure in optimal condition
to reduce losses and prevent interruptions.
Schemes will be assessed on proactive
maintenance schedules and emergency
protocols. Expectation: Schemes will move
from “fixing when broken” to planned,
preventative maintenance.

6. Condition Assessment - Inspect and
Score Assets

Would involve regular inspections and scoring
of infrastructure to reveal its state and guide
upgrades. Expectation: Schemes will conduct
inspections and use scores to prioritize
investments.

7. Technical Competency - Build Skills
Across the Team

Recognizes that efficiency depends on people.
The framework will assess whether staff and
subcontractors have the right skills, training,
and responsibilities. Expectation: Schemes
will invest in training, fill skill gaps, and ensure
subcontractors meet competency standards.

8. Budgeting - Align Money with Priorities
Would evaluate whether financial resources
are adequate, aligned, and prioritized for
critical needs. Expectation: Schemes will close
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funding gaps, reallocate resources wisely, and
manage financial risks.

9. Credibility & Enforcement - Ensure Trust
and Compliance

Would assess whether data is credible and
regulations are enforced. Alignment with
national legislation and compliance monitoring
systems will be key. Expectation: Schemes

will build trust by reporting accurate data and
enforcing rules fairly.

Why Stakeholder Participation Is Crucial

The Irri-Drop framework is not yet a

finished report — it is a vision that requires

collaboration to become reality. Its success

depends on the voices of farmers, scheme

managers, water user associations, and

regulators.

« Surveys will identify stakeholders across
South Africa.

« Workshops will allow participants to shape
the criteria, weight factors, and reduce bias.

« Your input matters: Without active
participation, the framework risks remaining
a concept. With it, Irri-Drop can evolve into a
living tool for sustainable agriculture.

As Dr. Mutema explains, “Stakeholder
consensus is essential. Only by working
together can we ensure that irrigation
schemes are efficient, fair, and
environmentally responsible.”

The Call to Action

The Irri-Drop framework is more than
an idea, it is an invitation. An invitation
to farmers, water managers, and
policymakers to take part in shaping the
future of irrigation in South Africa.

Participate:
Complete the stakeholder survey here:

Fill out the form

Contact:
Dr. Macdex Mutema:

mutemam@arc.agric.za +27 12 842 4054




