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Research Abstract:  
 
In the Central Asian Republic of Tajikistan, the cultivation of kitchen gardens is crucial to food 
security and family well-being in rural areas. Despite the country’s status as ‘water rich,’ 
irrigation water shortages are common in many agrarian communities. Efforts to improve local 
water management have centered on the creation of Water Users’ Associations (WUAs), a form 
of community-based water management organization. I examine how rural households negotiate 
access to irrigation for their kitchen gardens within this context of water sector reform. This 
study focuses on documenting experiences of kitchen garden cultivation and challenges that arise 
in accessing adequate irrigation water as well as how policy discourses and development 
initiatives at national and local levels have addressed kitchen garden irrigation. An initial review 
of data suggests that water shortages have profound effects on harvests for household plots, and 
consequently, their standard of living. However, among development actors working to 
strengthen and reform the water sector, serious consideration of household needs for kitchen 
garden irrigation has been largely absent.    

Figure 1: Flood irrigation of kitchen garden crops. Nosiri Khusrav, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan.  



Research Goals:  
 
After spearheading the UN declaration of an “International Decade Water for Life” in 2005, the 
government of the Republic of Tajikistan has presented itself as a dedicated supporter of 
initiatives to improve water management, locally and internationally. While the “Water for Life” 
initiative ended in 2015, the government has continued to publicly promote water reform. Across 
Tajikistan, billboards lining main boulevards in urban and rural centers now proclaim 2018-2028 
to be yet another period of water development, the decade of “Water for Sustainable 
Development”. With a majority of the population engaged in irrigated crop cultivation, either for 
commercial sale or household subsistence, regular and adequate access to water in agrarian 
communities is of particular significance to national well-being and economic advancement. 
Furthermore, given high rates of food insecurity and a 2009 World Bank ranking as the one of 
most vulnerable countries to climate change in the Europe and Central Asia Region, the 
significance of sufficient water supply to farmers and households in Tajikistan has become more 
pronounced in recent years. Tajikistan holds claim to the region’s largest amount of internally 
produced surface water; yet, in spite of such abundance, rural areas face widespread water 
shortages. In the years leading up to and after the fall of the Soviet Union, water delivery 
infrastructure suffered mismanagement and neglect, resulting in considerable deterioration and a 
reduction in water availability.  

Entering Tajikistan’s most southwestern district, Nosiri Khusrav, this summer, I observed news 
of the upcoming ‘Water for Sustainable Development’ initiative painted in red lettering on a 
whitewashed cement block. The message looked odd against the surrounding landscape. Once 
green with cotton plantations and vegetable patches, the rolling hills of Nosiri Khusrav now 
stand bare and deserted; and the dusty earth is punctuated only by the cracked remnants of Soviet 
latoks (concrete flume canals) and patches of white, highly saline soil. The juxtaposition of the 
sign and its setting served to both highlight the magnitude of change seen in communities that 
have lost access to irrigation as well as foreshadow the potential consequences of unsuccessful 
development initiatives.  

Responding to government calls for assistance in reforming Tajikistan’s water system, 
international organizations and donor agencies have been active in the design and 
implementation of new water management practices. The introduction of Water Users’ 
Associations (WUAs) has been central to these efforts. Broadly defined, WUAs are “cooperative 
associations of water users established legally to govern decision-making processes towards a 
common goal related to sustainable water management for the benefit of all members,” with a 
central goal of ensuring “the maintenance of infrastructure in order to provide an uninterrupted 
and dependable water supply to users” (Madigele 2017). Emerging in the late twentieth century 
from a wave of enthusiasm among academics and policy makers for decentralized water control 
and increased local participation, WUAs represent a form of community-based water 
management and have been promoted and established in agricultural communities throughout the 
world.  

WUAs currently exist in all of the five Former Soviet Union (FSU) Central Asian republics. 
Scholars like Vilma Hornikova and Iskandar Abdullaev explain that WUAs were seen as 
particularly relevant for Central Asia because of their ability to fill an “institutional vacuum” in 
the management of irrigation water left after the dissolution of the Soviet Union (2009, 238). 
During land reform in the late 1990s, which saw the division of large collective farms into 



smaller private farms, no pre-existing water authority was ready to manage the distribution of 
water to newly created plots (Sehring 2006; Veldwisch 2007; Kazbekov et al. 2009; Rowe 2010). 
The first WUAs in Tajikistan were established in 1999 under a project by the World Bank; 
however, since this time, other organizations including the International Water Management 
Institute (IWMI), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Swiss Development 
Cooperation and the United States Agency of International Development (USAID) have 
developed and supported WUAs as well (Sehring 2007). 

USAID is one of the most long-standing supporters of WUAs in Tajikistan, first funding WUA 
creation in 2004 under the Water Users’ Association Support Project (WUASP) implemented by 
Winrock International. Presently, USAID continues to work with WUAs by way of the 
Tajikistan Agriculture and Water Activity (TAWA) implemented by Chemonics International. It 
is clear from the reports published by these and other projects promoting the creation of WUAs, 
that the driving motivation has been to engage farmers in irrigation system management and 
improve water supply to their plots. However, households that possess a farm are a minority in 
rural areas, with the majority of families engaged in agricultural production through the 
cultivation of kitchen gardens. Kitchen gardens are small plots adjacent to household compounds 
that are typically irrigation dependent and grow a diverse variety of crops, usually intended for 
self-consumption. While private farmers have been clearly established as eligible for WUA 
membership, the position of households that only cultivate a kitchen garden is unclear. Failure to 
account for the water needs of these households in irrigation reform projects could have serious 
implications for the success of water management initiatives, rural food security and national 
wellbeing.  
 
To support improved planning, through the examination of how rural households resolve access 
to irrigation for their kitchen gardens in this context, I investigated the following central research 
questions: how is the need for household irrigation water situated within current discourses, 
policies, and programs focused on water management reform in Tajikistan and how does this 
impact the ability of households without private farms to irrigate their kitchen gardens? These 
overarching questions were organized into five further sub-questions: (1) How are households’ 
rights to kitchen garden water manifested legally, if at all, and what body is technically 
responsible for the provision of water to this plot?; (2) How do policy and development 
discourses address the provision of kitchen garden irrigation?; (3) How is the need for kitchen 
garden irrigation water addressed or not through development interventions?; (4) How does the 
status given kitchen garden irrigation water in these areas impact household access to this 
resource?; (5) What is the impact of kitchen garden irrigation access, or a lack thereof, on family 
well-being and community relations?.   
 
To answer these questions, I aimed to complete semi-structured interviews with households in a 
district covered under the US Government’s Food Security and Hunger Initiative, Feed the 
Future Program for Tajikistan, and consequently the USAID TAWA project. Villages selected in 
these districts were limited to those served by WUAs currently supported through USAID 
project activities. Women play an active and important role in agricultural cultivation and water 
management in Tajikistan, yet they are often poorly represented in community organizations and 
face disproportionate or gender specific challenges in gaining access to natural resources. For 
this reason, I interviewed women and men, from both male and female-headed households. I also 
conducted interviews with development professionals from local and international NGOs, 



representatives from government water authorities, other local officials, and WUA leaders. 
During discussions with these groups, I asked for any relevant reports or documentation of 
activities which they could share.  

Research Activities:  
 
I have studied and worked in Tajikistan on a near annual basis since 2009. Most recently, I 
worked as a research assistant for IWMI on an impact evaluation of USAID-funded WUA 
development in southern Tajikistan. Through this experience, I was able to establish a strong 
network of contacts, with whom consulted during my research activities this past summer. These 
contacts, along with newer connections made in the first few weeks of my stay in Tajikistan, 
enabled me to not only complete interviews with all target groups but also to collect crucial 
project literature and documents within the three-month study period. The names of interviewees 
have been removed to maintain anonymity, unless otherwise requested. The interview activities 
completed and relevant constraints are listed below.  
 
Interviews with government officials  

Interviewing government officials has become increasingly difficult in Tajikistan. As a result, 
meetings with government officials were established through personal connections made in-
country. Interviews were held with individuals in the following positions.  

• Employee of Antimonopoly Agency under the Government of Tajikistan – The 
Antimonopoly Agency is responsible for approving changes to the water fees levied by 
government irrigation authorities, which are often collected by WUAs. During the 
interview, we discussed the interviewee’s views on WUAs, the difficulties of working 
with them for government officials, and the distrust of these organizations felt by some 
government employees.  

• Head of the Water Users’ Department of the Land Reclamation and Irrigation Authority 
for a region in Tajikistan’s Districts of Republican Subordination – As the government 
authority directly above WUAs in the hierarchy of irrigation water governance, this 
interviewee provided insight on the everyday interactions between government offices 
and WUAs, the challenges of this relationship, and the diversity of WUA structures they 
throughout their region.  

• High level employee of the Agency for Land Reclamation and Irrigation (ALRI) – ALRI 
is the national agency responsible for the management of irrigation water. They shared 
their perspective on the role of WUAs and the limits surrounding WUA membership.  

• Meeting of employees for the Agency for Land Reclamation and Irrigation as well as the 
Ministry of Energy and Water Resources – I attended a joint meeting of these two 
government bodies to hear their discussion on the “Water Sector Reforms Programme of 
the Republic of Tajikistan for 2016-2025” which revealed a sincere distrust of the 
statistics provided and research completed by different members of the group on the 
current water situation as well as concern about climate change.  

Interviews with employees of local and international NGOs and consultants  

As my research study was concentrated on an area covered by USAID project activities, the bulk 
of my interviewees were completed with individuals affiliated with these projects. These 
interviews were held in Dushanbe, Qurghon Teppa and Qabodiyon.  



• Employee of local NGO that supports women working and agriculture and the 
preservation of seed biodiversity in Khatlon region – They shared their knowledge, albeit 
limited on WUAs, and their thoughts on the importance of kitchen gardens.  

• Representative of the International Secretariat for Water in Uzbekistan – They helped to 
elucidate the water management system in place during the Soviet era.  

• Water Specialist for the Feed the Future Tajikistan Agriculture and Water Activity 
implemented by Chemonics – This individual was also an employee of the previous 
USAID Family Farming Project implemented by DAI. We met on four separate 
occasions during which time we discussed USAID’s support to WUAs, difficulties they 
face in strengthening WUAs, and WUA membership policies at great length.  

• Extension Specialist for TAWA implemented by Chemonics – This interviewee was the 
lead specialist for the kitchen garden support component of the TAWA project. As he had 
worked with a variety of organizations over the last several decades, he provided insight 
into the attention devoted to kitchen garden agriculture, the role of kitchen gardens in 
Tajikistan and current constraints in their cultivation.  

• Home Economist/Field trainer for TAWA implemented by Chemonics – The kitchen 
garden support component of TAWA (which is separate from the WUA component) is 
implemented in the field by ‘home economists’ who run trainings and seminars for rural 
women on agricultural techniques. We discussed the extent to which information on 
irrigation is included in their trainings.  

• USAID employee focused on agricultural development projects - I met with an employee 
of USAID Tajikistan to learn more about their theory of change in supporting WUAs.  

• Lawyer specializing in issues of land reform – A previous consultant for USAID projects 
in Tajikistan, we met to discuss the legal status of kitchen gardens.  

• Lawyer for Consumers Union of Tajikistan – We met to go over the 2006 Law on Water 
Users Associations and discuss legally, who is allowed to be a member of a WUA based 
on a formal reading of the text.  

• Douglas Vermillion, Former Consultant for USAID Family Farming Project (FFP) – In 
the project prior to TAWA, the FFP, 60 WUAs were created and strengthened. 
Vermillion and I discussed his work under this project, assisting with the design of 
instructional manuals and guidelines detailing how WUAs should be established and 
operate.  

Interviews with WUA staff  

I was put into contact with WUA staff by TAWA project employees in the district of Nosiri 
Khusrav. In total, I interviewed the chairman/managers of three and two WUA engineers.  

Interviews at the village level  

Due to the limited time available for field work, all my interviews at the village level were 
located within one district - Nosiri Khusrav. By focusing on one district for the bulk of my 
qualitative research, it also allowed me to develop a deeper understanding of the environmental 
and social context of the study site. Nosiri Khusrav was selected as my target district on the 
following bases: (1) its status as one of the Feed the Future ‘Zones of Influence’; (2) quantitative 
evidence that there was strong dissatisfaction with kitchen garden irrigation; and (3) the presence 
of multiple WUAs supported by USAID.  



Irrigation water management in Nosiri Khusrav is overseen at the district level by the Land 
Reclamation and Local Government Organization (known colloquially and in scholarship on 
Central Asia as the vodkhoz).  The vodkhoz is responsible for water provision, maintenance and 
operation along primary and sometimes secondary irrigation canals. Water delivery, maintenance 
and operation along primary canals, and occasionally secondary canals, is then placed with 
WUAs. In Nosiri Khusrav, five WUAs have jurisdiction over hydrological territories stretching 
across the district’s three jamoats. All five WUAs were included in my study. To ensure a 
diversity of perspectives on the WUA, interviews were completed in two villages within each 
WUA’s service area, with the exception of WUA 5,1 in which case only one village was visited.  

WUA staff interviewed and basic background information are listed below:  

WUA Position  Gender  Primary 
Income 
Source  

Dehkon 
farm 
ha.  

Primary 
crops  

Kitchen 
Garden sotiq 
(1/100 ha) 

Primary 
crops  

1 Chairman  Female  Dehkon  31 Cotton/wheat 13 Mixed Veg. 
2 Chairman  Male  Dehkon  43 Onion/wheat 21 Mixed Veg. 
3 Chairman  Male  Dehkon  6 Orchard  9 Orchard 
4 Engineer Male  Dehkon  7 Cotton  12 Mixed Veg. 
5 Engineer  Male  Dehkon  7.82 Cotton  30 Mixed Veg. 
 

When possible, the raisi mahalla 
(village/community leader) was also interviewed 
to provide insight into the history of water 
management in the village, relationships between 
villagers and the WUA, and community 
dynamics in general. In total, I interviewed seven 
raisi mahallas. All were male and all but two had 
a dehkon farm. To understand the irrigation 
experiences of individuals clearly eligible for 
WUA membership, I also spoke with seven 
dehkon farm managers, each in a different 
village. Five dehkon farm managers were male 
and two were female.  

In each village, I interviewed between 3 and 5 
households that did not possess a dehkon farm 
and were dependent on their kitchen garden as 
their primary plot for agricultural cultivation.  In 

total, I interviewed individuals from 40 separate households across 9 villages and three jamoats. 
Out of these 40 interviewees, 18 (45%) were female (3 from female-headed houses) and 22 
(55%) were male. Their sources of primary income varied, with the highest number of 
households relying on remittances from a migrant family member in Russia (13 or 33%), 
followed by construction (4) and selling produce from their kitchen garden (3). Interviews with 

                                                           
1 The names of WUAs have been changed to numbers to maintain employees’ anonymity. 

Figure 1: Visiting "44 Springs" with a WUA chairman. 
Nosiri Khusrav District, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan  



households focused on their kitchen garden crop cultivation and water management practices, as 
well as perspectives on different water authorities, including WUAs.  

All interviews with households, WUA staff, local NGOs and two of the interviews with 
government employees were conducted in Tajiki. The remainder were conducted in English or a 
mix of Tajiki and English.  

Important Research Findings:  
 
In the month since I have returned from Tajikistan I have begun processing and analyzing data 
collected. All interviews were recorded with the interviewee’s verbal permission, which has in 
turn, required the transcription and translation of interviews. This activity is ongoing and thus the 
findings below are preliminary and not based on a full dataset. Nonetheless, data examined thus 
far suggests that among development actors working to strengthen and reform the water sector, 
serious consideration of household needs for kitchen garden irrigation has been largely absent. 
Legal texts fail to make explicit reference to kitchen garden irrigation, leaving the water rights of 
kitchen garden cultivators and the obligations of WUAs to serve these plots subject to 
interpretation. The position of kitchen gardens grown within WUA jurisdictions is further 
complicated by the absence of any detailed approach as to how households may become active 
members within the FFP and TAWA project, which have guided all other aspects of WUA 
establishment. The effective exclusion of kitchen garden owners from formal water management 
activities may prohibit or challenge effective resource management, resulting in water shortages 
and/or community tension. Current experiences of water scarcity have profound effects on 
households’ harvests and consequently their standard of living. Exploring these initial 
assessments in more detail, the following discussion of important findings is organized as 
responses to the five sub-questions listed in my research goals. It should be noted that the 
research findings summarized below have not yet been analyzed in the context of relevant bodies 
of literature, which will undoubtedly bring richer insight. 
 
 How are households’ rights to kitchen garden water manifested legally, if at all, and what body 
is technically responsible for the provision of water to this plot? 
 
According to the Constitution of the Republic of Tajikistan, Chapter 1, Article 13, water is 
owned by the state, which then ensures its “effective use in the interests of the people.” This 
language is repeated in the 2000 Law of the Republic of Tajikistan Water Code. The Water Code 
also provides more explicit detail as to who is considered a “water user” and thus who may be 
provided water by the state. In Section 2, Chapter 5, Article 27 the Water Code states that a 
water user is “any legal entity or individuals regardless of property that operate on the territory of 
the Republic of Tajikistan...” This statement would imply that households that only possess a 
kitchen garden can formally be considered water users and have a right use to water; however, 
the extent to which their needs are prioritized in relation to other uses is less clear. The Water 
Code explains in Section 2, Chapter 6, Article 30, that “water bodies will be given firstly to 
satisfy drinking and social needs of the population.” As kitchen gardens play an essential role in 
ensuring household health and wellbeing one may argue that irrigation for these plots would fall 
under “social needs,” but this is left open for interpretation as no further explanation is provided.  



The authority legally responsible for providing water to these plots is also ambiguous. 
Households with irrigated kitchen gardens generally rely on water from tertiary canals for their 
plots. When this water is diverted it will then flow down ditches running along the sides of 
village roads, during which time households can guide the water into their yard through another 
set small of hand dug channels and irrigate their crops. As mentioned before, in areas in which 
there is a WUA, responsibility for the tertiary canal is generally understood to lie with this 
organization. But several factors complicate whether the WUA technically has responsibility for 
servicing kitchen gardens. The Water Specialist for USAID explained that for the majority of 
WUAs in southern Tajikistan there has been no “inventorization,” meaning that all the channels 
in the WUA territory have not yet been documented and formally turned over to the organization 
leaders. For villages, this means that many of the channels that carry water from tertiary canals to 
their homes may still be under the control of the jamoat (sub-district administrative authority), 
which although they have no role in water delivery or canal maintenance is sometimes reluctant 
to give up formal control of this infrastructure. 

 If this issue is resolved, a second challenge exists in that the 2006 Law of the Republic of 
Tajikistan on Water Users’ Associations appears to narrowly define who is served by 
associations. The Water Code, Section 2, Chapter 7, Article 43 explains that WUAs “are created 
with the purpose to…ensure fair, effective and timely distribution of water to dehkon (private 
farmers) farms,” with no reference to any other users. The WUA Law also suggests that kitchen 
garden owners do not have a legal means to affect decisions made regarding water delivery 
scheduling as they are not eligible for formal membership according to the definitions provided 
in the law of ‘WUA members’ and ‘WUAs.’ Moreover, in a strict reading of this legislation, 
households without formal membership do not have the right to request water for their kitchen 
plots from the WUA (see Chapter 3, Article 8). These interpretations of the law were confirmed 
separately by two lawyers in Tajikistan.  

In the legislation discussed above, there is no explicit reference to kitchen gardens, which leaves 
their water use rights and the responsibilities of water authorities to provide them with water 
subject to interpretation. The absence of any discussion of these plots suggests that they were not 
considered in the drafting of either piece of legislation, illustrating a potential bias towards 
dehkon farms and commercial agriculture on the part of law makers and other actors involved in 
the design process. Overall, while kitchen garden owners do appear to have a right to use water, 
who is accountable for the provision of that water, if anyone, is not clarified.  Furthermore, the 
language of legislation is written such that kitchen garden owners have no formal voice in water 
management decision making processes – this is despite the ostensible ‘community-based’ and 
‘participatory’ nature of WUAs.  

 

 

How do policy and development discourses address the provision of kitchen garden irrigation? 
AND How is the need for kitchen garden irrigation water addressed or not through development 
interventions? 
 



Discussions with individuals working in the development sector in Tajikistan indicated the 
absence of any widespread, meaningful dialogue regarding the position of kitchen gardens in 
new water management approaches. In my conversation with a USAID employee, he admitted 
that he had never thought about how rural households also depend on the water supplied by the 
WUA. As he took his position after USAID had already begun supporting WUAs in Tajikistan, 
his primary understanding of the approach came from reading past reports, which he said focus 
almost exclusively on farm-level irrigation. In the time since he began working in Tajikistan, he 
noted that no one had spoken with him about how the initiation of WUAs may impact the water 
access of kitchen garden owners. Doug Vermillion, a former consultant for the FFP explained 
that he feels this is not an isolated incident, but rather that there is a tendency among USAID 
projects and water reform initiatives more generally to “fixate” on farmers without adequate 
consideration of other users of irrigation. He explains that the amount water used by kitchen 
gardens is often considered inconsequential in comparison with that required by dehkon farmers. 
Nevertheless, he argues to use the volume of water used by these two groups as a measure of 
their importance is a mistake, because while the amount of water kitchen gardens use may be 
small, its availability has serious implications for the health and wellbeing of agrarian 
households. Vermillion notes that when he was working for the FFP in 2013 a discussion was 
initiated on the topic of how kitchen gardens should be integrated into WUAs; however, he 
explains that the matter was unresolved.  
 
It appears that discussions on this topic have advanced little in the last four years. A water 
specialist working for Chemonics noted that their organization is still unsure of how, logistically 
and legally, to support households in becoming WUA members. One of their primary concerns is 
that offering membership to individual households would require the distribution and collection 
of thousands of service contracts, which may be beyond the capacity of WUA staff. Developing 
a plan to extend WUA membership to rural households is further complicated by a lack of 
knowledge on intra-village water management, which hampers their ability to draft a workable 
plan for integration. The WUA officials I spoke to in all but one association confirmed that their 
membership base is currently restricted to farm managers. Interviewees with association leaders 
in WUA 2 showed that they were working slowly to integrate households as formal members, 
beginning with those who have large kitchen gardens (50 sotiq and over). Over the next several 
years they intend to extend their membership further.  
 
A separate component of the TAWA project intended to strengthen household agricultural 
practices also demonstrates limited focus on household irrigation. In reviewing the training 
modules scheduled for 2017-2018, it appears this project component does not dedicate 
significant attention to educating households about irrigation water use, their use rights and 
available sources of support. This schedule has been set even as Chemonics employees 
acknowledge that households do not have enough education on irrigation best practices.  
 
As noted earlier, this is a preliminary analysis of project activities and my findings will evolve as 
nuances emerge over the coming weeks.  
 
How does the status given kitchen garden irrigation water in these areas impact household 
access to this resource? AND What is the impact of kitchen garden irrigation access, or a lack 
thereof, on family well-being and community relations?.  



 
WUAs in Nosiri Khusrav were created within the last five years and are still in the early stages 
of establishing themselves as active institutions within their respective communities. As such, it 
is not possible to draw any overarching conclusions regarding how households’ water access has 
been affected by the relative failure of WUA support projects and national water legislation to 
adequately incorporate them into management systems.  
 
However, it is possible to conclude that kitchen garden cultivators feel exasperated with the 
seeming inability to receive the timely and adequate delivery of water to their plots. Reports of 
water shortages on kitchen gardens were common among interviewees in all five WUA 
territories. While these were often attributed to dilapidated irrigation infrastructure and a lack of 
funds for repair, conversations with households reveal that social relations also a play a role in 
shaping water access.  
 
While many households that do not possess a dehkon farm still depend on the success of 
neighboring farms, as they provide opportunities for wage labor, some also expressed that 
irrigation to these plots of land are often given priority in water access and take an unfair share of 
the resource. Interviewees from multiple villages in Nosiri Khusrav explained that the status of 
cotton, a cash crop prized by the government and grown throughout southern Tajikistan, often 
provided farmers who grew this crop with special privileges in water access. In the territory of 
the WUA Korvon-2014, the raisi mahalla voiced frustration that the farmers above their village 
cultivate rice, despite this practice being prohibited by the district government. The irrigation 
requirements for this crop are such that farmers divert large amounts of water from the canal, 
leaving little water for the villages below. Despite his status as raisi mahalla, he did not feel that 
he had the influence to negotiate a more equitable water sharing agreement with upstream 
growers. In general, many households noted that households which manage a dehkon farm often 
have a higher standard of living that those with only kitchen gardens, and that their status gives 
their voice more weight in community decision making. Without clear use rights to the water 
provided by associations, unequal power relations may make it difficult for households to access 
adequate water.  
 
Households also expressed frustration with neighboring villages further up on their canal taking 
more than their allotted share of water. A young man interviewed in the territory of the WUA 4 
noted that while they are supposed to share water with another village, each receiving water in 
four day increments, long stretches of time go by during when they see no water. This summer, 
they explained that eight days went by with no water in their canal, which caused their kitchen 
garden crops to dry up in the hot weather. In light of his failed crops, he has taken out a bank 
loan to pay for food, clothing and basic necessities and is planning to travel to Russia in the 
winter to earn money to pay back his debt. For households without a family member able to 
migrate, coping with a lost harvest can prove more difficult. An older woman in the territory of 
WUA 5, explained that despite her efforts to create a makeshift irrigation device by filling a 
pesticide dispenser with water from a nearby pump, the tomatoes, eggplant, cucumbers and 
potatoes she was growing died. With ten people to feed and her adult son unable to work due to a 
back injury she is unsure how they will make ends meet.  
 



Regardless of their plot type, tensions among community members regarding water allocation 
may increase as competition for the resource intensifies. A number of WUA officials noted that 
available water resources are facing stress, as the region is experiencing rapid population 
increase and the expansion of cultivated land due to high birth rates and a wave of immigration 
to the area over the last several decades. If kitchen garden irrigation water requirements are not 
factored into water management planning and households remain effectively excluded from 
WUA activities, including conflict mediation, it could aggravate water scarcity.   
 
  



Figure 7: Kitchen garden owner demonstrating her repurposed 
pesticide sprayer, which she uses to give water to her crops. Nosiri 
Khusrav District, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan 

Figure 7: Irrigation canal taken from broken system and used to 
harvest rainwater to irrigate household crops. Nosiri Khusrav 
District, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan.  

Figure 7: Corn harvested from a kitchen garden being processed 
for storage. Nosiri Khusrav, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan.  

Figure 7: Woman building a small dam to block the flow of water to 
her neighbor’s plot. Nosiri Khusrav, Khatlon Province, Tajikistan.  

Figure 7: Right - WUA Office. Nosiri Khusrav, Khatlon Province, 
Tajikistan.  

Figure 7: Kitchen garden. Nosiri Khusrav District, Khatlon 
Province, Tajikistan. 

 

 

  



Policy Implications and Recommendations:  
 
As I am still in the process of analyzing my data, policy recommendations provided below are 
tentative and will shift as new findings come to light.  
 

• TAWA staff noted a lack of knowledge regarding intra-village water management, 
without which they felt unable to effectively support WUAs in building a formal 
relationship with households. To fill this gap a study should be completed in several 
different sites across Tajikistan, with the objective of documenting different strategies 
employed by WUAs to work effectively with households and organize the delivery of 
water to their kitchen gardens. WUAs in areas outside of southwestern Tajikistan have 
been supported by a variety of different donors, each who brought with them different 
approaches to organizational development. For example, WUAs in Sughd and Panjakent 
are more well established than those in Khatlon and may provide insight into how 
potential challenges in offering households with kitchen gardens membership may 
overcome. In speaking with a farmer originally from Panjakent, he noted that village 
elect an official ‘WUA representative’ who upon collective agreement to the terms of 
service signs one contract on behalf of their village with WUA leaders, as well as 
individual contracts with each household, agreeing to represents their interests of kitchen 
garden cultivators during official WUA meetings. 
 

• Both the Water Code and WUA Law are expected to undergo review and revision in the 
next year. In the process of reviewing the water code, attention should be devoted to 
explicitly outlining the irrigation water use rights of households with kitchen garden 
plots. Speaking specifically to the WUA Law, the water specialist acknowledged that 
updates to the law are desperately needed. He explained that the initial process of drafting 
the law occurred hastily and that no amendments to the law have been made in the last 11 
years. As this piece of legislation undergoes revision, focus should be placed on 
clarifying the obligations of WUAs to kitchen garden owners, the membership potential 
for these plots in addition to the benefits of membership.  

 
• If it is determined that WUAs are responsible for water provision to kitchen garden plots, 

they should be supported in creating spaces for productive dialogue on water use 
practices between dehkon farmers and households and between villages in a way that 
allow all voices to be heard on equal terms.  

 
• The loss of a kitchen garden harvest from a lack of water can have dramatic implications 

for the wellbeing of rural households. Development actors, in collaboration with women 
and men living in agrarian communities should explore options to create a ‘safety net’ to 
help households cope with the difficulties posed by the unexpected need to purchase all 
their food.  

  



 
Co-Curricular Activity:   
 
Establishing new connections and maintaining previous built relationships with academics, 
government officials and employees of local and international NGOs involved in work relating 
to agricultural development in Tajikistan and Central Asia more broadly was an essential part of 
my research – both in that it allowed me to learn more about my study topic and as it gave me 
the opportunity to engage others in conversation about the importance of considering the 
multiple users of irrigation water in WUA establishment and water reform projects in general.  
 
Just one week into my stay in Tajikistan, I was invited by a contact at the Consumers Union of 
Tajikistan to volunteer at the Europe and Central Asia (ECA) Regional Forum on Social 
Accountability in the Water Sector, which was organized by Oxfam International and the World 
Bank’s Global Partnership for Social Accountability and held from May 23rd to May 25th.  
During the conference, I was able to discuss my project with NGO employees working on 
variety of initiatives concerned with increasing meaningful participation in the water sector in 
Tajikistan and Central Asia more broadly. Contacts made at the conference allowed me to meet 
with the government officials listed in the research activities section.  
 
As referenced earlier, I also met with TAWA project employees at the Chemonics offices in 
Dushanbe, Qurghon Teppa and Qabodiyon as well as an employee from USAID focused on 
agricultural development projects. In each instances, I shared the core questions I was 
examining, my concerns regarding the lack of representation for kitchen garden owners in 
WUAs and we exchanged ideas regarding the future of WUAs as an approach to improved water 
management in Tajikistan. While in Dushanbe, I also met with other scholars doing research in 
the country, including Kramer Gillian, who also received an Advanced Research Fellowship 
from the Title VIII Research Scholar Program. During our meetings we were able to 
troubleshoot challenges we were facing in our research and refer one another to relevant 
contacts.  
 
Conclusions:  
 
Kitchen gardens play a critical role in ensuring household food security in rural Tajikistan, 
however, there has not been adequate attention to the irrigation needs of these plots. In the 
process of water sector reform, WUAs have been promoted by development actors like USAID 
as an approach to local water management that would bring more equitable and efficient 
irrigation services through community collaboration. However, the legal basis of WUAs and 
intervention practices by USAID funded projects have effectively limited participation in these 
associations to one segment of rural communities – dehkon farmers. Dehkon farms are not 
possessed by a majority of rural households, and most families depend on their kitchen garden as 
the primary source for fresh produce. While the water requirements of kitchen gardens may be 
small, ensuring the timely delivery of water to household plots is essential to a successful 
harvest. Households in Nosiri Khusrav frequently experience water shortages, the cause of which 
is seen to be both material, as poorly maintained infrastructure prohibits the efficient flow of 
water, and socially produced, as dehkon farms receive priority in accessing water, water thirsty 
crops take more than their fair share and scheduled turns to share water are flouted. Dedicated 



attention to kitchen garden irrigation needs and the integration of cultivators into WUA 
management structures nevertheless provides an opportunity to mediate these challenges by 
increasing the opportunity for open dialogue in agrarian communities.  
 
Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  
 
Over the next several months, I will continue to analyze my data, with the goal of having a 
completed draft of my thesis by February. At this time, I will also prepare a summary of my 
findings to share with my contact at USAID Central Asia, the water specialist at Chemonics and 
an interviewee from a vodkhoz in central Tajikistan who is interested in learning the results of 
my study. After my thesis defense in April, I will work to draft separate journal articles from my 
findings to submit to relevant publications. In mid-April I will also attend the American 
Association of Geographers Conference in New Orleans, during which I will present my research 
findings to attendees.  
 
I plan to continue my study of the interaction between agricultural practices, development 
projects, and rural food security in Central Asia after my graduation from my master’s program 
in 2018 by continuing my education in pursuit of a PhD. For my dissertation I hope to build on 
my research this past summer by looking in detail at the household and community level impacts 
of current projects by development agencies and government actors to promote the growth ‘non-
traditional’ agricultural crops on kitchen gardens with the intent of improving food security.  
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