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Remote isolated mountain communities in
the Highlands have wrested a living from an
ungiving environment for millennia
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What can the Yemeni people do to
ease their water crisis?
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Responses to date

6. The political economy that resulted in crisis

7. …..and public responses to crisis
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What next?

9. A possible way forward…

10. …and some conclusions
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1. The nature of the
resource

Yemen is a dry, water-scarce
country by any standards

Yemen has an often harsh
geography with scant natural
resources and a topography
that means that communities
are often isolated and
‘naturally decentralized’
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1. The nature of the
resource

This wadi is dry for all but two
weeks of the year-

Children enjoying the
seasonal spate flows
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1. The nature of the
resource

…then torrents rush down the
wadi bed to the sea

These truck drivers are
enjoying spate flows rather
less
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1. The nature of the
resource

Yemen is a naturally
decentralized country

Almost all water resources are
‘naturally decentralized’ local
ones
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2 Yemen is a naturally
decentralized country

Yemen’s society and politics
are strongly influenced by the
physical environment
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2 Yemen is a naturally
decentralized country

Yemen’s society and its
politics are strongly
influenced by localism and
the related social and political
structures of the clan and
tribe

Political power in Yemen has a
strong local base, and these
tribesmen’s respect of central
government is conditional
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3. A long tradition of
sustainable water
management and
services

Yemenis have proved adept
over three thousand years at
using their scarce resources
to make Yemen bloom

Remote isolated mountain
communities in the Highlands
have wrested a living from an
ungiving environment for
millennia
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3. A long tradition of
sustainable water
management and
services

Yemenis have proved adept
over three thousand years at
using their scarce resources
to make Yemen bloom

A village water cistern dating
from the Middle Ages
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4. Four decades of rapid
change and
modernization

Political and economic
modernization……

and the rapid growth of
improved and market –
oriented agriculture
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4. Four decades of
rapid change and
modernization

But the population is fast
expanding population and
Yemen is at the end of its easy
sources of growth

Large qat plantations are
draining the groundwater whilst
there is widespread and growing
poverty and malnutrition
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4. Four decades of
rapid change and
modernization

The rapid development of
water resources

Pumping groundwater….
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4. Four decades of rapid
change and
modernization

Much of the precious
resource is wasted

Some (wasteful) basin
irrigation using groundwater
pumped from a deep (500
metres) tubewell
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4. Four decades of rapid
change and
modernization

Much of this water is non-
renewable fossil
groundwater

Irrigating qat with very high
cost tanker water…

…a sign of extreme water
shortage
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4. Four decades of rapid
change and
modernization

Modern spate structures are
more efficient at diverting
water…

…..but often shift water from
downstreamers to
upstreamers
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5. So what is the
water crisis in Yemen?

Benefits of the groundwater
boom
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5. So what is the
water crisis in Yemen?

Yemen is running out of
water in many rural areas

A dried up well – the
surrounding land has
subsided as the aquifer has
been drained
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5. So what is the
water crisis in Yemen?

A second aspect of the crisis
is the poor level of rural
water services

Women and children spend
hours every day on the
backbreaking corvee to and
from the water source

19



5. So what is the
water crisis in Yemen?

The third aspect of the crisis
is poor coverage of urban
water services

Most water for towns still
comes from tankers that
collect the water from wells in
the surrounding countryside
and at very high cost
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6. Political economy
drivers of the crisis

A political economy skewed
against the poor

This rural water scheme in the
Tehama has dried up
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6. Political economy
drivers of the crisis

Rapid growth of agriculture

A powerful driver – qat

Miracle crop or driver of
destruction?
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6. Political economy
drivers of the crisis

Groundwater boom and bust…

…and most Yemenis have been
left out

Only about a third of rural
communities have access to safe
water…

…and women and children are
still trudging miles to fetch water
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7. Responses to the
crisis

Four linked reforms

- decentralized management and
a stakeholder partnership
approach

- recognition of existing rights,
plus regulation and information

- water conservation through the
economic incentive structure

- promoting WUE and an
increase in income per drop
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7. Responses to the
crisis

Decentralized management
and stakeholder partnership

Educating the young is an
important part of
Government’s strategy….
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7. Responses to the
crisis

Regulation

Education may prove a frail
defence against the political
and economic power of the
random drillers
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7. Responses to the
crisis

Changing the incentive
structure

Powerful vested interests are
hostile to changes in prices
that will affect incomes

27



7. Responses to the
crisis

Increasing water use
efficiency and income per
drop

Government has subsidized
the adoption of drip irrigation
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Lessons from
experience so far
Collaborative water management
shows potential

Top-down regulation only works as
a complement

Government needs to set an
enabling framework.

Changes in the incentive structure
are a blunt instrument

Support to increasing water use
efficiency is only effective in
combination with management
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8. The case for
management by local
people

Building on the age-old
ingenuity and adaptive
capacity of Yemenis

Local farmers explain how
they manage – and have
always managed – their
water and land resources
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8. The case for
management by local
people

Yemeni people have:

1. Adaptive capacity

2. Capability for conflict
resolution

3. Capability for resource
management and
collective action
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8. The case for
management by local
people

If local people have adaptive
capacity, capability for
conflict resolution, and
capability for resource
management and collective
action….

….is there any need for
government?
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9. A possible way
forward

Communities and the nation
have a symmetrical interest in
water conservation
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10. Conclusion

Yemenis have shown through
experience that where local
communities take charge,
they stand a chance at least of
recovering control over their
water resource and providing
sustainable and equitable
water services to local people
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10. Conclusion

Village drinking water supply
is almost always better
organized when local
communities take charge
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10. Conclusion: the role
of government

There is a vital role for government
too:

• in ‘soft power’ – empowering
local people

• in investment – in supporting
locally conceived and
implemented projects

• in planning for the structural
transition of the economy in the
longer term.
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10. Conclusion: the
role of government

Government can co-finance
investment

Wadi bank protection in the
Hadramawt
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10. Conclusion: the
role of government

Government can strengthen local
rural water services

Strengthen the bottom-up approach
and local responsibility

Ensure the water resource and the
technology are sustainable and
affordable

From local water management,
whole patterns of cooperation can
emerge

Fog collection in Hajjah
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10. Conclusion: the
role of government

Government can help
improve urban services

Bring in the private sector on
an equitable and sustainable
basis

Test innovative new
technologies and PPP
approaches

Rooftop rainwater harvesting
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11. A more sustainable
future

The challenge for Yemenis is
to build on the nation’s
traditions and common sense
to brake the runaway mining
of the past three decades and
to return resource
management towards the
age-old balance reflected in
that luminous hadith:

Cultivate your world as if you
would live forever

Prepare for the hereafter as if
you would die tomorrow
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