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Groundwater use for irrigation in Africa
Today, only about 1% of cultivated land in Africa is irrigated using groundwater - compared to about
14% in Asia (Altchenko and Vilholth 2015). Irrigation - using groundwater or surface water - can
lead to significant advances in food security and improvements in livelihoods.
In some parts of Africa, large scale groundwater irrigation schemes do exist, particularly in north
Africa. Some of these use groundwater resources that are essentially non-renewable - the
groundwater was recharged thousands of years ago when local climates were wetter. But many
large groundwater irrigation schemes are based on renewable use - the groundwater abstracted is
replaced through recharge.
For example, in South Africa, commercial irrigation produces between 25 - 30 of the country's
agricultural output, although it uses only 10 percent of cultivated land and less than 2 percent of all
agricultural land (Schur 2000). The fruit industry in particular, which provides direct employment to
nearly 600 000 people, depends almost entirely on irrigation water for the production of its crops.
Groundwater irrigates about 25% of the irrigated area in South Africa (Monteiro et al. 2010).
Groundwater irrigation schemes are almost entirely privately owned (Schur 2000).
However, across most of sub-Saharan Africa, most farmers who are using groundwater for irrigation
are doing so in a small scale, informal way - often irrigating only a few fields, using relatively lowcost technologies. Where hydrogeological conditions allow this - for example, where groundwater is
available at shallow depths and in aquifers that can be exploited with relatively low cost
interventions - there is significant potential for groundwater to support increased food production
and security. However, if groundwater is to be used most effectively, it is important to have a good
understanding of the groundwater systems - the location and depth of aquifers and groundwater
levels; the groundwater quality; and the renewable resource - i.e., recharge.

Case Study: Small scale groundwater irrigation in northeast
Ghana
An example of how small scale, informal use of groundwater for irrigation supports farmer income,
and how different groundwater technology choices by farmers affect economic efficiency.

Case Study: Land cover changes and impacts on
groundwater in southwest Niger
An example of where increases in groundwater recharge due to land surface changes are driving an
increase in groundwater use for small-scale irrigation.

References
Altchenko Y and Vilholth KG. 2015. Mapping irrigation potential from renewable groundwater in
Africa – a quantitative hydrological approach. Hydrol. Earth Syst. Sci. 19, 1055–1067.
doi:10.5194/hess-19-1055-2015
Monteiro ROC, Kalungu JW and Coelho RD. 2010. Irrigation technology in South Africa and Kenya.
Cienc. Rural 40 (10), Santa Maria, Oct 2010.
Schur M. 2000. Pricing of irrigation water in South Africa. World Bank Report, Washington DC.

Return to Africa Groundwater Atlas >> Resource pages
Retrieved from
‘http://earthwise.bgs.ac.uk/index.php?title=Groundwater_irrigation_in_Africa&oldid=54765’
Categories:
Additional resources
Africa Groundwater Atlas

Navigation menu
Personal tools
Not logged in
Talk
Contributions
Log in
Request account

Namespaces
Page
Discussion

Variants

Views
Read
Edit
View history
PDF Export

More

Search
Search

Go

Navigation
Main page
Recent changes
Random page
Help about MediaWiki

Tools
What links here
Related changes
Special pages
Permanent link
Page information
Cite this page
Browse properties
This page was last modified on 18 November 2021, at 14:36.
Privacy policy
About Earthwise
Disclaimers

