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In Africa, about one-third of the population lives in drought-prone areas and about 97% of its agriculture systems are rain-fed. In the bulk of Sub-Saharan Africa, there are increasing incidences of longer droughts attributed to changing climatic conditions, thus exacerbating the drought situation. Research shows that Southern Africa will become more prone to extreme low rainfall trends in future. Regionally averaged duration of intra-seasonal dry spells indicate an increasing trend associated with soil moisture droughts and crop failure. Drought events have devastating economic, environmental and social impacts in terms of loss of human life, food insecurity, reduced agricultural productivity, and degradation of natural resources. Severe food shortages, decreased livestock quality and slow economic growth are now being experienced, and the impacts are more severe in agro-based economies. 

Despite the dependence of many Southern African economies on rain-fed agriculture, many such economies continue to be inadequately prepared to cope with droughts. The region’s lack of comprehensive programmes to deal with drought is not surprising, given that only a few countries globally have fully-fledged drought management policies. Most countries’ interventions are reactive to the after-drought events rather than being proactive to mitigate the impacts of droughts through sustainable long term preparedness. What African countries need are long term effective drought mitigation strategies to enhance resilience to drought events. Emerging evidence from research is in favour of irrigation as a solution, given that more than 46% of the cultivated areas globally are not suitable for rain-fed agriculture due to climate change and drought related meteorological conditions. For that reason irrigation schemes have been embraced as a sustainable drought mitigation strategy.

This paper examines the situation in Namibia in the context set above. Namibia has since embraced irrigation development as part of its strategy and has promulgated the Green Scheme Policy that has seen huge investments in the irrigation infrastructure development. This policy has culminated in approximately 11,000 hectares being put under irrigation, with hope to expand the hectarage to 27,000 ha by 2030. The green scheme projects currently produce half of the local maize required in the country. With all other things become equal this can be a sustainable drought mitigation strategy.

This paper analyses the sustainability of irrigation as a drought mitigating strategy in Namibia. It explores the allocation and utilisation of resources like water, land, cost of the irrigation schemes, the operation and maintenance as well as the inputs being committed to establish the productive and technical efficiencies and possible gaps therein. The analysis compares the efficiencies of the private and publicly owned schemes, and teases out the factors behind the variances between private and publicly owned schemes. The research is necessary because as of now not much research has been done to establish the productivity levels as well as the factors that play a key role in the technical performance of public irrigation schemes in Namibia. This paper seeks to shed more light into areas that may require policy interventions. 

The paper used panel fixed effect regression modeling to examine the performance of selected irrigation schemes from which data was collected. In particular the paper focused more on the effect of land size under irrigation, operation and maintenance cost per hectare, funding models and related parameters. The idea is to establish how efficiency can be maximised so that the irrigation schemes play their rightful role as a drought mitigation measure for Namibia. The study is really critical given the continued prevalence of drought in the country on one hand and the commitment by government to invest in the sector on the other hand. 
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