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INTRODUCTION

“Water will never be polluted while it is managed by people
who have the sense of ownership over water.”

by Tsuneichi Miyamoto, Japanese folklorist (Satake 1989, p.181).

Agriculture is the leading water using sector in
most of the Monsoon Asian countries, Japan
and China are no exceptions. In Japan it
accounted for approximately 66 percent of the
total water usage in volume in 2002 (Ministry of
Land, Infrastructure and Transport of Japan
2002) slightly less than the 68 percent agricul-
ture used in China in 2002 (Ministry of Water
Resources of China 2002). How agricultural
water is used both in Japan and China has had a
serious impact on the water ecosystems in each
country— particularly because irrigation water
is used on vast agricultural land or stored in
large reservoirs. Moreover, most big cities are
located in the downstream reaches of river
basins and often suffer from the water pollution
and excessive water use by upstream agricul-
tural users. To be more specific in Japan most of
the irrigation water in Japan is drawn from riv-
ers and irrigation water is used repeatedly from
upstream to downstream paddies. In light of
these characteristics if irrigation water is not
properly managed, rivers will suffer both in
terms of quality and quantity and strong water
governance of rivers will not be possible. Of
course, many cast doubt on the efficiency of irri-
gation and there are pros and cons on its impact
on the environment, including the argument of
multi-functionality of irrigation. In light of the
central role agricultural water use plays in both
quantity and quality of rivers, this paper will
explore the role of irrigation management in
river basin governance in Japan.

Although greatest care should be taken when

comparing two countries with different politi-
cal, economic and social institutions, it is inter-
nationally recognized China’s current water
problems relating to irrigation are following a
very similar trajectory as those in Japan. This
similarity partially explains the commitment of
Japanese overseas development assistance
(ODA) in this sector in China. For example, the
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)
has been carrying out technical cooperation with
China on the country’s National Irrigated Agri-
culture Water Saving Program for 20 years with
the purpose of promoting sustainable and pro-
ductive agriculture. While other international
assistance (e.g., World Bank and bilateral aid
from other donor countries) has also been
focused on irrigation in China, Japan’s ODA is
perhaps the most long-standing assistance. This
research paper aims to outline the experience of
irrigation management in post-war Japan to
illustrate potentially useful lessons learned for
modern China, which is undergoing similar
water challenges.! Our lens into Japan’s experi-
ence will focus on how the roles between gov-
ernment and farming communities have been
divided to achieve better watershed governance,
with a particular emphasis on river irrigation of
paddy fields.

The content of this paper is as follows. Section 1
provides an overview of the history of Japanese
irrigation and problems during and after the pro-
mulgation of the Agricultural Basic Law (ABL)
of 1961, which promoted rapid modernization
of farming with the goal of diminishing the

1 One of the major precedence studies on Japanese irrigation aimed at giving lessons to other Asian countries is Tamaki et al. (1984).
This paper highlights the environmental aspect of irrigation and river basin management.
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