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The challenges posed by climate change are real in Zambia just as 
much as they area in the rest of the world. They have had the greatest 
impact on the country’s agricultural sector where fluctuating weather 
patterns have affected agricultural productivity. The small scale 
farmers who are by far the largest category of players in the sector 
have been the worst affected as they are have very little infrastructure 
for water collection, many of them  lack irrigation systems and rely 
solelysolely on rain-fed agriculture, rendering them particularly vulnerable 
to variations in climatic conditions. 

It is clear from this policy brief that while Zambia has got very huge 
potential for irrigation agriculture, this potential remains unexploited. 
Out of the potential 2.75 million hectares (ha) irrigable land, of which 
523,000 ha or 19% is economically viable, that only about 155,000 ha 
(about 6% of the total land area or about 1/3 of irrigable area) is 
irrigated in Zambia (GRZ 2013). FAO survey estimates that Zambia has 
about 523 000 hectares of land with irrigation potential but less than 
30%30% of the land is developed. FAO estimates that Less than 30 percent 
of the land suitable for irrigation has been developed.  The net effects 
of these are that they affect crop yields and therefore agricultural 
income, food security and the poor's ability to escape poverty. 

It is also clear that while there is a national Irrigation Policy in Zambia, 
which is currently under revision, there is still no proper implementation 
plan for the policy. There is also a problem of underinvestment in the 
agricultural sector in general and irrigation agriculture specifically It is 
therefore CTPD’s considered view that in order to enhance 
agricultural productivity in Zambia, there must be more investments in 
the development and promotion of irrigation agriculture in Zambia. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1 Irrigation is about applying water to crops from surface and groundwater sources when natural 
rainfall is not enough to, reliably, produce desired crop yields and quality

This Policy Brief provides a set of policy recommendations designed to 
help promote the expansion of small-scale irrigation agriculture in 
Zambia as a way of improving agricultural productivity and stimulating 
all year-round production. It is addressed to Zambian policy makers 
from the broad range of ministries and departments involved in 
promotion of agriculture in Zambia. This brief focuses on specific 
agricultural irrigation policy measures that can make the biggest 
differencedifference in expanding the area of agricultural land under cultivation 
for the purpose of increasing household and national food security. 

Zambia has a predominantly agriculture-based economy. The sector 
plays an important economic function of creating employment to 
millions of Zambians directly involved in agricultural production and 
others within the agricultural value chain. About 80 percent of 
employed people living in rural areas work in this sector. Agriculture in 
Zambia  also contributes about 18-20% towards the country’s GDP. 
Maize, sugar, tobacco, cotton, wheat flour, and horticultural products 
account for about 12 percent of export earnings in Zambia.account for about 12 percent of export earnings in Zambia.

Agricultural production within Zambia is dominated by small-scale 
farmers (estimated to be around 1.6 million households), the majority 
of whom are in rural areas and farm on less than two hectares of land. 
They have very little infrastructure for water collection, many farms 
lack irrigation systems and rely solely on rain-fed agriculture, rendering 
them particularly vulnerable to variations in climatic conditions (GRZ, 
2013). Due to the effects of climate change, Zambia has, for some 
timetime suffered from climatic hazards such as drought, flooding, extreme 
temperatures and prolonged dry spells. 

BACKGROUND

INTRODUCTION
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The net effects of these are that they affect crop yields and therefore 
agricultural income, food security and the poor's ability to escape 
poverty (Porter et al. 2014). This reduction is testimony to the long-term 
effects of climate change and the price the country pays for over 
reliance on rain fed agriculture. Furthermore, the Zambia National 
Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) highlights that these 
climatic hazards precipitate widespread crop failure, negatively 
impactimpact food and water security and, ultimately, affect the 
sustainability of rural livelihoods. 

The most affected group of farmers as a result of the challenges posed 
by climate change are the small-scale farmers especially in the rural 
areas of Zambia where agriculture is the main economic activity and 
source of livelihood. As rightly argued by Ngoma et al (2017), Climate 
change and rural livelihoods are more closely linked in regions with 
high dependence on rain-fed agriculture and where agriculture is an 
important economic sector.

ThisThis makes irrigation development vital to mitigate productivity 
vulnerability due to erratic rainfall patterns. It is important that 
irrigation agriculture is increasingly seen as a necessity to build 
resilience in smallholder rain-fed farming systems and to increase 
productivity to meet growing food demands in the country. As (Grist, 
2015), rightly argues, irrigation is likely to be an important means of 
adapting to climate change to enable food security, making it 
essential that irrigation services are made more reliable.essential that irrigation services are made more reliable.

In order to enhance agricultural productivity, Zambia launched the 
National Irrigation Policy (NIP) in 2004 (currently under revision) with 
the aim of developing irrigated area of 700 km2 (70,000ha) over a 
period of five years from 2006 to 2011, of which development, 30,000 
ha was targeted for smallholder irrigation. The overall policy objective 
is “a well-regulated and profitable irrigation sector that is attractive to 
both private investors and Zambia’s development partners.”

Policies guiding irrigation development in Zambia 
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The policy aims to remove constraints for existing irrigators, thereby en-
couraging new private investment that increases area of land under ir-
rigation and productivity. In addition, the policy encourages the 
emergence and gradual commercialization of new irrigators from 
among traditional farmers.

In addition, the Nation Agricultural Policy (NAP) is another policy doc-
ument that guides the overall development of the agricultural sector 
in Zambia. The first NAP ran from 2004 – 2015 and focused on improving 
production in the Agriculture sector. The second NAP runs from 2016 – 
2020.  In line with the national economic vision 2030, the derived agri-
culture vision is: “A Competitive and diversified agricultural sector 
driven by equitable and sustainable agricultural development” The 
mission of the agricultural sector is: “To facilitate the development of a 
competitive, diversified, equitable and sustainable agriculture sector”. 
The first objective in the second NAP policy is to increase agriculture 
production and productivity and focuses on promoting improved 
seed, efficient use of fertilizers and agro-chemicals, efficient water re-
sources usage and promotion of mechanisation. Among the strategies 
to achieve objective number one speaks to investments in irrigation 
agriculture through construction of 20 small holder low cost communal 
irrigation schemes and dams which were to be constructed by 2018. 

Zambia is a country blessed with abundant land and adequate water 
resources (both surface and underground). This gives the country 
huge potential for irrigation. However, much of this potential remains 
unexploited. Out of the potential 2.75 million hectares (ha) irrigable 
land, of which 523,000 ha or 19% is economically viable, that only 
about 155,000 ha (about 6% of the total land area or about 1/3 of irri-
gable area) is irrigated in Zambia (GRZ 2013). FAO survey estimates 
thatthat Zambia has about 523 000 hectares of land with irrigation poten-
tial but less than 30% of the land is developed. This is not strange at all 
for a country in sub-Saharan Africa where estimates suggest that irriga-
tion is only practised on 6 million hectares, 5% of agricultural land, 
even though the region is well endowed with land and water resourc-
es which are largely under-exploited (Makin, 2016).

Zambia’s Potential and current state of Irrigation
Farming
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A closer analysis of the land under irrigation and the types of 
agricultural activities under irrigation reveals that majority of the 
irrigated land is used for cultivation of cash crops by mostly 
commercially oriented large-scale farmers. Very little irrigation takes 
place among small scale farmers due to the prohibitive costs of 
irrigation technologies (see graph below).

TheThe African Union Summit held in Malabo brought about a renewed 
emphasis on irrigation agriculture. This is out of a realisation that 
well-managed irrigation systems, can reduce the risks associated with 
crop production, and enable farmers to, more confidently, commit 
more investment in their crops, raising yields, crop quality, and income 
(Makin, 2016). Irrigation offers real prospects to build the resilience of 
rain-fed farming systems and rural households to climate change and 
variabilityvariability while raising crop productivity. It enables all year-round 
production, increases productivity and household incomes, builds 
adaptive capacity and reduces climate-induced production risk 
(Koundouri et al, 2006).

Irrigation agriculture and Livelihoods
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Low budgetary allocation to irrigation 

Challenges of implementing irrigation Agriculture
in Zambia

Irrigation can also be an important contributor to livelihoods and 
improved productivity among the small-scale farmers. This is 
particularly significant in contexts in which water is relatively 
abundant. Since the livelihoods of majority of the rural dwellers in 
Zambia revolves around agriculture, one of the practical ways of 
addressing the problem of rural poverty lies in addressing the critical 
challenges confronting the agricultural sector one of which is the over 
dependence on rainfed agriculture.dependence on rainfed agriculture.

Irrigation agriculture is not an easy undertaking. Its uptake in Zambia 
among the small-scale farmers has been very low due to several 
challenges.

Irrigation agriculture requires huge financial investments for it to yield 
positive results. However, budgetary allocations to the agricultural 
sector in Zambia have been consistently low for a number of years 
taking up less than 2% of the agricultural sectors total allocated of 
funds. In most cases, allocations to programs like FISP tend to consume 
more of the agricultural sectors budget than any other program. See 
chart below. 
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Recommendations:

Irrigation requires the use of energy be it hydro, solar or thermal. 
However, in Zambia there has been an energy deficit due to low levels 
of water in the main hydro electricity generating sites. Even when 
there is enough electricity being generated, most of the rural parts of 
Zambia where the small-scale farmers are domiciled are not 
connected to the electricity grid. In addition, the cost for other forms 
of energy such as solar is too high for the resource poor small-scale 
farmers. Policyfarmers. Policy

1. Increase funding to irrigation programs in the national budget.

2. Invest more resources in solar energy to avert the challenges of 
the energy deficits being experienced due to challenges of Hydro 
Electricity Generation.

3. There is need to put up appropriate infrastructure to facilitate 
abstraction of water resources from surface water sources and 
underground waters sources into the farms or plantations where the 
water is needed for agricultural activities to take place.

4. Increase the participation of the private sector in the provision of 
irrigation services and equipment for small scale agriculture in 
Zambia’s rural areas.

Costly and erratic energy supply. 
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