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SubJect: Plannlng for Reconstruction of Helmand-Arghandab valley

Irrigation Schemes in Afghanistan.

From: Richard B. Scott, VOA/Pashto Service

The Need. It is time to begin planning for what the U.S. could

 contribute to the reconstruction of the Helmand-Arghandab Valley

irrigation schemes in Afghanistan. By all indications, the
Soviets have made the decision to withdraw from Afghanistan. The
time schedule by region for this withdrawal is not clear but if
and when they wilthdraw, the Kandahar (Arghandab) and Helmand
regions are llkely to be among the first to be free. Many of the
more isolated military posts along the Helmand River have already
been left or lost to the resistance. It is likely that some the
refugees (the men) will begin to return to the region soon. Plan-
ning for this early return now will save valuable time and will
eliminate the need for hurried planning with all its disadvant-
ages at some later date when planning for the country as a whole
will be the overburdened focus. A Helmand-Arghandab valley
Reconstruction Plan can be done now.

&

The Sources. The U.S. worked in the Helmand-Arghandab Vvalley for
more than thirty years. There is a mass of useful information and
experience working in that region that can be put to use in
planning for its reconstruction. There are Afghans in the U.s.,
Paklstan and Europe that played key roles in the Helmand-Arghan-
dab Valley Authority (HAVA) through the years that could put

thelr knowledge to work on this plan. There are many Amerlcans



with years of experience in that reglon also that could be tapped
to contribute to such a plan. It is a matter ok bringing this
Information and knowledge together to produce a reconstruction
and re-settlement plan. I will only highlight a few of the many

elements necessary to develop the plan and indicate some of the

sSources.

The Area and Problems. The Helmand-Arghandab Valley Reglon was

estimated at 360,000 acres cultivated in 1971 with some 540,000
acres total potential 1rrig§ble land. Vvirtually all cultivated
land in this region requires irrigation and except for the
foothlll reglons like Musa Kala and Zemen Dawar that have korez
systems, most of the land is lrrigated from the two rivers. At
least some of this potential irrigable land was developed and
settled during the accelerated settlement program instituted
after the 1973 coup, and much of this nhewly settled land was in
the Darwishan area. It is not clear what happened with the
settlement program since 1978 but it is my understanding that
there has been major de-population 1n some areas with refugees
‘.ﬁng to Pakistan, mostly to regions in Baluchistan. Some early
reports indicated that many of the families migrated to Pakistan
leaving some members of the family behind to farm, the produce
(wheat) being forwarded to support the households in the refugee
camps. There is no baslic Information on present land use or

settlement patterns.

The first step in developing a reconstruction plan for this



region 1s to determine where the people are living and how much
land they are cropping. This can be done fairiy quickly and
accurately with an analysis of present satellite imagery as has
beén proposed by Prof. Jack Shroder at the University of Neb-
raska. His original proposal, as I understand it, was to study
Afghanistan as a whole in terms of séttlements, agriculture and
destruction. A study of the Helmand-Arghandab Region at this time
would be much quicker and more useful. The settlement patterns
and agriculture in thls reglon are falrly clear cut. The settled
areas are mostly surroundeq by stark desert and would be easlly
demarcated. A reliable source with the alllance has indicated
that he could have any additional questions on 1rrigation
structures and crops answered by personnel on the ground,

ie. ground-truth the imagery observations.

If the satellite data had been collected before the wheat harvest
which started in May, this year's main cropping season could

have been studied. May begins the wheat harvest season in
Helmand. This year's cropping pattern could have been compared
‘l!th some year of the past, eg. 1978 which may be considered one
of the last maximum cropping seasons for the region. In July or
August the second cropping season can be studied. This would show
present patterns of double-cropping. Double-cropping in this
region would indicate two possible variables: control of the
water coming out of Kajakal Dam for areas like Nad-1i-ali,
Shamalan, Darwishan and Marja; and condition of the irrigation

D

system and intakes. The second crop, being planted at the height



of the hot season demands that all elements of the system
function in a timely manner. While some of thig second crop in
the past was cotton (an over-lapping crop from the previous crop
season or a late second crop), the traditional consumable second

crop was mostly corn and mung bean.

Surface salt will 1llkely mark many of the previously farmed areas
that have now been abandoned. This salt indicates the direction
of movement of any moisture in the soil, ie. the evaporation rate

1s so much hligher than the light annual rain fall.

Cotton as a cash crop for the farmers must not be ignored in the
planning stages. Cotton was a very unpopular crop in Helmand
Into the 1970's until the government, the only buyer, raised the
price pald to the farmers and made it popular. Cotton production
was growing rapidly thru 1978 until the coup. The British helped
establish the original cotton gin in Lashkar Gah early in the
reglion's development history and completed a second gin in
Glrishk about the time of the Soviet invasion in response to the
‘.Freased cotton production. Cotton can bring cash to the
farmers, hard currency to the government, raw materials to the
cotton mills (if they still function) and cooking o0il to the
local market. Given the past restrictions on U.S. involvement
with overseas cotton productlon, thils element of the planning
should be coordinated with the British. The last chief British
engineer who completed the Girishk gin presently resides in

Scotland.



From past Information, 1t would be possible t& determine some of
the characteristics of the population that has remained on the
land. For example, has there been a difference between indigenous
tribal populations, long-term settlers and recent settlers in
property abandonment and migration of has migration been deter-
mined by purely area factors? Answers to these and other ques-
tions would help in planning for the returning refugees, ie. the
levels of support required for the different areas. The other
major varlables in this equation are location on the 1rrigation
system and war damage to the system. Farm-economic surveys have
been completed for the Helmand-Arghandab reglon through the years

(1965, 1970 and 1975).

The Irriqation Systems. The heart of the Helmand-Arghandab

Region is the two dams (Kajakai and Arghandab) and the associated
canal and drainage systems. The largest of the canals is the
Boghra with 1its large intake structure on the Helmand River. -
The Boghra Canal has a capacity of some 2,550 cfs and 1s some 120
ms in length. It furnishes water to the Shamalan, Nad-i-Ali and
Marja areas, major cropping areas before the war. The intake
structure was reported damaged earlier in the war and it is not
clear how efficiently it now functions. In the past, the major
irrigation systems, like the Boghra, were shut down for main-
taince for 40 days during mid-winter when the few over-cast days
of the year occur and when the little annual rain normally

falls. During this time, heavy equlpment was used to clean the



maln canals wlth some farmer hand-labor support. All secondary
and the farm ditches were cleaned and repairea by the farmers who
benefitted. The cleaning of the maln drains was more or less of a
continuous process mostly using heavy equipment (drag-lines)

but the process never seemed to keep up with the need. By the mid
to late 1970's, malaria was making aﬁie—appearance. Assumlng the
canals and dralns have not been systematically cleaned for the
past 6 to 8 years, this actlvity must be part of the reconstruc-
tion process. Much of the heavy equipment in use in 1978 was
anclent at that time, some dating from the early '50's. The
equipment maintaince shop at Cha-i-Anjir (some miles from Lashkar
Gah) are not likely operatlional, and most of the tralned techni-
cal statf of both this HCU.equipment shop and the HAVA offices in

Lashkar Gah have migrated, died or retired.

To put the Helmand lrrigation systems back into efficlent workling
order is going to require skilled technical staff. These are big,
complex, englneered systems. In 1978 HAVA had a relatively large
staff but not enough skilled technical staff to do the job
‘IQQuired. Presently HAVA is a shell of what it had been in

1978. Apparently the HAVA building is still there. A half of a
generation of young men have elther been killed, injured or left
out of an educational system required in training technical
skills. Some of the older engineers from the past may return but
many will not return and not return to work in the demanding
conditions of the Helmand. This will mean planning for the

selection of forelgn technical advisors must be done extra



carefully. In short, the advisors must have the baqlc 3killas to
do the necessary work in the office and in thé field quickly and
efficiently as well as have the skills to train a new deneration
of technicians. There is no need to dwell on this key point at
this time. The requirement is obvious.

It is not clear how many elements of the irrigation systems have
been badly damaged in the fighting through the years. There have
been some battles in the plains like those at Marja, but clearly
the most severely damaged agricultural areas will be found along
the Arghandab especlially those in the vaclnity of Kandahar. Kan-
dahar will 1likely require such an intensive effort of reconstruc-
tion over an extended period of time that plans should be made to
establish a Kandahar or Arghandab reconstruction unit in that
immediate area with its own administrative and design teams. This
would be something similar to the division of function that
occured in the 1970's when Kandahar took over agriculture
services in that province from HAVA. To plan a regional recon-
struction center that would include both Helmand and Kandahar

Eld probably be an error. The distances are too great for an

efficient operation.

As much emphasis should be placed on the cleaning and reconstruc-
tion of the drainage systems in the region as on the canal
systems to insure that past problems of water-logging and salting

do not appear with the first crop.



Hand-Labor Reconstruction. It 1s not clear what percentage of the
population in this region has been killed or ﬁgimed and if this
will be a factor in labor avalilabllity. Hand-labor was used to
some limited degree in the past in the annual manintaince cycle,
as noted. During the final USAID project in the reglon, the

" Helmand Drainage Project, hand-labor was used in the construction
of some of the drains and they proved competitive with some of
the heavy equipment. While many of the local farmers did not
participate in this pald labor activity, many laborers came 1in
from nelghboring regions, in some cases following tradltional
patterns of labor migration established for farm-labor. The use
of hand-labor In the reconstruction process, hopefully combined
wlth some heavy equipment,'would serve several functlons. It
would provide Immediate food and income for farmers before their
flrst crop 1s planted and harvested, a productive alternative to
a hand-out. It could benefit a much wider area than Jjust the
immediate region, drawing labor from snow areas to the north in
the winter months when work is not possible at home. And it
would bring the irrigation systems back into full operatlon. De-
-Emding on the condition of the heavy equipment and how quickly
some of it may be made operational, the Helmand may be requlired
to depend heavily on hand-labor in the early stages of recon-

struction.

In Summary, the Helmand-Arghandab Reglion is one about which a
great deal is known in detall. It is a large area in which a

great deal of development energy has been spent In the past. It



i1s perhaps the largest irrigation scheme in the country. It

is a productive area where a very high percenfége of the farmers
have had experience with modern, high-yielding agriculture. For
example, by 1978, the majority of the farmers were using fertal-
izers and high-yielding varieties of wheat. Cotton was fast
becoming a major cash-crop and the British were just completing a
second cotton-gin as war erupted. Helmand had one of the highest
concentration of tractors in the country. It was one of the
major wheat producing regions. The Helmand reglon produced a
surplus of wheat during the drought years of the early 1970's. -~
Arghandab had a major concentration of grape and fruit produc-
tion. The Helmand-Arghandab Region was the site of a major
land-settlement scheme. It could continue to be the site of
re-settlement for the returning refugees and for new settlement.-
There is already a long-term set of experiences associated with
re-settlement of people on the land (in some cases the settlement
of nomads) in this region, including food programs and the supply
of farm tools. This experience should not be ignored in planning
for the present.

"

Some might 5S5uggest that the U.S. not support the resettlement of
the Helmand region because of the many problems faced there in
the past. The erroneous assumption here is that if resettlement
is not supported, much of the region would not be resettled and
the problems of a major desert irrigation system would not have
to be faced. But the refugees who did leave the area will return

along with many others. The previously landless farmers see the



reglon differently from forelgn bureaucrats.

A plan for reconstructlon and resettlement 1n the Helmand-Arghan-
dab Region should be started now. One of the starting points is
with the study by satellite imagery of present cropping patterns
which would say much about the presefft population distribution
and the irrigation systems. A second starting point would be with
the contact with the numerous knowledgable individuals that could

positively contribute to such a reconstruction plan.

I worked with and in the Helmand-Arghandab Reglon for some years
during the 1970's. I have maintained many Afghan and American
contacts through the years that were associated with that

region. I could make a positive contribution to the proposed plan

discussed above.



