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Unleashing Prosperity

“For years, we’ve been trying to find ways to 
convince the government to take our case and 
rehabilitate the irrigation district. And that means 
phone calls to at least three different institutions, 
back-and-forth travel to Valledupar, knocking 
on doors, and waiting for answers,” says Rafael 
Antonio Vaquero, leader and spokesman for the 
families who use the El Triángulo irrigation district 
in La Conquista.

In 2015, the USAID-funded Land and Rural 
Development Program and Cesar’s departmental 
government began a multilayered partnership and 
created a roadmap to improve the government’s 
capacity to plan and implement rural development 
projects. The strategy involves capacity 
development interventions together with key 
infrastructure and agriculture investments across 
the region.

High on the department’s to-do list is the 
rehabilitation of Cesar’s 13 small-scale irrigation 
systems, an endeavor that will benefit nearly 
600 families and open over 1,100 hectares of 
farmland to regular irrigation. USAID financed the 
engineering studies and designs of the irrigation 
projects, representing nearly a quarter of the total 
investment.

USAID plays a key role in building the capacity 
of Cesar’s Secretary of Agriculture to work with 
national agencies, mobilize resources, and deliver 
on irrigation infrastructure projects that can 
catalyze the region’s rural economy.

Nearly ten years ago, the governor of Cesar came 
to the small outpost of La Conquista, deep in 
the foothills of the Sierra Perijá, with a plan to 
reinvigorate the economy through small fisheries 
fed by the local river. The government helped the 
famers dig a series of ponds, but they were never 
filled, because the irrigation infrastructure had 
fallen apart due to flooding, lack of maintenance, 
and a five-year period during which farmers fled 
their lands and homes due to violence. 

North of La Conquista, in the next water basin, 
30 farming families face a similar situation. In 1999, 
heavy flooding completely destroyed the small 
cement dam and partially damaged the water intake 
valve of their irrigation framework. The irrigation 
system was never repaired. 

In the decades since, these two communities in 
the municipality of La Jagua de Ibirico have made 
do with the broken-down infrastructure, applying 
homemade solutions to damaged pipes and 
wrangling water into the network’s tubes. The two 
rivers—whose concession titles had since expired 
and were left off the rural development agenda—
continue to course down the steep mountains, 
making their way to the mighty Magdalena River 
hundreds of kilometers away.

The rehabilitation 
of 13 small-scale 

irrigation systems in 
Cesar is expected 

to benefit over 600 
families and open 
up 1,100 hectares 
of farmland land to 
regular irrigation.



The first five irrigation systems—including the 
two communities in La Jagua de Ibirico—were 
completed in April 2017, after an investment of 
approximately $1,600 million pesos (US$640,000). 
The remaining eight projects are expected to be 
fully functional by the end of 2018.

In addition, USAID is also supporting the 
development of a long-term Land Use Management 
Plan and a Departmental Irrigation Plan. In the public 
eye, these plans take the form of Cesar Siembra, an 
integrated agriculture development strategy aimed 
at promoting a dozen value chains, each within 
the framework of sustainable access to water and 
renewable energy, and sound land use policy. 

“The big first step is organizing the territory, and 
the departmental plans play a fundamental role in 
the process. Once the territory is organized, we 
know where to cultivate, where sources of water 
and energy are, and where farmers are located, in 
order to bring them better opportunities. After 
that, we can achieve important cooperation with 
national, departmental, and municipal agencies,” 
explains Cuello.

A Shared Vision 

None of these improvements would have 
materialized without the approval and resources 
from Colombia’s recently formed Rural 
Development Agency (ADR). In fact, over 50% of 
the funds mobilized—more than US$2 million—to 
rehabilitate the 13 irrigation districts originate 
from national coffers. Under the law, the only way 
a governor or a mayor is allowed make this type of 
improvement is through the ADR.

“USAID helped put our administration, the 
ADR, and CorporCesar at the same table. The 
facilitation pushes the work ahead and creates a 
work environment of efficiency from the outset,” 
says Cuello.

The ADR demands rigorous requirements for public 
works funding, more than any agency preceding 
it ever has. In addition to the irrigation studies 
and engineering designs, the agency must provide 
a sustainability plan for each irrigation district 
and outline an investment portfolio to promote 
agricultural projects for the irrigation users.

Following the sustainability guide provided by 
Cesar’s Secretariat of Agriculture, the irrigation 
users have created a maintenance fund, through 
which they collect a monthly fee to pay for the 
water and pay back the mandated 10% of the cost 
of the rehabilitation project.

“In the past, mistakes were made by investing in 
infrastructure without pairing the investment with 
agricultural projects. Now, under the law, we make 
sure that extension services, farmer associations, 
and market studies are all integrated into the 
proposal,” explains the director of the ADR, Carlos 
Eduardo Géchem.  

Mangos and Fish

Cesar’s government earmarked more than $1,600 
million pesos (US$650,000) for the region’s mango 
value chain, set to improve over 330 hectares 
located around the irrigation systems and to 
benefit 150 families. This investment includes 
technical training on tree nurseries, mango 
production, and post-harvest techniques for 
agricultural leaders in the communities.  Before 
deciding on the mango project, Cuello and his 
team of extension agents studied each municipality 
and the conditions of roads, water, and markets. 
They decided on a variety of mango called Keitt, 
a popular mango that can be picked green, thus 
allowing it to mature during transport and storage. 
These characteristics give farmers more leeway in 
commercializing their products. 

With a functioning irrigation system, the ponds in 
La Conquista have been filled with water, and today 
several families regularly net red tilapia and send it 
to a market in the municipality’s urban center. But 
soon, they’ll be selling more than just fish.

“Based on our work with USAID, we understand that we need to be 
more than a Secretariat of Agriculture and move toward a Secretariat 
of Rural Development with integrated components related to energy, 
infrastructure, education, health, economy, and productive projects.”

— Carlos Campo Cuello, Director of Cesar’s Secretariat of Agriculture


