
How is the agency’s strategy and philosophy 
different from that of its predecessor, 
INCODER?

There are two key issues. First, we’re proposing a 
change in mentality among producers’ associations 
so they understand that the Rural Development 
Agency is willing to co-finance productive projects, 
so long as they also contribute resources, which 
can take many forms. Second, these projects must 
be sustainable. Today’s projects include families that 
are going to enjoy the possibility of not just being 
part of an association, receiving technical assistance, 
and adapting their lands, but also to be linked to 
marketing channels for their products.

What role should governors’ offices play in 
terms of carrying rural development projects 
forward?

Our work with governors’ offices begins with 
Comprehensive Rural Development Plans, which 
means planning what we’re going to do. In this 
regard, some departments are more advanced than 
others, and there are departments where we’re 
helping develop a long-term agricultural policy. Then 
we begin coordinating around the projects’ financing, 
because producers’ resources are limited. Based on 
this planning, we set up projects where everyone has 
a role to play, can contribute some resources, and 
can offer their knowledge, in order to ensure that 
the joint effort leads to results.

“If there’s no coordination with 
regional governments, development 
doesn’t work”
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USAID, through the Land and Rural 
Development Program, supports the 
creation of plans utilized by departments 
and municipalities to plan rural development 
investments. How important are these plans 
for the Rural Development Agency to do its 
work?

They are fundamental. First, you need to develop plans 
in order to implement, and that’s what we are doing 
now with many departments. The case of Cesar has 
an advantage, which is that it has been advancing—
with the help of USAID and due to willingness within 
the region—in a series of plans that today allow us 
to better coordinate our work and to intervene. 
Without these plans, we would have to begin at 
an earlier stage, go back to analyzing and planning, 
and then executing. All this means more time—and 
communities in the regions need to see results now.

In the case of Cesar, USAID focused efforts 
on the governor’s office to expand the focus 
of the Secretary of Agriculture toward 
comprehensive rural development. What do 
you think of this concept?

That’s how it should be because rural development 
is more than just agricultural development—
it implies irrigation infrastructure, roads, and 
communications. Our agency’s vision is very similar. 
We need to guarantee that the countryside becomes 
a good business venture. To do that, in addition to 
infrastructure, we need a change in mentality: taking 
into account the product that is being sold in the 
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local context, the sellers, transportation, and other 
things. Success depends on the project being one 
with a financial closing process, with a structure, with 
a technical logic. To the extent that this is the case, 
people will be able to do what they effectively want 
to do, which is to work in the countryside and to 
make a dignified living while doing it.

Why did the agency choose the rehabilitation 
of small-scale irrigation districts as one of its 
first activities?

The water situation is an unfamiliar issue to many 
people. Only 2% of Colombia’s lands have sufficient 
water; 20% of crops are watered with a tank truck, 
and the remainder by rain. This is really an important 
issue, and it shows that lands are not being used as 
they should be. On the other hand, there’s a large 
infrastructure network that isn’t functioning as it 
should. Of the 750 small-scale irrigation districts 
throughout the country, nearly 75% of them are not 
working.

In this context, what is the importance of 
Cesar’s irrigation districts, where the agency 
is investing more than $1,500 million pesos 
for their rehabilitation?

The case of Cesar is special because it will be the 
first department to have rehabilitated all of the 
mini irrigation districts that were deteriorated and 
dysfunctional. Beyond this experience, the agency is 
investing $50,000 million to continue rehabilitating 
small-scale irrigation districts in six departments. 
None of them will have 100% of their districts 
rehabilitated, as is the case in Cesar, because some 
departments, like Nariño, have more than 250 mini 
irrigation districts. But it’s a step forward.

Why does the agency require that project 
plans, like those of the mini irrigation districts, 
be accompanied by productive projects?

One of the mistakes that was made for many years 
is that investments were applied to infrastructure 
without also facilitating a productive project at 
the same time. Today, the law requires the agency 
to develop plans known as Comprehensive Rural 
Development Plans. One big part of those projects 
is the adaptation of lands—in other words, building 
irrigation districts in which technical assistance, 
associativity, and product marketing are integrated. 
And thanks to this law, the state has changed its way 
of thinking.

What does a region need in order to create a 
synergy that fosters investment in the region?

Creating associations is an issue in the regions, 
and the idea of belonging to an association is not 
very common. Many campesinos would like to have 
more associations but don’t know how they work. 
We need to make an initial effort in the creation 
of associations and to promote the mentality of 
associating because half of the country’s producers 
are working on land whose size isn’t sufficient to 
guarantee quality and quantity, to be someone’s 
provider in a defined and systematic manner.

And what about officials and administrators 
from the local government?

Here you can also see a change in mentality 
among local authorities in terms of how to launch 
productive projects. These projects are no longer 
ones that give 300 cows to 100 people—nothing 
was achieved through that approach. It requires a 
large economic effort that’s now being undertaken in 
the regions; it’s also a politically huge effort because 
governors and mayors earn political capital in being 
able to show results. If there is no coordination in 
this regard, it doesn’t work.

“If there’s no coordination with regional governments,  
development doesn’t work”
Carlos Eduardo Géchem, Director of the Rural Development Agency

Eighty percent of  
Colombia’s crops rely  
on rain fed irrigation  

systems.


