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New water plan aims to remedy past mismanagement

AGRICULTURE and Cooperatives
Minister Chatchai Sarikalya is sitting
on the hotseat as water shortages hit
the country, butheistryingto cool peo-
ple down with assurances that there
will be enough watertolastthe drysea-
son given disciplined waterregulation.
The problem that has been diagnosed
issignificant mismanagement of water
stored in critical dams. The ministry
now pledges to overhaul water policies
and management. He spoke to The
Nation’s Piyaporn Wongruang about
what has gone wrong with water man-
agementand whyithasbecomeaprob-
lem recently.

WHAT SITUATION ARE WE FACING NOW? ISIT A
WATER CRISIS YET IN YOUR VIEW?

I don’t want to blow this up, but to
understand whatwe arefacing at pres-
ent, we may need to go back to the
beginning. You may remember that in
2011 we suffered major flooding, and
because we feared that we would
encounter such a situation again, we
significantly adjusted the regulation of
water stored in major dams.

Greater volumes of water were
released to leave more room at dams
forrainwater, but what happened after-
wards is that we instead were hit by
unusually dry weather and then El
Nino. That resulted in consecutive
sharp reductions in the water stored at
the country’s major dams.

At the end of last year, we had
around 4,000 million cubic metres of
usable waterstored atfourmajor dams
feeding the country’s Central plain of
Chao Phraya, which dropped to less

than half the amount we were sup-
posed to have at the beginning of the
dry season.

WHAT DID YOU DO AFTER LEARNING ABOUT
THIS CRITICAL CAUSAL FACTOR?

As we looked at the Chao Phraya
basin and ourwatersupplyinthedams,
we prioritised ourwaterusage and gave
importance to only three main priori-
ties, which were consumption, ecolog-
ical maintenance and agriculture.

Now, with the limited amount of
water that we have, we are able to
release about 18 million cubic metres
a day, and water for agricultural pur-
poses in the basin had to be cut off.

However, [ wouldliketoassure peo-
ple in the basin that this directive will
help them, and the sameistrue for Mae
Khlong nearby, to get through hard
times until the end of July.

WHAT ABOUT OTHER REGIONS?

Apart from these two basins, we
haveallowed committees at the provin-
cial level to help to manage water
resources in the areas, and if the prob-
lemis beyond their capability, they can
ask for assistance at the national level,
including from agencies like the
Irrigation Department.

That’s happening at Ubon Rat in
Khon Kaen province, where water is
close to a critical level, and a decision
to draw water from the dead storage
was needed.

At this point, we have seen reports
that at least 10 dams in other regions
will see usable water hit critical levels,
and urgent measuresincludingthe tap-
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CHATCHAI

ping of dead storage water may be
applied. The farm sector may see trou-
ble ahead, but again I would like to
assure people that water for consump-
tion will be available due to tight water
regulations.

ARE THERE AREAS THAT ARE NOT BEING IRRI-
GATED? HOW DO YOU HELP TO DEAL WITH
PROBLEMS IN THESE AREAS?

There are large areas that are still
outside irrigation, even in areas where
there are reservoirs. So far the Interior
Ministry has declared 15 provinces dis-
aster areas. Forty-two more provinces
could follow, based on our monitoring,
and wehave been coordinating to deliv-
er assistance to people with consump-
tion set as the highest priority.

Measures include water delivery by
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trucks, which is the best we can do. In
addition, the ministry has eight key
measures tohelp relieve economicsuf-
fering including providing dry season
employment for farmers.

THOSE INVOLVED IN WATER MANAGEMENT
ISSUES HAVE KNOWN FOR SOME TIME THAT
POLITICS PLAYED A ROLE IN MISMANAGEMENT.
HOW DO YOU SEE THIS?

I dontwantto pointafingeratany-
one, but it’s clear that now we must
focus on benefiting people. The
national committee reports to the
Cabinet prospective resolutions for
major changesin water management.

‘We have committees governing
water at three different levels -
national, provincial and local - and T
think we have sufficient mechanisms
to oversee our water. We just need
themtofunction effectively along with

proper water planning.

I don’t think you can say that we
centralise water management too
much, and thus have been ineffective.
What we have have shown is that we
are not working alone — water regula-
tion and responsibilities have been
decentralised.

Last but not least, we need to look
more at demand-side management.
The ministry is trying to come up with
amap matching farm areas with water
resources so farmers will know what
crops are best to grow. That’s some-
thing newly introduced, but at the end
it’s all about all water usage, having
moreawareness aboutwaterissues and
cooperation. Water is limited resource
and you need to help to save it.
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