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1. Introduction to the Topics for Debate Series

Agriculture represents the main source of livelihood for much of the rural population living at a 
poverty threshold. For many developing countries, agriculture is also a driving force for general 
economic growth, and therefore a means to poverty reduction. The demand for food and forage 
continues to increase throughout the world 1; this required demand will be met only if productivity 
is improved. In Central America, this means producing more food in the same extension of land 
and in a context when climate change and price volatility are the norm. 

The situation in Central America is a mirror of what is happening in other regions of the world. 
This leads development experts to conclude that “rain-fed agriculture continues to be the main 
source of food, feed and fiber worldwide, particularly in areas where rural subsistence systems 
prevail” 2.

1.1. Food insecurity in Central America

After almost half a century characterized by a constant decrease in the prices of basic foods, it is 
predicted that prices will remain unstable throughout the next decades 3. The rise in food prices 
during 2008 and 2011 demonstrated how market volatility affected worldwide food security 4.

Food prices have a direct effect on the poverty of the region given the fact that food represents 
the largest percentage of family budgets in Central America, both for urban and rural families in 
Central America 5. It is estimated that 1.1 million people fell into poverty, while another two million 
already living on the threshold of poverty level descended into extreme poverty 6.

The price crisis shook Central American economies to the core, given the fact that the countries 
in the region import approximately 40% of their food supplies 7. That condition makes them 
particularly vulnerable. Production of basic grains only improved 2.5% per year between 2000 
and 2009, barely keeping up with the growth rate of the local population 8. With a growing 
demand for food and a national production dependent on imports, in the short term the region will 
find itself more and more vulnerable to global market instability.

1. During the course of the next 40 years, agriculture will need to double its food, fiber and fuel production to cover the increasing 
demand created by a growing world population, better economic conditions, as well as changing consumption patterns and lifestyles. 
Some projections (FAO 2009) suggest that production will need to be increased by approximately 70% by the year 2050 just to keep 
up with expected food demand.
2. Translation from GWI. Molden, D. (ed.) (2007): Water for Food, Water for Life: Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management 
for Food. Earthscan, London.
3. Note: Global grain prices are strongly correlated with the cost of oil. Visit: http://www.paulchefurka.ca/Oil_Food.html.
4. FAO (2011) Addressing high food prices: A synthesis report of FAO policy consultations at regional and sub regional level. Rome, 
FAO October, 2011
5. Food and nutrition insecurity in Latin America and the Caribbean.CEPAL, 2009.
6. CEPAL (2008) Central American Isthmus: Global Crisis, Challenges, Opportunities and New Strategies
7. IICA (2011) The Food Security Situation in the Americas. Page 15.  http://www.iica.int/Esp/Programas/SeguridadAlimentaria/
IICAPublicaciones/B2914i.pdf. 
8. Based on data provided by the FAO, grain production increased by 2.56% and general food production increased by 4.3% during 
the decade preceding 2009. Reported by IICA (2011) The Food Security Situation in the Americas. 
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1.2. Environmental degradation in Central America

Two of the most critical environmental issues being faced by Central America are soil degradation 
and water pollution; both problems exacerbated by climate change. 

Central America is naturally susceptible to soil erosion due to its topography: 70% of its territory 
is comprised of hills. And the situation is further compounded by the expansion of the agricultural 
frontier into natural ecosystems, as well as the continuing custom of burning the land to prepare 
it for planting 9. 

The changes in land use practices for agricultural expansion were the principle reason for 
environmental degradation in the past 50 years 10. In fact, Central America is the only region of 
the world where poor agricultural practices are the principal cause of soil degradation.

The productive capacity of agriculture in the region has been affected by the widespread 
degradation of agricultural lands and river basins. It is estimated that approximately 80% of the 
land destined for agriculture has been affected by man-induced soil degradation, this being the 
highest percentage of all the regions throughout the world. Central America is the only region 
worldwide where improper farming practices have been the main cause of soil degradation, even 
more so that deforestation itself  (Oldeman et al., 1991; Zurek, 2002). The severely degraded 
Central American soils also cause massive water resource loss. Instead of infiltrating and being 
used in plant transpiration to produce biomass, the water is lost as run-off.

At the same time, climate change is predicted to reduce agricultural production by 15% in Central 
America 11. In the last two decades, climate patterns in the region have changed considerably. These 
changes are clearly evident in: (a) the increase of average temperatures; and, (b) the frequency 
and intensity of storms and droughts. The net impact of the increase in temperatures is hard 
to measure, however, some studies in the last few years have demonstrated that two rain-fed 
crops which are fundamental to the region, coffee12 and corn13, will be negatively impacted by this 
situation. 

The impact of more frequent and intense storms on agricultural production is more difficult to 
predict, given the unforeseeable nature of the climate. But impacts are already evident in the 
region. Extreme climatic events have become more frequent since the 60’s. These storms have 
immediate and long-term effects on agriculture; in the short term, wind and rain damage crops, 
while over the medium and long ter, the extreme rain accelerates soil erosion and results in 
decreased soil fertility for future planting seasons. 

9.Review: Bossio, D. y Geheb, K. (2008) Conserving Land, Protecting Water. Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management in 
Agriculture, Series 6. CAB International. 
10.  Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA). Ecosystems and Human Wellbeing: Synthesis. Washington, D.C.: Island Press. 2005.
11. CEPAL (2014) Potential Impact of climate change over basic grains in Central America.
12. CGIAR and CRS (2010). Coffee Under Pressure: http://www.slideshare.net/ciatdapa/2009-03-18-coffee-under-pressure-cup-ciat-
sfl-meeting.
13. TOR Report (2012) Tortillas on the Roaster, Summary Report: CIAT, CIMMYT, and CRS. http://newswire.crs.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/10/CRS_Tortillas_on_the_roaster_summary_report.
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1.3. Rain-fed Agriculture: Challenges and opportunities 

In Central America, small-scale rain-fed agriculture produces 2/3 of the food while occupying 
over 80% of the agricultural lands in the region 14. With this type of agriculture, the countries face 
three persistent and closely intertwined challenges: food insecurity, poverty and environmental 
degradation. Rain-fed agriculture, or that which depends solely on rain, is practiced mainly by 
small farming families. That characteristic is a fundamental part of the problem as well as a key 
to its solution. A clear strategy to improve food production and food security within the region 
is to increase the productivity of family farms. The current state of degradation of farming land 
in Central America due to poor management of soil and water, represents not only risks and 
added vulnerability, but also the opportunity to produce more food with less freshwater resources 
(Rockström, 2007). Improving water productivity then becomes a critical answer to the increasing 
scarcity of this resource, as well as being able to provide sufficient water for ecosystems and 
satisfy the growing demand of cities and industries (Molden y Oweis, 2007).

There is great potential to improve crop yield and therefore the productivity of water in rain-fed 
agricultural systems by way of the adoption of agronomic practices and proven water management 
techniques. There are considerable variations within rain-fed agriculture yields in Central America, 
which highlights existing challenges and opportunities to increase rain-fed production. Average 
corn yield is currently below 1,500 kg/ha (see figure 1)15. A conservative yield goal should be of 
3,000 kg/ha for corn grown on hillside farms16.

Evidence shows that in semiarid, sub-humid regions, as well as in dry sub-humid areas, the biggest 
challenge to water for rain-fed agriculture is the extreme variability of rainfall, marked by rainfall 
events, high intensity storms and an increasing frequency in droughts and dry periods. In Central 
America there is a short dry period in the midst of the rainy season, locally referred to as “canícula” 
(summer heatwave). This is perhaps  the single most serious climate risk factor for farmers, and 
given it’s severity, represents an important factor in crop decisions. When the canícula is longer 
and drier than usual, it threatens the crops in both planting cycles, the first and second. 

Figure 1: Estimate of average corn yields in CA4 countries (1985-2010). 

14.  Siebert y Doll (2010) Quantifying blue and green virtual water contents in global crop production as well as potential production 
losses without irrigation. Journal of Hydrology. Vol. 384. 
 Also see: FAO (2014). Family agriculture in Latin America and the Caribbean: Policy recommendations. These numbers belong 
to global scale numbers: 80% of farm lands in the world are irrigated with rainwater and produce 62% of basic food in the world 
(FAOSTAT 2005) as reported by Rockström, J. (2007): Unlocking the potential of rain-fed agriculture. Chapter 8: Managing water in 
rain-fed agriculture. IWMI.
15. Data provided by FAOStat (2012), RedSICTA (2011). However, official statistics combine data from irrigated and rain-fed farm 
lands, hence the figure shows the productivity of corn irrigated with rainwater on the basis of a statistical analysis of corn in the 
region conducted by J. Hileman 2012 (unpublished material).
16 . Turrent, A., et al. (2012) Achieving Mexico’s Maize Potential. Global Development and Environment Institute. Work document No. 
12-03.

Sources: FAOSTAT (2012), RedSICTA 2011 and analysis conducted 
by Hileman, J. (2012)
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1.4. Good practices in rain-fed agriculture

During the last decades there has been a significant amount of analysis and learning about 
sustainable agriculture, There have been advances in training and education that are effective to 
incentivize small-farming families to improve their agricultural practices. There are many success 
stories, both at a smaller and greater scale. 

The better practices for sustainable agriculture are described as “Green Water practices” (Water-
Smart Agriculture)17. The GWI initiative is promoting “Green Water” as a focus for  rain-fed systems 
in Central America18. 

1.5. Reinvesting in rain-fed agriculture 

During the past twenty years, the political environment of the Central American countries has not 
been conducive to promoting investment in smaller scale rain-fed agriculture. Since the 90’s there 
has been a dramatic decrease in the small-scale farm sector19. The lack of public investment in 
agriculture has limited agricultural research, as well as training and extension services20.

However, after two decades of neglecting the agricultural sector and family-based agriculture 
in Central America, the food price crisis of 2008 and 2011 forced policy makers as well as the 
international community to reconsider the dominant agricultural and economic model in place 
since the early 90’s, which emphasized production for exports over production for food security21.

To revitalize rain-fed agriculture in Central America, particularly in the hands of small producers, 
it is necessary to shift towards an agroforestry focus, silvopastoral and conservation agriculture 
practices. For both farmers and governments, these seem to be the correct decisions to manage 
water, soil and climate variability. From the government perspective, policies, programs and 
investments in human capital, as well as access to financial and extension services for small 
farmers and recuperating local knowledge, are all pertinent to initiating efforts in this direction.

17. Turrent, A., et al. (2012) Achieving Mexico’s Maize Potential.Global Development and Environment Institute.Work document No. 
12-03.
18. TOR Report (2012). The TOR report concludes that“improving soil fertility and its management at a large scale can represent the 
most important adaptation technique towards climate change available to small farmers in Central America”.
19. IFAD 2011: since the beginning of the 2000s, agricultural budgets barely averaged 2% of the GDP in the region, even though 15%-
30% of the economies in these countries depended on agriculture.  http://www.ifad.org/hfs/index.htm.
20. IIASTD LAC Report (2009) and Trejos, R., C. Pomareda and J. Villasuso (2004) Policies and Institutions for Agriculture in the XXI 
century. IICA, Costa Rica.
21 .IIASTD LAC Report (2009).
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1. 6. Debate topics to revive rain-fed agriculture in Central America

The objectives of this Debate Series are: (a) contribute to the revitalization of investments in 
rain-fed agriculture; and, (b) promote the best and most efficient  investments based on available 
knowledge and past experience. 

To initiate the discussion, the work was based on three questions: 
1.  Which practices and technologies have the biggest impacts in improving rain-fed 
 agriculture? 
2.  Which extension services have been explored and applied in Central America? 
 And, what is their potential to revitalize rain-fed agriculture?
3.  What financing mechanisms work best for farming families practicing rain-fed 
 agriculture?

Since mid-2013, the Central American GWI Initiative has conducted a series of interviews, 
reviewed  literature and organized a series of events and round tables in El Salvador, Honduras 
and Nicaragua to answer the previous questions. 

This work was carried out in a participatory manner with the network of actors involved in each 
country: local and central government, NGOs, and both the academic and private sectors. The 
objective was, in the first place, to evaluate the situation of extension, financing and agricultural 
practices in each country, uniting the voice and experiences of all actors. This task was meant 
to promote interaction, reflection and joint analysis. With this intention, a learning alliance was 
organized in each country, which included all stakeholders involved in each one of the topics. The 
role of the learning alliance consisted of collecting information, generating reflections based on 
the information and validating the final product of the consultations.

In the first place, an opportunity was opened so that  the institutions in charge of implementing 
extension services, financing and agricultural practices would  become involved and take on 
ownership of the reflection process. These institutions took responsibility for collecting information 
within the territories. At the same time, dialogue, discussion and reflection spaces were opened 
amongst diverse actors. For the reflection and strategic dialogue, forums and meetings were 
utilized. These reflection spaces were complemented by field visits to observe the concrete 
territorial situation.
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2.  Water productivity – the key to future food security and economic 
 development

 
A challenging future

Over the next 40 years, agriculture must double its production of food, feed, fiber and fuel to 
meet the demand created by a growing world population, improved economic conditions in 
middle income countries and subsequent changes in consumption patterns and lifestyles. Some 
projections (FAO, 2009) suggest that production will have to increase nearly 70% by 2050 simply 
to keep pace with the demand for food. Such an increase will only be achieved if productivity is 
improved, which in the case of the Americas means producing more on the same amount of land. 
Extending the agricultural frontier is now practically impossible (FAO, 2011; IICA et al., 2011). 
Agriculture is an engine of economic growth and is the sector in which a large majority of the rural 
poor make their living. Gains in rainfed agricultural have the potential to reduce poverty.

To feed a growing and wealthier population with more diverse diets will require an increase in 
overall biomass production. However, an increase in biomass production requires more water, 
since there is a well-established linear relationship between plant biomass production (leaves, 
stems, roots, grain) and evapotranspiration (Tanner & Sinclair, 1983; Steduto & Albrizio, 2005). 
Evapotranspiration needed for biomass production could increase 60%–90% by 2050. Covering this 
need through withdrawals from natural water systems appears unsustainable since agricultural 
water withdrawals from natural systems already constitute about 70% of all the water withdrawn 
for human purposes. Extracting additional water for agriculture will strain terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems and intensify competition for water resources. Improved water productivity is thus 
a critical response to increasing water scarcity, to the need to leave enough water to sustain 
ecosystems and to meet the growing demands of cities and industries. Improved water productivity 
will reduce the need for additional water and land (Molden et al., 2007).

Increasing Water Productivity - Growing More Food with Less Water

Water productivity is defined as the ratio of the net benefits from crop, forestry, fishery, livestock, 
and mixed agricultural systems to the amount of water required to produce those benefits. In 
its broadest sense, it reflects the objectives of producing more food, income, livelihoods, and 
ecological benefits at less social and environmental cost per unit of water used, where water use 
means either water delivered to a use or depleted by a use (Steduto et al., 2007).

There is considerable scope for improving water productivity in many rainfed, irrigated, livestock, 
and fisheries systems in many regions of the world. Many farmers in developing countries could 
raise water productivity by adopting proven agronomic and water management practices because 
raising land productivity generally leads to increases in water productivity. Many promising 
pathways for raising water productivity are available, from fully rainfed to fully irrigated farming 
systems. These include supplemental irrigation (some irrigation to supplement rainfall or bridge 
dry spells); soil fertility maintenance; deficit irrigation; small-scale affordable water harvesting/
storage, delivery, and application; modern irrigation technologies (such as pressured systems and 
drip irrigation); and soil-water conservation through e.g. zero or minimum tillage. Breeding can 
help indirectly by reducing biomass losses through increased resistance to pests and diseases, 
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vigorous early growth for rapid ground cover, early maturing varieties, and reduced susceptibility 
to drought. But water productivity gains are context dependent and are assessed through an 
integrated basin analysis (Steduto et al., 2007).

A Special Opportunity in Rainfed Agriculture for Water Productivity Gains

Rainfed farming covers most of the world’s cropland (80%) and produces most of the world’s 
cereal grains (more than 60%), generating livelihoods in rural areas and producing food for cities 
(FAOSTAT, 2005). In the future, rainfed agriculture will continue to produce the bulk of the world’s 
food. However, crop yields in rainfed agriculture systems, especially in the areas dominated by 
smallholders in the tropics are low, and thus is water productivity. This provides significant 
opportunities for producing more food with less freshwater (Rockström et al., 2007).

The high potential to improve yields and water productivity in rainfed agriculture systems through 
proven agronomic and water management practices is supported by evidence showing that the 
total amount of water is not the key limiting factor for improved yields, even in so-called dry lands 
(Hatibu et al., 2003). Instead, the major water-related challenge for rainfed agriculture in semiarid 
and dry sub-humid regions is the extreme variability in rainfall, characterized by few rainfall 
events, high-intensity storms, and high frequency of dry spells and droughts. These regions cover 
some 40% of the world’s land area and host roughly 40% of the world’s population. It is therefore 
critical to understand how hydro-climatic conditions and water management affect yields in rainfed 
agriculture. The key challenge is to reduce water-related risks posed by high rainfall variability 
rather than only focus on an absolute lack of water. In semiarid and dy sub-humid regions, there 
is generally enough rainfall to double and often even quadruple yields in rainfed farming systems, 
even in water-constrained regions. But it is available at the wrong time, resulting in dry spells 
that reduce or impede production. Much of the water is lost. The water challenge in these rainfed 
areas is to enhance yields by improving water availability and the water uptake capacity of crops. 
Investments in soil, crop, and farm management are required (Wani et al, 2009).

The Case of Central America

Rainfed agriculture currently represents 70% of Central America’s production and covers 2/3 of 
the land used for agriculture. With respect to water use, Central America follows the global trend: 
approximately 70% of its water is currently used for agriculture. This usage in and of itself should 
not generate water scarcity given that the annual per capita water availability in Central America 
is approximately 23,000 m3 (Beekmann, 2014). The water availability for agriculture, however, 
is compromised by the irregular spatial and temporal distribution of rainfall. While annual 
precipitation rates range from 1150 mm to 5000 mm, marked seasonality is evident on the Pacific 
slope, with well-defined dry periods (December-April) and rainy periods (May- November). On the 
Caribbean slope there is a continuous rainy period, with only small decreases in rainfall during 
April and October. The Caribbean slope has approximately 70% of the region’s water resources 
while the Pacific has roughly 30%. This is the opposite of the situation vis-à-vis the concentration 
of population and productive activities. As a consequence a dry and therefore highly vulnerable 
corridor spans the entire region, mainly on the Pacific slope.

The historic climate pattern in the region (Central America and southern Mexico) also includes a 
dry period within the wet season, called the canicula. The timing and severity of the canicula is 
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perhaps the most serious climate risk factor to farmers, and is a major factor for farmers’ cropping 
decisions. When the canicula is very dry or longer than usual, it threatens crops in both the 
primera (May to August) and postrera (September to November) seasons. 

Photo: Axel Schmidt

The region’s productive capacity in agriculture is further influenced by the widespread degradation 
of agriculture lands and watersheds. About 80% of Central America’s agricultural land is estimated 
to be affected by human-induced soil degradation, the highest percentage of any region in the 
world. Central America is the only region in the world where agricultural mismanagement is the 
leading cause of soil degradation, over and above deforestation (Oldeman et al., 1991, Zurek, 2002). 
The severe soil degradation in Central America causes massive water run-off. Most water is “lost”, 
rather than infiltrated and used by plants for biomass production through transpiration. Future 
modeling predicts temperature rises (causing higher rates of evaporation and transpiration) while 
rainfall is predicted to fall (reduced precipitation). Without interventions, soil water availability 
will deteriorate and increase the risk of so-called agricultural droughts (water scarcity in the plant 
root zone caused by land degradation and poor soil-plant management) (Rockström et al., 2007; 
Schmidt et al., 2012). Finally, it should be noted that water productivity in Central America is also 
reduced through insufficient water infrastructure and water management, resulting in poor water 
quality as well (Beekmann, 2014).

Given these concerning projections, improving water productivity is fundamental for strengthening 
productive, economically sustainable, environmentally sound, and culturally appropriate 
agriculture systems that guarantee food security and economic development into the future.



I I I .

15

15

Photo: Axel Schmidt



I I I .

16

3. Water & Soil Management Practices – Learning from the past?

Hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent on rural development and agriculture projects in 
Central America over the past several decades. Projects on water and soil conservation in hillside 
agriculture were common in the 1990s. For example, the Land Use and Productivity Enhancement 
Project (LUPE) funded by USAID, and the Programa para la Agricultura Sostenible en Laderas de 
America Central (PASOLAC) funded by SDC, were implemented in several countries in the region 
and. In addition, there have been, and continue to be, countless efforts to improve water & soil 
management as part of development projects. 

Did these programs and projects achieve the impacts they intended? One could imagine a long 
list of evaluation questions: Which projects were successful at changing behavior, which were 
not, and why? Did initial adoption lead to more sustainable production over the long-term? Were 
water & soil management practices maintained after the projects ended? Which practices could 
be identified as the most strategic and successful at improving water productivity? What are the 
factors that lead to successful adoption and which fail? 

Desperately needed are evaluations, discussions and debates that provide a solid knowledge 
base for future project design, targeted extension and training programs, investment decisions, 
and policy initiatives. These evaluations would also form an “evidence base” that provides 
the substance, quality and the credibility to any advocacy effort for rain-fed agriculture with 
governments, international donors, the development cooperation community, as well as with the 
private sector.

While there has been a tremendous amount of data and information generated by many 
different programs and institutions (government and non-government) over the past several 
decades on rainfed agriculture systems and water management in Central America, it has not 
been systematically collected and analyzed. It is often impossible to access, making it difficult to 
evaluate and use. By and large these data are recorded during the project life span or shortly after 
project termination; critical review and learning from errors in past design and implementation is 
rarely found. This remarkable lack of in-depth analysis may be due to low capacity in the region 
for documentation (writing and archiving). Short time frames and quickly shifting directions of 
funding sources may also prevent institutions from retrospective analysis, review and learning. 
There may exist fear of sharing results when not everything is a success story. The result is 
diminished understanding and institutional memory. What data exists collects dust in desk 
drawers.

The Global Water Initiative (GWI) in Central America seeks continuous learning and knowledge 
generation. The present document provides inputs for a wider and urgently needed discussion 
among farmers, the development community, donors and governments about water productivity 
and management in rainfed agriculture systems in Central America. By collecting, reviewing and 
synthesizing past experiences with water & soil management practices, deriving lessons learned 
and identifying gaps, the document offers a foundation for evaluation and information exchange 
that build a comprehensive knowledge platform. 
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4. Collecting and Analyzing Information

The primary source for this document is a thorough literature review on practices for water and 
soil management in the hillsides of Central America. Literature in this context is mostly “grey 
literature”, or unpublished documents, unregistered and unsearchable in literature or bibliographic 
catalogues, databases, or the internet. Authors of these documents are predominantly staff of 
non-governmental organizations, local universities, national research institutions, ministries, 
or consultants contracted by donors. Documents consist mainly of reports, student theses, or 
manuals, technical guides and other extension material. The review included the collection of 
information on the current policy framework for rainfed agriculture systems and management 
practices. Impact studies conducted in Nicaragua, Honduras and El Salvador were reviewed as 
well as the literature on water productivity. These studies were core to the literature review and 
introduced collaborators and partners to the study.

The literature review identified key actors and past projects for in-depth interviews and field visits 
where individual farmers or farmer groups were asked about their experiences with projects that 
promoted improved water and soil management. Since field visits took place at least five years 
after the projects had ended, real adoption rates and the reasons for adoption or non-adoption 
could be discussed and compared to the final project reports.

In El Salvador, a total number of 11 projects and programs implemented between 1981and 2013 
were reviewed based on available documentation. The projects had lasted from 2 to 20 years 
(multiple program phases) and were predominately financed by international development 
cooperation (total investment of US$ 123 million). The government program PRODENOR, and the 
projects PAES and Mi Cuenca were selected for field visits and an in-depth interview process, 
which was complemented by a formal questionnaire survey among 108 farmers. The field review 
was conducted in the Departments of San Salvador (San Martin), Cuscatlán (San José Guayabal), 
Morazán (Torola, Arambala, and Perquín) and La Unión (Nueva Esparta). In Nicaragua, the survey 
identified 20 programs and projects carried out between 1994 and 2013 with an estimated 
investment of US$ 250 million. The programs of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
(MARENA), POSAF, PIMCHAS, and MST, as well as programs of international cooperation such as 
PASOLAC, PESA or FOCUENCAS, the research results from CIAT, INTA and UNA, and lessons 
learned from CRS projects were all reviewed and key technical staff interviewed. In the dry 
corridor regions of Honduras prioritized by its government, the collection of primary information 
included participatory consultation events in close collaboration with DICTA. Information was also 
collected during a study tour with Honduras’ Comité Nacional de Bienes y Servicios Ambientales 
(CONABISH).

The review process described above took place in national discussion round tables with key 
actors in each of the three countries. Facilitated by CRS, key informants from government 
entities, universities, non-governmental and farmer organizations, and finance sector discussed 
and substantiated the information obtained. These knowledgeable respondents also served as a 
valuable source of information.
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This data and information were consolidated, analyzed and summarized into a draft document on 
the status of soil and water management practices to improve water productivity in the rainfed 
agriculture systems in the three countries. The draft was submitted to a broad evaluation and 
validation process by stakeholders in public fora that included presentations for civil society, 
government, academia, non-governmental organizations, farmer organizations, experts and 
international research institutions. The iterative validation process resulted in country specific 
documents, which will be published elsewhere. The present discussion paper draws on these 
documents to provide a regional analytical perspective.
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5. Agricultural Practices to improve Water Productivity in Central America

Water productivity is intimately linked to soil management, soil fertility management, and 
thus to agronomy (Breman, Groot, and van Keulen 2001). Agriculture practices can contribute 
substantially to the improvement of water productivity through two major tasks. The first is to 
maximize the infiltration of rainfall for increased water retention, thereby avoiding runoff and the 
loss of both water and topsoil. Equally important is the second task: to minimize evaporation from 
the soil surface and reduce transpiration by weeds (Keller & Seckler, 2005, Hillel, 2008). Both 
tasks increase plant water availability and water uptake capacities. By maintaining plant nutrient 
supply at optimum levels, biomass production per unit water transpired will be maximized. 
Yield increases are generally linked to improved water productivity demanding optimal crop 
management (Molden et al. 2007).

The following section describes agricultural practices and systems identified throughout the 
literature review and field survey as having potential to improve water productivity in the rainfed 
agriculture systems of Nicaragua, Honduras and El Salvador. They are grouped into agronomic, 
vegetative and structural practices. Several practices overlap between groups. Detailed technical 
descriptions of these well-known practices are widely available (e.g. PASOLAC, 2000). The focus 
of this chapter is the relationship of these practices with water productivity and thus with soil 
management, soil fertility management, and agronomy. 

5.1  Agronomic practices for soil conservation 
 and water management

These practices refer to the application of physical interventions in crop cultivation to maintain or 
improve long-term production increases and soil health. They focus on protecting the soil surface 
(reducing runoff and water erosion) and increasing soil organic matter content. These measures 
improve water infiltration, water retention and nutrient availability for plants, resulting in higher 
yield and thus higher water productivity.
These agronomic practices are only to a small degree location and crop-specific interventions. 
They are short-term or point interventions during a cropping period and have to be repeated 
over several cropping cycles to be effective. Generally, they can be applied in different locations 
(different soil types and slopes) without major adjustments. The practices contribute to soil 
rehabilitation and the enhancement of biological, physical and chemical properties (soil health). 
They provide improved conditions for seed germination, root system development, overall crop 
development, stress resistance, and eventually, crop yield. The agronomic practices identified 
during the review and survey that tend to be used most often by small and medium producers in 
these countries, are: no burn practices, crop residue management, minimum tillage, application of 
organic fertilizers, sowing density and plant spatial arrangements, and contour farming.

No burn & crop residue management

Since pre-Colombian times, burning of crop residues and natural vegetation has been a common 
practice in Central America. Residues are usually burned to control insects or disease or to make 
next seasons’ fieldwork easier. Burning destroys the litter layer and thus diminishes the amount 
of organic matter returned to the soil (Amado et al, 1998). The heat generated by fire accelerates 
the loss of soil moisture. The organisms that inhabit the soil surface, a portion of the topsoil and 
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an insulating layer. This diminishes the temperature of topsoil and eliminates the drying effect of 
wind. Heat from the sun is only slowly transmitted down to the soil surface from surface residue 
through the air trapped within the residue layer. Consequently the soil surface remains cooler and 
the rate of soil water evaporation is slowed. The thicker the layer of trapped air, the greater will 
be the insulating effect.

Soil temperature not only influences the absorption of water and nutrients by plants, seed 
germination and root development, but also microbial activity and crusting and hardening of 
the soil. Roots absorb more water when soil temperature increases, up to a maximum of 35˚C. 
Thereafter higher temperatures restrict water absorption. The reduction of topsoil temperatures 
enhances germination of most seeds.

Crop residues left on the soil surface lead to higher soil aggregation, increased porosity and a 
higher number of macropores, facilitating rainwater infiltration. Their decomposition depends on 
the activity of microorganisms and soil meso and macro fauna. The macro fauna of earthworms, 
beetles, termites and ants promote the integration of residues into topsoil. Residue cover reduces 
or eliminates splash erosion. Therefore surface crusting, sealing and rainfall-induced compaction 
are reduced. The soil cover forms small diversion dams that slow runoff and allow more time 
for infiltration. Sediment is deposed behind these diversions and remains in the field. Residue 
cover is one of the most effective and least expensive methods for soil protection (Mitchell et 
al., 2012). In Choluteca, Honduras, Thurow et al. (2004) reported production increases up to 30% 
through the use of crop residue in maize systems compared to plots where residues were burned. 
In some areas it is economically much more effective to use the natural vegetation as soil cover 

litter layer are destroyed. For future decomposition to take 
place, energy has to be put first into rebuilding the microbial 
community before plant available nutrients can be released 
from the soil to roots.

Burning is also often practiced to improve the quality of 
grazing land. The philosophy behind the practice is that 
destroying the dry and non-palatable grass will induce the 
sprouting of fresh grass. Some of the detrimental effects of 
long term burning besides soil moisture loss include decreases 
in organic matter, total nitrogen, total sulfur, carbon/nitrogen 
ratios, extractable carbon, polysaccharide, ammonium, and 
available phosphorus (Pimentel et al., 1995; Mills & Frey, 
2004). Given these devastating effects on water availability 
and soil fertility, no-burn practices are a prerequisite, or the 
first pillar, required for sustainable agriculture and water 
management in Central America. Although some success in 
eliminating agricultural burning has been achieved during 
the last decade (e.g. in Lempira Sur, Honduras), Central 
America is still choked with fire and smoke each year at the 
end of the dry season.

The second pillar of sustainable agriculture in Central 
America is soil cover / crop residue management. Soil cover 
reduces soil water losses through evaporation by acting as 
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in cropping areas. It is not a new practice, as this is usually done in 
shifting cultivation systems, when the use of fire is abandoned. An 
example is the Quesungual Slash and Mulch Agroforestry System in 
southern Honduras.

The main disadvantage of using residue covers for reducing direct 
evaporation is the large quantity of residues required, which is 
considerably greater than the quantity needed to ensure that rainfall 
infiltrates into the soil. Often, regions with high evaporation losses 
also suffer from a shortage of rainfall, which restricts production 
of vegetative matter. Frequently there are also other demands 
on residues, which take priority, such as fodder, thatching and 
construction (Klocke et al. 2009; van Donk et al. 2010). 

Since crop residues have multiple uses as dry season forage, fuel and 
building material, and since available residue amounts differ widely 
among cropping systems, there is no easy answer to the optimal 
weight (thickness of residue layer) and percentage of soil cover 
necessary to achieve the described benefits in Central America. Field 
research is required.

Minimum tillage

This umbrella term can include reduced tillage, minimum tillage, 
zero or no-till, direct drill, mulch tillage, stubble-mulch farming, strip 
tillage, and plough-plant (Mannering & Fenster, 1983). No-till farming 
is a way of growing crops or pasture from year to year without 
disturbing the soil through tillage. No-till is an agricultural technique, 
which improves soil quality (soil function), carbon and organic 
matter retention, nutrient cycling and soil aggregation (Blanco-
Canqui et al., 2009). It protects soil from erosion, evaporation of 
water, and structural breakdown (Derpsch et al., 2010). More water 
is available for crop production through improved water infiltration 
(old root channels from the previous crop facilitate deeper rooting 
and enhance the infiltration and percolation of rainwater), less runoff 
and reduced evaporative losses. Better infiltration and less crusting 
allows more water to be stored in the soil profile rather than lost to 
runoff. Minimizing exposure of the soil surface to wind and sunlight 
reduces evaporation and keeps the soil surface cooler, often resulting 
in better rooting, especially near the soil surface. Better rooting 
makes the plant more efficient in using light rainfall events that don’t 
soak far into the soil profile. One concern is that depending on the 
soil moisture holding capacity of the soil, this improved infiltration 
may lead to leaching nutrients below the active crop rooting zone 
(http://cropwatch.unl.edu/tillage).

In Choluteca, 
Thurow et al. (2004) 
reported production 
increases up to 30% 

through the use of 
crop residue in maize 
systems compared to 
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were burned.
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other demands such as 
fodder, thatching and 
construction.
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No-till is so far mainly found in mechanized high 
production farming with good rainfall, or for wind 
erosion control where there is large-scale mechanized 
cereal production. It has been less frequently 
implemented in low input level crop production or 
subsistence agriculture in hillsides. But the principles 
are equally effective in any conditions - maximize cover 
by returning crop residues, don’t invert the topsoil layer, 
and use a high crop density of vigorously vegetative 
crops. Conservation tillage also has the advantage of 
reducing the need for terraces or other permanent 
structures. 

There are, however, several disadvantages, which 
can hinder the application of conservation tillage. 
Dense plant covers may be incompatible with the 
well-tested strategy of using low plant populations 
to suit low moisture availability. Crop residues 
may have competing value as feed for livestock 
(Reyes et al., 2013), and planting through surface 
mulches is not easy for ox-drawn planter. Hand jab 
planters may be an effective alternative (ACT, 2010).  

Organic fertilizers

Organic fertilizers are fertilizers derived from animal or vegetable matter (e.g., compost, leaves, 
manure, slurry, worm castings, peat). Processed organic fertilizers include compost, blood meal, 
bone meal, fish meal, and feather meal. Decomposing crop residue or nitrogen rich green manure 
from prior years is another source of fertility.
Although the density of nutrients in organic material is comparatively modest, they have many 
advantages. The majority of nitrogen-supplying organic fertilizers contains insoluble nitrogen and 
acts as a slow-release fertilizer (Prasad et al., 2004). By their nature, organic fertilizers increase 
physical and biological nutrient storage mechanisms in soils, mitigating risks of over-fertilization. 
Organic fertilizer nutrient content, solubility, and nutrient release rates are typically much lower 
than mineral (inorganic) fertilizers. Cong et al (2006) showed that potential mineralizable nitrogen 
in the soil was 182–285% higher in organic mulched systems than in the synthetic control.

Organic fertilizers also re-emphasize the role of humus and other organic components of 
soil, which are believed to play several important roles. These include mobilizing existing soil 
nutrients so that good growth is achieved with lower nutrient densities, while wasting less. In 
addition, organic fertilizers release nutrients at a slower, more consistent rate, helping to avoid 
the boom-and-bust pattern of inorganic fertilizer applications. Organics increase soil moisture 
retention, reduce temporary plant moisture stress, improve soil structure and thus prevent topsoil 
erosion (Bot & Benitez, 2005). Where animals provide organic fertilizer for cropped parcels, the 
development and management of integrated crop livestock systems is an important opportunity 
to improve soil and water management, given that most of the water for agriculture runs through 
mixed production systems (Simon Cook, pers. communication).

There are several 
factors that can hinder 
the application of 
conservation tillage: 

(i) Producers are used to 
using low density planting 
to suit low moisture 
availability, 

(ii) hand jab planters may 
be an effective alternative 
(ACT, 2010).
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The production and application of organic fertilizer has been 
promoted for many years in Central America despite the higher 
labor and transport costs relative to inorganic fertilizers. The 
composition of organic fertilizers tends to be more complex and 
variable than a standardized inorganic product, making fertility 
management more difficult. 

Planting density / spatial arrangements

During the field surveys, farmers identified adjustments to the 
spatial distribution of seed for basic grain production as a simple 
and effective practice to improve water productivity. It has been 
well established that low maize production in Central America is 
linked to inadequate row spacing and in-row planting distances, 
resulting in low plant populations and yield (Bolaños, 1995). Lamm 
et al. (2009) found that increasing plant density from 66,300 
to 82,300 plants/ha generally increased grain yield and water 
productivity of maize in Kansas (USA). However, there is some 
indication that the positive relationship between plant density and 
water productivity only applies if water and nutrient supply are 
not limited.

Al‐Kaisi and Yin (2003) found that on more sandy soils in northeast Colorado, the optimal 
plant density for corn is less than 60,000 plants/ha. This signals the need for lower planting 
density for soils with lower water holding capacity. Dalianis et al. (1996) report that decreasing 
plant density increased water productivity in sorghum in a Mediterranean climate. Farahani et 
al. (2007) showed decreasing water productivity with increased density in maize plots in Iran. 
These different results indicate that plant density is an important factor in maximizing water 
productivity and that plant density shifts for specific soils and locations.

A second factor to consider is the effect of increasing plant density per unit area on water 
consumption. Sinclair & Gardner (1998) describe this as perhaps the most important source of 
growth in food production over the past few decades. Since increased plant density increases total 
biomass per unit area, total transpiration per unit area would increase proportionally. However, 
as noted before, increased plant densities also decrease evaporation losses from the soil. Thus 
total evapotranspiration would not increase proportionally and some of the reduced evaporation 
losses would be transferred to transpiration (Keller & Seckler, 2005).

Passioura & Angus (2010) discussed the well-known principle that the yield of a crop growing on 
stored water is determined not just by the total amount of water available within the root zone 
but also by the rate at which it becomes accessible to roots. For cereals to achieve maximum 
yield, this rate should be such that when roots stop growing after the onset of flowering, water 
continues to reach them by mass flow down a potential gradient. The availability of water during 
the period when grains are filling helps to delay leaf senescence so that the duration of this phase 
is longer than when metabolites are drawn from resources in the stem. A more uniform planting 
geometry, avoiding wider row spacing and multiple seed planting per hole, would improve soil 
water availability in the root zone.

The production 
and application of 
organic fertilizer has 
been promoted for 
many years in Central 
America, however it 
requires higher labor 
and transport costs 
relative than inorganic 
fertilizers; likewise, its 
management is more 
difficult.
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Changes in plant density can provide significant increases in water 
productivity if they are adjusted to location-specific rainfall and soil 
conditions. However, more research is needed in the case of Central 
America to determine optimum plant density. The traditional planting 
arrangements and thinning out of crop canopies is also s a flexible 
way to adapt to uncertain environmental conditions. Adjustments in 
planting density must be combined with other practices to ensure soil 
water availability during the decisive crop development stages.

Contour farming

Contour farming is the practice of tilling sloped land along lines of 
consistent elevation perpendicular to the slope line in order to conserve 
rainwater and reduce soil losses from surface erosion. These objectives 
are achieved by means of furrows, crop rows, and wheel tracks across 
slopes, all of which act as reservoirs to catch and retain rainwater, 
thereby permitting increased infiltration and more uniform distribution 
of water. When combined with crop residue management and cover crop 
practices, contour farming contributes to soil water retention through 
decreased evaporation. In water-logged soils, contours should have an 
offset of 0.5% to ensure adequate drainage without erosion. Contour 
farming has been practiced for centuries in parts of the world where 
irrigation is important. In Central America contour farming is found 
predominately in maize-bean systems and has yet to be consistently 
combined with other agronomic practices such as zero tillage, reduced 
seeding rate and row spacing. Contour farming is found throughout 
the three countries and costs do not differ from conventional soil 
preparation and planting. It is easy to implement but requires behavior 
change (FAO, 1993).

All of the identified agronomic practices require an integrated farming 
system approach. They reach their full potential to improve water 
productivity only when combined over repeated production periods. 
While each of them is fairly easy to implement, their timely application 
within location-specific conditions requires knowledge, planning and 
adaptation.

More research is 
needed to determine 

optimum plant density 
in Central America.

Los ajustes  en la 
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Contour farming, Nicaragua  Photos: Jose Angel Cruz

Contour farming is found throughout the 
three countries and costs do not differ from 
conventional soil preparation and planting. It 
is easy to implement but requires behavior 
change (FAO, 1993).

All of the identified agronomic practices reach 
their full potential to improve water productivity 
only when combined over repeated production 
periods.      
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5.2 Vegetative practices for soil conservation and water management

These measures involve the deliberate planting of trees, shrubs, grasses, or the retention of areas 
of natural vegetation (e.g. reforestation, contour hedgerows, and natural vegetative strips), which 
are of long duration and can lead to a change in slope profile. They tend to be zoned on the 
contour or at right angles to wind direction and spaced according to steepness of slope.  

Live Barriers

Live barriers are strips of vegetation planted along the contour, which serve to anchor the soil in 
place with plant roots and slow down the movement of water downslope. They are planted above 
hillside ditches to prevent the ditches from filling with soil and to prevent hillside erosion. The 
most common types of live barriers are plants from the grass family because of the dense foliage 
and root system networks produced. In addition the grasses are valuable as forage for animals, 
or, in the case of sugar cane and lemon grass, for human consumption. Many plant species have 
great potential as live barriers, especially when considering agroforestry systems where contour 
strips of nitrogen-fixing and/or wood or fruit producing trees may be used.

In areas where soil texture is high in sand, infiltration is generally not a problem and infiltration 
ditches are not appropriate as they collapse with rainfall. Under these conditions, permanent 
live barriers, especially in combination with cover crops, can stem the loss of water downslope, 
stabilize soil structure and increase organic matter in the root zone, which with time, increases 
soil water holding capacity. In Nicaragua, Honduras and El Salvador live barriers are reported 
to increase soil retention, reduce run-off and nutrient loss, and increase biomass production, 
contributing to improved water productivity (Thurow & Smith, 1998; Welchez, 1999; Mendoza & 
Cassel, 2002; Pérez, 2003; Gámez, 2006; López, 2008). 

Intercropping

Intercropping is the practice of growing two or more crops on the same unit of land that differ in 
growth habits, phenological characteristics and productivity (IITA, 1980). The most common goal 
of intercropping is to produce a greater combined yield on a given piece of land by making use 
of resources that would otherwise not be utilized by a single crop (Ouma & Jeruto, 2010). Careful 
planning is required, taking into account the soil, climate, crops, and varieties. It is particularly 
important that crops not compete with each other for physical space, nutrients, water, or sunlight. 
Examples of intercropping strategies are planting a deep-rooted crop with a shallow-rooted crop, 
or planting a tall crop with a shorter crop that requires partial shade.

When crops are carefully selected, other agronomic benefits are also achieved. Lodging-prone 
plants, those that are likely to bend over in wind or heavy rain, may be given structural support 
by their companion crop. Creepers can also benefit from structural support. Some plants are used 
to suppress weeds or provide nutrients. Delicate or light-sensitive plants may be given shade 
or protection, or otherwise wasted space can be utilized. An example is the tropical multi-tier 
system where coconut occupies the upper tier, banana the middle tier, and pineapple, ginger, 
or leguminous fodder, medicinal or aromatic plants occupy the lowest tier (Trenbath, 1976; Mt. 
Pleasant, 2006)
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The degree of spatial and temporal overlap in the companion 
crops can vary somewhat, but both requirements must be 
met for a cropping system to be an intercrop. Numerous types 
of intercropping, all of which vary the temporal and spatial 
mixture to some degree, have been identified (Lithourgidis, 
2011). Mixed intercropping, as the name implies, is the most 
basic form in which the component crops are totally mixed in 
the available space. Variations include alley cropping, where 
crops are grown in between rows of trees, and strip cropping, 
where multiple rows, or a strip, of one crop are alternated 
with multiple rows of another crop. Row cropping arranges 
the component crops in alternate rows.

Intercropping also uses the practice of sowing a fast growing 
crop with a slow growing crop, so that the fast growing crop 
is harvested before the slow growing crop starts to mature. 
This obviously involves some temporal separation of the two 
crops. Further temporal separation is found in relay cropping, 
where the second crop is sown during the growth of the first, 
often near the onset of reproductive development or fruiting, 

In Nicaragua, 
Honduras and 
El Salvador
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Gámez, 2006; López, 2008).

so that the first crop is harvested in time to make room for full development of the second.

Although intercropping is practiced in Central America, its potential is far from fully developed. 
The most common forms are maize-bean systems where typically, the C4 cereal crop, maize, 
is the dominant plant species, whereas the C3 legume crop, such as Phaseolus bean, is the 
associated or secondary species. Canopy structures and rooting systems of cereal crops are 
generally different from those of legume crops, e.g. maize can form higher canopy structures 
than beans (Allen et al., 1998). This suggests that the component crops have differing spatial 
and temporal use of environmental resources. Intercrops may make use of radiation, water 
and nutrients more efficiently than monocrops (Willey, 1990).

The legume/cereal intercropping pattern is generally more productive than a reference sole 
crop (Tsubo et al., 2005). The biological basis for intercropping involves complementarity of 
resource use by the two crops (Gaballah & Ouda. 2008). 

Increased productivity of intercropped soybean and maize over the sole crop has been 
attributed to better use of solar radiation (Keating & Carberry, 1993), nutrients (Willey, 1990) 
and water (Morris & Garrity, 1993). Intercrops have been known to conserve water, largely 
due to early high leaf area index and higher leaf area (Ogindo & Walker, 2005). Morris & 
Garrity (1993) found that water capture by intercrops is about 7% higher compared to a sole 
crop. Water use efficiency was higher under soybean/maize intercropping as compared to sole 
maize and sole soybean (Borhom, 2001, cited in Gaballah & Ouda. 2008). Similarly, Morris 
& Garrity (1993) reported that water use efficiency of intercrops was higher by about 18% 
compared to sole crop. Considering the reduced risk of crop failure, intercropping is a good 
option for climate change adaptation in agriculture systems. 
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Cover Crops

A cover crop is a crop planted to manage soil fertility, soil quality, 
water, weeds, pests, disease, biodiversity and wildlife within an 
agroecosystem (Lu et al. 2000). By reducing soil erosion, cover 
crops often reduce the rate and quantity of water that drains 
off the field, which would normally pose environmental risks to 
waterways and ecosystems downstream (Dabney et al. 2001). 
Cover crop biomass acts as a physical barrier between rainfall 
and the soil surface, allowing raindrops to steadily trickle down 
through the soil profile. Cover crop root growth results in the 
formation of soil pores, which in addition to enhancing the 
habitat of soil macro fauna, provides pathways for water to 
filter through the soil profile rather than draining off the field as 
surface flow. With increased water infiltration, the potential for 
soil water storage and the recharging of aquifers is improved 
( Joyce et al. 2002).

Just before cover crops are cut, they contain a large amount 
of moisture. For that reason, they are sometimes called ‘catch 
crops’. When the cover crop is incorporated into the soil, or 
left on the soil surface, it often increases soil moisture. In 
agroecosystems where water for crop production is in short 
supply, cover crops can be used as a mulch to conserve water by 
shading and cooling the soil surface and reducing evaporation 
of soil moisture. 

While cover crops can help to conserve water, they can also 
draw down soil water supply in low rainfall areas. In these 
cases, farmers often face a tradeoff between the benefits of 
increased cover crop growth and the drawbacks of reduced soil 
moisture. 

Cover crop use in Central America has been widely documented, 
particularly the maize-mucuna system in Northern Honduras. 
In the early 1970s, farmers in this region began rotating maize 
with the velvetbean (Mucuna ssp.), a system learned from 
Guatemalan immigrants. 
The mucuna-maize system decreased the labor required for 
maize farming even as it increased yields, prevented erosion, 
and conferred a variety of other agronomic benefits such as 
increased water infiltration. Higher infiltration rates and porosity 
affect profile recharge and water holding capacity which in 
turn makes more water available to the maize crop, supporting 
such important biological activities as decomposition and 
mineralization (Buckles et al., 1998; Neill & Lee, 1999; Anderson 
et al., 2001). 

Although 
intercropping is 
practiced in Central 
America, 
its potential is far from fully 

developed, but we know 

they can make better use 

of solar radiation, nutrients 

and water in a more efficient 

way compared to sole crop 
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Mucuna-Maize 
System in northern 
Honduras:  Cover crop 
use in Central America has 
been widely documented in 
these systems. It decreased 
the labor required for 
maize farming even as it 
increased yields, increased 
water infiltration. Higher 
infiltration rates and 
porosity affect profile 
recharge and water 
holding capacity which in 
turn makes more water 
available to the maize crop, 
supporting such important 
biological activities 
as decomposition and 
mineralization (Buckles et 
al., 1998; Neill & Lee, 1999; 
Anderson et al., 2001).
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Buffer Zones / Reforestation

Buffer zones are defined as a strip of vegetated land between the agricultural land and a body of 
water. Buffer zones are the last line of defense to buffer a water body from the effects of land use 
activities. The wider the vegetated buffer zone, the more effective it is at filtering sediment and 
pollutants and storing runoff. The width of a buffer zone depends on its function.

The principal benefits of buffer zones are trapping and storing sediments by creating a separation 
between a body of water and cultivated land. The buffer reduces sedimentation of the water body, 
which translates to reduced maintenance of the water body. Runoff water quality improves, with 
beneficial impacts on the landscape and the watershed. In addition, buffer zones stabilize river 
banks. 
The root system of the buffer zone vegetation and trapped sediments binds the soil on the bank 
and increases its stability. The vegetation on the bank increases the surface roughness and slows 
surface runoff. This minimizes the impact of heavy rain, decreases bank erosion and minimizes 
channel movement.

Buffer zones also contribute to improved water storage, reduced flooding and increased aquifer 
recharge. The extensive root systems of vegetation in buffer zones increase the water holding 
capacity of the soil and aquifer recharge by improving soil porosity. During high rainfall events, 
runoff to rivers and creeks is slowed down by storage of water. The risk of flooding is lowered. 
Finally, strategically planned buffer zones with trees can act as a wind barrier to conserve valuable 
top soil (Haycock et al., 1997) and reduce evapotranspiration. In Honduras such buffer zones are 
contemplated in the Ley Forestal, Art. 123, (Legislation on Forests), although implementation is 
limited (see Chapter 7). 

 
Buffer zones contribute to improved water 
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of the Legislation on Forests, although 
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5.3  Structural practices for soil conservation and 
water management

Structural practices involve the construction of physical structures 
(e.g. graded banks or bunds, contour stone lines, level bench 
terraces, artificial waterways and drop structures) to increase 
the time and concentration of runoff, thereby allowing more of 
it to infiltrate into the soil nearer where precipitation falls. These 
practices lead to a change in slope profile, dividing a long slope 
into several short ones and thereby reducing amount and velocity 
of surface runoff and resulting damage. These physical structures 
are of long duration or are semi-permanent and require substantial 
inputs of labor or investment when first installed and over time 
for maintenance. They are zoned on the contour and spaced 
according to slope (Hudson, 1995). They are an important part 
of water and soil conservation practices, particularly under the 
climatic conditions dominating Central America, with torrential 
rain events and prolonged dry spells (canicula).

Contour trenches

Contour trenches are the practice of plowing fields at a right 
angle to the slope. Contour trenches are infiltration ditches dug 
along a hillside in such a way that they follow a contour and run 
perpendicular to the flow of water. The soil excavated from the 
ditch is used to form a berm (a narrow shelf) on the downhill edge 
of the ditch, although observations of some systems in Central 
America indicate that the berm, often referred to as a ‘bund’ in Asia, 
is uphill from the ditch. The berm can be planted with permanent 
vegetation (native grasses, legumes) to stabilize the soil, while the 
roots and foliage trap any sediment that would overflow from the 
trench in heavy rainfall events. Contour trenches are used to slow 
down and attract runoff water, which then infiltrates into the soil. 
Data from CENTA (2000) showed infiltration through contour 
trenches of 7400 m3/ha/y in Guaymango and San Juan Opico, 
El Salvador, while reducing soil erosion by 40 t/ha/y (Argueta, 
2000). 

Small-scale contour trenches can also be used within a level field. 
Depending on local sub-surface conditions (geological layers 
blocking infiltration), contour trenches facilitate recharge into 
surrounding groundwater systems which in turn improves soil 
moisture and regulates water flow. Recharge capacity depends 
on permeability and rainfall. Information in Central America on 
both topics is difficult to acquire, given poor field data recording 
and availability. Contour trench construction requires either high 
labor inputs or mechanical excavation machinery resulting in 
high implementation costs. In addition, trenches will silt up with 
time and need regular maintenance. 
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Dead barriers

Dead barriers function similarly to live barriers, the difference being that they are composed of 
rocks, plant residues, or other non-living materials. If rocks are present in a field, they are a useful 
construction material and their removal from the soil makes it easier to work. Another advantage 
is that the work can be completed during the dry season, meaning that they are in place and 
functioning at the start of the rainy season. If enough rocks are present, the barriers can be 
constructed as rock walls of sufficient height so that bench terraces are formed as the soil fills in 
behind each wall. If sufficient rocks are not present, the barriers lose their effectiveness as the 
soil fills in behind them, and they should be supplemented with the planting of live barriers. Stone 
wall barriers not only help reduce water and soil losses, but also help minimize the slope gradient 
to facilitate cultivation. A disadvantage of dead barriers is that when they are impermeable, they 
can result in unintentional gullies leading downslope on either side of the dead barrier when 
rainfall is intense. 

Terraces

Terraces can be defined as mechanical structures comprising a 
channel and a bank made of earth or stone. They are constructed 
perpendicular to the slope. Terraces intercept runoff and 
encourage infiltration, evaporation or diversion towards a 
predetermined and protected safe outlet at a controlled velocity, 
which prevents channel erosion. They increase soil moisture 
content through improved infiltration, smooth the topography 
and improve the conditions for mechanization (FAO, 2000).

Terraces can considerably reduce soil loss due to erosion if they 
are well planned, correctly constructed and properly maintained. 
Results obtained in Paraná, Brazil, showed that terracing makes 
it possible to reduce soil losses by half, quite independently of 
the system of cultivation employed. The efficiency of a terrace 
system will also depend on the adoption of other conservation 
practices such as contour planting, strip cropping and soil cover. 
Other factors to be taken into account are the dimensions and 
type of construction, as well as their stability and how well they 
function (Rufino, 1989).

Because terracing requires a substantial investment, it should only be introduced when soil erosion 
cannot be controlled by the application of simpler soil conservation practices. Terracing is useful 
in situations where runoff is common but cannot be adequately controlled by other conservation 
practices, and where the intensity and volume of runoff surpass the water storage capacity of the 
soil. Terraces are generally recommended for slopes of 4 to 50 percent (Rufino, 1989).

A path-breaking example of successful implementation of terraces in Honduras was studied by 
Thompson (1992), as part of the USAID LUPE project. Thompson concluded in his evaluation of the 
project in the department of Choluteca, that terraces built with stone retention walls are effective 
in retaining topsoil, thus reducing soil loss. Plots utilizing a combination of stone walls and mulch 
cover showed the least soil movement. The shallow but fertile soils of the study sites were derived 
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from basaltic parent material. Thompson detected no significant decline in soil chemical properties 
and found that soil organic matter content accumulated directly above terrace walls at all sites. 
Terracing increased water storage capacity by maintaining greater topsoil depth, by creating 
improved soil through deposition above the stone walls, and by producing soils with reduced 
amounts of coarse fragments. Terracing positively affected grain yield, attributed to more available 
water. At all sites studied, the production of above-ground biomass was greater on terraced plots, 
demonstrating that terraces provide improved growing conditions if soil water is not depleted 
below critical levels.
Thompson points out problems concerning terrace wall stability which can arise as soil is 
redistributed within terraces. Many walls were not protected with vegetation, as recommended. 
Failure to maintain these structures reduces their effectiveness. He also notes that production 
area is reduced due to the space occupied by retention walls. However, this area loss can be offset 
by yield increases even under dry conditions. 

Drainage waterways

Safe waterways are natural drainage lines or are specially constructed drainage lines that lead 
the runoff from storm water diversion drains and channel terraces downslope to lower-lying 
areas. They should be protected with native vegetation, and designed with a shape and cross 
section capable of conducting the maximum expected runoff without risking erosion of the sides 
or channel of the waterway. Normally, safe waterways can be established by taking advantage of 
natural drainage lines, depressions, fields under pasture, or the edges of thickets, woods and bush 
areas (Sheng, 1989; FAO, 2000).

Drainage waterways are the principle component of floodwater farming, practiced for centuries 
by the Hopi and Navajo Indians of northern Arizona, and the Papago Indians of southern Arizona. 
These techniques make simple barriers of wooden posts and woven brush to slow and spread 
natural floodwaters more evenly into valleys. Such farming of valley bottoms is an ancient practice 
and has been well documented in Tunisia and the Negev desert in Israel. The diversion of runoff 
water onto prepared level terraces is another old and widely used method (Hudson, 1987).

Through the drainage waterways, run-off is diverted and harvested to improve water availability 
in flatter areas, while avoiding erosion and severe gullies on higher slopes. This measure can be 
linked to water harvesting practices, described below.

Water harvesting

Water harvesting is the collection of runoff, which may be collected from roofs and ground 
surfaces as well as from intermittent or ephemeral watercourses. Uses include human and 
livestock consumption, agriculture (crop, fodder, pasture, trees, kitchen gardens, agro-processing) 
and for environmental management (forests, protected areas, wildlife) (Critchley & Siegert, 1991; 
FAO, 1994; Falkenmark et al., 2001; Anderson & Burton, 2009; Scheierling et al., 2013).

Water harvesting offers under-exploited opportunities for the predominantly rainfed farming 
systems in Central America. It follows a simple principle of capturing potentially damaging runoff 
and using it for plant growth or water supply. This is particularly important in areas where rainfall 
is limited, uneven or unreliable with pronounced dry spells such as Central America (McCartney 
et al., 2013). 
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Water harvesting stores the water and makes it available where and when there is shortage. 
Water harvesting buffers and bridges drought spells and dry seasons and can reallocate water 
within a landscape, and over time. Water harvesting captures water for domestic use, replenishes 
green water supplies or increases the availability of blue water locally (Mekdaschi & Liniger, 
2013).

Water harvesting has been practiced successfully for millennia and some recent interventions 
in Central America have had significant local impact (e.g. Cajina Canelo & Faustino, 2007; Pulver 
et al., 2012). Yet water harvesting’s potential remains largely unknown and unappreciated in the 
region.

The applicability and impact of water harvesting technologies depend on local conditions, with 
varying “pros” and “cons”. On the “pro” side, improving the efficiency with which rainfall is used 
reduces pressure on traditional water resources and hence on water itself. It provides alternatives 
to full-fledged irrigation schemes fed by blue water resources (surface and ground water), which 
are not always economically and technically feasible in smallholder operations. With water 
harvesting techniques, production risks are reduced, resulting in reduced vulnerability and 
increased farm resilience.

Water harvesting technologies also comes with uncertainties and risks; the first is dependence on 
variable rainfall. In Central America, the prevailing climatic conditions include strong seasonality 
and erratic rainfall, which may present challenges in ensuring sufficient quantity of water when 
needed. Supply of harvested water is limited by storage capacity, design and costs of water 
harvesting structures, particularly the high initial investments and/or labor requirements for 
maintenance. In addition, structures and catchment areas may take up productive land, a limited 
resource in most areas of Central America. Further challenges include jointly used structures 
which can lead to maintenance disagreements, upstream-downstream rights disagreements, 
and problems in acceptance of new systems and associated rules and regulations. There is 
also the possibility that uncoordinated implementation of water harvesting structures may 
deprive downstream ecosystems of water, especially where floodwater is diverted (Prinz, 1996; 
Falkenmark et al., 2001; Liniger & Critchley, 2007; Rockström et al., 2007; Anderson & Burton, 
2009; Liniger et al., 2011; Critchley & Gowing, 2012; Oweis et al., 2012; Scheierling et al., 2013). 
Given agro-ecological conditions in Central America and predicted impacts of climate change on 
agriculture systems in the region (Schmidt et al., 2012), water harvesting is an important strategic 
practice to improve water productivity. There appears to be real potential for water harvesting 
in the drought-prone areas of Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador. What is missing, however, is 
the identification of areas where soil parameters, rainfall and temperature regimes, evaporation 
pressure and slope formation offer conditions for successful implementation. A clear estimate 
of how much water is really “harvestable” in each area is necessary to define location-specific 
irrigation strategies and plans, taking into account crops with the highest water use efficiency 
potential, time of the year and phenological crop stages, market opportunities and prices. In 
addition, an assessment of the impacts of widespread water harvesting on the green and blue 
water resources of specific landscapes and the lower parts of watersheds is not available.

In summary, the regulation of runoff during heavy rain events is a strategic approach to 
improve water productivity in Central America through increasing water infiltration, storage 
of water to cover dry spells and expanding production into the dry season. The structural 
practices identified during field surveys and discussion tables with farmers provide measures 
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that will reduce water-related risks posed by high rainfall 
variability. These infrastructure activities require not only the 
investments to build them but demand constant maintenance. 
They are likely to change the hydrological cycle of a landscape 
and affect upstream and downstream relationships. Careful 
planning, monitoring and measurements are necessary for the 
implementation of such structures. Only in combination with 
agronomic and vegetative practices within a production systems 
approach will the real potential of these structures be realized 
and justify the investment. 

Photo: Jim Patrico, Progressive Farmer Magazine
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5.4 Agriculture Systems and their Water Productivity 

Practices to improve water productivity are not stand-alone 
interventions. Only the combinations of agronomic, vegetative 
and structural practices unleash their full potential for soil and 
water management. The practices are linked by interaction and 
interdependence to achieve a specified production objective 
within an agriculture system. In order to manage and achieve 
sustainable outputs from these systems, the interactions 
and interdependencies have to be understood. They depend 
heavily on location-specific soil and climatic conditions and 
the specific plant species, factors not always well understood 
by the agronomists providing technical assistance to farmers 
(see complementary report on extension services in Central 
America). It is therefore appropriate to evaluate agriculture 
systems or systems approaches for their impact on water 
productivity. Given the diversity of agriculture systems, 
this section will solely focus on agroforestry, conservation 
agriculture and crop-livestock systems. These three system 
approaches are commonly considered as having the most 
potential to improve water productivity in rainfed agriculture 
and have been heavily promoted over the last decade in 
Central America. 

Agroforestry

Agroforestry describes a complex land use system where trees are grown in association with 
agricultural crops, pastures or livestock. There are both ecological and economic interactions 
between system components. Agroforestry systems are diverse in their spatial and temporal 
arrangement and design and provide environmental functions required for ecosystem 
sustainability (Wallace et al., 2004). Potential benefits from agroforestry can be numerous, 
ranging from diversification of production to improved natural-resources utilization. The key 
benefits in terms of natural-resources use are soil conservation for erosion protection as well as 
improved soil fertility. Under what conditions the mix of trees and crops improves the overall 
rainfall-use efficiency is a complex issue. It depends on whether water productivity gains are 
calculated directly, as quantity or rain used for transpiration in support of plant growth, or 
indirectly, by increasing water productivity, in terms improving the ratio of biomass or yield 
over volume of water utilized.

Wallace et al. (2004) describe the challenge of ascertaining the water balance of an agroforestry 
system. The balance includes processes of interception and radiation intensities that influence 
evaporation rates from the soil surface and tree canopies. Factors such as plant species, canopy 
development, rainfall intensity, soil type and their interactions add complexity to understanding 
the water cycle in these systems. 

In humid tropical climates, compared to a mono-crop, the water-balance components of an 
agroforestry system with 50% tree cover vary up to 50% in increased interception losses. 
Variation depends on whether the location is continental, montane or coastal. In a semi-arid 
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climate, interception losses are completely compensated for by a decrease in soil evaporation, 
but only partially in a humid tropical climate. Runoff, soil moisture and drainage are all likely to 
decrease in an agroforestry system, with the amount varying according to soil type, slope and 
species. The extra canopy and the ability of tree roots to exploit water deep in the soil will lead to 
a general increase in transpiration (Schellekens et al. 1999; Wallace et al., 1999; Ong & Swallow, 
2003).

There are a number of agroforestry practices that are designed to conserve water and reduce 
runoff by their direct effect on soil slope. Planting trees or hedgerows on the contour of sloped 
land can result in formation of natural terraces, as water and soil collect up-slope of the hedgerow. 
The barrier effect of the hedgerow not only reduces soil loss but also runoff, commonly to about 
one-third of its value without hedges (Kiepe, 1995 a,b). This increased infiltration rate also 
reduces runoff in these contour-hedgerow systems (see chapters 5.2 and 5.3). 

Similarly, the field survey for this paper revealed data from El Salvador showing 87% erosion 
reduction, increased biomass production and soil moisture retention up to 20 days in agroforestry 
plots compared with conventional plots (Segura, 1999). In Carazo, Nicaragua, MARENA-POSAF 
II (2005 a, b) reported an annual increase of 440 m3/ha of soil water retention in a dispersed 
tree–cropping system. For multi-story coffee systems in Jinotega, the same source indicates 575 
m3/ha/y, and for plots with managed natural tree regeneration in Dipilto, a total of 985 m3/
ha/y. Despite possible methodological challenges in establishing these numbers, they show the 
positive effects of agroforestry systems on soil erosion, soil water retention and thus on water 
productivity in Central America.

The most successful and impressive example of the potential of agroforestry systems is the 
Quesungual Slash and Mulch Agroforestry System (QSMAS) developed in southwest Honduras 
by local farmers and experts from FAO. QSMAS is a smallholder production system, which applies 
a group of technologies in the drought-prone areas of hillsides in the sub-humid tropics. Initially, 
QSMAS was practiced by over 6,000 resource-poor farmers on 7,000 ha of southwest Honduras, 
mainly to produce major staples (maize, beans, sorghum). The system has also been adopted 
in other sub-humid regions of southwest and southeast Honduras, northwest Nicaragua, and 
Guatemala. 

Under experimental conditions, QSMAS is at least as effective as slash & burn systems for the 
production of maize, and more efficient than slash & burn to produce common beans. Undoubtedly, 
QSMAS increases system resilience, efficient nutrient cycling, improved crop water productivity, 
and increased and sustained carbon synthesis and accumulation. An important effect is the 
increased availability of soil water (40 - 74 m3/ha and 15 cm soil depth) in the latter part of the 
bimodal rainy season, when rainfall is usually irregular (dry spells during key stages of crop 
development) or inadequate (shorter rainy season) (Baltodano & Mendoza, 2007). The success 
in increased adoption by smallholders is partially driven by QSMAS’ substantial contribution 
to food security through improved crop water productivity and yields at lower cost; improved 
water cycling through reduced runoff, erosion, water turbidity and surface evaporation, as well 
as increased infiltration, soil water storage capacity and use of ‘green’ water (Castro et al., 2009).
There are other situations in which agroforestry systems can increase water productivity, for 
example, if the understory crop is a C3 species, which is usually light-saturated in the open. The 
partial shade may have little effect on its assimilation while reducing transpiration (Ong et al., 
1996). There can be microclimate modification in agroforestry systems, due to the presence of 
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an elevated tree canopy. This may alter radiation, humidity and temperature around an understory 
crop. Tree shade increases air humidity around understory vegetation particularly in semi-arid 
climates, e.g. in systems with shelter belts or wind-breaks (Brenner, 1996).

Agroforestry systems can improve water productivity where water depth is beyond the reach of 
crop rooting systems. This depends on the specific tree species and their root systems, and the 
presence or absence of impenetrable soil layers. Since trees are the permanent components of 
agroforestry systems, trees can use the water from rain that falls outside the cropping season 
and increase soil water content underneath their canopies if the water ‘saved’ by reduced soil 
evaporation, combined with funneling of intercepted rainfall as stem flow exceeds that removed 
by the root systems beneath tree canopies (Ong & Leakey, 1999). At high tree densities (depending 
on canopy architecture), the proportion of rainfall ‘lost’ as interception by tree canopies and used 
for tree transpiration would exceed that ‘saved’ by shading and stem flow, resulting in drier soil 
below the tree canopy. Van Noordwijk & Ong (1999) expressed this as the amount of water used 
per unit of shade. This may be one of the most important factors for the observed difference 
between savannah and alley-cropping systems and between cloud-forest vegetation and fast-
growing tree plantations.

Although there is clearly great potential for agroforestry systems to conserve and improve the use 
of water resources, agroforestry does not automatically brings about all of the above benefits. To 
maximize benefits, an agroforestry system must be designed for the given environment (climate, 
soil), it must be feasible within local and on-farm constraints, and it must be economically viable 
and acceptable to the farmer. If not well managed, an agroforestry system, as with any agricultural 
or forestry system, leads to multiple competitive interactions and may undermine efficient water 
use. It is important to bear in mind that tree-crop interactions may change from competitive to 
complementary or neutral, depending on the age, size and population of the dominant species, as 
well as the supply and accessibility of resources needed for plant growth.

A major challenge is how to look beyond the plot and farm level in order to understand interactions 
between plots and the landscape, watershed and regional scales (catchment hydrology). The 
conventional approach is to sum across areas of similar hydro-ecological conditions, assuming that 
the factors involved in scaling up are proportional to the area occupied by each zone. However, 
this approach might overstate the beneficial effects of water saved at the plot level, since water 
used in one plot is not available to down-slope plots. This approach also misses the effect of land 
use on the quality of water available to down-slope users (Ong & Swallow, 2003).

Given the potential benefits that agroforestry systems have for water productivity, it is crucial 
to understand how these systems work and design location-specific systems and management 
guidelines. Central America has much to benefit from agroforestry’s contribution to improving 
water productivity in the region. 
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Conservation Agriculture

The conservation agriculture approach consists of varied 
farming systems that include the three basic practices 
that define conservation agriculture – minimal soil 
disturbance (minimum or no tillage), permanent soil 
cover via crop residues, mulch, or cover crops; and crop 
rotation (Giller et al., 2009). Several of these practices 
are described in Chapters 5.1 and 5.2 of this document. 
Conservation agriculture favors improvements in soils as 
rooting environments. It is not a single technology, but 
one or more technologies based on one or more of the 
three main conservation agriculture principles described. 
Conservation agriculture functions best when all three 
features are combined (Hobbs, 2007; Corbeels et al., 2014). 

Derpsch at al. (2010) summarize the improved interactions 
between the four factors of conservation agriculture: (a) 
physical: better porosity for root growth, movement of 
water and root-respiration gases; (b) chemical: raised cation 
exchange capacity (CEC) gives better capture, release of 
inherent and applied nutrients: greater control/release of 
nutrients; (c) biological: more organisms, organic matter 
and transformation products; and, (d) hydrological: more 
water available. 

The combination of these features raises productivity and 
makes the soil a better environment for the plant roots. 
Improvements in soil porosity have two major positive 
effects with regard to water productivity: improved water 
infiltration and soil water retention, which prolong the 
availability of plant-available soil moisture in times of 
drought. With improved water infiltration, conservation 
agriculture maximizes groundwater recharge and reduces 
flood risks. In soils with impeded drainage, however, 
conservation agriculture might increase the severity and 
frequency of waterlogging (Thierfelder & Wall, 2011). The 
permanent soil cover in conservation agriculture maintains 
infiltration rates by protecting the soil surface from high-
energy raindrops and surface-sealing. This is corroborated 
by Derpsch et al. (1986) and Alvarez & Steinbach (2009) 
who found higher crop yields under no-till systems due 
to higher water retention, improved water infiltration and 
aggregate stability in soils under limited tillage.

Increased soil organic matter results in improved nutrient 
release into soil water – nutrients from organic matter and 
applied through fertilizer. Thus the availability of both 
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water and plant nutrients is extended together, increasing 
their efficient use. Under these conditions, plants better 
express their genetic potential. In conservation agriculture 
systems and tillage systems in Latin America, Africa and 
Asia yield improvements have ranged from 20% to 120% 
(FAO, 2001).

Conservation Agriculture under contrasting 
Rainfall Regimes

Evidence suggests that conservation agriculture offers 
the greatest benefits in low rainfall areas. Scopel (1996) 
and Scopel et al., (2001) report on trials in Mexico, where 
maize yield increases under conservation agriculture 
were significantly higher in zones with marginal rainfall 
(400–600 mm/year) as compared to yield increases under 
more favorable conditions (600–800 mm/year). Analysis 
of soil properties under the different systems suggested 
that this difference is related to water uptake. Similarly, 
Monneveux et al. (2006) found that no-till led to superior 
root development and water uptake during the dry season 
in Mexico. A long-term study of rainfed maize production 
in the highlands of Mexico (Verhulst et al., 2011 a,b) found 
that yields under no-till exceeded those under conventional 
tillage by 31 percent on average from 1997–2009, but that 
the benefit of no-till was especially pronounced in very 
dry years. Franchini et al. (2012) in southern Brazil also 
found that over the long term, no-till and crop rotation 
promoted more stable yields, particularly in years with 
little rainfall. However, in contrast to these findings, 
Corbeels’ et al. (2014) meta-analysis of crop responses 
to conservation agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa do not 
show a better performance of conservation agriculture 
under drier rainfall regimes as compared to wetter regimes. 
They found less variation in weighted mean difference in 
no-tillage systems with rotations compared to systems 
without rotation, which suggests more crop yield stability 
(less risk) with the use of crop rotations.

In Mexico, maize yield increases under 
conservation agriculture were significantly higher 
in zones with marginal rainfall (400–600 mm/year) 
as compared to yield increases under more favorable 
conditions (600–800 mm/year). Scopel (1996) and Scopel 
et al., (2001)
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Conservation Agriculture Adoption in Central 
American Hillsides

Although the adoption levels of conservation agriculture 
in LAC are fairly high, they tend to be concentrated 
among wealthier farmers on large-scale, fuel-dependent 
mechanized farms (Kassam et al., 2009, McCarthy, 2014). 
Most of the evidence provided originates from Mexico and 
South America, particularly Brazil, Argentina and Paraguay. 
The literature review and field survey did not uncover 
a sufficient body of evidence on the implementation 
of the full range of conservation agriculture practices 
in Honduras, El Salvador and Nicaragua. Although 
some practices are already applied, the introduction of 
conservation agriculture to smallholder systems in Central 
America has been challenging. However, Pachico et al. 
(2010) estimated a high potential for the introduction of 
conservation agriculture, recognizing that both traditional 
and conventional maize production practices on steep 
slopes are already using zero tillage for pre-plant land 
preparation. Thus, the first element of conservation 
agriculture is already present in farmer practices on steep 
slopes in Central American hillsides. 
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maize yield increases under 
conservation agriculture were 
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with marginal rainfall (400–600 
mm/year) as compared to yield 
increases under more favorable 
conditions (600–800 mm/year). 
Scopel (1996) and Scopel et al., 
(2001)
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Competition from Grazing

Pachico et al. (2010) found that the second element of conservation agriculture - leaving crop 
residue on the field to cover the soil during the dry season - has not been the general practice 
either in traditional or conventional agriculture in Central America. Burning crop residues is still 
common as is removing the maize stubble /crop residue for use as animal feed, principally for 
cattle. The pressure for livestock feed is a constraint to the widespread adoption of leaving crop 
residues in the field as soil cover. Given their pressing need for animal feed in the dry season, 
it will not be easy to convince farmers that the soil improvement consequences of maintaining 
crop residue is a better use than as livestock feed. Even farmers who do not own livestock 
themselves may sell maize stubble  to a neighbor who needs it for his cattle (Reyes et al., 2013, 
Valbuena, 2014).

Consequently, to achieve full adoption of conservation agriculture practices in El Salvador, 
Pachico et al. (2010) conclude that identification of an alternative source of cattle feed may 
be necessary. An approach that could be tested with farmers would be to devote some part 
(perhaps 20-25%) of the area currently in maize to plots of grass/legume forages. These forages 
could be grazed; cut and carried to stall-fed animals; or made into hay for the dry season.
Conversion of part of their maize land to forage would benefit farmers first by improving income 
from livestock and secondarily by improving soil and thus maize yield. The soil improvement 
would come first from having soil cover as part of conservation agriculture and secondarily 
through enhanced nutrient cycling through increased manure due to improved feeding of cattle 
with forages. The introduction of forages into the system would also constitute an effective crop 
rotation, the third essential element of conservation agriculture.
More research on forage options and matching them with specific production systems in Central 
America is needed to overcome the crop residue barrier for widespread adoption of conversation 
agriculture. The impacts on water productivity are unknown and have to be addressed. Which 
feeding system would work best, and how much land needs to be put into pastures to be able 
to leave maize residue in the field, should be tested with farmers and adapted to their individual 
circumstances. 

Conservation Agriculture and Fertilizer

Since minimal tillage without mulch commonly results in depressed yields, the use of fertilizer 
to enhance crop productivity and the availability of organic residue is essential for smallholder 
farmers that seek to adopt conservation agriculture (Vanhulst et al., 2011b, Baudron et al., 2012). 
A case study from Kenya demonstrates how fertilizer increases maize  stubble productivity above 
thresholds for minimal initial soil cover required for initiating conservation agriculture (about 3 
t/ha) (Guto et al, 2011). Vanlauwe et al. (2014) conclude that strategies for using conservation 
agriculture in Sub-Sarahan Africa (SSA) must integrate the appropriate use of fertilizer to increase 
the likelihood of benefits for smallholder farmers, including improvements in water productivity.



   

V. 

45

Nutrient and Soil Management for Water 
Productivity - Manage Soil to Manage 
Water

Hatfield et al. (2001) estimate that water use efficiency 
can be increased by 15‐25% through adequate 
nutrient management. The plant’s nutrient status 
has an indirect effect on water use efficiency through 
the physiological efficiency of the plant. An optimal 
nutrient status ensures the highest biomass output 
per unit water used. The authors found that through 
soil management, water use efficiency can be further 
increased by 25‐40%. These findings underline the 
critical role of soil management and plant nutrient 
management to improve water use efficiency and 
thus water productivity in Central America.
Barron (2012) indicated that water availability for 
a crop can be enhanced almost instantly through 
improved soil management (tillage, infiltration 
structures, see former sections of this chapter), and 
nutrient availability by adding inorganic and /or 
organic nutrients. However, learning to manage soils 

It is estimated that water 
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(Hartfield et al. ; 2001)

Scientific research in 
Central America on 
conservation agriculture 
systems lags behind other parts 
of the world.

for maximum water productivity and to create a bridge between dry spells can take a long 
time. Soil stabilization may not occur in tropical semi-arid and sub-humid areas for 10 to 20 
years due to the challenge of building the chemical and biological soil properties, including soil 
organic matter balance. 

Additional Research Needed on Synergies

Although there is an increasing amount of scientific evidence indicating improved water 
productivity through the implementation of conservation agriculture, all the potential and 
actual benefits are not fully understood, There are many synergistic interactions between the 
various components of conservation agriculture practices that are not fully explained. Scientific 
research in Central America on conservation agriculture systems lags behind other parts of 
the world. This is partly because conservation agriculture is a complex, knowledge intensive 
system which requires adequate staffing within enabling institutional networks. 
Adopción de la agricultura de conservación en las laderas de Centroamérica
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INTEGRATED PEST MANAGEMENT (IPM) AND CONSERVATION AGRICULTURE

Conservation agriculture, as a productive system, pursues economic efficiency, as well as 
conserving, improving and managing soil, water, pests and available biological resources, 
through an agricultural practice that is more committed to the environment.

Conservation agriculture incorporates integrated crop management, and shares the same 
objective: the convergence of production and environmental conservation. In this context, 
IPM is a valuable tool for the objectives of conservation agriculture to be achieved.

Escobar Betancourt,  Jose Cristobal. “Manejo Integrado de Plagas de Cultivos Horticolas.” 
MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURE AND LIVESTOCK, NATIONAL CENTER OF AGRICULTURAL AND FOREST 

TECHNOLOGY. PHASE II OF THE PROJECT ON SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE ON SLOPE AREAS. 

Mixed Crop Livestock Systems

Mixed crop livestock systems, which were common in the past (Mazoyer & Roudart, 2006) are 
again attracting worldwide interest. These systems represent the highest level of integration 
among agricultural systems and offer many benefits. Crops tend to yield more energy and 
protein per unit land area than animals but nutritive value and income from animal production 
tends to be higher than from crops. Livestock can also support cropping, for example by 
permitting wider crop rotations, managing risk, adding value to crop residues and grains, 
supplying draft power (Schiere et al, 2006), and recycling excess nutrients for soil fertility 
management (Hendrickson et al., 2008; Tarawali et al., 2011). Mixed crop-livestock systems 
generate higher economic efficiency in saving production costs through complementarities 
between crops and livestock (Wilkins, 2008). Diversifying production can reduce farmers’ 
exposure to risks of market fluctuations (Russelle et al., 2007) and challenging climate 
conditions.

Mixed farming is the largest category of livestock systems in the world in terms of animal 
numbers, productivity and the number of people it services (Thornton et al., 2002). Most 
of the world’s animal production comes from rainfed mixed crop–livestock systems in 
developing countries and from intensive industrialized production in developed countries 
(Herrero et al., 2010). Livestock products provide one third of the human protein intake, 
just as they consume almost one third of the water used for agriculture globally (Herrero et 
al., 2009). With demand increasing for animal products and competition for water growing 
more contentious, improving livestock water productivity is essential (Descheemaeker et al., 
2010).

The literature review and field survey in Central America on water productivity did not 
turn up existing data or reports on livestock water productivity. This is not surprising since 
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livestock water productivity is a relatively new concept (Peden et al., 2007, 2009). Knowledge 
gaps exist and reference points are lacking. As a starting point for further research and discussion, 
research findings and concepts from other regions are summarized here.

Livestock water productivity is defined as the ratio of net beneficial livestock-related products 
and services to the water depleted in producing them. Three basic strategies help to increase 
livestock water productivity: 1) improved feed management (improving feed quality, improving 
feed water productivity, feed type selection, grazing management); 2) water management, and 
animal management (increasing animal productivity, improving animal health); and, 3) sufficient 
drinking water for animals of adequate quality, particularly in the dry season (Fujisaka et al., 
2005). A single strategy may not be effective. Rather, a balanced, site-specific approach making 
use of all three strategies will be more effective. 

Livestock water productivity does not seek to maximize the number of livestock or the production 
of animal products and services. Rather, it seeks to produce the same benefits with fewer animals 
and less demand for agricultural water. It requires increasing the productivity of each animal 
(Peden et al., 2007; Descheemaeker et al., 2010). Animal production depends on access to sufficient 
supplies of quality feed—grains, crop residues and by-products, pasture, tree fodder, and forage 
crops. Peden et al. (2007) suggest that since feed production is one of the world’s largest uses 
of agricultural water, the strategic sourcing of animal feed is the entry point for improving global 
livestock water productivity.

Livestock research and particularly forage research in the past 50 
years has not adequately addressed the linkage between livestock feed 
and water management. Science-based knowledge of water use for 
feed remains limited. Judicious selection of feed sources is potentially 
one of the most effective ways of improving global agricultural water 
productivity. Peden et al. (2007) estimate that water transpired for 
feed production is about 50 times or more the amount of an animal’s 
drinking water intake. Therefore, increasing livestock water productivity 
will depend strongly on increasing the amount of feed animals use for 
production relative to the amounts used for their maintenance.

Water use in feed production varies substantially (Blümmel et al., 2009) and depends on the type 
of feed used (e.g., grains, forages, concentrates, crop residues, pastures), climatic conditions, field 
management and irrigation. As such, a strategic choice of feed types has the potential to increase 
livestock water productivity (Descheemaeker et al., 2010). In mixed crop–livestock systems, crop 
residues are an important feed source for ruminants (Devendra & Thomas, 2002; Reyes et al., 2013). 
Because crop residues do not consume any additional water, they present a good opportunity 
to increase feed water productivity. However, there are trade-offs when using crop residue for 
animal with regard to soil fertility maintenance and improved soil structure. Furthermore, crop 
residues have little nutritional value, at best meeting only an animal’s maintenance requirements 
(Coleman & Moore, 2003).

Feed production is the largest water consumer for livestock production in mixed systems (Singh 
et al., 2004). Hence interventions that increase feed water productivity directly increase livestock 
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water productivity. Substantial research has been directed at increasing crop water productivity, 
which is reflected in the large number of scientific publications on the topic (for comprehensive 
review, see e.g. Kijne et al., 2003). Most of the recommendations for improving crop water 
productivity apply also to improving feed water productivity. In general, agronomic measures 
directed at healthy, vigorously growing crops favor productive transpiration over unproductive 
water losses. Alleviating water stress improves water productivity, only if other stresses (nutrient 
deficiencies, weeds, and diseases) also are alleviated or removed (Bouman, 2007).

Increasing Grazing Productivity of Marginal Land

Pastures or forages in Central America are often located on marginal land, unsuitable for crop 
production (Peters et al., 2001, Steinfeld et al., 2006). Therefore, making use of the available 
feed resources in these areas increases overall system productivity. However, pastures in 
Central America are generally in an advanced state of degradation due to inappropriate grazing 
management (Holmann et al., 2004a). In these cases, water is lost from the system as runoff, 
with lower water productivity as a result. Consequently, careful grazing management employing 
adaptive stocking densities is essential (Lascano, 1991). Fodder trees provide several benefits that 
enhance livestock water productivity. In addition to providing nutritious fodder, the trees stabilize 
land, decrease erosion, improve soil structure and fertility, and increase ecosystem stability 
(Romero et al., 1994). Little information is available on the water productivity of different forages, 
concentrates and supplements (Peden et al., 2007), but adding highly nutritive fodder sources to 
the animal diet improves animal productivity (Lenné et al., 2003; Holmann et al, 2004b). Peters 
et al. (2011) provide information on available forage options for Central America including grasses, 
multipurpose legumes and shrubs for improved animal performance and soil enhancement.

Animals’ Drinking Water Supply

During the six months of dry season in Central America, animals often walk long distances to 
watering points, thus expending substantial energy (Fujisaka et al., 2005). Although the amount 
of water needed for drinking is small in comparison with the amount needed to produce feed, 
providing this small volume is a strategic choice (Peden et al., 2007). The water enables animals 
to access feed and convert it into animal products. Its availability makes a large difference in 
overall livestock water productivity (Peden et al., 2009). Furthermore, sufficient watering points 
are instrumental for optimal distribution of animals to make best use of available feed (grazing 
management) and to avoid soil and pasture degradation (Wilson, 2007). Water harvesting (see 
chapter 5.3) offers a huge potential for the continuous access to quality drinking water during the 
dry season.

Animal Care

Low animal productivity in Central America is manifested in low daily live weight gains and milk 
production, low growth and calving rates, and high mortality rates (Szott et al., 2000). One of the 
reasons is insufficient animal management, including inappropriate animal selection for breeding 
and the provision of veterinary services, which undermines all other efforts to increase livestock 
(water) productivity. Diseased or stressed animals lead to lower productivity as they consume 
feed and water but do not deliver outputs or services as they should. Decreasing the ratio of feed 
energy needed for animal maintenance relative to that used for productive purposes improves 
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animal productivity (Peden et al., 2009), and thus water productivity in mixed crop-livestock 
systems. Key to increases in water productivity is appropriate animal husbandry including 
veterinary services and disease control to improve animal health.

Further Research Needs

To obtain improved water productivity in highly complex mixed crop-livestock systems, 
enhanced management skills are needed. However, research, education, and extension 
systems in Central America and indeed throughout the world fail to provide the required 
information, knowledge and practical guidelines (Peden et al., 2006). There are only a few 
examples of research and assessments that attempt to understand the total water needs of 
livestock and how animal production affects water resources. The consequence has been lost 
opportunities to increase feed/livestock water productivity and maximize investment returns 
in water and livestock development. A lack of knowledge and understanding impedes sound 
decision-making and implementation of targeted interventions (Peden et al., 2009).
In Central America, most development planners have been biased toward the crop sector, 
and policy makers have usually treated the livestock sector as subsidiary. Moreover, the 
livestock agenda is usually not integrated into irrigation development, biofuel investments 
or reforestation investments. This may be due to a focus on commodities and an agricultural 
system’s parts, rather than on mixed farming as interconnected wholes, also called complex 
adaptive systems, which through their diversity are likely to offer better solutions for future 
challenges. Developing mixed farming requires understanding interactions and combinations 
of functions rather than maximizing yields or benefits of any one individual part, e.g. grain, 
milk, soil, biophysics, or even social aspects (Schiere et al., 2006). The literature reveals 
diverse practices and systems to improve water productivity in Central America but field 
data on water use efficiency and water productivity in the region is slim. The relatively better 
data base on erosion control, which indirectly links to water productivity, demonstrates what 
is possible to understand with more systematic research. Changes in mindsets, attitudes 
and policies, due to additional research and support for experimentation, will facilitate the 
integration of crop, livestock, land and water management at farm, landscape, and institutional 
levels (Peden et al., 2009)
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6.  Adoption of Agricultural Practices to improve Water Productivity in 
 Central  America

The literature review, field surveys and round table discussions identified a limited number of 
practices that improve water productivity and have been adopted by smallholders in each of the 
three countries. In Nicaragua, for example, live barriers, strip cropping, no burn & crop residue 
management including minimum tillage and cover crops, as well as water harvesting, were the 
most important practices implemented by farmers. In El Salvador this identical set of practices was 
supplemented by contour and infiltration ditches, dead barriers and terraces in coffee production. 
The review in Honduras revealed a similar set of practices, supplemented by adjustments to 
planting density. In all three countries these practices are implemented predominately on small 
demonstration plots. Despite numerous programs and projects in the region during the last 30 
years, implementation on larger scale farm plots is uncommon and the practices described in 
chapter 5 were scattered across projects and geographic areas, with low adoption rates. This 
chapter looks at the obstacles and opportunities affecting adoption.

Impact of Location

The field survey in the three countries corroborated the finding of Hellin & Schrader (2003); when 
the project interventions that offer direct incentives end, farmers tend to abandon most promoted 
practices. 

Respondents identified practices that improve soil moisture as 
having higher adoption potential across the three countries and 
noted that physical / structural measures were abandoned when 
maintenance was required. No geographical patterns on adoption 
could be established. Overall, there was very little hard evidence 
(data) on the effectiveness or adoption of the practices that improve 
water productivity.

These findings confirm PASOLAC (2000) statements that practices are “farmer-specific”. Adoption 
will happen as a function of the specific location and production system, production goals, 
farmers’ priorities and management skills. On the one hand, the hillsides of Central America are 
a heterogeneous environment, often with a diversity of agro-ecological, micro-climate and socio-
economic conditions present among neighboring farms (e.g., infrastructure, livestock, markets), 
or even between plots of the same farm (e.g. soil, slope). On the other hand, each practice has 
a fairly well-defined set of characteristics with regard to ecological adaptation, effectiveness at 
improving water productivity, costs of implementation and maintenance, and perceived benefits 
for the farmer. The challenge is to match the practices with location-specific conditions. This 
requires a significant amount of information, knowledge and advisory skills, which has rarely 
been available in the past. One-size-fits-all approaches are associated with low rates of long-term 
adoption and behavior change. 

Experience showed 
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Economic Returns of Practices

The farmer survey clearly revealed that farmers adopted practices 
when they perceived a net economic return on the investment, a 
finding well documented in the literature (e.g. Lutz et al., 1994; 
Saín & Barreto, 1996; Scherr, 2000; Bravo-Ureta et al., 2003; Prins, 
2004). Adoption is particularly limited among subsistence farmers 
who depend on an immediate return on investments in soil and 
water conservation. These economic benefits are not necessarily 
evident until the medium and long-term. The short-term needs of 
farmers, including the need to reduce risks, were found to play a 
significant role in perceived profitability of conservation structures 
and thus the level of adoption (Hansen et al., 1987; Ellis-Jones & 
Mason 1999; Antle et al., 2007).

 Despite this widespread understanding, Pomareda (2008) states that the effect of adopting water 
and soil practices on cost-benefit ratios in the socio-economic context of smallholders are still not 
fully understood. Furthermore, several authors (Lutz et al., 1994; Reardon & Vosti, 1995; Lapar & 
Pandey, 1999) point out that economic returns from conservation practices, though a necessary 
condition for adoption, do not sufficiently explain adoption patterns among smallholders. 

It is often observed that, when project intervention offers direct incentives, farmers tend to 
abandon best practices after time has passed. 

Human, Social and Financial Capital

Since the pioneering work by Ryan & Gross (1943), a wealth of studies has analyzed variables 
affecting the adoption of new agricultural technologies. Detailed reviews of this literature can be 
found in Feder et al. (1985), Lindner (1987), Feder & Umali (1993), Rogers (1995) and Lichtenberg 
(2001). Viewed through a broad cross-disciplinary lens, there is agreement that the adoption of 
agricultural technology depends on a range of personal, social, cultural and economic factors that 
interact with the innovation itself (Pannell et al., 2006).  Prokopy et al. (2008) show that higher 
levels of education, capital, income, farm size, access to information, positive environmental 
attitudes, environmental awareness and utilization of social networks are generally positively 
associated with adoption of best management practices. Given the current situation in education, 
extension and human capital in Central America, serious barriers to adoption continue to exist.

Rogers (1995) classified the variables for adopting a new technology into three groups: 1) human 
capital; 2) structural factors; and 3) social capital. Regarding human capital, authors mention the 
effect of age, gender, education, literacy, agricultural experience and training. Among structural 
factors, farm size, land tenure and credit have been widely analyzed. 

Recent studies evaluate the effect of access to social networks and institutions on farmer 
perception of new technology and the subsequent effect on adoption (e.g., Shultz et al., 1997, 
Winters et al., 2004). 
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With regard to adopting soil conservation technologies, 
research and economic theory suggest that farmers’ perception 
of local soil erosion problems, household attributes and assets, 
plot slope, land use patterns and the overall location-specific 
conditions are relevant in design of an appropriate model for 
adoption (Solis et al., 2006). 

This finding is consistent with the results of roundtable 
discussions in all three countries – strengthening human 
capital through education, agricultural training and technical 
assistance is essential to help farmers better understand the 
attributes of new technologies. However, in El Salvador farmers 
argued that despite being aware of the environmental benefits 
and having technical knowledge about the practices, due to 
high transaction costs, they cannot afford the transition from 
conventional management to more sustainable practices. 

Selection of Practices and Technologies 

Technology itself influences adoption and usage decisions (Adesina & Zinnah, 1993). In particular, 
the relative complexity, risk and investment characteristics of technologies affect both adoption 
and diffusion (Batz et al., 1999). The risk preferences of farmers influence technology adoption 
decisions, especially if capital-intensive technology costs are irreversible (Howley et al., 2012). 
In an analysis of differences between capital-intensive and management-intensive technologies, 
El-Osta & Morehart (2002) found that farmer age, farm size and specialization in production (e.g. 
dairy) increased the likelihood of adopting a capital-intensive technology, whereas education level 
and size of operation positively affected the decision to adopt a management-intensive technology. 
These findings emphasize the importance of education and training for the adoption of improved 
water productivity practices in Central America. This is especially true because many of the 
practices and systems described in this document are knowledge- and management-intensive.
 
Extension Services

Many studies concur that extension services are a key factor not only for the adoption of 
agroforestry systems, but for agriculture technologies in general (Feder & Slade, 1986; Hansen et 
al. (1987); Saín & Barreto, 1996; Ramírez & Shultz, 2000; Marsh & Pannell, 2000; Garforth et al., 
2003; Pattanayak et al., 2003).  Shultz et al. (1997) stress the importance of farm visit frequency 
by extension agents for successful adoption. In Honduras, participatory extension methods such 
as the CIAL methodology (Braun, 2003; Humphries et al., 2005) have had a positive impact on 
innovation and adoption of new agricultural technologies.

Given the complex farmer location- and technology-specific conditions for adoption, it seems 
impossible for research and extension systems to develop appropriate “packages” that fit the 
circumstances of all farmers and farmer groups. Making adaptions for local conditions requires 
not only a wealth of information and knowledge about agronomic and agro-ecological  principles, 
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advanced communication skills and time, but also a good understanding of the local conditions 
which only farmers at each location can provide. Considerable farmer participation is therefore 
required. Indeed, in the case of conservation agriculture in more developed countries, extension 
and research have been substantially farmer-driven (Wall, 2007). 

A deeper analysis of the extension services and innovation systems in Central America is required, 
especially models of participatory development and diffusion of innovations (Gündel, 1998; Cramb 
2000).

Farmer Participation

In light of the farmer-, location- and technology-specific 
conditions for adoption, the roundtable discussions in all 
three countries emphasized the need for greater farmer 
participation in project planning and implementation. Project 
design in Central America does not generally contemplate 
the heterogeneity of hillside conditions. Projects tend to 
pre-define water and soil conservation practices to promote 
during short project life spans. Ashby et al. (1996) stress the 
vital role of farmers in promoting soil and water conservation 
practices (via farmer to farmer extension). Neill & Lee (1999) 
attributed the widespread dissemination of the maize-mucuna 
system in Northern Honduras to farmer-to-farmer extension. 
They estimated a diffusion rate of more than 60% of farmers 
by 1992, finding that diffusion was largely spontaneous 
(unassisted by extensionists or NGOs). The maize-mucuna 
system has become a widely acknowledged “success story” 
of diffusion of a conservation agriculture system.

 
Market Access as a Factor 

The eventual decline in the application of mucuna in maize production was associated with 
changing market access for maize, among other factors (Neill & Lee, 1999). Jansen et al. (2006) 
reported similar findings of decreasing adoption with higher market access for other crops in 
Honduras. Other authors’ reports differed. Posthumus (2005) concluded in a study about adoption 
of bench terraces, slow-forming terraces, infiltration ditches, and conservation practices in Peru 
that market access increased the adoption of slow-forming terraces. The ambiguity in literature 
with regard to market access reflects the location and farmer specific context of adoption.

Importance of Social Networks 

Several authors stress the importance of social network connections and group membership for 
successful adoption (Hansen et al. 1987; Ashby et al. 1996; Witter et al. 1996; Cramb 2000; 
Swinton, 2000, Posthumus 2005). In a recent review, McCarthy (2014) concluded that the 
adoption of conservation practices increased with the number of community-based organizations 
in an area and the number of external organizations focusing on integrated development stressing 
the importance of building social capital. There is a body of literature focusing on farmers’ 
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motivations, values, objectives and behavioral influences as a factor in technology adoption (e.g. 
Rehman et al., 2007; Aragão-Pereira, 2011). The literature explains how social norms, beliefs about 
a technology’s performance and importance and farmers’ intentions to change practices impact on 
the adoption of technologies. Sauer & Zilberman (2010) showed the positive impact of peer-group 
behavior on farmers’ technology adoption decisions. Further insights into behavioral change are 
key for further work on farmer adoption in Central America. 

Influence of Land Tenure on Adoption

Solis et al. (2006) indicate that land ownership also has a 
positive and significant impact on adoption. By contrast, land 
size shows a negative and significant effect on adoption, 
indicating that smaller farms have a higher probability of 
engaging in soil conservation activities than larger ones. In their 
study based on the PAES project in Salvador and the CAJON 
project in Honduras, Solis et al. (2006) found that producers 
with higher levels of investment in soil conservation also exhibit 
higher average technical efficiency. These producers also have 
the smallest farms and present the highest partial elasticity of 
production with respect to total cultivated land. These results 
suggest that in less-productive areas, access to land is denied to 
many efficient rural producers (Deininger et al., 2003). Given the 
complex issue of land tenure in Latin America and the rental land 
market that deals with the issue of contract duration (long-term 
vs. annual), these two factors should be emphasized in program 
design and implementation with linkages to financial support. 
Smallholders, however, frequently face credit constraints. New, 
creative financial products are required for rainfed agriculture 
systems dominated by smallholders  to help farmers undertake 
the initial investments for soil and water conservation and 
productivity improvements. 

The Special Case of Agroforesty Adoption

Given the diverse opportunities for the integration of trees into production systems and the 
importance of coffee and cocoa production in Central America, areas with silvo-pastoral systems 
appear to have increased (>2 M ha) in the last decade (Ibrahim, 2013). However, most of them 
are low input silvo-pastoral systems of some kind of linear arrangement such as living fences 
(adoption rate > 90% of farms with livestock) with more complex, intensive systems such as 
protein banks, alley or plantation grazing trailing far behind (very low adoption rates). Ibrahim 
et al. (2010) attribute this lack of adoption to the demanding requirements for capital and labor 
associated with the establishment of complex agroforestry systems, missing knowledge and 
technical assistance, as well as inappropriate policies and incentives for adoption.

Current et al. (1995), in their review of 21 agroforestry projects in Central America, suggest a 
number of factors affecting agroforestry adoption in Central America. Farmers are attracted to 
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new technologies based on economic returns, the profitability of a given system compared to 
alternative land uses. Farmers evaluate the resource requirements of the given system, local 
costs of labor and materials, and local prices for tree products. Adoption is also a function of risk 
management, including the extent to which a given agroforestry system stabilizes yields and 
provides multiple sources of income. Current et al. (1995) suggest that lack of formal land tenure 
decreased adoption but was not a binding constraint; rather tree harvesting laws and regulations 
created to protect forests (causing insecurity regarding permission to harvest trees in the future) 
were found to be limiting in the agroforestry projects that were reviewed.

The main barriers to adoption of agroforestry systems such as technical assistance, training, 
provision of planting materials, credit and other financial and material incentives, identified by 
Ibrahim et al. (2010), are the same ones which had been identified 15 years earlier by Current et al. 
(1995), indicating limited progress towards a more enabling policy environment for agroforestry 
adoption in Central America in the last two decades. To make matters worse, agroforestry programs 
do not tend to contemplate the necessary 5-10 year periods needed for successful adoption of 
agroforestry systems. The specific growth rates of each tree species are considerable longer than 
short government administration periods and policy horizons.

Information and conclusions from other regions in the world might not apply to Central America. 
The effects of agroforestry vary widely by location (Muschler & Bonneman, 1997), perhaps 
more than any of the other technologies discussed here. The tree species most appropriate for 
agroforestry will vary geographically, making comparing effects across agroforestry studies from 
different locations difficult. A great deal of value-added can be gained by even basic research on 
different agroforestry varieties in different agro-ecological regions (McCarthy, 2014). 

Farmers are attracted to new technologies based on economic returns, the profitability of a given 
system compared to alternative land uses.

The specific growth rates of each tree species are considerable longer than development projects 
and policy horizons

Assembling a Research Agenda on Adoption

Good data on adoption in Central America of the combined three conservation agriculture practices 
is relatively scarce. Few studies have been carried out in Latin America (for review see Knowler 
& Bradshaw, 2007), and only three in Central America (Sain & Barreto, 1996; De Herrera & Sain, 
1999; Pachico et al., 2010).

Conservation agriculture adoption cannot necessarily be generalized to other countries and 
regions because conservation agriculture has different effects depending on the climate and soil 
type in a given area (Zinn et al., 2005; Giller et al., 2009). Evidence from South America comes 
from farmers who rely on fuel-based farming systems, which have a completely different cost-
benefit structure than smallholder systems in Central America that use no fuel at all (McCarthy, 
2014). Thus, it is critical to generate data specifically on smallholder systems in Central America.
The studies that do exist give a mixed, unclear picture. McCarthy et al. (2011) and Wall (2007) 
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reviewed the empirical evidence on major constraints to the adoption of conservation agriculture 
by smallholders (not specific to Central America). The authors mention the following constraints: (1) 
the competing need in many areas to use crop residues for animal feed; (2) increased expenditures 
on herbicides and/or labor for weeding, at least during the initial years; (3) weak links to extension 
services to acquire information on conservation agriculture (a relatively knowledge-intensive 
technology); (4) limited access to direct seeding equipment; (5) limited availability of appropriate 
cover crop seeds in the market; and (6) tight networks among farmers, which may work to reinforce 
traditional tillage practices. McCarthy (2014) concluded that larger-scale farmers, especially those 
reliant on fuel-based mechanization, are more likely to adopt conservation agriculture. This also 
holds true for farmers with secure tenure and/or who own the land farmed, who have access to 
information on conservation agriculture (e.g. through extension), and who are located in areas 
prone to soil erosion and lower rainfall.

Clearly, factoring time into impact and adoption studies is 
essential. Valid adoption or non-adoption rates can only 
be established years after project interventions end, or in 
widespread policysupported programs, which, to date, do 
not exist in Central America, In the case of soil enhancement 
or conservation agriculture, it is crucial to conduct long-
term studies of the effects on crop yields and thus on water 
productivity. Many of the studies that found no significant 
effects of conservation agriculture on soil or yields were carried 
out over a period of five years or less (Roldán et al., 2003; Astier 
et al., 2006), and yet longer-term studies have found positive 
results from adoption of conservation agriculture (Erenstein et 
al., 2012; Franchini et al., 2012).
 

It is worth noting 
that longer-term studies 
have found positive 
results from adoption of 
conservation agriculture
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7.  Policy Framework – An Enabling Environment for Water & 
 Soil Management?

Whether water & soil conservation practices are adopted and how those practices are managed 
is influenced by a diversity of factors, summarized in the previous section. Most of these factors, 
such as access to markets and extension services, land tenure, education and social networks, 
farmer participation and research and innovation, are linked to national policy and regulatory 
frameworks. The question we explore here is: Are these frameworks conducive to the adoption 
of water and soil conservation practices and thus to the improvement of water productivity in 
Central America? 

This section seeks to summarize the analyses that emerged from round table discussions in 
each of the three countries. Those roundtables undertook a detailed analysis of the complex 
sets of principles, goals, rules and guidelines (policy framework) orienting agricultural planning, 
investment, and development. To a lesser degree, the roundtables discussed the strategic 
opportunities and constraints – the legal, organizational, fiscal, informational, political, and cultural 
considerations – that impact the capacity of different stakeholders to engage in development 
processes in a sustained and effective manner (enabling environment).

Broad Landscape of Policies and Legislation – but No Linkages

The three country reviews revealed a large body of scattered legislation and policies on water and 
soil conservation. These range from directives for the implementation of international treaties 
(e.g. UN Climate Change Convention) to direct national laws and policies (e.g. National Law on 
Environment and Natural Resources, National Water Law, Policy on the Management of Water 
Resources), to indirect national legislation such as the Act on Organization, Competition, and 
Procedures of the Executive and the Municipality Act in Nicaragua, and finally, to local municipal 
ordinances. Stakeholder participation is featured to some degree within these laws, regulations 
and policies but the laws and policies are not well linked, making the prospect of participation 
something of a labyrinth.  In some cases they conflict with other laws and policies, that undermine 
their relevance. 

More than a dozen pieces of water and soil legislation are currently active in the three countries. 
In the case of El Salvador, they are implemented by 27 institutions. Legislation and policies offer 
contradictory directives on natural resource conservation and agriculture and tend to disperse 
responsibilities and duplicate efforts. This can generate inter-institutional coordination problems 
and exaggerate the alleged contradictions between the agriculture and environmental sectors.

Legal Frameworks are Not Implemented, Nor Enforced

Responsibilities for water and soil conservation have been entrusted to different institutions in 
the three countries. Each institution varies in their ability to manage related tasks. For example, 
conservation work may be isolated from agriculture development because of inadequate 
coordination mechanisms, the shortage of funds, vehicles and other essential equipment, as well 
as the lack of experienced, well-trained human resources (Centro Humboldt, 2011). The lack of 
highly competent staff may be due to the shortfalls of investment in education and extension 
services and may explain, partially, the low adoption rates of water and soil conservation practices 
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in Central America. The lack of incentives designed to attract and retain trained personnel in 
the rural areas may further contribute negatively to this situation (see GWI publication on 
Extension). All institutions are hampered by contradicting legal regulations. For example, forest 
protection laws may be impeding the harvest of tree products by farmers, undermining adoption 
of agroforestry practices.

Short-term Perspectives of Investment and the Valley Focus

Naturally, since there are a variety of laws, there are also conflicts of interest, often to the 
detriment of soil and water conservation. Priority investments of limited public funds tend to be 
to facilitate export crops to earn foreign exchange. Within this short term, revenue-enhancing 
perspective, investing in sustainable water and soil conservation practices, which have  longer-
term returns, is seen as a waste of resources. With priority given to agriculture export crops such 
as bananas/plantain, pineapple, sugar cane, oil palm, and water melons, agricultural  development 
has occurred principally in the larger valleys where more favorable water and soil conditions are 
found. During the last 50 years, agriculture policies and economic research in Central America have 
focused on valleys. Investments in hillside rainfed agriculture have been neglected (Pelupessy & 
Ruben, 2000).
Overall public investment in agriculture has fallen in all countries since the 1980’s. In El Salvador, 
for example, the national budget dedicated to agriculture has decreased from 6.4% in 1984 to 
less than 1.9% in 1999. In recent years, public investment levels have remained low, despite the 
fact that agriculture contributes 12% to gross domestic product of El Salvador. In Nicaragua, most 
investments are comprised largely of foreign aid (Arauz, 2012).

Frequent Change – Political Instability

Frequent change in government and subsequent programmatic and personnel reorganization is 
highly disruptive. Soil and water conservation programs, due to their essentially longer-term 
nature, are particularly sensitive to the disruptions. The fluctuations make longer-term planning 
impossible and result in migration of experienced staff to other sectors. At the municipal level, 
implementation and enforcement of legislation remains a challenge due to the lack of qualified 
staff.

Caution for Direct Incentives and the Importance of Indirect Incentives

Policy incentives are widely used to induce behavior change in groups or individuals. To motivate 
farmers to adopt new water and soil management techniques and practices, many governments 
and development organizations introduce direct incentives such as cash payments for labor, 
grants, subsidies, loans, as well as in kind payments such as plant material, food aid (food-for-
work) and agricultural tools. Direct incentives may also be used at the beginning of soil and water 
projects to mitigate the sometimes-high investment requirements of soil conservation practices 
and to overcome the delayed economic benefits, which may take several years to be realized. 
Direct incentives are sometimes used as compensation for the off-site benefits of conservation 
enjoyed by society (Stocking & Tengberg, 1999). The entire concept of payment for ecosystem 
services is based on compensating farmers to implement practices of social interest such as 
reducing downstream siltation for healthier reservoirs, aquatic ecosystems and drinking water 
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(Huszar, 1999; Rosa et al., 2004).

Hellin & Schrader (2003) describe direct incentives to win over farmers’ participation in water 
and soil conservation projects as a powerful and tempting tool, but qualified it as a dubious 
instrument for achieving the mid- and longer-term goals of sustainable land use and efficient 
natural resource management. Direct incentives create dependency in rural communities (Bunch, 
1982) and undermine key components of human development, namely participatory decision-
making, group empowerment, and farmer experimentation (Hinchcliffe et al., 1995; Steiner, 1996; 
Schrader, 2002). Hellin & Schrader (2003) showed in their analyses of soil conservation projects 
in Honduras that farmers tend to abandon most promoted practices when the direct incentives 
end. The authors recommend that soil and  water conservation programs should, wherever 
possible, avoid the use of direct incentives.

Almekinders (2002) points out that one of the greatest incentives for improved land management 
is an enabling environment that features secure access to land, seeds, markets, professional 
extension services and education. Favorable prices for agricultural inputs and products are also 
essential. These constitute indirect incentives and may include fiscal and legislative measures 
like tax concessions (Sanders & Cahill, 1999). Development organizations tend to ignore indirect 
incentives and favor direct incentives because the former are outside of their sphere of action – 
except where they might support small farmer advocacy to win a package of indirect incentives. 
Such incentive programs are clearly essential to influence; they play a key role in orienting land 
management decisions (Hellin & Schrader, 2003). 

Almekinders (2002) points out that one of the greatest incentives for improved 
land management is an enabling environment that features secure access to land, 
seeds, markets, professional extension services and education. Such incentive 
programs are clearly essential to influence; they play a key role in orienting land 
management decisions (Hellin & Schrader, 2003).

Lack of farmer participation in the design of soil and conservation 
intiatives (SCI) is evident in project documents. Hellin and Haigh (2002) note that, 
in Honduras, farmers show greater concern for pests and drought than loss of soil. 
In this context, farmers may very well feel SCI recommendations are irrelevant, and 
they may reject official recommendations or abandon them once direct incentives 
run out (Shaxson, 1997).
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According to some studies (Bunch, 
1982), direct incentives create (external) 
dependency in rural communities. 

Different experiences in the region have 
shown that Improvements in water 
productivity in agriculture systems is 
influenced both by biophysical and socio-
political-economic conditions.

The Need for Integrated Policies – the System or Value Chain Approach

Improved water productivity in agriculture systems is influenced both by biophysical and socio-
political-economic conditions. As discussed, technical interventions are much more likely to be 
adopted when the institutional, cultural, and economic contexts of the target communities are 
taken into account, and supported by enabling policies (Peden et al., 2009). Biophysical and 
socio-political-economic interventions are not mutually exclusive, but rather interact. One domain 
affects the other. An integrated approach has a better potential to improve water productivity in 
Central America.

An example of such an approach is found in the Honduran coffee sector. Research revealed 
government policies supporting an entire value chain. The approach paid attention to resolving 
legal aspects such security and land access, promoting local organization among producers, 
investing in research and technology transfer through strong extension services, and providing 
financing for all parts of the value chain, from production to processing to marketing.

Specifically, the social organization of coffee producers (e.g. Asociación Nacional de Café - 
ANACAFE) was identified as a success factor, demonstrating the need and value of collective 
action. The national coffee institute in Honduras (Instituto Hondureño Del Café – IHCAFE) was 
recognized for its research in genetic resources (new varieties), crop management, processing 
and quality control, as well as for providing technical assistance and extension services. The 
legal distribution of land titles was understood to lay the groundwork for investments and credit 
availability. The Banco Hondureño de Café (BANHCAFE) was critical to supporting transactions 
and investments. All of these components working together constitute an enabling policy and 
institutional framework. By supporting these components, one of the most important agriculture 
sectors in Honduras has been strengthened.

Is This Enough – What is Needed in the Future?

In the future, integrated policies, sustained investments and institutions, and innovation - not 
business as usual – will be essential to ensure that agriculture can meet rising global food demand 
and respond to the changes, challenges and opportunities facing rainfed agriculture in Central 
America. Higher investments in public research and development, extension, education, and their 
links with one another, are critical to create the necessary enabling environment for creativity 
and scale.
Innovation is related to a strong research and development capacity, coordinated collective action, 
exchange of knowledge among diverse actors, and incentives and resources to form partnerships 
and businesses. Innovation systems are what is needed in Central America. No blueprint exists for 
making such agricultural innovation happen. What is clear, however, is that it if rainfed agriculture 
is to flourish in Central America, an integrated approach towards innovation is essential. 
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8.  Concluding remarks

Increasing water productivity will be the single most important strategic objective for Central 
American agriculture in the future. Rainfed agricultural systems will have to cope with increased 
output demands at the same time as  changing climate conditions will aggravate water availability 
and distribution throughout the cropping cycles. The present review revealed a considerable 
potential to increase water productivity in Central America through management practices that 
increase infiltration of rainfall for improved water retention, avoid unproductive water loss through 
evaporation, and maximize transpiration in crop canopies for improved biomass production and 
yields. Given the region’s current low agricultural productivity, small gains in yield will have 
significant impact on food security and poverty alleviation.

Unleashing the Potential of Improved Water Productivity Practices

During the field surveys for this report, a series of inter-related agronomic, vegetative, and 
structural soil and water management practices were identified as essential steps to improve 
water productivity. To reach their full potential, they are best combined and repeated over multiple 
production periods and require an integrated farm management approach. This combination of 
practices unleashes their full potential. The interactions and interdependencies of the practices 
and the ecosystems within which they are applied have to be well understood.

While each of the practices is fairly easy to implement, their timely application within location-
specific conditions requires knowledge, planning and adaptation. They depend heavily on location-
specific soil and climatic conditions and plant species, factors not always well understood by the 
agronomists providing technical assistance to farmers.

In the case of vegetative practices, although the benefits are widely known, their potential is far 
from fully developed. The erratic implementation of more complex practices such as intercropping 
reveal serious knowledge gaps on plant and variety characteristics, soil and climate conditions, 
and management capacities. Careful planning is required to make sure that crops do not compete 
with each other for physical space, nutrients, water, or sunlight.

Structural practices regulate runoff during heavy rain events and are considered as a strategic 
approach to improving water productivity in Central America. The techniques increase water 
infiltration, harvest and store water for use during dry spells, and expand production into the dry 
season. This and other structural practices help farmers reduce water-related risks posed by high 
rainfall variability. However, they require not only investments to build or implement, but demand 
constant maintenance. They are also likely to change the hydrological cycle of a landscape and 
affect upstream and downstream relationships. Again, careful planning, monitoring and measuring 
(data, information and knowledge) is essential. 



IX.

62

Understanding and Managing Agricultural Systems 

Soil and water management practices are best understood within a systems perspective. The 
present document reviewed the three system approaches (agroforestry, conservation agriculture, 
and integrated mixed crop-livestock systems) that are commonly considered as having the most 
potential to improve water productivity in rainfed agriculture, and have been heavily promoted 
over the last decade in Central America.

Corroborating insights from the application of these practices, agroforestry systems must be 
designed for the given environment (climate, soil, socio-economic farm situation, management 
capacities) in order to improve the use of water resources. If not well managed, an agroforestry 
system, as with any agricultural or forestry system, leads to multiple competitive interactions and 
may undermine efficient water use. Tree-crop systems are dynamic in their interactions over time, 
demanding management adjustments. Given the potential benefits that agroforestry systems 
have for water productivity, it is crucial to understand how these systems work in order to design 
location-specific systems and management guidelines.

Similar complexity is found in conservation agriculture. It is not a single technology, but one or 
more technologies based on one or more of the three main conservation agriculture principles. 
Conservation agriculture functions best in improving water productivity when all three features are 
combined. Although scientific research from around the world finds improved water productivity 
through conservation agriculture, all the potential and actual benefits are not entirely understood, 
nor are synergistic interactions between conservation agriculture’s various components fully 
explained. Most of the existing scientific evidence on conservation agriculture comes from large-
scale, fuel-dependent mechanized farms. Further research in the hillside environments of Central 
America for location-specific implementation of principles is required.

Mixed crop-livestock systems add another layer of complexity to farm management by integrating 
animals into the farming system. These systems represent the highest level of integration among 
agricultural systems and offer benefits such as higher economic efficiency and reduced exposure 
to market and climate risks. While they are common in the region, knowledge gaps exist and 
reference points are lacking with regard to livestock water productivity and the overall water 
productivity of these complex systems in Central America. It is evident that to obtain improved 
water productivity in mixed crop-livestock systems, enhanced management skills are needed. 
However, research, education, and extension systems in Central America - and indeed throughout 
the world - fail to provide the required information, knowledge and practical guideline, impeding 
sound decision-making about targeted interventions.

Following the style of agricultural production systems in temperate regions twhich emphasize  
industrialized and highly specialized operations, development planners and policy-makers tend to 
separate crops from livestock production. Investments in agriculture tend to focus on commodities 
and on agricultural system’s parts, rather than on mixed farming as interconnected wholes. 
However, complex, inter-connected systems, through their diversity, are likely to offer better 
solutions for future challenges. Mixed farming requires understanding interactions and combined 
functions rather than benefits of any one individual part, e.g. grain, milk, soil, biophysics, or even 
social aspects.
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After Years of Promotion, Adoption Rates Remain Low

In the present paper, adoption of new practices has been described as a function of the location- and 
production system-specific conditions, farmers’ production goals and priorities, and the required 
knowledge and management skills to handle complex practices and systems. Given the current 
situation in education, research, innovation, extension and human capital in Central America, it is 
not surprising that adoption of “knowledge- and management-intensive” practices has lagged. In 
all three countries these practices were found predominately on small demonstration plots and 
scattered across projects and geographic areas.

The heterogeneous and diverse environment of Central American hillsides holds a challenge for 
research and extension systems to match practices with location-specific conditions. Adaptations 
for local conditions requires not only a wealth of information and knowledge about agronomic and 
agro-ecological principles, advanced communication skills and time, but also a good understanding 
of the local conditions which only farmers at each location can provide. Considerable farmer 
participation is therefore required. Recurrent efforts to promote and implement one-size-fits-all 
approaches are associated with low rates of long-term adoption and behavior change.

The Need for a New Strategic Approach – Building on Diversity

The central importance of soil management to improve water productivity demands new thinking. 
Soil conservation approaches have to be revised. The exclusively prescriptive “engineering” 
regime of technical interventions, usually as structures, earthworks and methods to control runoff 
and erosion, has persistently failed (Critchley, 1991). The sustainable development approach of 
the 1990’s, brought a new strategic direction, not just for soil conservation but also for rural 
development (Hurni et al., 1996), promoting a longer-term vision that included notions such as 
self-reliance (Pretty, 1995), local knowledge (Reij et al, 1996), and land husbandry (Roose, 1996). 
These were attempts to develop a more holistic and integrative approach to dealing with soil 
management and land problems. Although there is a wealth of experience with these approaches 
to soil conservation, from the strictly technology transfer point of view, none have fully met their 
initial promise. None have been embraced properly by soil conservation’s ultimate clients, the land 
users (Stocking, 2002)

Therefore, Stocking (2002) suggests capitalizing on the huge diversity found in rainfed smallholder 
systems such as in Central America. Small farmers use small local variations in soil, microclimate 
and water conditions to produce a great variety of crops. Commonly described as traditional, 
this farming landscape is very dynamic; results of learning and experimentation are found 
everywhere. Centrally important is the internal dynamism of so many small-farming systems, 
yielding a constantly changing patchwork of complex and dynamic relationships between people, 
plants and the environment. 

Stocking argues that diversity directs us away from universalist and blue-print solutions that 
are often rejected not because they are wrong but because of the vast heterogeneity of land use 
conditions and circumstances. A good example of diversity is the 220 agroforestry associations 
documented by Guo & Padoch (1995) amongst ethnic minority communities in eight prefectures 
of Yunnan, Southwest  China. No one practice works for all these associations and indeed they are 
all stronger from learning from one another’s particular adaptations.
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The diversity of practices incorporates the vast knowledge and experience of farmers coping 
with environmental degradation. Local applications are a product of many influences that have 
been tried, tested and adapted. There are many types of interventions, at different scales, both 
spatially and temporally, that are appropriate for different circumstances and problems. This 
variety of interventions must be understood and appreciated by the farmer, the household, local 
communities, district councils, and national and international policy makers.

A diversity of practices has great potential for making land use systems more resilient, and hence 
increasing sustainability. Diversity provides a broad body of land use solutions to cope with 
external forces such as climate change, population increase, and economic recession. Since these 
threats are likewise diverse, land users need many available solutions, obtained by diversifying, 
not by specializing. 

Brookfield (2001) uses the term “agro-diversity” to describe all forms and aspects of diversity 
found in small-scale agriculture systems in the tropics. Agro-diversity has been defined as the 
many ways in which farmers use the natural diversity of the environment for production, including 
their choice of crops and land, water and biota management systems.

Agrodiversity runs opposite to the idea that there are technologies that, if promoted properly, will 
solve the major global environmental and developmental problems: food security, climate change, 
loss of biodiversity, and land degradation. Agrodiversity is not easily dissected, explained and 
understood. The interconnections and relationships are complicated and its ever-changing nature 
is not amenable to tidy textbook examples to be promoted and implemented. Agrodiversity asks 
us to believe that there are many solutions and varieties of options. It means that the most 
appropriate approach to soil conservation may vary not only from place to place, but household 
to fhoushold and individual to individual (Stocking, 2002).

Furthering the Discussion 

The findings of this report support Stocking’s thesis. However, is there sufficient knowledge 
about agro-diversity in Central America? The research for this document revealed a lack of data 
and information on soil, water, production and economic parameters, as well as on adoption, 
effectiveness, and efficiencies of water productivity enhancing practices. As a consequence, 
not all proposed questions in this document could be answered sufficiently. It is challenging to 
understand the diverse interactions between plots and the landscape, watershed and regional 
scales. The complexity of agro-diversity demands sophisticated and nuanced management skills. 
Underinvestment in basic and secondary education and technical formation has hampered 
learning.
Being able to answer all the questions posed in this report will be decisive to realize the great 
potential in Central America to improve water productivity and enable rainfed agriculture to 
thrive. A thorough discussion is needed among farmers, governments, the research and 
development community, donor agencies and the private sector about how to achieve this goal 
in a holistic, knowledge-intensive fashion that addresses the diverse conditions in the hillsides 
of Central America. Extensive documentation, applied research and support for experimentation 
and learning are initial steps; many others are still to be defined. 
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In the case of vegetative 
practices, although the 
benefits are widely known, 
their potential is far from 
fully developed. Careful 
planning is required to 
make sure that crops 
do not compete with 
each other for physical 
space, nutrients, water, or 
sunlight.

Ensuring there is extensive 
documentation, applied 
research and support 
for experimentation and 
learning are initial steps; 
many others are still to be 
defined.

The implementation of 
diverse practices has 
greater potential to 
increase resilience and 
sustainability. 
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