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The ability to “add water” to land opens up the prospect of a future where land uses 
are adaptable and farm businesses are resilient to change and able to maximise the       
environmental and financial opportunities that arise. 
 
To achieve this future there is a need to be able to have a vision of the options 
and opportunities, understand the enormity of the business and community             
transformation and develop innovative responses to the very real hurdles. 

A vision of options and opportunities 
 
When considering the options and opportunities to access and utilise water for irrigated 
land use, a lot of effort goes into developing a vision of what life will be like with the       
transformation that will occur under irrigated land use and comparing this with life at 
present. In many cases, the comparison will be favourable towards irrigated land use; 
in some cases it will not. It is just as, if not more, important to have an informed vision 
of what life without irrigation will be like in the future. Nothing is static and life in dryland 
farming will not stand still. 
 
There are some very real threats to the future of dryland farming including; 

• Increased exposure to a warming climate and greater extremes of drought, 
testing the resilience of farming systems and businesses. 

• Exclusion from preferred supplier status of premium product markets due to 
inability to meet specifications and unreliability of supply. 

• Increased sanctions (market and legislative) as a result of perceived 
environmental impacts. 

• Reliance on international commodity protein markets. 
 
Development of irrigation capability opens up the opportunity for businesses to; 

• Intensify their current land use system.  This intensification could be across 
the whole farm or could be partial on one area, therefore reducing the intensity 
of operation on another part of the farm. 

• Diversify into alternative land use options. 
• Divest and harvest the capital land value uplift created by the ability to         

irrigate.  
This can be done before or after the development of irrigation capability, as access to 
water alone increases land value above dryland. 
 
Whatever the choice, or mix of choices made, there is no doubt that irrigation creates 
more prosperous and resilient businesses that are better positioned to take the         
opportunities of the future. 

“Just Add Water” 
 Future proofing rural  communities 



Business and community transformation 

“Water can transmute a society as definitely and profoundly as it transforms the 
landscape.” (Morton 1978) 
 
There is strong evidence from recent research that; 

• Irrigation brings significant and sudden ownership and land use change. 
• Social and community change is massive. 
• All social quality measures show improvement. 
• The impact on the size and form of the business community and economy is                

transformational. 
 
Social implications 

Demographic change (age structure younger). 
Community facilities stronger (schools etc). 
Shift from “old” to “new” families changes social order. 
Differences in ways of life, work patterns etc. 
“Old” families provide stability. 
Farm workers, contractors and local businesses must change their skill base. 

 
Economic indicators 

Gross Output increases. 
Employment rises 
Value added increases. 

 

Innovative responses to hurdles 
Readily available and easily accessible water is scarce in New Zealand. In other words all the 
“cheap”, individually accessible water has gone. In many cases there is little available water 
left. Development of the available water resource now requires communal solutions requiring 
significant infrastructure development both to access (perhaps store) and distribute the         
resource.  
 
This in itself creates hurdles in terms of; 

• Achieving commitment to a community solution. 
• Consentability for both take and use of the water. 
• Capital raising. 

These hurdles require community leaders and promoters to be innovative in their approach to; 
• Communicating with all potential beneficiaries of a scheme. 
• Consulting with all stakeholders with an interest in the water resource. 
• Maximising the range of productive and non productive benefits of resource 

enhancement possible (environmental, recreational and cultural). 
• Accessing capital and consenting expertise (infrastructure development 

partnerships). 
• Provision of information and support to land owners and other beneficiaries to assist 

their decision making. 
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