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The Ministry of Agriculture and Food is currently preparing the White Paper on Public
Irrigation, an instrument that intends to guide the strategy for the 2030 Regadio program.
Almargem submitted suggestions and contributions on this Paper. Here, in one more
edition of our Newsletter: Special Edition - Water we share with you our view on the
problems related to irrigation.
Are the measures proposed in the document the most appropriate, taking into account the
current scenario of climate change, in which drought is an increasingly accentuated reality?
Will the construction of a new dam and desalination plant actually solve all the problems
related to water scarcity?
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Use the summer holidays to learn something new, with the help of the Digital Guide -
Water Saving Tips and Environmental Policy Decoder.

In addition to useful and practical water saving tips that you can easily
apply in your home, find out more about:

Download your digital guide here. (available only in Portuguese) 



Do you know how to interpret the water bill?

What each field on the water bill means;
Know which entities to contact in case of water leakage;
Find out about all the laws and planning instruments that regulate
the sustainable use and management of water.

https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
http://almargem.org/site/aultimagota/guiadigital.pdf
http://almargem.org/site/aultimagota/guiadigital.pdf
http://almargem.org/site/aultimagota/guiadigital.pdf
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Until June 30, 2023, the Ministry of Agriculture and Food (MAF) collected contributions from
various entities for the preparation of the White Paper on Public Irrigation. According to
the MAF, the purpose of this Paper “aims to create all the conditions for the participatory
construction of a 2030 Irrigation Strategy, which involves all agents in the territory”. Almargem
presented its contributions, and now presents its vision in this Newsletter.

In the current context, what would need to be created was a Red Book of Agriculture. A Red
Book that would allow us to intervene in areas in need of aquifer recharge, prohibiting
plantations of permanent irrigated crops until the situation improves, recovering threatened
and contaminated aquifers, halting the loss of soil and biodiversity, the loss of
agricultural landscapes and local varieties, which occur due to widespread bad practices
(agricultural, forestry, tourist and urban). It would be necessary to implement guidelines and
recommendations on how to do sustainable agriculture.

The challenge in the face of climate change is not to come up with a strategy to have more or
maintain irrigation, as announced in the public consultation of the White Paper on Public
Irrigation. It is, in the face of adverse conditions, knowing how to manage what nature gives
us in a balanced, efficient way and not spending the resources that still exist until
exhaustion, leaving a mortgaged future in the hands of the next generations. It is important, in
the words of the Minister of Environment and Climate Action (MECA), “to adapt the economic
model to the reality of the territory” and not the other way around.

The White Paper is based on the final version (October 2022) of the study “Survey of the
Development Potential of Public Initiative Irrigation over the horizon of a decade”,
prepared and coordinated by the Alqueva Development and Infrastructure Company (EDIA),
on behalf of of the MAF and integrating the participation of the responsible entities of this
Ministry, as well as Municipalities, Associations of Beneficiaries, National Federation of
Irrigators and just a few associations of farmers.

White Paper on Public Irrigation
  vs

  Red Book of Agriculture
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This document refers to the climate evolution in Portugal which, according to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the European Union, there are
“progressively more unfavorable conditions for agricultural and forestry activity, resulting
from the reduction of precipitation and increased temperature, the worsening frequency and
intensity of extreme weather effects and the increased susceptibility to desertification.”.

Given that “the expected effects are more pronounced in the interior and in the South and have
water availability as a critical factor…”, the main challenge facing agriculture is the lack of water
and desertification, so that the sector’s adaptation strategies must go through “retention of
water from agricultural soils, promoting its infiltration, adopting plant species more suited to
the new climatic conditions, increasing the efficiency of irrigation water application and
ensuring the security of water availability (namely through the creation of new water storages
for irrigation)". It is the document itself that mentions this, and that we value for the most part.

But at a certain point, in the document, the very characteristic of the Mediterranean climate is
challenged, stating that “since there is no irrigation, rainfed crops are progressively more
extensive, their profitability being supported, almost exclusively, by direct community aid, and
translating into a continuous depopulation of the interior associated with a continuous vicious
cycle of impoverishment, aggravating regional asymmetries, and having impacts at various
levels, namely in the increase of fire risks. These negative impacts are aggravated by the occurrence
of the drought phenomenon, whose frequency and amplitude have increased in recent years.”

We dispute this argument, because the Mediterranean climate is a non-transient physical
condition, at least in the short and medium term. The typical drought in these climates may
be transient or become more severe; what is currently happening is that it happens in
periods, more or less long, of reduced precipitation, with negative repercussions on
ecosystems and socio-economic activities. And taking into account the evolution of
precipitation in the last 10 years, it will get worse and become usual. It's known that we have to
develop an agriculture adapted to the climate we have, taking into account these
extreme occurrences. It is unwise to increase the irrigated area when underground and
surface reserves are not at their maximum and when the forecast is that there will be no
recharge.

On the other hand, unfortunately depopulation and rural fires require greater reflection
and coverage that cannot be justified only by the state of agriculture. This statement reveals a
short and shallow view, which lacks data and a more holistic interpretation. We present
some reasoned explanations, with the note that these are incipient documents.
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As mentioned in the study:

“its greater intensity and greater frequency of occurrence directly proportional to the extent of the
effects.” Thus, it is considered “one of the extreme weather phenomena resulting from the
consequences of climate change expected in Portugal”. As a result, we will witness a “greater
concentration of accumulated precipitation over shorter periods of time, with a tendency
towards a slight reduction in annual volumes” and “more pronounced thermal peaks, namely in
relation to maximum temperatures (during the dry season), with a tendency towards a slight
increase in their mean values”.

“Synthetically, this new reality will tend to cause an increase in the water deficit in most of the
national territory.”

and

“The greater frequency and intensity of drought situations, which has been seen in recent
decades in Portugal, increases the risk and vulnerability of agriculture to this phenomenon.”

The condition of the Mediterranean climate is structural, this reality cannot be changed
just to be able to justify the implementation of an irrigation strategy. And an increase
in the water deficit is inevitable.

Rainfed crops would also benefit if they were given generous amounts of water as with other
crops, however the difference is that they continue to be productive even without
irrigation.

Does the same happen with irrigated crops? The answer is no, especially in orange and
avocado trees, in other fruit trees, in raspberries and strawberries. At the first difficulty in the
availability of water, they suffer and cease to be productive. A fig tree, an almond tree, a carob
tree and an olive tree continue to produce and resist the hot summers, even without water.

The question of the profitability of these irrigated crops has to do with another, more
circumstantial aspect, which is linked to political decisions over the several decades of
evolution of rainfed crops. In this long period there has been a disinvestment in industry,
research and marketing.

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

A G O S T O  D E  2 0 2 3  |  N Ú M E R O  4 1Edição Especial - Água

https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem
https://www.facebook.com/associacaoalmargem


Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

Edição Especial - Água J A N E I R O  D E  2 0 2 2  |  N Ú M E R O  2 4

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org       facebook.com/associacaoalmargem

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

N O V E M B R O  D E  2 0 2 2  |  N Ú M E R O  3 3Edição Especial - Água

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

Edição Especial - Água J A N E I R O  D E  2 0 2 2  |  N Ú M E R O  2 4

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org       facebook.com/associacaoalmargem

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

D E Z E M B R O  D E  2 0 2 2  |  N Ú M E R O  3 4Edição Especial - Água

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org       facebook.com/associacaoalmargem

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

M A R Ç O  D E  2 0 2 3  |  N Ú M E R O  3 6Edição Especial - Água

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org       facebook.com/associacaoalmargem

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

A B R I L  D E  2 0 2 3  |  N Ú M E R O  3 7Edição Especial - Água

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Lote A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  
Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 

almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org 

Praceta Julião Quintinha, Bloco A, r/c esq. – 8100-545 Loulé – Portugal  

Tel.: 289412959       Tlm.: 925481986 
almargem@mail.telepac.pt   www.almargem.org       facebook.com/associacaoalmargem

Boletim Informativo da Almargem

A G O S T O  D E  2 0 2 3  |  N Ú M E R O  4 1Edição Especial - Água

If it weren't for the  support for investment and maintenance (plantations,
infrastructure, irrigation system), irrigated crops wouldn't have so much area and
wouldn't be so profitable. In the current Strategic Plan under the Common Agricultural
Policy (PEPAC), irrigated land receives more support per hectare than rainfed, for example
in modalities such as Biological Agriculture and PRODI (Integrated Production), which is still
nonsense when we should be rewarding those who best manage and conserve water.

What is certain is that if the water is cut off, it will be rainfed crops that will resist this
drought, which is getting longer and more intense.

Depopulation is due to the neglect to which the interior was relegated for decades, with
asymmetric planning and development policies, with greater support in the tourism
sector. Inland, while the richness of the traditional rainfed orchards and cork oak forests
existed, families were maintained, the local economy was created and contributed to the social
and cultural dynamics. With depopulation, more rural areas were abandoned and the lack of
surveillance led to many fires having high proportions, increasingly accentuating the problems
in the interior.

It turns out that the same climate changes that affect the interior also affect the coast. And
they are transversal to all economic sectors: agriculture, forestry, tourism, commerce, industry
and transport..

We believe that the strategy for adapting and mitigating agriculture in the Algarve is to “reduce
water needs” and “reduce the irrigated area” as water availability is increasingly scarce.

In the presentation session of the White Paper on Public Irrigation, which took place in
Faro, a set of information was presented, of which we highlight the following:
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It does not cease to be reductive and biased when, in fact, what happens in government
efforts is just to promote the construction of the desalination plant and the dam. It is a clear
support for infrastructures, for large investments, centered on public works only.

As can be seen in the speech of the referred document “It is concluded that, if the proposed
interventions were not carried out, the impact on agriculture will be serious, translating
into evident losses in terms of productivity of the main production factors, and that later have an
impact on the financial viability of agricultural holdings, resulting in a socio-economic decline in the
various territories.”

In this document, the need to carry out the proposed interventions is defended so that
agriculture does not suffer significant losses, but it fails in several aspects, namely these
that we highlight:

 1. The proposals in terms of “retention of water from agricultural soils, promoting its
infiltration, adopting plant species more suited to the new climatic conditions, …” as well as
“ensuring the security of water availability (namely through the creation of new storages  of
water for irrigation) are null and void.” at the level of agricultural and forestry holdings.

 2. Is water from dams really just to save agriculture?

A reading of the annual reports of the irrigation associations of the Algarve, the
Association of Irrigants of the Barlavento Algarvio (ARBA) and the Association of Beneficiaries
of the Sotavento Algarvio Irrigation Plan (ABPRSA) lifts the veil and clarifies some of these
doubts or perhaps raises more doubts yet.

At ARBA, since 2015, there has been a reduction in water storage, because it rained less
and consumption remained the same. In 2021, at the beginning of the irrigation campaign,
around 12hm3 were stored and at the end of the campaign there were less than 5hm3.

The volume is distributed to agriculture (1,126,861m3), golf (1,145,450m3), gardens
(64,349m3) and public supply (2,139,264m3). In 2020 and 2021, agriculture consumed
much less water than golf. 4 golf courses benefit from this water: Penina, Palmares,
Carvoeiro Golfe and SGRHR-Imorreguengo.
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With regard to these images, the observation made is curious, “Relative to 2020, there was an
increase in the agricultural and golf sector, given that it was a long irrigation campaign and an
extremely hot and dry summer". The question that must be asked is: Will this scenario not be
the new normal?

On average, golf and garden consumption was higher than agriculture. Even without
taking into account consumption at the “urban” level, which includes tourism.

The same goes for the Sotavento zone. ABPRSA reveals that it also supplies water to golf
courses, supplies water to precarious agricultural workers and has other non-agricultural uses.
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When farmers blame tourism for consuming more water and their sector being more
important than tourism, are they aware of these volumes of water consumed? Will they know
that their associations are interested in keeping these customers?

ARBA mentions that these customers (golf courses) are extremely important for the economic
and financial sustainability of the irrigation association. When it comes to defending golf
courses, official entities and businessmen announce that they use less water than irrigated
orchards. When accounting for consumption on golf courses, are all sources of access to
water accounted for, or only those extracted from their holes?

When deciding to build a dam, how will we know which part will not be used to water more golf
courses?

To promote Regadio 2030, this information must be known. Because it is not just about
agricultural irrigation, but other economic sectors such as tourism, which enters this
calculation with consumption at the level of golf courses and urban consumption. Hotels,
gardens, catering and other infrastructure benefit from public supply.

It is regrettable to convey this idea that agriculture needs more irrigation, hence the
creation of this White Pa In fact, we are hiding the fact that tourism is the main sector
that is a priority to maintain, ensuring water availability.

3. Why is the desalination plant included in this 2030 irrigation plan?

Will the cost of water treatment and supply pipes be compatible with what agriculture can
afford? The location of the desalination plant will benefit which agricultural holdings?
Everything indicates, due to the nature of the desalination plant, that it will be on the coast.
What farms will be on the coast? Wouldn't be the tourism sector, especially golf courses,
benefiting from this investment?

All the discourse in this document, around agriculture, which is the basis of the White Paper of
Public Irrigation, is a diversionary maneuver that only those less attentive and unconcerned
about the future accept without question.

With the information available and the experience gained, it was expected that our leaders
would have a strategic vision, especially on the part of MAF and MECA, on which the
responsibility of managing natural resources in the best way weighs.
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The priority must be to improve the management of this scarce resource, and to place
limits on its use. It costs businessmen and investors now, but it will cost everyone more, from
citizens to economic sectors, if we don't make cuts, assertive choices and savings.

Thus, the slogan with which the White Paper appears seems like propaganda “Aware
that the challenge of climate change and the sustainability in the use of resources require more
cooperation from us, we intend to create all the conditions for the participatory construction of a
Strategy for Irrigation 2030, which involves all agents in the territory. It is from this will that the
White Paper on Public Irrigation was born.”

Since water belongs to everyone and public money concerns everyone, this consultation
should be extended to all sectors of society with clear information and no secrecy.

In times of crisis, cut fats, excesses. In times of drought, irrigation should be the first
thing to cut. You live with what you have, not with what you don't have.

And this is what the White Paper on Agriculture promotes, which we don't have. Or rather, we
are selling the idea that a dam will retain water, but the forecasts are for a decrease in
precipitation. In the last 8 decades, the average precipitation in the south of Portugal has
almost halved. In Mértola, in the 1940s, the average annual rainfall was 755.4 millimeters and
in 2020 it decreased to 474.2 millimeters (REA/ADPM 2022). In addition to this reduction in
precipitation rates, we are witnessing a growing and uncontrolled increase in the
demand for water, especially from agriculture and tourism.

The question that needs to be asked is "What water will this new dam retain if it rains
less and less?" According to the head of EDIA “it is not possible to obtain more water than what
nature provides”.

It is necessary not to forget that the country has faced scenarios of extreme drought in recent
years, so we cannot repeat the same mistakes in terms of managing this resource. It is
necessary to reduce what is not needed, improve what is wrong and manage what is
still available in the most efficient way.

This is a technical level reading. But at an economic, social and environmental level, we
question the following:

How many dams were the “el dorado” of the farmer and the national economy? Alqueva is the
most recent reality. An additional 50,000 hectares of irrigation were planned by 2025, however
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the irrigation quota has already been exhausted. Although the justification for reducing the
next irrigation phase is the increase in installation costs, it is known that Alqueva has
exhausted its irrigation capacity and there are still 35 thousand hectares to be planted. And it
is this company, EDIA, which has contributed to the creation of the White Paper on Public
Irrigation.

It is necessary and urgent to have a strategy for the maintenance and management of
underground reserves, which is not included in this White Paper on Public Irrigation.

Almargem participated in the meeting to present this PAand left with the idea that everything
is upside down. It should be noted that only representatives of intensive irrigated agriculture
was present. No representative of other productive modes, such as family, biological,
regenerative or rainfed agriculture was present.

If agriculture needs to apply mitigation and adaptation measures at this time of extreme
drought and water scarcity, irrigation needs to be contained. Rainfed crops and other
methods that promote water retention should be promoted. PEPAC itself promotes
biodiversity and grass cover, but it gives more support to those who irrigate and keep the soil
clean, which is completely wrong.

There is a lack of measures that promote new agricultural crops, in addition to the
traditional rainfed orchards, adapted to these changes, the “creation” of soil, the reduction
of erosion (such as terraces, ditches) the maintenance of the vegetation cover, which
instead of cleaning and leaving bare the surface layer that should protect the high
temperatures exposes the soil which leads to the evaporation of water that should have been
retained. There is a lack of simplified measures for agroforestry conservation. The idea
that a soil without vegetation is synonymous with agriculture is still wrong and clings to the
culture of the farmer and agricultural support.

Instead of concentrating support on large investments, good agricultural practices should
be encouraged and other forms of water retention should also be promoted, such as
ponds and “key lines”.
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