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1 INTRODUCTION

In many arid and semi-arid countries water is becoming an increasingly scarce
resource and planners are forced to consider any sources of water which might be
used economically and effectively to promote further development. At the same time,
with population expanding at a high rate, the need for increased food production is
apparent. The potential for irrigation to raise both agricultural productivity and the
living standards of the rural poor has long been recognized. Irrigated agriculture
occupies approximately 17 percent of the world's total arable land but the production
from this land comprises about 34 percent of the world total. This potential is even
more pronounced in arid areas, such as the Near East Region, where only 30 percent
of the cultivated area is irrigated but it produces about 75 percent of the total
agricultural production. In this same region, more than 50 percent of the food
requirements are imported and the rate of increase in demand for food exceeds the
rate of increase in agricultural production.

Whenever good quality water is scarce, water of marginal quality will have to
be considered for use in agriculture. Although there is no universal definition of
'marginal quality' water, for all practical purposes it can be defined as water that
possesses certain characteristics which have the potential to cause problems when it is
used for an intended purpose. For example, brackish water is marginal quality water
for agricultural use because of its high dissolved salt content, and municipal
wastewater is marginal quality water because of the associated health hazards. From
the viewpoint of irrigation, use of ‘marginal’ quality water requires more complex
management practices and more stringent monitoring procedures than when good
quality water is used. This publication deals with agricultural use of municipal
wastewater, which is primarily domestic sewage but possibly contains a proportion of
industrial effluents discharged to public sewers.

Expansion of urban populations and increased coverage of domestic water
supply and sewerage give rise to greater quantities of municipal wastewater. With the
current emphasis on environmental health and water pollution issues, there is an
increasing awareness of the need to dispose of these wastewaters safely and
beneficially. Use of wastewater in agriculture could be an important consideration
when its disposal is being planned in arid and semi-arid regions. However it should be
realized that the quantity of wastewater available in most countries will account for
only a small fraction of the total irrigation water requirements. Nevertheless,
wastewater use will result in the conservation of higher quality water and its use for
purposes other than irrigation. As the marginal cost of alternative supplies of good
quality water will usually be higher in water-short areas, it makes good sense to
incorporate agricultural reuse into water resources and land use planning.



