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Significance of Irrigation as a Regional Resource and Change in Irrigation Systems in

France’s Mountainous Regions: With a Focus on Hautes-Alpes in the 19® Century

ITAMI Kazuhiro

In the 19" century, France underwent several important modernization trends such as the devel-
opment of a parliamentary democracy, transition to a capitalist economy, and centralization. The influ-
ence of these trends was conspicuous even in Hautes-Alpes, located in the Alps of southern France,
the target province of this research. Hautes-Alpes exhibited an active regional response to the mar-
ket economy and, under its central government, improved its systems, including expanding facilities
and revising the system governing the utilization of irrigation as an important regional resource.

Interrelated with this facilities expansion, the central government was pressed to revise the asso-
ciation system. This happened not under the initiative of the bureaucracy but thanks to a driving
force coming from the bottom - that is, from related provinces, including Hautes-Alpes.

The use of small-scale irrigation had been widespread in Hautes-Alpes since medieval times. The
system was based on gravity-fed irrigation, taking advantage of mountainous slopes to collect water
from mountain streams and small rivers. These small-scale irrigation systems served only a handful
of communities and villages. According to statistics from 1901, the systems irrigated an average area
of only about 31 hectares.

In the late 19" century, however, large-scale irrigation covering an area of several thousand hect-
ares was planned, and efforts were made to realize this plan against a background of responding to a
market economy that was spreading because of urbanization, improvements to transportation infra-
structure, the influence of international competition, and growing trends for each production area to
specialize in producing suitable products.

However, the system governing the land improvement association restricted the efforts to expand
the scale of irrigation facilities. The irrigation association, unable to force landowners who were
against the expansion to participate, had difficulties securing sufficient members to bear the cost of
constructing large facilities.

Casimir de Ventavon, deputy of Hautes-Alpes, was assigned to manage the irrigation association
and strongly felt that, in the course of performing his duties, it was necessary to revise the system.
Jointly with his colleagues, he thus submitted a draft for a system revision and, as chairman of the
examination committee, made strenuous efforts to put it into effect. He worked with the central gov-
ernment to revise the association system to allow for further utilization of irrigation water as a re-
gional resource by revising related laws at the national level. Such regional activism is key in this
context, given France’s tendency toward strong centralization.

The development of France’s capitalist economy in the 19® century, coupled with the traditional
activism of Hautes-Alpes, intensified the will to respond to the market and made Hautes-Alpes ac-
tively revise the law governing the further utilization of irrigation water as a regional resource. How-
ever, the motivation to participate in the market cannot be overlooked. Forcing landowners who
opposed the revision to participate in the plan meant asking them to bear the cost; as a result, a
trend developed of more closely incorporating traditional subsistence farmers into the market, thus
allowing farmers to earn more cash income.

This paper shows that revising the irrigation association system proved that a regional initiative in
response to the market economy could motivate the central government and create an additional
driving force that invigorated the market economy.

Key words: 19% century, France, Hautes-Alpes, irrigation, regional resource
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