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Federal rivers 
matter



What are federal rivers?

Adapted from Garrick et al 2013
“Major” river basin within or shared by a country with a federal political system



Objectives

Establish a policy-oriented research agenda and partnership of 
researchers, practitioners and PhD students to develop, compare and 
learn from case studies of drought adaptation in federations of North 
America and internationally. 


Advance our understanding of the factors and institutions 
influencing cooperation, conflict resolution  and  capacity  to  adapt  
to  droughts and extreme  climate  events  in  federal  rivers. 



- James Wescoat, 2009

“The 21st century will almost 
certainly be an era of increased 
global circulation of water issues, 
inquiry, expertise, and action…In 
light of the critical water problems 
faced in every region of the world, 
the next twenty years will require a 
major shift from largely implicit 
comparisons to rigorous 
comparative analyses 
” MDBA 2015



Global and river basin perspectives
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Federalism 
defined
1.   Geopolitical division 
2.   Independence 
3.   Direct governance



Drought
A socially constructed crisis 
A stress test for intergovernmental arrangements

Van Loon and Van Lanen 2013



Adaptation:  Institutions, 
Infrastructure and Information
1 Constitutional provisions 

2 Interstate water agreements (joint infrastructure, apportionment)
3 Infrastructure planning, financing and operations
4 River basin organizations (authorities, commissions)
5 Variability management provisions (droughts, floods)

6 Role of law

7 Conflict resolution mechanisms (courts, settlements, ADMs)
8 Fiscal arrangements
9 Data sharing, joint monitoring and river system modelling
Emphasis on inter-governmental and multi-level governance attributes of 
adaptation options and adaptive governance 
” 



Federal rivers network

Frameworks for sharing lessons 
Data architecture to store and analyze physical, institutional and socioeconomic data 
Network of researchers and practitioners 

archival data, field 
surveys, etc



Building the network

17 senior researchers.  10 practitioners.  8 PhD Students. 
40 rivers
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Same water… different laws

India — TRAIN Srinivas 
Brazil -  

Water politics spilling over…



Politics matter … a lot
Water politics spilling over 
to national politics



“I see political problem behind these things.... 
the politicians want to play with the nerve of the 
people to get more and more votes… 
otherwise, it is very easy to solve this problem.”  

Source:(www.dnaindia.com

- Ms Uma Bharati, Senior BJP Leader and, current Union Minister 
for Water  Resources, 29 July 2012 (then in opposition). 



“What turned this into a real 
problem was the political dispute. 
It would have been enough to say 
that reservoirs are empty and there 
is lack of water [for all users] We 
have to use water wisely” 

(Ing. Jerson Kelman. Former Director ofBrazil’s National Water Agency, 
former Director of the National Energy Agency.Current President of 

Sabesp S.A, 9 Nov 2014) 



Courts … a necessary evil?

• Act as an incentive for reaching 
agreements 

• Win-lose situation that fuels the dispute







Follow the money







Feds and states…each 
plays a role



Agenda

Proceedings - co-edited by PhD student team, to feature summary, 
main messages and crosscutting themes


Policy brief / issues paper - aimed at practitioners (Forum of 
Federations) 

Special Issue - provisionally Water International 

Working groups (ad hoc) - proposals, principles, indicators, etc.



Partnership, networks and next steps

Frameworks for sharing lessons 
Data architecture to store and analyze physical, institutional and socioeconomic data 
Identify factors and institutions that enhance cooperation, conflict resolution and adaptive 
capacity; opportunities to learn from other levels and from other sectors.

archival data, field 
surveys, etc
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