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Research, part of a Special Feature on Global Water Governance: Challenges and Future Scope
Policymakers Reflections on Water Gover nance | ssues
Joyeeta Gupta, Aziza Akhmouch, Wiliam Cosgrove, Zachary Hurwitz, Josefina Maestu and Olcay Unver

ABSTRACT. The two cultures theory argues that policy makers and scientists have different cultures and difficulty in
communicating with each other. Others argue that there is increasing co-production of knowledge. This essay aims to assess
the concerns of policy makers based on our policy work, policy-related research work, and our day-to-day experiencesin terms
of three questions: What are the perceived major issues for water governance? What are the major challenges in the structure
of the existing global water governance approach? What is the vision for improving global water governance? This essay
combines views from governmental, hybrid, inter- and non-governmental policy makers. It argues that water covers so many
issues, aspects, and sectors that a key challenge is whether water should be governed as a sector or as a cross-cutting issue. It
looks at how this challenge plays out within the United Nations system and leads to specific goa setting, while missing an
overall visionary approach and a legally binding system of governance; within the hybrid arena, where it leads to inclusive
discussion but not necessarily triggering consensus decisions; within nation states, where it has led to a loss of focus and a
multitude of gaps and overlaps; and within transnational cooperative projects, where it has led to multiple interpretations of
what isgood practice. It then identifies a series of research questions.

Key Words: coordination mechanism; drivers; global governance; global water governance; outside water box; world water

scenarios

INTRODUCTION

Academics often take an abstract approach to analyzing
governance. They have their own academic logic, theories,
and methodological routes and are often disconnected from
the rea-life problems faced by policy makers from
government, hybrid bodies, and inter- and non-governmental
organizations (IGOs and NGOs, respectively). Both are
evaluated differently by their peers. The gaps and the links
have been studied in theories such as the two cultures theory,
science—policy interface, and boundary work studies.

This paper does not take atheoretical perspective, but focuses
on how different policy makers view the global water
governance challenge. It addresses three questions: What are
the perceived major issues for water governance? What are
the major challenges in the structure of the existing global
water governance approach?and What arethe possiblevisions
for improving global water governance? It is based on
integrating the perspectives of the experienced policy makers
on the above three questions.

This essay first presents a brief history of global water
governance. It thenreflectson the nature of thewater problem,
the nature of United Nations (UN) governance and hybrid
water governance, and the way states are organizing their
water governance. It then turnsto project specific experiences
of transnational cooperation. Each of these reflections has led
to the identification of specific research questions.

THE EVOLUTION OF GLOBAL WATER
GOVERNANCE

Global water governance can be divided into five fragmented
arenas(water law, water policy, hybrid (public—private) policy

making, the framing of water as an economic good, and the
human rights arena). First, the water law arena includes
hundreds of transboundary river agreements that have been
negotiated over thelast 500 yearsand the codification of water
law by thelnternational Law AssociationintheHelsinki Rules
of 1966 and the Berlin Rules of 2004, and the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigable Uses of
International Watercourses of 1997, whichisnot yet in force.
It includes regional agreements, such as the UN Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE) 1992 Convention for the
Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and
International Lakes, its1999 Protocol, and the European Water
Framework Directive of 2000 (Dellapenna and Gupta 2008,
2009).

Second, the water policy arena is characterized by changing
paradigms, from the hydraulic paradigm through the
integrated water resource management (IWRM) paradigm to
the notion that there are no easy panaceas. Aswater is not the
exclusive mandate of any UN agency, there have been aseries
of UN-sponsored conferences, from the UN Conference on
the Human Environment of 1972, the Mar del Plata
Conference of 1977, the Water and Sanitation Decade of the
1980s, the UN Conference on Environment and Devel opment
of 1992, the Dublin Conference on Water of 1992, and the
inclusion of water targets in the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) of 2000. The diffuse nature of water
governance in the UN, and the ad hoc commissions, such as
the World Commission on Dams, led to the establishment of
UN-Water in 2003 as a coordinating mechanism to promote
coherence in the water field. Water policy has been also part
of the development cooperation sector—the development
banks and the various aid agencies—which has fed back into


http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-05086-180135
http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-05086-180135
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/viewissue.php?sf=65
mailto:j.gupta@uva.nl
mailto:j.gupta@uva.nl

policy processes, such asthose on the MDGs and those of the
UN Commission for Sustainable Devel opment. For example,
the International Waters Programme of the Globa
Environment Facility has been focusing on developing
country needs and providing resources to them.

Third, thereisahybrid policy arena(where state and non-state
actors collaborate) with the establishment of the World Water
Council and the Global Water Partnership (GWP). Theannual
World Water Week and theWorld Water Forums, which occur
onceevery 3years, provideaforumfor experts, policy makers,
and stakeholders to coalesce and discuss water issues. This
leads to global learning and discursive processes (Pahl Wostl
et al. 2008).

Fourth, the move toward defining water as an economic good
has implied that global trade and investment regimes—the
GATT and World Trade Organization (WTO), the
International Convention on the Settlement of Investment
Disputes, and the 3000 or so hilateral investment treaties—
also govern water. With the failure of some public—private
water contracts, regulatory impacts are being generated
through confidential arbitration proceedings, which only
rarely leak out to the public, such as the arbitration on the
Cochabamba case. The resolve to collectively deal with the
global economic crisis, to reform the flawed institutions and
regulations, and to bring transparency to the international
system seems to have lost its momentum after 2 years.
Weaknesses in the WTO frameworks and examples of
protectionism curtail effective global governance. Both the
crisis and how the multilateral financial institutions (MFIs)
deal with it have implications for water governance.

Finaly, in the human rights arena, in 2008, the UN Human
RightsCouncil launched a3-year processtoanalyzethehuman
right towater, andin 2010, the UN General Assembly adopted
the Human Right to Water and Sanitation with 122 votes
(Gupta et a. 2010) and the UN Human Rights Council aso
adopted a Resolution on the subject.

The governance record shows that the water field has no
natural center of gravity at the global level; that there is a
variety of competing actors and interests; and thereis no real
consensus process to deal with water science, although there
are afew specialized conferencesin the field.

GOVERNING A CROSS-CUTTER: CURSE OR
OPPORTUNITY?

Wenow turnto the nature of water. Water isawicked problem
(because of its inherent complexity and the variation in the
distribution of costs and benefits of water governance in
society) and amoderately unstructured problem (becausethere
isalack of consensus on the nature of the problem and on the
values that need to be used to deal with water). Some degree
of consensus exists in the MDGs and some other documents,
but thesetake only apartia perspective. Can creativethinking
and experience help us “structure” the water problem?
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Water’s cross-cutting nature calls for those working in the
water field (“water box) to understand the externalities of the
state, as well as use and management aspects of water. They
must inform those outsidetheir field so that they can explicitly
incorporate water into their decision-making processes. This
is because the drivers of water use and abuse are mostly
external forces, over which water managers havelittle, if any,
control, whereas the environment within which they operate
is influenced by decisions that are made in other public,
private, and civil sectors. Thiscomplex governance landscape
is described below. The World Water Development Report
(World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP) 2009) states
that human activities and processes can exert pressures on
water resources. These human activities are, in turn, affected
by technological innovation, institutiona and financia
conditions, and climate change. Improving living standards
and changing consumption patternsthreaten the sustai nability
of water resources and environmental services. The WWAP
(2012; Cosgrove and Cosgrove 2012) examines ten drivers
(agriculture; climate change and variability; demography;
economy; security; ethics, society and culture (including
questions of equity); governance and institutions (including
the right to water); infrastructure; politics, and technology,
examined along with water resources and ecosystems) in
relation to their internal dynamics, trends, and how they
interact withwater resources. Many of thesedriversareclosely
linked to each other and often reinforce each other. The causal
links among these drivers show the interconnectedness of the
governance spheres and help leaders to identify the
opportunities for macro coherence, investment efficiency
toward multiple objectives, and minimizing adverse and
unwanted consequences of their policies.

Water is connected to and impacted by issues such as climate
change, energy security, food shortages and prices, the
economic crisis, and troubled financial markets. How these
are addressed and if the water component in each isexplicitly
incorporated will determine the future of water and set/relax
the constraints for water governance.

It is easier to explain the links between water and energy,
agriculture, development, security and others and, more
recently, between water—energy—food—climate change and its
subsets to those outside the water field, than to use the
integrated water resource management (IWRM) concept. The
former approach may be a more diplomatic way to explain to
othersthat they need to take water issuesinto account in their
planning process. There are examples of how water is either
assumed to be available without constraint (Commission on
Growth and Development 2010) or only implied (Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) 2008) or scarcely referred to,
as in the MDGs, except in reference to drinking water and
sanitation. The (mis)perception of water as a sector has led to
water being ignored in the climate change documentation in
2008. Official devel opment assi stance accounting procedures
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track allotments to drinking water and sanitation, whereas
other uses of water tend to be lumped with other itemsin the
energy, agriculture, or other sectors.

For example, rain-fed agriculture is often governed by a
complex of land use, energy/biofuel, and climate change
policies; irrigation by global food, environmental, technology,
and financia governance; and productivity issues and
fertilizer use by energy and environmental governance,
subsidies, food security, and trade policies. Global water
governance may thus have to deal with a variety of issues,
including those emanating from genetic modification, water-
efficient plant strains, in vitro meat production, land grabsfor
energy (e.g., Africa), and the like.

How can the unstructured problem of water be structured?
Should water be dealt with as a sector? Or should water be
linked with all other sectors? If the former, how can water
governance“outside the box” be promoted and implemented?
If the latter, how can the protection of water-specific interests
be championed?

THE UNITED NATIONS: CHALLENGESAND
OPPORTUNITIES

Strong in Setting Priority Goals, Weak in Gover nance
Frameworks

We now turn to whether the UN is able to govern water. The
UN issuccessful in setting goals and guidelines for the global
community. Internationally agreed objectives, such as the
MDGs, have guided the actions of governments, the UN
bodies, and the international community. The UN General
Assembly Resolution of July 2010, recognizing water as a
human right, hasreinforced theimportance of ensuring access
towater and sanitation, especially for thevery poor. Both these
instruments have helped to create a voice for marginalized
people, and whereas one tries to channel resources for them,
the other tries to empower them by giving them rights.

However, beyond the issue of meeting the needs of the most
vulnerable, theUN-Water governancearenalacksaclear focus
and loci for action by the water community at global scale.
Somemember statesandinternational organizationsclaimthat
the current system is falling short of what is needed for
effective water governance. The 1997 Watercourses
Convention is not and may never enter into force. The 1992
ECE Convention for the Protection and Use of Transboundary
Watercourses and International Lakes, which created a
framework for IWRM and cooperation for transboundary
riversinthe UNECE region, isin force. However, the contrast
between European and global regulatory systems
demonstrates that we live in a multi-speed world. Water
conventions have not yet provided a legitimate forum for
reconciling diverse interests and integrating all relevant
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aspects through the negotiation of legally binding decisions,
comparable to the 1992 Rio Conventions on Climate Change
and Biodiversity.

Theprocessbeyondtheglobal summit of 2012 (Rio+20) offers
an opportunity to table proposals on targets and approaches
for water governance beyond 2015, and toincreasethe priority
to be given to water management in the national and
international agenda, thusraising itspolitical profile. Thiscan
be undertaken by demonstrating the contribution of water
governance to poverty reduction and economic development,
and signaling those actions that can contribute to
sustainability. Hence, the WWAP has been arguing that the
water community needs to not only talk to each other (the
convinced) but also reach out to other major global processes
and actors.

Theimplicationsfor research are: How can therole of the UN
asgoal setter be strengthened; and how can the legitimate and
legally binding instrument of global treaties be used more
effectively for comprehensive regulation in the water arena?

United Nations-Water: Coordination “Light”

Asmost UN agencies have activitiesthat directly or indirectly
deal with water, the international water community has been
seeking coherenceand coordination of UN-widewater-related
activities. In 2003, UN-Water wasset up asalight coordinating
mechanism to replace the Administrative Committee on
Coordination (ACC) Sub-Committee on Water Resources.
With 30 members, which are UN agenciesand sometwo dozen
professional organizationsand NGOsaspartners, UN-Water's
mandate and resources are limited. It has a deliberately light
structure, with two staff members who support coordination
and a number of task forces. UN-Water has been influential
in coordinating the UN in specific themes, especially givenits
limited resources. It is also increasingly acquiring some
authority, as the UN General Assembly has formally asked
UN-Water to carry out specific tasks. However, meeting the
task of effective steering of UN agencies may require a body
that has significantly more power and resources than UN-
Water currently has. On the other hand, UN-Water’s light
coordination status may provide it more room for diplomatic
maneuvering withinthe UN agencies. Therecent new strategic
directions of UN-Water, the increasing number of global
partners, and the policy briefsbeingissued on key issuesshow
some indications of UN-Water activities and the type of role
it can play. There are efforts to widen its activities, and some
member statesand partnersarewilling to incrementally invest
in these kinds of global water governance efforts.

The success of global water governance also depends on
improved interface with the wider audiences. There needsto
beaclear program to interact with the media, water operators,
local authorities, and key NGOs to help make water
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governance more transparent, more accessible, and more
responsive to public concerns. This has triple dividends
because it creates partnerships, provides legitimacy to social
instrumentsin water management, and improves capacity and
ownership. The global community needs to exploit the new
communicativetool sand social networksfor public discussion
and debate.

Thisimpliesmoreresearch: Isalight coordination mechanism
an effective tool for governing water through its strong
diplomatic and yet modest character in bringing large and
small UN agenciestogether and ininterfacing with thebroader
public?Or do thetripledividendsof interfacing withthelarger
public, aswell ascoordinating water inthe UN, call foramuch
stronger coordination mechanism?

HYBRID BODIES: STRONG ON PROMOTING
AWARENESS; WEAK ON DECISION MAKING

The call to engage non-state actors has been met, to a large
extent, by hybrid bodies. Successful governance systems call
for both bottom-up input and top-down initiatives (Fowler et
al. 2010). The World Water Council is an international
organization with such characteristics. Established in 1996 by
water specialists and organizations, its Board of Governorsis
composed of members from intergovernmental institutions;
governments and government authorities; enterprises and
facilities; civil society organizations and water user
associations; and professional associations and academic
institutions.

The Council aims “to promote awareness, build political
commitment and trigger action on critical water issues at all
levels, including the highest decision-making level, to
facilitate the efficient conservation, protection, devel opment,
planning, management and use of water in all its dimensions
on an environmentally sustainable basis for the benefit of all
life on earth” (WWAP 2009).

By providing a platform to encourage debates and exchanges
of experience, the Council aims to reach a common strategic
vision onwater resourcesand water servicesmanagement, and
theCouncil’ sinitiativesand activitiesfeeditsflagship activity,
theWorldWater Forum (WWF). Thefirst WWFinMarrakesh,
Morocco, in 1997, recommended action to recognizethebasic
human need for accessto clean water and sanitation and called
for effective mechanisms for the management of shared
waters, to support and preserve ecosystems, to encourage the
efficient use of water, to address gender equity issuesin water
use, and to encourage partnership between the members of
civil society and governments. The Council created astrategic
vision through a participative process, leading to the World
Water Vision (Cosgrove and Rijsberman 2000) with its
message that theworld water crisisisagovernancecrisis. The
Vision emphasized the need for people at the local level to
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work closely with governments and NGOs to meet
everybody’ s basic needs without degrading the environment.

The Vision was presented to the Second WWF in The Hague,
The Netherlands, in March 2000. Although many questioned
the Council’ s legitimacy to convene such meetings, the 5700
participants, the Ministerial Conference (which included 120
Ministers), and the Declaration of The Hague on Water
Security in the 21st Century (Second World Water Forum
2000) show the significance of the meeting. Subsequent
forumsattracted greater numbers of participants. Over 20,000
people attended the Fifth WWF in Istanbul, Turkey in 2009,
and similar numbers are expected in future forums.

The GWP, founded in 1996, focused on developing the
conceptua framework of IWRM based on the Dublin
Principles (International Conference on Water and the
Environment 1992) and establishing regional Technical
Advisory Committees as start engines for raising awareness
on|WRM intheregions. It defined IWRM as*the coordinated
development and management of water, land, and related
resources in order to maximize economic and social welfare
without compromising the sustainability of vital environmental
systems.” The GWPislinked to the country level and focuses
on action. In conjunction with the World Water Council, the
GWP network held national and regional dialogs that led to
itssevenregional “Visionto Action” documentsat the Second
WWEF, together with the overall Framework for Action (GWP
2000). This established the GWP as a key body on IWRM at
the global and regiona levels. Together with the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN Development
Programme (UNDP), GWPisundertaking aglobal assessment
of IWRM, whichwaslaunched in 2012 at Rio+20. The World
Water Council and the GWP are partners of UN-Water. These
bodies are strong on promoting awareness, and this is a
necessary condition for promoting water governance.
However, asthey are not so good at taking binding decisions,
some other organization needs to do so.

This story line has implications for research: How can non-
UN governance efforts and UN governance efforts be
synchronized and/or improved? How can the awareness
building and policy triggering function of the World Water
Council lead tolegitimateand legally binding decisionswithin
aUN framework? How can the specific characteristics of UN
and non-UN agencies be optimized in a cooperative
framework?

MULTI-LEVEL GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS:
MULTIPLE ARRANGEMENTS, BUT FRAGMENTED
Clearly, water isnot just aglobal but amulti-level governance
challenge. Reforming water policy requires an understanding
of existing complex ingtitutional settings. The Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has
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Table 1. Key multilevel governance challengesin OECD countries’ water policy making. Source: OECD Water Governance
Survey (2010)

Description of the “gap” Examples of countries or regions

Funding Gap : Unstable or insufficient revenues undermining Australia, Belgium (Flanders), Chile, France, Greece, Isragl, Korea,
effective implementation of water responsibilities at sub-national Mexico, New Zealand, Portugal, Spain, United States (Colorado)
level or for crossing policies

Capacity Gap: Insufficient scientific, technical, infrastructural Australia, Belgium (Flanders), Chile, Greece, Italy, Korea,
capacity of local actorsto design and implement water policies Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, United Kingdom, United States

(size and quality of infrastructure) (Colorado)

Policy Gap : Sectoral fragmentation of water-related tasks across  Belgium (Flanders), Canada, France (subnational actor), Greece,

ministries and agencies Israel, Italy, Korea, Spain (subnational actor), United States
(Colorado)

Administrative Gap : Geographical “Mismatch” between Australia, Greece, Italy, Korea, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, United

hydrological and administrative boundaries Kingdom, United States (Colorado)

Information Gap: Asymmetries of information (quantity, quality, ~ Australia, Chile, Italy, Korea, Netherlands, New Zealand (subnational

type) between different stakeholders involved in water policy, actor), United Kingdom, United States (Colorado)

either voluntary or not

Accountability Gap : Difficulty to ensure the transparency of Belgium (Flanders), Chile, Greece, Italy, Korea, Mexico,

practices across the different constituencies Netherlands, Portugal, United States (Colorado)

Objective Gap: Different rationalities creating obstacles for Belgium (Flanders), Israel, Korea, Portugal

adopting convergent targets

systematically collected water governance data from 17  which may not facilitate information sharing (information
OECD member countries (OECD 2011). Thissurvey ledto  gap) and is likely to undermine capacity building at a
the following insights. subnational level (capacity gap) as loca actors, users, and
private actors would have to multiply efforts to identify the
right interlocutor in the central administration. This implies
recognizing the impediments to effective coordination of

No systematic correlation can be drawn between a given
country’s institutional organization (unitary vs. federal) and

theinstitutional mapping of water policy, which also relieson oublic actors a administrative, funding, knowledge,

environmental, spatial, and hydrological considerations. A ; . )
pervasive f eaturzpof water gov)(/arnancge systems is the lack of infrastructural, and policy levels in order to address water

a “master plan” for assigning water-related tasks across 9aps.
ministriesand levelsof government. Several ministries,public ~ Options for enhancing policy coordination include a
agencies, and departmentsareusually involvedinwater policy ~ framework for combining tools, funds, and organizations or
because of the interconnectedness of different issues  establishing a multi-stakeholder platform for dialog for
(agriculture, energy, etc.), thus generating fragmented policy  integrated water policy at all levels. This does not imply the
and the inherent risks of “silo” approaches in the absence of creation of a single “water ministry” in the OECD region.
inter-ministerial coordination. Inter-ministerial bodies, high-level structures, and line
ministries are the main governance tools used in upper
horizontal coordination of water policy. More than half of the
OECD countries surveyed have created these kinds of
platformsfor dialog and action between public actorsin charge
of water policy at the central government level. Other
initiatives include contracts between levels of government,
performance indicators, regulations, coordinating agencies,
river basin organizations, water information systems, and
financial transfers across levels of government. Inter-
municipal collaboration, which is often used by subnational
governments as a means to reach a“critical mass,” increases
Understanding multi-level water governance challenges  efficiency, enhances capacity in water policy, and fosters
requires a holistic approach. For instance, a country with  lower horizontal coordination.

fragmented water policy (policy gap) may also suffer from
contradictory targets between public actors (objective gap),

In addition, local actors (e.g., municipalities, river basin
authorities) and supranational entities (e.g., the European
Union) are involved in water policy, which requires efficient
tools to manage the mutual dependence across levels of
government and fostersaspatial approach (rural, urban, cross-
border) inwater policy design and implementation. An OECD
“Multilevel Governance Framework” has identified seven
categories of commonly experienced coordination “gaps’
irrespective of the specific institutional setting that operates
inacountry (see Table 1).

The OECD has designed generic “preliminary guidelines on
public governance for integrated water policy.” There is no
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one-size-fits-all model for enhancing public governanceinthe
water sector and overcoming implementation of institutional
obstacles. One governance tool can help bridge several gaps,
and a single gap may require the adoption of multiple tools.
In the absence of an optimum, the response to water
governance challenges relies on place-based approaches
taking into account spatial specificities and local concerns.
However, a common vision of al levels of government, as
developed by the 2030 Water Agenda recently adopted by
Mexico, is still required to overcome fragmentation, design
shared objectives including civil society, craft governance
structures, and create ingtitutional incentives to think out of
the “water box.”

Specific research questions that emerge from this discussion
are: What i stherel ationship between agovernance framework
at global level and that at national through to local level? Are
gapsinevitablein wicked, unstructured problems, or arethere
ways to overcome these gaps? How redistic and
implementable is a comprehensive approach to water
governance that can take all sectors, actors, perspectives, and
impactsontheenvironmentinto account?If thisisnot redlistic,
what is the second best aternative? Can fragmentation in
policy be overcome through mainstreaming water in other
policy sectors? How can such mainstreaming be achieved?

THE ROLE OF POWERFUL ACTORSIN WATER
GOVERNANCE: FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONSAND
SOVEREIGN GOVERNMENTS

Critical actorsin water governanceinclude both lenders (e.g.,
multilateral financial institutions (MFI)) and borrowers of
development finance whose loans impact on water
governance. Hence, lenders should provide incentives for
strengthening governance, include safeguards for protecting
people dependent on water services, and emphasize best
practices in protecting water systems. However, many
borrower governments have achieved substantial financial
maturity, and have the ability to finance their own loansusing
national, rather than multilateral, accounts. This reduces the
leverage of MFIs to shape development; at the same time,
these MFIs are beginning to scale back loan conditionalities,
as these would represent additional costs to borrower
governmentsthat arelesslikely to borrow anyway, duetotheir
greater financial capacity. At the sametime, without the cross-
cutting stakehol der input and safeguards that come with loans
from MFIs, governments that have increasing financial
sovereignty may contribute to negative water impacts.
Increasingly, MFIs have tools and instruments to deal with
water, but there are practica challenges that affect the
implementation and success of these instruments.

For example, International Rivers (IR) has been monitoring a
development policy loan from theWorld Bank to the Brazilian
National Development Bank (BNDES) for the period 2008—
2010 that aimed to improve BNDES' regulatory framework,
including the creation of safeguards for hydropower finance.
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However, BNDES allegedly did not implement all measures,
and its activities have not been transparent to Brazilian civil
society. The World Bank, which communicates with civil
society and offers avenue to hear grievances, saw its attempt
to guide BNDES in the creation of these new safeguards
rebuked. Thisfinancial self-sufficiency of some countrieshas
thus made it more difficult to study how development
investments affect water systems at a domestic level.

One way to manage diverse interests is through participatory
river basin planning. However, as water users increasingly
interact and compete, some actors have greater influence than
others. In Brazil, river basin actors may form a river basin
committee to promote a specific use, including preservation.
However, government planners such as Eletrobras and the
Ministry of Mines and Energy that opt for hydropower
development and intensive water uses for development have
greater financial meansthan other actorsto seetheir promoted
uses become readlity. Here, the global context can balance the
politics of the national context—it can help to support the
smallholders whose rights may be affected by intensive water
uses. Thereisadilemmahere: to what extent can global water
governance mechanisms effectively improve nationa
governance; and to what extent should the choices of national
actors in water governance systems be respected, athough
safeguards to protect civil society and smallholders become
weaker?

International Riversisalso lobbying the World Bank over its
new energy strategy and itsreturn to large damsin Africaand
Asia. The point is not asimpleideological oppositionto large
dams; rather, it becomes necessary to ask whether large dams
actually meet the social goals of universal energy access for
the poorest through research. Although the World
Commission on Dams (WCD) recommendations on large
dams have been influential, their implementation has been
limited.

Experienceswith private-sector participationinwater services
lead to doubts about whether water privatization posesalong-
term risk to societiesand ecosystems. Water privatization may
work in some contexts but not in others. The privatization
model used in China (corporatization—privatization within
the context of state-owned enterprises) could potentially
combine efficiency and equity considerations, but may also
compromise the situations of the urban and rural poor,
smallholders, riverine families, and indigenous peoples.

Non-governmental organizationssuch aslnternationa Rivers,
perceivethat the global agendaisunresolved; lacking alarger
governance framework with visionsand tools about how river
basins and different water systems should be managed that
speaksto the changing political and economicterrainsof water
governance and power. Neither the existing UN agencies nor
the hybrid bodies are seen as filling this governance gap,
athough they clearly play significant roles.
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Thiscallsfor further research: Which scientific paradigmsand
options are likely to work in specific contexts and why? To
what extent and under what conditions can carefully crafted
transnational influence be used to change and modify existing
policies or projectsin countries? Why are global water actors
that have considerable influence still so invisible in terms of
influence when it comes to specific projects? What are the
potential and limits of conditionalities?

CONCLUSIONS

This paper set out to integrate the perspectives of policy
makersinthewater field inorder toidentify research questions
that emerge from their perspectives. It points out that thereis
avacuum in substantive global water governance; an absence
of strong and legitimate institutions to promote water
governance; that UN-Water attempts coordination, but its
mandateand resourcesarelimited; and that thehybrid agencies
are trying to mobilize discussions on water issues, but there
remain difficultiesin channeling all this energy into decision-
making processes. At the global through to local levels,
societies are grappling with the difficulties in dealing with
global water governance and its implications—should it be
dealt with as a distinct sector or should water governance be
integrated into other sectors. The IWRM framework places
water at the center of the universe and is seen aslessattractive
as aconcept by other ministries/actors and players. For them,
perhaps, the notion of linkswith other sectors (“ nexus’) isless
threatening and is easier to deal with.

Some argue in favor of a centralized water body, some for
integrating water into other bodies, and yet others for a
coordinating mechanism/law that governswater. The choices
among these three options need further research.

What are possible visions for improving global water
governance? Forecasts regarding water use and abuse and the
impacts of climate change on water call for a manifold
improvement in the way we govern our resources. This begs
the questions: Can incremental approaches, including small
changes at the margin of the UN system, deliver the results
we are looking for? Does structural changeimply amajor re-
haul of the UN system to take the water issue into account?
Or does structura change imply parking the UN system and
developing an alternative system of governance? Some argue
that the UN is the only legitimate forum for setting global
norms, creating a sense of community and leading to legally
binding decisions. The questionsare: Isthisgood enough? Do
we have aviable adternative?

Responsesto this article can be read online at:
http://www.ecol ogyandsoci ety.org/i ssues/responses.

php/5086
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