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1. Introduction

The objective of this paper is to map the ‘politics of water’ as a field of research. Such
mapping logically has two parts. The first is an explanation of what is meant by politics and
what could be the overall conceptual approach for analysing the politics of water — the formal
part of the mapping. The second part of the mapping is the substantive dimension: what are the
concrete issues and questions around which research on water politics could be organised?
While the first part can have a single answer, the approach one prefers to take, the second is an
in principle endless list of relevant and interesting topics for concrete investigation, each with
their own specific conceptual and methodological demands. Selection within that list follows
primarily, at least in this paper, from an assessment of what are pertinent policy questions in (a
certain part of) the real world of water resources management.* This paper focuses on the issue
of water sector reform in developing and transition countries, particularly the reform of the
public organisations that manage agricultural water. Agriculture is the dominant form of water
use in most developing and transition countries, and changes in water resources management
towards a more ‘integrated’ approach require quite fundamental changes in how agricultural
water management is done. The need for a more integrated approach to water resources
management is taken as the context for the argumentation in this paper, though ‘integration’ is
by no means a clear, single ‘thing’, but a contested concept.”

Given this demarcation, | summarise the two main concerns and research foci regarding
the politics of water that this paper wants to elaborate as follows.

1) The internalisation of ‘new concerns’, notably environment and human
development, into the mainstream water sector organisations’ professional
practice.

2) The transformation of state-centred water resources policy processes into
society-centred policy processes.’

The suggestion is that these are two crucial questions for those interested in furthering
reform in the water sector, because they are ‘sticking points’: issues that hold up the reform
process, where there is a need for new analysis to inform strategic action.

The mapping exercise is organised in three sections. The first presents a framework for
water politics analysis (section 3), followed by two sections that discuss the two main foci
mentioned above (sections 4 and 5). Preceding these three sections is an explanation of why

! The alternative approach for defining concrete research foci would be from an academic starting point: the
pursuit of certain theoretical or methodological interests with the water resources domain as the area of enquiry.
Water resources management is the generic term used in this paper as the broadest reference to all activities
related to water governance, management (in the narrow sense), use, finance, and other aspects.

2 Policy and research statements arguing the case for integration abound. See for instance GWP (2000), Rogers and
Hall (2003), and the websites of the International Water Management Institute, www.iwmi.org, and the
Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management in Agriculture, http://www.iwmi.cgiar.org/Assessment/;
http://www.bradford.ac.uk/acad/bcid/seminar/water/ for the ‘Challenging the global water consensus’
conference/seminar series and Mollinga et al. (2006) for critical engagements. In the European Union water policy
context ‘adaptive water management’ is a concept that seems to be gaining currency, see for instance
www.newater.info/.

* In a recent volume on the politics of irrigation reform, Mollinga and Bolding (2004) suggest the following three
research fields as in need of more research attention: 1) the resilience of irrigation bureaucracies, 2) the role of
international development funding agencies, and 3) the capture of irrigation reform policy in implementation
(pp-302-306). The two foci of this paper are formulated at a higher level of abstraction, and include the three fields
just mentioned, and more.



‘politics’ should be given special attention in the first place (section 2). The main argument of
the paper is summarised in the concluding section 6.

2. Why Emphasise Politics?

We still, in 2005, live in an era in which it is necessary to explain that water resources
management is an inherently political process. Ten years ago, in 1995, politics and the political
were anathema in most circles of the water policy discourse.* As discussed below, the social
engineering paradigm reigned largely unquestioned. The rise of the theme of (good) governance
brought in politics into the mainstream development discourse through the backdoor. When
talking governance, good or bad, and associated ideas like accountability, transparency and
legitimacy, it is rather difficult not to acknowledge that such processes and relations have
political dimensions, and to stay confined within an instrumentalist perspective. As governance
is about the exercise of authority and allocation of rights and resources, the issue of social
power, generally excluded from social engineering rationales, becomes difficult to avoid.®
Nevertheless, it remains very difficult for those holding positions of authority, to acknowledge
that the social fabric can not be understood and transformed without questioning existing
social relations of power, and that, therefore, an explicit, scientific and professional discussion
on social power and politics is desirable at all levels of decision making. As contributions like
those of Ferguson and Harriss have argued, there may be compelling reasons for governments
and other actors to depoliticise debates on development, reasons located in the way
instrumental reason, which actively claims to exclude ‘politics’, assists in reproducing state

* This statement derives from participation in policy related discussions on water management by the author since
the early 1990s. However, in past years the politics word seems to have acquired some acceptability. On 25
February 2004 a double session on ‘Driving the Political Economy of Reform’ took place as part of the World Bank
Water Week, the vyearly gathering of World Bank staff and partners in Washington D.C. (see
http://www.worldbank.org/watsan/waterweek2004, session 14). This was the first time that the political
dimensions of water/irrigation reform processes were given such explicit space in the Water Week event. On 26
and 27 February 2004 the World Water Council (WWC) launched a ‘Water and Politics’ initiative by organising a
workshop in Marseille — the site of its headquarters (see http://www.worldwatercouncil.org/water_politics/
index.html). In the corporate sector, the RWE Thames Water company emphasises the importance of water politics
on its website (http://www.thames-water.com/TW/division/en_gb/content/General/General_000101.jsp?SECT=
General_000101). See Merrey et al. (2006) for further discussion.

> See Hoehink (2006) for an interesting discussion of how the concept of (good) governance was taken up in West
European bilateral development assistance programmes in recent years. In the global water discourse, the moment
of ‘closure’ for establishing governance as a core theme seems to have been the Bonn Freshwater Conference in
2001 and the Johannesburg Summit of Sustainable Development in 2002. Much quoted is the phrase “The world
water crisis is a crisis of governance — not one of scarcity.” from the No Water No Future speech at the Summit by
the Prince of Orange. Jenkins (2001a) argues that ‘governance’ as used in the mainstream international
development discourse of the international development funding agencies tends to become a ‘technical’ issue: it,
as it were, depoliticises the understanding of politics. | do agree with much of Jenkins’ criticism of the global
(good) governance agenda, but from the perspective of water sector reform, | find the acceptance of the
importance of the issue of governance, after the acceptance of ‘management’ in the 1970s to improve upon
‘operation’, a step forward. Governance in this context refers to the allocation of rights (rights to water and
technology, decision-making rights) and resources (water itself, but also maintenance and investment funds for
instance), and thus brings in issues of interest groups and social power more forcefully than the notion of
management, which has been the leading concept for the past decades in water policy reform discussions, tends to
do. Hence my phrasing of ‘politics through the backdoor’. There are other discursive trajectories leading to
acknowledgement of the relations of social power. The most notable one is the participation discourse that often
started from populist and instrumentalist perspectives but has produced the notion of ‘empowerment’ as a much
more political understanding of ‘involvement of stakeholders’ (see Scoones and Thompson, 2004).



power and legitimacy, as well as the reproduction of development assistance programmes
(Ferguson, 1994; Harriss, 2001; also see Scott, 1997).]

Another indication that ‘politics’ is not the most likely topic for detailed investigation
within water resources management studies, is that despite the strong emphasis on ‘rent-
seeking’ in the neo-liberal development discourse of the 1990s (see Repetto, 1986) there is
virtually no follow-up research on Wade’s seminal paper on ‘the system of administrative and
political corruption’ (Wade, 1982). In most seminars and workshops on irrigation reform that the
author has attended in India and elsewhere in the past fifteen years, the issue was not even
mentioned — except sometimes in the corridors.® Though there are domains of water politics
that are well researched (see below), the importance of the political dimensions of water
resources management still needs to be consolidated in global and national water policy
discourses.

The English language, and Dutch, the other language that | commonly use, have two
separate words for policy and politics. Till | started preparing this paper for a workshop on
Wasserpolitik it had never occurred to me that this might be different in other languages. In
German the word for both is Politik, in French it is politique, in Italian politica, in Spanish
politica, in Finnish politiikka’ and in Russian moxuruxka (politika).® This use of a single word may
reinforce that for most people ‘politics’ is often first and primarily associated with official, state
politics, as practiced in the polity. In a dictionary definition, politics is "the art and science of
directing and administering states and other political units" (The New Collins Concise English
Dictionary, 1982:877). State governance is the substance of politics in this perspective. Politics is,
however, a much broader term. In the same lemma in the dictionary quoted, politics is also
defined as "the complex or aggregate of relationships of men [sic!] in society, especially those
relationships involving authority or power", "any activity concerned with the acquisition of power"
and "manoeuvres or factors leading up to or influencing (something)". Politics is a dimension or
quality of many social processes, that is, all social processes in which interests of individuals or
groups are mediated. This is, of course, conceptually well established in the social science
literature, but needs to be incorporated into the analysis of water issues more systematically
that it has been so far. °

For water, the basic idea that informs the approach presented in this paper is that water
control should be conceived as politically contested resource use. In this formulation water
control is the subject matter of water management. It is something that humans have done
since time immemorial. Any human intervention in the hydrological cycle that intentionally
affects the time and/or spatial characteristics of water availability and/or its qualities, is a form

® The most striking example of this | found is a meeting convened in Delhi in February 2003 that brought together
a large number of Indian water researchers and NGO water practitioners and activists, as well as government
representatives to discuss the need for an India-wide dialogue on the massive ‘interlinking of rivers’ plan that shot
to prominence in 2002 through a Supreme Court Order and a Presidential speech. This eminent collection of water
experts managed to conduct the meeting without a single mention of the rent-seeking issue, while arguably
lobbies for larger investment in water infrastructure are partly informed by this interest. At the global scale the
issue of corruption in the water sector seems to slowly become a more acceptable topic. The Stockholm Water
Symposium has had sessions on the topic in recent years.

" Though for ‘policy’, a newer word, the plural form is sometimes used, politiikat (personal communication Erja
Hanninen).

® These are the languages for which | checked with colleagues. | thank Rutgerd Boelens, Tommaso Trevisani, Darya
Zavgorodnyaya, Waltina Scheumann, Fabian Scholtes, Francois Molle and Erja Hanninen for their reflections on this
issue.

% A much quoted treatment of social power | find very helpful is Lukes (2005). On ‘politics’ see publications like
Lasswell (1936), Leftwich (1984), and many others.



of water control.’® Water control has three dimensions: a technical/physical, an
organisational/managerial, and a socio-economic and regulatory. These generic categories refer
to, respectively, the manipulation of the physical flow and quality of water, the guiding of the
human behaviour that is part of water use, and the socio-economic, legal, administrative and
other structures in which water management is embedded and that constitute conditions and
constraints for management and regulation (see Bolding, Mollinga and van Straaten, 1995 and
Mollinga, 2003 for detailed discussion of the water control concept). These three categories
coincide, for the case of irrigation, with three literatures that each use the category, but are
largely separate: the engineering literature, the literature on irrigation management, and the
literature on irrigation as part of the broader development process (see Mollinga, 2003 for
references). Each of these literatures abstracts from water control in a different way,
highlighting a different dimension of it. An important implication of this understanding of water
control is that it constitutes the case for interdisciplinarity as a necessary requirement for
comprf,lhensive understanding of water management, but this point is not pursued in this
paper.

The focus of this paper is on the second part of the formulation, the politically contested
resource use that water control is. Contestation is another generic category. It is meant to refer
to a range of interaction patterns in water management, including negotiation and struggle,
and also less explicit and longer term disputations. The idea is to convey that there tends to be
something at stake in water management, and that different individuals or groups involved have
different interests. This is not meant to be a general theoretical statement, but an empirical one.
The approach is interested to analyse those situations where water management is an issue.
Because the societal issues around water management are proliferating, this seems to be a
relevant perspective. The addition of the adjective political to contestation is simply meant to
highlight that there is a political aspect to contestation and thus to water control.? As soon as
the political would be a self-evident property of water control, it would become unnecessary to
give it special emphasis: the adjective could be dropped and contestation understood to include
it. How the political aspect of water control can be elaborated is discussed in the following
section.

3. The Politics of Water: A Framework

Ubiquitous water politics is an assembly of domains and issues. Depending on the
purpose of analysis and/or action, the structure of this sociotechnical practice can be

10 My usage of the term ‘control’ in this manner has been found problematic by some. In critical perspectives
‘control’ tends to a ‘bad thing’, associated with the excessive and arrogant desire or mastery over nature by
humankind. As an actual description of what humans do with water, water guidance, direction or regulation would
be better, as intervention in the hydrological cycle is basically that. However, all three terms are awkward and
confusing as general categories, and | therefore stick to water control till a better term becomes available. In Elinor
Ostrom’s framework one would speak of ‘water use and control’ as she distinguishes two categories of rights: use
rights and control rights.

1'0n the premise that the three dimensions of water control are internally related, that is constitute each other. As
such, water control can be regarded as a ‘boundary concept’ that creates space for different perspectives to
discursively meet for more comprehensive understandings of water resources management.

12 This does not intend to suggest that water control can be reduced to its political nature, that is, that water
control is only political or that its political aspect determines all other aspects. How and how strongly the
mediation of actors’ interests and the social relations of power shape the different properties and dimensions of
water control processes is an empirical question, though my starting assumption is that it is always present and
often important.



represented in different ways. Two ordering principles are relevant for the purposes of this
paper: first, a distinction of different levels of water politics as relatively autonomous domains
of interaction, and second, the identification of issue-networks encompassing processes of
contestation within or across levels.

Levels and issue networks

Levels is a problematic metaphor for describing social structure (see Kitching, 1988), but
it has empirical relevance in the case of water resources. The social dynamics of water control
play out at different geographical levels — where geography has to be understood in a combined
physical-spatial and socio-political sense.*®

The hydrological and hydraulic behaviour of water has geographical boundaries in
basins, in aquifers, and in human-created water control systems. Thereby, the social processes of
water control are spatially situated and interlinked. This is obvious for basins, where very visibly
the direction, magnitude, and timing of surface water flow constitute socio-geographical
patterns, in terms of, for instance, settlement, mobility, and land-use patterns. The same applies
to aquifers, though these are less visible because underground. Basins, aquifers, and water
control systems together with climate (rainfall and snowmelt patterns particularly) and
landscape characteristics shape quantity, quality and timing of water availability, and thus
provide the fluid grid of human existence. Floods and droughts are among the phenomena that
regularly bring home the message that these systems may have relatively clear and stable
boundaries, but exhibit dynamic and sometimes erratic behaviour.

The institutions and organisations created by societies for accomplishing water control
also have spatial reference, though the reach of these by no means necessarily coincides with
the physical boundaries of water control practices. The organising principle is socio-political
space rather than physiographical order. Two link-concepts are, for instance, ‘territory’ and
‘jurisdiction’. These are hybrid concepts that unite geographical and socio-political extent.

Water politics is organised in four different domains.** In each domain the ‘main stake’
or subject matter of the interaction processes is different.

1) The everyday politics of water control

Everyday politics is a phrase coined by Kerkvliet (1991). Regarding water it refers to
contestation of day-to-day water use and management. In many cases everyday politics is a
relatively small scale phenomenon, including, for instance, how access to local groundwater
markets is negotiated between community members, how maintenance obligations connected
to water rights are enforced in a farmer-managed irrigation system, and many other examples.
However, the management of a big reservoir distributing stored water to canals and areas
hundreds of kilometres away from the dam is also ‘local’ in the sense of being a concrete,
situated water use and management practice, with an everyday politics associated with it, for
instance focused on the negotiation of gate settings and discharge monitoring, determining
how much is released to whom at what time.

13 For a discussion of the concept of space, see for instance Massey (1999).

1 These can be seen as (territorial/jurisdictional) levels, (action) arenas, semi-autonomous fields, domains of
interaction etc. depending on one’s purpose and focus of analysis. | settled for the general term ‘domain of
interaction’.



2) The politics of national water policy

Politics of policy is a phrase coined by Grindle (1977, and subsequent work). It refers to
the contested nature of policy processes. In the water resources domain | use it to refer to
policy processes at the level of sovereign states, or states within a federation. The concept is a
critique of linear views of policy formulation and implementation (Hill, 1997), and aims to
‘demythologise planned intervention’ (Long and Van der Ploeg, 1989). The idea is that water
policies, like other policies, are negotiated and re-negotiated in all phases or stages and at all
levels, and are often transformed on their way from formulation to implementation. The political
contestation of water policies takes place within state apparatuses, but also in the interaction of
state institutions with the groups directly and indirectly affected by the policies.*®

3) Inter-state hydropolitics

Hydropolitics is a phrase that has been coined in the literature on international water
conflicts, notably those in the Middle East (see Waterbury, 1979; Ohlsson, 1995). It there refers
primarily to conflicts and negotiation processes between sovereign states on water allocation and
distribution, particularly in relation to transboundary rivers or aquifers. Turton and Henwood (2003)
propose to broaden the term to encompass all water politics, but | prefer to use it in its original
meaning, including inter-state water conflicts in federal political setups. Hydropolitics is the part of
water politics that has been well researched and documented, perhaps because it is a very public
phenomenon, with sometimes high stakes and geopolitical relevance, and an interesting case for
international relations studies (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006).

4) The global politics of water

Rather than being a phrase coined for long-existing practices, the global politics of
water refers to a relatively new phenomenon: the recently, in the 1990s, invigorated
international level of water discourse, policy and tentative regulation. The global politics of
water contains several processes. These include the institutions and organisations set up as a
follow up of the 1992 Dublin and Rio international conferences on water, environment and
development, notably the World Water Forums, the World Water Council (WWC) and the Global
Water Partnership (GWP). The GWP has become the international social carrier of the IWRM
concept. The WWC has played an important role in the advocacy in recent years for more
investment in water infrastructure. Another component of the global water politics is the World
Commission on Dams’ process, triggered by large political controversies around the effects of
large dam building. A third component is the process related to the World Trade Organisation
negotiations regarding water, notably around the issue of the privatisation of water and water
service provision. A fourth relates to global advocacy for access to water as a human right. (See
Klaphake and Scheumann in this volume.)

The four domains can be distinguished because they have different space and time
scales, are populated by different configurations of main actors, have different types of issues as
their subject matter, involve different modes of contestation and take place within different sets
of institutional arrangements.

The categorisation of four domains of water politics provides a generic classification of
the major action arenas, to use Ostrom’s term (1992), of water control. However, the domains

> An example of an approach addressing the issue how societal interest groups influence policy formulation and
implementation is Sabatier’s work on advocacy coalitions (Sabatier, 1988). Mooij and de Vos (2003) is an annotated
bibliography of policy process literature.
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are only semi-autonomous fields, to use Falk-Moore’s phrase (Falk-Moore, 1973). Some of the
most interesting and important questions in water policy and water politics involve the
interlinkages between or across domains, for instance the abrogation of national sovereignty in
water policy making by international development agencies and banks, the translation of global
politics and policy ideas into national approaches and local impacts, and vice versa, and others.
For instance the large dams issue is an example how local and national politics can be taken to
the global level (see Klaphake and Scheumann in this volume).

All four domains and their interlinkages are hybrid spaces in which ‘things happen’
regarding water control. However, the vessels have no content as yet. The substance of
contested water control is located in what | would call issue networks or problemsheds.*® These
are configurations of actors, social relations and practices around certain subjects that matter.
Issue networks have concrete bones of contention, actors involved in shaping the issues and
their impacts, while applying their perceptions, pursuing their interests by implementing their
strategies, while mobilising the variety of their resources, with certain transformative (and
reproductive) outcomes. Societal concerns concretely configure actors and interests around
essential themes and topics — essential from the perspectives of the actors involved. The issue
and sub-issues around which an issue network or problemshed has emerged may (be) play(ed)
out in or across one or more domains. Issue networks or problemsheds give life to the structural
landscape of water control contestation (and constitute it recursively®’). Issue networks or
problemsheds are sometimes stable and persistent, but often adaptive and dynamic, even
transient.

Choosing a focus

There is a plethora of issues and problems, issue networks and problemsheds. All are
important in their own right. However, taking an overall look at reform in the water sector,
several general observations can be made.

The boom in infrastructure investment in the water sector for irrigation/drainage,
hydropower and flood control in the second half of the 20™ century strengthened a quantitative
‘harnessing’ approach to water resources development. Allan (2006) has called this the phase of
the pursuance of a ‘hydraulic mission’ by water resources agencies and by societies. For
irrigation, for instance, this meant a supply enhancement approach, allocating available
‘dependable flow’ in rivers to new irrigation systems for boosting agricultural production. The
approach was set in ‘planned development’ discourses of different varieties, with agricultural
growth and national food security being the main drivers. The organisations responsible for
creating and managing the infrastructure systems were predominantly populated by civil
engineers. In countries where irrigation is very important for the national economy (like for
instance in Pakistan, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Egypt, China, and several other countries), these
have become very powerful organisations that occupy a large part of water resources public
policy space.

This ‘harnessing’ approach to water resources development has been very successful in
some respects. In a country like India there seems to be little doubt that the creation of large
areas of surface irrigation systems in the 1950s-1970s has helped to achieve national food

18] have taken the term ‘issue network’ from the literature on policy processes, and ‘problemshed’ from Viessman
(1998); see also Merrey et al. (2006).
17.0r rather, develop it in a cyclic process of morphogenesis (see Archer, 1995).
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security and contributed to overall economic growth significantly.'® Nevertheless, already in the
1960s, and prominently in the 1970s, the ‘underutilisation’ of the irrigation systems created
started to be noticed and discussed. Even when making perhaps significant contributions, the
systems performed below expectation.™ This challenge was addressed with a social engineering
approach, to match the civil engineering approach that created the systems.® The 1970s and
1980s saw the rise of irrigation management policies and programmes, and research, that in a
highly instrumentalist manner tried to ‘get the institutions right’. The first focus was on law and
order approaches to water management (‘scientific’ as against ‘politicised’ water management
in the Indian discourse) focused on the implementation of the operational requirements of the
systems, quickly followed by a focus on organising farmers in water users associations or other
forms of cooperative management. The most recent proposal for the social engineering of water
management forms is the establishment of river basin organisations (see Merrey et al., 2006,
and Shah et al., 2006 for a summary and an extended discussion).

Though the insight that local water management in large-scale systems depended very
much on the effectiveness of management at higher levels of the system, was articulated early
on in the irrigation management policy discourse (Wade and Chambers, 1980), it would take till
the late 1990s till reform of irrigation bureaucracies became a serious item on the international
policy agenda, with the idea of irrigation management transfer (IMT) linking the on-farm water
management ideas of the 1970s and early 1980s, with the bureaucratic reform emphasis that
emerged in the 1990s.?! The 1990s saw an interlude in which much faith was put in engineering
water markets and water rights, on the idea that tradable water rights would enhance both
allocative efficiency and water use efficiency. Though such programmes, except in the case of
Chile, were rarely introduced in a radical fashion, discursively they represented, and continue to
represent, though with less support than before, the economic variant of social engineering
‘institutional fix" approaches to irrigation management.

The achievements of management reform programmes in the irrigation sector have
generally been very limited, with some exceptions, like for instance the Mexican and Turkish
reforms of the early 1990s (on Mexico see Kloezen, 2002; Rap, 2004). Instrumentalist
approaches to management transformation have proven to be not very effective in reshaping
the institutional fabric and dynamics of the water sector. In Merrey et al. (2006) it has been
argued that social engineering approaches need to be replaced by self-conscious concepts of

'8 This point is not uncontested. For India, see for instance Dhawan (1988), Sengupta (1985), and Nadkarni (1984).
Another question to be asked is whether there would have been other ways to spend the budgets involved that
could have achieved better results. | do not enter into discussion on this issue in this paper. Historically, the choice
for the development trajectory as just sketched has been made in many places, and we have to face the impacts
and consequences — whatever they are.

19 For India, some of the relevant documents that mark the emergence of this growing awareness are GOI/PC/PEO
(1965), GOI/MOIP (1972) and GOAP (1982).

%0 For a more detailed critique of the social engineering paradign in agricultural water management see Merrey et
al. (2006).

2! For India, | have suggested in Mollinga (2003) that ‘pushing’ the water management issue to the farmers level
initially was not so much based on a lack of understanding of water management dynamics, but a quite conscious
effort to position such interventions outside the domain of the Irrigation Department. The focus on the farm level
should thus, in part at least, be seen as an effort of irrigation bureaucracies to reproduce and defend the
orientations of their organisations: infrastructure creation and operation by hierarchically organised centralised
civil engineering bureaucracies. The positioning of discussions on ‘participation’ almost exclusively at the local
level, is another instance of this perspective. | have argued elsewhere that participatory irrigation governance is the
core issue rather than participatory irrigation management (in the narrow sense of management), as participatory
governance would be about sharing power (over allocation of rights and resources, over inclusion/exclusion and
rule making; cf. Ostrom’s (1990) ‘constitutional choice’ and ‘collective choice’ levels of rule making and
enforcement vs. the ‘operational’ rule making and enforcement, while participatory management can easily be
conceived in a ‘technical’ manner, aimed at enhancing ‘system performance’.
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strategic action to be able to engage effectively with the dynamics of inherently political water
policy processes.

Instrumentalism is not just a civil engineering predilection. It also fits the concerns of
bureaucratic and political decision-makers. These prefer simple, single or limited point,
standardised solutions to policy problems, rather than emphasis on context-specificity, and the
open-endedness, complexity and uncertainty of intervention processes. Instrumentalism is a
general feature of prescriptive, linear approaches to policy making and implementation. In the
literature on policy processes this linear, prescriptive approach to planning has been
fundamentally criticised (Hill, 1997), the real world being complex and non-linear. However, as
a policy format, instrumentalism is very tenacious. It may be hypothesised that this tenacity has
to do with the political and practical purposes it serves, in the water sector enhanced by the
technical instrumentalism of the dominant professional group in the sector, i.e. the civil
engineers.?

The instrumentalist engineers-bureaucrats configuration in the water sector has been
challenged in different ways. The internal challenge of acknowledgement within the sector of
the under-performance of existing water infrastructure mentioned already is one such
challenge, and a problem that has not been willing to go away, despite a series of models,
toolboxes and identification of best practices to be emulated. More profound challenges have
come from outside the sector. The controversies around large dams have brought two issues to
the fore: firstly, the displacement of people living in the areas to be submerged by new dam
reservoirs, and the problems associated with resettlement and rehabilitation of these groups,
and secondly, the negative ecological consequences of dams. Also in a broader sense the
negative environmental ‘externalities’ of large-scale water infrastructure development have
gained prominence in public debates: the effects on coastal and freshwater fisheries by changes
in river and flood plain hydrology, the waterlogging and salinisation problems related to large-
scale irrigation, the polluting effects of high external input agriculture (nutrients and
pesticides/herbicides), the effects of reduced or increased sediment deposition in reservoirs, river
alignments and delta formation, and several others. Challenges have also come from the
budget/financial front: governments have become less willing and/or able, for different
domestically and internationally generated reasons, to invest the same amounts of money in
large-scale water infrastructure as in the past, and support the rehabilitation and maintenance
of the infrastructure without higher user contributions. Yet another challenge to the system is
that which calls for more democratic forms of resource management, as part of overall
decentralisation and democratisation agendas and processes.?®

This rather mixed bag of pressures on the water sector together constitutes a demand
for reform. The sector is being asked to change its ways in the management of water, and move
towards approaches that incorporate a broader set of concerns and objectives than was the case
in the past. As part of the global politics of water, international dialogues and assessments are
held on how the environmental, human development and other broader concerns could be
incorporated in water management more effectively.?*

22 This phrasing homogenises the categories of bureaucrats and civil engineers far too much of course for concrete
analysis. Discussing the issue of ‘internalisation’ below, a more nuanced position will be presented. The statement
made here should not be read as an empirical generalisation regarding these categories of people, but as a
description of the ‘structural configuration of dispositions’ within which social engineering is practised and
contested.

% In South Africa post-apartheid social and political reform objectives translated into water sector reform. In
Indonesia the decentralisation drive following the fall of the Suharto regime had important implications for water
sector reform.

2% For detailed argumentation and evidence | refer to the website of the Comprehensive Assessment of Water
Management in Agriculture (http://www.iwmi.cgiar.org/Assessment).
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However, despite an enormous amount of text produced in global and national policy
discourses on the need for and desirable features of ‘integrated approaches’, reality on the
ground seems quite far removed form such ideas in many cases. Methodologically the
‘integrated’ approaches place emphasis on ‘adaptive management’ and ‘social learning’ (see
Pahl-Wostl (2002) for discussion of these concepts in the European context). In many cases
entrenchment, polarisation, defensiveness and even a refusal to learn seem to be more
characteristic features of the water bureaucracies and the policy processes they are involved
in. There are very few cases indeed where environmental, equity and democracy concerns
have effectively translated into new objectives and activities and new styles of management.
The only front at which there has perhaps been noticeable change is that of the financial
sustainability of the water infrastructure, notably the level of financial contributions by
users, but even in this area very little has changed in the past 10-15 years in many cases.

As a result of all the ‘bad press’ for large-scale water infrastructure development the
investment of institutions like the World Bank in the sector were at a historical low in 2000-
2003. However, that trend seems to have been reversed, and in recent years investments have
grown substantially again (see figure 1).

Figure 1 World Bank lending {bars) for irtigation and drainage, area under irrigation and world
food price index (of 1990 constant U738) Source: World Bank, FAO
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How this trend change should be interpreted is not fully clear: as the result of successful
lobby work of the pro-infrastructure investment network (following the Camdessus report and
on the wings of the Millenium Development Goals achievement priority), as the result of a
recognition within the World Bank that the water/agricultural sector is finally acknowledging
environmental and other concerns as part of its core business, as the result of effective pressure
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by recipient countries, as a response to a perceived world food shortage, or something
completely different?®®

My concluding assessment is that since the early 1990s, first slowly, then with more
momentum, new international and national policy discourses have been created around the
need for ‘integrated approaches’, with IWRM, Integrated Water Resources Management, as the
main brand name.?® The discourses not only involve debates and documents, but also a new set
of institutions and organisations, as noted above. Quite a few of the ideas regarding IWRM are
drawn from developed country experiences (notably Australia, the USA and the European
Union?’), and in this sense a discourse is being imposed on developing and transition countries
that may be partly misdirected and that may find little local resonance.

However, the need for ‘integrated approaches’ in developing countries does not only
emanate from global policy imposition or assimilation. Real ‘integration’ issues are proliferating
on the ground and are increasingly finding their way into national and regional policy debates.
Examples are the increasing problems regarding water quality (water pollution), and the
increasing pressure of cities and industries to move water out of agriculture, both frequently
leading to conflicting situations. Such problems are set against a background of more and more
basins reaching closure, liberalising and urbanising economies, and a continuation of large-scale
rural poverty. The IWRM discourse provides a space in which such issues can be more
legitimately raised than in the earlier sectoral and productivist discourses on (agricultural) water
management and development.?

However, this said, the second part of my assessment of the state of the art as regards
‘integrated approaches’ in developing and transition countries is that very little has been
achieved so far in concrete terms.”® The ‘new discourse’ has hardly been internalised by the
mainstream water bureaucracies: their organisational concerns and styles of management have
largely remained unaltered. In my observation there is a large mismatch between the

% Another reason for reduced investment in irrigation development commonly suggested by economists is the
lower need for increasing cereal production at the global scale, as evident in surpluses existing at the world market
level (Rosegrant and Svendsen, 1993) In the lobby for the recent increase in investment the need to feed the
increasing world population has also played a role. Evidencing of such analyses/statements would involve looking
at the details of water and agricultural policy decision-making processes, something that has hardly been done.

% As suggested above, there are also other currents in global water politics. How these different strands in the
discourse articulate, supporting or contradicting each other, is not the subject of this paper.

27 With a tendency to glorify these experiences, like the Murray-Darling case example, and the European Water
Framework Directive policy approach. Problems in the ‘home’ of implementing these concepts are often lost in
translation to other places.

% In that sense IWRM's relevance as a concept should primarily be understood as a boundary concept in
international, national, regional and local policy debates on the future of water management, rather than a
definite approach or model. Its ‘looseness’ is its strength, as that provides discursive space (and policy and political
space if institutionally consolidated) based on a minimum agreement that there is some need of bringing concerns
together that used to be separately treated or ignored. Complaints that the concept is vague and should be
operationalised are, therefore, in my view partly misdirected. Closing the discursive space at the general, abstract
level by some authoritative definition/operationalisation would be counter-productive. What is relevant is how the
concept is concretely and dynamically deployed in specific contexts, and through which kind of process this
happens.

% | do not discuss the issue how much has been achieved in the context of developed nations. Uncritical success
stories are, | feel, unwarranted, even when there is a lot of interesting experience to learn from. Water control is
not only contested in developing and transition countries. Jaspers (2003) (quoted in Bruin, Jaspers and Gupta,
2006) identifies the following five criteria (called ‘triggers for change’ in the paper) along which the level of IWRM
can be assessed: 1) water management based on hydrological boundaries; 2) integration of quantity, quality and
ecological issues for both surface and subsurface water; 3) stakeholder participation in decision-making; 4) cost
recovery, and 5) subsidiarity. These criteria are perhaps debatable, but they do refer to important aspects of more
‘integrated’ forms of water management. Most countries would score low on at least 2, 3 and 5, and many also on
the other two criteria.
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(international) research and policy notions and discourse on one hand, and the realities of water
management practices and projects on the ground on the other.*® Water bureaucracies seem to
be extremely resistant to change,® and very good at maintaining their professional pre-
occupation with the physical/technical dimension of water control, legitimated with reference
to modernist views of development that focus on technological improvement enhancing
economic growth. Associated with this are hierarchical and centralised expert populated
organisational structures and styles (for evidence see the case studies in Mollinga and Bolding,
2004).

From this assessment | derive two main issues for water politics research that | want to
discuss in more detail in this paper: 1) how does/can it happen that water bureaucracies make
environmental and human development (poverty) concerns part of their ‘core business’, and 2)
how does/can it happen that water bureaucracies adopt or get engaged in more participatory
planning processes, in which different actors involved in issue networks can co-shape policy
formulation and implementation?

4. Internalising New Concerns: Environment and Human
Development

To understand the process of internalisation of concerns like ecology and human
development (poverty particularly) into water bureaucracies’ mandates, policies and professional
orientation, it is instructive to look at cases where such internalisation has happened, and
where the process has been documented from a socio-political perspective. Well documented
cases are only available for the internalisation of ecological concerns. This is not so surprising,
as environmental concerns have been the major trigger for water sector transformation in the
West3|§uropean, North American and Australian contexts, where the documented cases come
from.

Case 1. Environment and flood protection in the Netherlands

%0 This observation follows from the difficulty of finding other than very modest examples of really existing IWRM,
and my long term study of the Indian water policy and practice situation.

31| say extremely, because my impression is that they may be more so than other technical state organisations, like
agriculture or forestry, though | cannot substantiate this. The impression derives from the observation that the
irrigation/energy/flood part of the water sector seems to be a late comer compared to agriculture and forestry
bureaucracies as regards participatory approaches and poverty alleviation programmes. My hypothesis is that the
explanation of this lies in the strongly disciplinary population of the organisations (mainly civil engineers and
hydrologists), and the high status accorded to water engineering organisations and their staff in the second half of
the 20™ century as (literally) nation-builders.This, however, is an untested hypothesis. A factor suggested to me by
Roel Slootweg (personal communication) is the absence of a strong private sector presence as opposed to for
example the energy sector.

%2 To my knowledge there is no systematic review of the internalisation of environmental/ecological issues by water
bureaucracies. For reasons of space | only briefly discuss a Dutch and a USA case. For the processes around
restoring environmental flows in the Murray-Darling basin in Australia, see for instance,
www.mdbc.gov.au/nrm/water_issues/environmental_flows, and www.rivermurray.sa.gov.au/major/water_flow.html,
and numerous other sites and publications. Other cases that would be interesting to explore are the impact of the
Flood Action Plan (FAP) related debates and controversies in Bangladesh, which has brought ecology, fisheries and
livelihoods concerns more into the mainstream of water resources policy and the professional orientation of the
Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWDB; www.bwdb.gov.bd/). In the USA and Australia rights and livelihoods
concerns of American Indians and Aboriginal peoples, respectively, have played an important role as well in
rethinking approaches to water management.
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In Dutch water management there has been an ‘ecological turn’ in water management in
response to the ‘environmentalist wave of the 1970s (Disco, 2002). With environmental
critiques of modernisation proliferating, the Dutch “had to face up to the fact that ecological
damage was a precondition of survival and prosperity”, with the one-third of the country that is
below sea level being the location of the most important economic activities and the habitat of
most of the population. A massive national flood protection plan (the Delta Works) had been
started after a damaging flood in 1953; by the 1970s the ecological damage of closing of large
parts of the unique brackish estuarine delta system had gained recognition in the polity. The
issue played out around a large infrastructural intervention, the closing of the Oosterschelde, a
deep and elongated maritime intrusion. The closure would reduce the length of coastline to be
protected against severe storms and high floods enormously, and thus provided highly increased
safety to the inhabitants of that part of the country. It would also destroy an ecosystem, and
the shellfish industry that depended on it. The ‘old’ regime of water management exclusively
emphasised ‘safety’; the ‘new’ regime tried to find a balance between safety and other concerns,
notably ‘ecology’. A long-drawn political struggle ensued, technologically resolved by the design
of a permeable storm surge barrier that can close off the 8 km wide opening of the
Oosterschelde by lowering a series of gates in the case of dangerous flood levels, but normally
lets through most of the tidal fluctuation, and thus preserves most of functions of the original
ecosystem. First resisted heavily and considered technically impossible, the storm surge barrier is
now the pride of Dutch hydraulic civil engineering. The dominance of the civil engineering
profession in water resources development and planning reduced, at the cost of increased
influence of ecologists and biologists. Institutionally, the decision-making involved a process of
civil society agitation, government committees, and discussion in/by political parties in
parliament. The event triggered a still ongoing process of reconsidering the basic premises of
water management policy, and the expertise needed for it. In the 1990s two years with very
strong inland flood threats, and some flooding, through extraordinarily high river discharges,
provided another important trigger for such reconsideration. There is an ongoing, contested,
process of ecological modernisation taking place.®

Case 2: Environment, rationality and submergence in the United States of America

The USA was once the largest and leading dam builder in the world; it is now
systematically decommissioning dams, and regenerating river regimes. Like the process in the
Netherlands described above, this was, and is, a politically highly contested process, with the
rethinking of the ‘hydraulic mission’ beginning in the 1970s with the environmental movement.
How environmental concerns got internalised into the United States Bureau of Reclamation
(USBR) is described by Espeland (1998). The case she discusses, playing out from about 1980, is
the planned building of the Orme Dam, part of the Central Arizona Project to bring Colorado
River water to Arizona’s desert. The dam would submerge most of the Fort McDowell reservation
of the Yavapai, an Indian community. The Yavapai, despite their poverty, rejected the financial
offer of the agency to buy their land, for many reasons, including their belief that it was not
their right to sell ancestral land. The aspect highlighted here of this sophisticated case study of
modern water politics in an arid region, the nature of state power, and many other things**, is

% Other sources on the Oosterschelde case and changes in the orientation of Dutch and European water
management policy and practice are Lintsen (2002), Bijker (2002), Kuks (2005) and Bressers and Kuks (2005).

% Espeland describes the theoretical thrust of her case study as follows. “(...) in trying to analyze the complex set of
conditions that produced this outcome [the decision not to build the dam, PPM], | came to reengage some old and
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the internalisation of environmental concerns into the USBR through the process of conducting
environmental impact studies, including a valuation of the different functions/ecosystems
services of the river system, and the effects of the dam on that. Espeland describes how a ‘New
Guard’ of professional environmental and social scientists, hired in response to external pressure
on the agency and with the political wind of the Carter administration’s pro-environment
policies in the back, enters the USBR bureaucracy, managed to become a powerful force in that
bureaucracy changed planning procedures for dam building, and brokered the Orme Dam
controversy successfully, with the rational decision models that they developed as the main
instrument. This valuation instrument became the main tool for negotiating the trade-offs in
the dam building. The major problem in this exercise was that of commensuration: to express
different values of different costs and benefits in a single vocabulary — that of price — to be able
to compare alternative plans. Espeland discusses these problems in detail, showing that despite
the attraction of such instruments and methods as seemingly objective, the tool involves a
process of social construction of what constitutes a value, and which values get included and
excluded. Despite this, the tool was instrumental in taking the decision — not to build the dam
in this case — and also boosted the status of the ‘New Guard’ facilitating a reinvention of the
agency into an more environment-sensitive and participatory direction. However, the Yavapai
were of the opinion that they had won the case for the wrong reasons — their view of things
had not found, and perhaps could not find, a place in this rational decision-making tool.

A number of things can be learnt from these experiences:

1) How non-replicable, that is situation-specific they are. Each has its own specific
and unique trajectory.

2) However, what they do have in common is firstly, that the pressure for policy
transformation was to a large extent based in broader changes in society in
terms of consciousness of and support for environmental political agendas, and
secondly, partly related to this, a weakening of the agricultural constituency as a
political force was an important enabling factor. It might be argued that if this is
the condition for transformation, then transformations in developing and
transition countries are still a long way off.* | do not think that this is a fully
correct inference. What the examples show in a more general sense, is that
bureaucratic transformation depends on sufficient political clout/momentum in
the society at large for sustained pressure. What the coalitions that exert such
sustained pressure (should) look like is not necessarily the same across countries.
Though agriculture is a very prominent concern in most developing countries, the
relative balance of forces among sectors/constituencies is not unchanging.
Globalisation and urbanisation processes may imply new political priorities in
which agriculture’s predominance declines. Each situation requires its own
strategic analysis of the socio-political dynamics through which change
processes are happening or could happen. What the cases suggest is that

formidable questions: the uneasy and sometimes volatile, relation between instrumental reason and substantive
values; the conditions that propel commensuration — the transformation of qualities into quantities - and the
difference that this makes for how we create and unmake boundaries, attach ourselves to categories, and negotiate
identities; the consequences attendant on different modes of valuing; and the capacity of ordinary citizens to
participate in decisions that affect their lives, especially when these are brokered by powerful bureaucracies. In the
end | came to see this decision as a forum for analyzing competing concepts of rationality and how these shape our
understanding of political participation. The debate about a dam site became, for me, a theoretical site to consider
the politics of rationality in relation to democratic practice; a place to examine relations between our ideas for how
to be rational, how to do politics, and what sort of people count as political actors.” (Espeland, 1998:xi)

% Cf. the environmental Kuznets curve argument discussed in Shah et al. (2006).
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broader socio-political processes are likely to have to provide the setting for
water sector reform (rather than water sector reform being internally generated
in and by the sector), and that qualitative change like the described does not
happen easily and overnight. Furthermore, we may not want to accept the
agriculture-environment and environment-poverty oppositions that inform much
discourse on this matter. When the issue is primarily conceived as a trade-off,
we miss out on options for productive and remunerative agricultural production
that is ecologically sustainable and does generate employment.®

3) In both cases new professional groups, with new environmental expertise, were
inducted into the water bureaucracies. This provided an important consolidation
of the ‘new concern’ in the business as usual of the water bureaucracy.®’

4) We also learn that a new approach addressing new concerns may provide new
technical challenges to engineers. This seems to be how the incorporation of
new concerns in the knowledge systems of the civil engineering and hydrology
disciplines happens: by having to solve problems forced upon the discipline,
rather than by a process of abstract ‘increased awareness’ and then self-redesign
of technology.

5) Finally, the outcome of the processes is ambiguous. In the Dutch case the
ecological concern was incorporated in an eco-modernist approach, and left
several issues unaddressed. In the US-case the American Indians thought they
had won the case for the wrong reasons. The changes are not revolutionary
‘world-view’ changes, but gradual processes of partial, but qualitative,
transformation.

All five elements seem to have relevance in the context of developing and transition
countries. The first two points imply a need for situation-specific strategic coalition- and
alliance-building around certain issues to advocate policy and institutional transformation.
Regarding irrigation reform in India, Bottrall in the early 1990s opined that there could possibly
be a coalition for irrigation reform.

Those currently opposed to the status quo, or with good reasons to oppose it, include
finance ministries (concerned about ID’s [Irrigation Departments, PPM] never-ending demands
on public funds); politicians and their constituents in regions disadvantaged by present patterns
of water development (either through direct damage, as in waterlogged areas, or through long
neglect, as in tank areas); environmental action groups; local issue-based groups (such as
opponents of state water policies in Maharashtra); and non-agricultural water users, including
urban domestic and industrial users, who suffer from the absence of efficient methods of inter-
sectoral water allocation. (Bottrall, 1992: 244)

This alignment of interests has not happened so far, but the question to be answered
remains the same: which, in Sabatier’s (1988) terms, advocacy coalitions can further policy and

% This issue is as relevant for Western/European contexts as it is for that of developing countries. For a concept of
sustainable development along these lines developed in Maharashtra, India, see Datye (1997), and Paranjape and
Joy (1995).

% This is in line with arguments about the importance of ‘strategic groups’ in knowledge system management
(Menkhoff and Evers, 2005).
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institutional transformation? Also the fifth point is relevant in this context: the process is never
completed.®®

The third and fourth points suggest that the habitus of technical professionals should be
taken very seriously. At a practical level, reform of education and training programmes is a
necessary long-term investment.*® However, perhaps more important or effective may be the
enrolment of technical professionals in the solution of the new technical challenges that an
environment and poverty focus generates.

Despite this sketch of potential transformation options and avenues, the empirical
observation has to be that most water bureaucracies have internalised the issues of
environment and poverty only to a very limited extent, if not outright resisted it. The types of
explanation for the resistance of water bureaucracies to societal demands to adopt new,
‘integrated’ or otherwise alternative approaches to water management, can be classified in
three types.

1) The ‘vested interests’ explanation, strongly popularised in international policy
circles by Repetto’s ‘skimming the water’ perspective (Repetto, 1986).

2) Explanations focusing on the institutional characteristics of water bureaucracies,
and their resultant ‘inertia’ and ‘rigidity’. Such states may be due to the
inheritance of colonial administrative structures (see for India for instance
Kaviraj, 1997; on Uzbekistan for instance Yalcin and Mollinga, 2007).

3) What | tentatively call ‘knowledge system’ explanations, that is explanations
that look beyond direct day-to-day concerns and practices of technocrats, but
try to read the ‘mental maps’ of technocrats. Very little analysis of this exists for
the water resources sector.

Where explanations one and two require changes in governance and management
structures and styles of water organisations, the third addresses the professional identity of
water bureaucrats most directly.

5. State-centred, Society-centred and Donor-centred Water Policy
Processes

The second major ‘sticking point’ in water sector reform seems to be the unwillingness of
water bureaucracies to share power with other interest groups, that is, adopt more inclusive
policy formulation and implementation processes. Policy is used here as a generic term that
includes all forms of state planning and public policy formulation and implementation for water
resources management.

% This despite the suggestion strongly embedded in development assistance and government programmes alike,
that (fixed duration) projects are the desirable instrument for solving such problems.

% Efforts to establish and support more ‘integrated’ water resources engineering education and training
programmes include the Centro Agua project in Bolivia, the WATERnNet project in Southern Africa, and the Crossing
Boundaries project in South Asia, see: http://www.centroagua.org/, http://www.waternetonline.ihe.nl/, and
http://www.saciwaters.org/crossing_boundaries.htm.
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A short discussion of the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh’s irrigation reform process can
illustrate the power-sharing issue. The Andhra Pradesh Farmer Management of Irrigation
Systems Act of 1997 is the largest scale effort at irrigation reform so far in India. The Act states
that the Irrigation Department that used to have full jurisdiction over irrigation management
will be transformed into a service providing agency, while for the management of the large-
scale systems management bodies elected by and composed of irrigators (or more precisely,
users of irrigated land) will be formed. At the local level these would be Water Users
Associations, at the secondary canal level these would be Distributary Committees, and each
system would have a Project Committee. The first two bodies were established through state-
wide elections in 1997. The third, project level committee has not been established till 2005. The
explanation for this is resistance to the idea on both the Irrigation Department side and on the
side of politicians (parliamentarians). The main issues that Project Committees would deal with
would be allocation of water at system level, and the allocation of the funds for executing
larger physical works in the system. It would be a governing body setting the rules of the game
for water distribution and physical maintenance of the system. If established with such
authority, the Project Committees would become very powerful bodies at a regional scale (the
large-scale systems usually spread across several districts). There would be serious competition
in terms of resource brokerage with parliamentarians in their constituencies, and the domain of
authority of the Irrigation Department would be seriously curtailed. This, so far, has been a
bridge too far for the irrigation reform to allow irrigators/farmers this level of
control/governance power, despite strong political support for the process from the Chief
Minister of the state in the first phase of the process. A recent development is that the Act has
been amended in such a way that the envisaged shift to a governance and management system
with strong irrigator participation has become more unlikely. In Grindle’s terminology, irrigation
policy, governance and management in the Andhra Pradesh case is highly state-centred, and
efforts at making it more society-centred will meet with resistance from the state itself, both its
administrative and political sections. (See Nikku, 2006 for an analysis of the Andhra Pradesh
irrigation reform process.)

Grindle (1999) discusses two major approaches to the analysis of policy processes, as
summarised in Table 1.



Table 1: Rational choice and comparative sociological approaches to the analysis of policy
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processes
Approaches based on economic | Comparative sociological
frameworks (rational choice approaches (comparative
theory) institutionalism)

Why and how are - Rational choice | - Strong emphasis

politicians interested in
shaping policy change?

explanations of politicians
behaviour in a ‘political
market’ with votes as the
currency and access to
public resources as benefits

Capture of
politicians by interest groups
and rent seeking

‘Context’ is a
strategic decision making
arena

on institutions and
collectivities, rather than
individual choice (‘statecraft’ as
theme)

Larger role of
contingency

Conflict over policy
is the ‘normal stuff’ of politics;
emphasis on social interaction
in economic, social and policy
arenas in relation to social
power

‘Context’ is a
complex environment with
history, shaping perspectives,
references and values

How do political
institutions affect the
choices made by

Institutions are strategic
arenas for individual choice

Institutions have
histories, which shapes
preferences, orientations,

politicians? values, and strategies of
collective actors
How are new - Intrigued by the | - Criticise apolitical explanations
institutions created or creation of new institutions of institutional change; new
transformed? that constrain the power of institutions are the result of
politicians historically embedded conflicts
- The behaviour of about the distribution of power
reformist politicians: how and benefits in society
long-term interest and
short-term interest relate
- Transaction
costs in political life to
explain change
- Principal-agent
problems; role of
institutional designers
What are the - Consequences - More dynamic

consequences of new
rules of the game for
economic and political
interaction?

generate new strategies for
achieving first order
preferences, towards a new
equilibrium

Source: based on Grindle (1999:3-11).

approach: institutional change
creates new sources of conflict,
new claims for resources, new
spaces for contestation
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Grindle also observes that adherents of the two schools “have been outspokenly harsh
about the other:

“Those who favor the elegance and parsimony of economic models of political behavior accuse
comparative institutionalists of avoiding rigorous theory and scientific methodology and of
producing primarily descriptive studies. Those who work from within the sociological tradition
retort that economic models produce political banalities and historically inaccurate analyses that
ignore empirical evidence.” (1999: 11)

Grindle is of the view that both schools are deficient in important ways. The ‘political
economy of public policy’ perspective has been developed particularly, though not exclusively,
with reference to European and North American policy processes. It carries several biases as a
result, one being strong assumptions about societal groups actively contesting government
policy and thus being involved in policy formulation. Grindle shows that developing countries
may be characterised by state-centred policy processes, while these analytical approaches are
society-centred. In developing and transitional countries policy may be generated primarily in
elite (government) circles. Also the institutional setting of developing and transitional countries
may be very unstable, and institutional and policy evolution a different process as a result.
Another strong assumption is the sovereignty of the voter in electoral processes, which may not
apply elsewhere. Such differences suggest a general point in terms of analytical approach: that
the study of the process of policy needs to be contextualised historically and geographically.*
She concludes her review and assessment with a call for more ‘grounded’ research on actual
processes of institutional transformation while “seeking to stretch theoretical models”
(1999:21).

Formulated in this terminology, a major challenge facing the water sector is to
transform the highly state-centred policy processes that exist in many countries into more
society-centred processes. It could also be observed that the global IWRM-focused water policy
discourse is highly normative in its emphasis on establishing society-centred governance and
management structures.** If Grindle’s analysis of the bias in existing frameworks of policy
analysis is correct, and | think it is, then we don’t have much conceptual grasp on existing
state-centred water policy processes, and the normative proclamations of the global water
resources discourse become somewhat vacuous as a result.**

| propose that to the two categories, or ideal types, of state-centred and society centred
policy processes a third category needs to be added which could be tentatively called ‘donor-
centred’ policy processes. The notions of both state and society centrism implicitly assume the
existence of sovereign states within which these processes occur. As Jenkins (2002) discusses,
the sovereignty of developing countries has been undermined or otherwise become weak or
eroded in two senses. Firstly, since the introduction of structural adjustment policies in the
1980s, there has been increasing influence of development funding agencies on not just the

0 Grindle also identifies three factors that are, in her view, under-explained: leadership, the role of ideas, and
successful policies. She makes no reference to the literature on policy discourses and policy narratives, which in my
view have a lot to say on the power of ideas in policy processes. She does make the observation that “ideas may be
important means through which international actors become players in domestic policy debates.” (1999:17). This
seems to be very applicable to the water resources domain, and is perhaps what the global politics of water is
largely about.

*1 And in Jenkins’ terms, employs highly ‘sanitised’ understandings of civil society, that are idealistic and unrealistic
(2001).

*2 This argument also implies that, for instance, the European and USA literature on changing water policy regimes
in these relatively society-centred regions may not be of extremely great value for analysing the relatively state-
centred situations in many developing and transition countries, and neither for the category of ‘donor-centred’
policy processes proposed below. Our analysis of the institutional transformation in the Uzbekistan context seems
to confirm this (Yalcin and Mollinga, 2006). Society-centred policy processes seem to be the exception rather than
the rule.
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content of policies but the policy making and implementation structure as a whole (‘good
governance reforms’). Secondly, the actual capacity to govern that is part of the concept of
sovereignty may or may not exist for a variety of reasons (cf. the debate on ‘failed states’). No
country is without external influence on its policies and policy institutions, but the degree and
impact of that influence varies strongly. When external influence on policy making becomes
dominant as compared to the domestic generation of policy dynamics, one could perhaps speak
of a ‘donor-centred’ policy process.

Small countries with small economies are, logically, more vulnerable to ‘donor centrism’.
One indicator that might provide a signpost to donor-centred policy regimes is the percentage
of the government (development) budget that is financed from loans and grants of international
development funding agencies. In South Asia, Bangladesh’s, Nepal’s and Sri Lanka’s water policy
formulation and prioritisation have in periods been very strongly donor-influenced (though this
has not necessarily translated into donor influence on policy implementation), but the much
smaller country of Bhutan has avoided such influence. India is too large an economy and
country to be very prone to donor centrism, as became clear in the unrolling of the controversy
around the Sardar Sardovar project, where many observers opine that if the World Bank had not
withdrawn its funding for the project itself, they would probably have been invited to do that by
the Indian government. Pakistan is a case of strong donor influence, but its geo-political
significance implies that it can relatively easy get away with poor or non-implementation of
conditionalities for development loans (see VanderVelde and Tirmizi, 2004). Concrete analysis of
such water resources policy regimes would undoubtedly produce a more refined categorisation
than that of society, state and donor centred regimes.*® This discussion amounts to a call for the
undertaking of such comparative institutional and policy regime analysis, with an open mind as
regards the conceptual frameworks that might be most useful in such an endeavour.

6. Summary and Conclusion

This paper has emphasised the importance of squarely addressing the political dimension
of water resources use, management and governance (water control). The development of
technical infrastructure for surface irrigation, flood control and hydropower generation is the
‘core business’ of (government) water agencies in many countries, and definitive of the
professional identity of the civil engineers and hydrologists that staff these organisations — the
social carriers of the ‘hydraulic mission’ (Allan, 2006). Calling these organisations hydrocracies
(Rap et al., 2004) expresses their dominant role in water policy making and implementation in
those countries where water control is a strategic dimension of development. Addressing the
political dimensions of water resources management self-consciously and analytically is a
relatively recent phenomenon, at least in the ‘dominant discourse’ (Allan, 2006). It has partly
come in ‘through the backdoor’ as a consequence of the emphasis on ‘governance’ in the global
development policy debates. Whatever the currents and fashions in global water resources
discourse are, the relevance of the issue of water politics follows from the concrete
contestations over and around water resources in many places around the world. On that front
it can be safely stated that water in many cases, though not necessarily, is a highly contested
resource, and that in all likelihood conflicts and disputes over water will increase in the coming
decades. The objective base for emphasising attention to the political dimension of water

*% For instance, India provides an interesting case in that it exhibits the paradoxical situation of strongly state-
centred policy processes in the water resources sector, set in an overall very vibrant and long-standing democratic
regime, with a very active civil society (see Mollinga (2004) for discussion of the paradox, and a first attempt to
explain it; also see the Indian case studies in Mollinga et al., 2006).
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resources management thus lies in the day-to-day reality of its use, and the effects and impacts
of that.

The framework presented divides the politics of water into four domains of interaction:
the everyday politics of water, the politics of national water policy, hydropolitics and global
water politics. These are different domains in the sense that different configurations of actors
populate them and interact around different subject matters and issues. However, these
domains are only semi-autonomous fields, and some of the most important questions regarding
water resources management span across and through them.

After this formal conceptualising of the field of water politics, the second step in
elaborating it as a research field is to identify the issues and problems, and their issue networks
and problemsheds. This can be done in many different ways, depending on the purpose of the
study and the characteristics of the setting in which it will take place.

The present paper identifies two major issues to be the ‘sticking points’ in the unrolling
of water sector reform processes in situations where powerful hydrocracies dominate the water
resources terrain. It is observed that in most of the larger irrigation, flood control and
hydropower countries, there is a deadlock in water sector reform. The two sticking points
identified are the following.

1) The internalisation of the ‘new’ environmental, poverty and democratic
governance related concerns into the professional identities, approaches, and
institutional frameworks of water resources professionals and their organisations
seems to happen rarely and with great difficulty. Existing identities and
approaches, characterised by a focus on increasing production, supply
enhancement, ‘harnessing’ of water resources, and with a social engineering
(Merrey et al., 2006) approach to policy implementation, are tenaciously
defended against societal pressures to rethink and change the paradigm.

2) The ‘unlocking’ of the process of institutional and organisational transformation
of hydrocracies, in order to establish more balanced an productive relationships
between water managers and water users is the second sticking point. This is
about changing the social relations of power between the different actors
involved in water resources management, with or without the internalisation of
the concerns mentioned under point 1). These power relations are always implicit
in reform, if not explicitly contested, but rarely self-consciously addressed and
analysed as part of a ‘strategic action’ perspective on institutional
transformation. Despite emphasis on issues like governance and accountability in
the water policy discourse, most reform initiatives remain set in conventional
‘policy as prescription’ (Mackintosh, 1992) frameworks, often with a ‘single
solution’ approach, be this Water Users Associations, water markets, public-
private partnerships or river basin organisations (Merrey et al., 2006).

The main observations on the first theme of internalisation of ‘new’ concerns are the
following.

1) Internalisation processes are highly situation specific (they have a history, and
are therefore particular and path-dependent), and they are non-linear. They
involve a lot of strategic action with inherently uncertain outcomes.

2) The internalisation processes that have taken place and have been documented,
seem to have been primarily driven by broader socio-political processes and
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forces, rather than having emerged form internal dynamics and learning within
the sector.

3) New professional groups being the carriers of ‘new’ concerns and approaches are
playing an important role in internalisation processes.

4) ‘New’ concerns, notably environmental ones, provide technical challenges for
water professionals, which may be instrumental in inducing internalisation and
transformation processes.

5) Outcomes of internalisation and transformation processes tend to be ambiguous.
The route towards a ‘paradigm shift’ is not likely to be a revolutionary ‘big bang’
one, but more likely to be a gradual, step-by-step, backwards and forwards,
process.

The main point raised regarding the second ‘sticking point’ is the appropriateness of the
analytical frameworks for policy process analysis, largely developed as ‘society-centred’
approaches suited for democratic regimes with some level of organised and regularised public
contestation and shaping of public policy. In many developing countries, but not only there, and
more significantly for this paper, in many national water sectors, policy making and
implementation processes are highly ‘state-centred’. To understand the policy dynamics in such
settings different policy analysis frameworks are needed. A third category of situations or policy
regimes are those where international development (financing) agencies have a strong role in
national water policy making, to the point that national sovereignty is put into question. For
such cases one would need a ‘donor-centred’ framework of analysis. This is admittedly a very
crude typology of policy regimes, and mainly meant to ‘open up’ the debate on appropriate
approaches, and a call for comparative research on water policy regimes and transformation
processes.

It is evident throughout the paper that the author’s driving concern for unpacking the
politics of water is the desire to contribute to a paradigm shift in water resources management.
Such a shift would involve a transformation of the policy regime dominated by technocratic,
social engineering disposed hydrocracies implementing their ‘hydraulic missions’, towards an
inclusive, polycentric system of water governance and management having a focus on
sustainable human development addressing the complex mix of economic growth, welfare,
equity, sustainability and democracy concerns. In terms of the typology of policy regimes — how
does one move from state- and donor-centred into the direction of society-centred situations?
This a strongly normative and political driver to which | gladly plead guilty. The emphasis on
‘politics’ is not only the addition of another extra dimension to the list of already recognised
dimensions of water resources management, nor does it only have implications for the diversity
of policy analysis frameworks that need to be deployed. It is a standpoint that critiques the
dominant social engineering approaches to institutional transformation, and which states that
unless a self-consciously political strategic action approach to institutional transformation is
taken, the deadlock in water sector reform may continue for some time.
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GWP
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Bangladesh Water Development Board
Flood Action Plan

Global Water Partnership

Integrated Water Resources Management
United States of America

United States Bureau of Reclamation
World Bank

Water Users Association

World Water Council
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