Polycentric governance could encourage
effective river basin management
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A new study has compared the water governance and management systems of
nearly 30 river basins around the world. Results indicated that governance systems
with distributed political power and good co-ordination help to implement the
principles of good governance in water management practice, and to adopt more
advanced climate change adaptation policies.
Water resources are increasingly under pressure from changes in land and water use,
combined with the impacts of climate change. Many current water governance and
management systems in both developing and industrialised countries are unable to address
these challenges, and it is often mistakenly assumed that what works in one place, will work
in another. Furthermore, most scientific analyses of river basin management are limited to
individual case studies or comparisons between just a few water basins.
In an attempt to improve the knowledge base for water governance, the study, conducted
under the EU Twin2Go project1, compared water governance regimes in 29 river basins
across Latin American, Europe, Asia and Africa. It defined a ‘governance regime’ as a system
which includes formal institutions (such as water legislation), informal institutions (such as
social norms), and actor networks (including stakeholders) for policy and its implementation.
The analysis focused on three key features of each case study: the characteristics of its
water governance regime and its management performance, as well as its environmental
and socio-economic context. A questionnaire with 98 indicators was developed to measure
the different features. River basin management data from expert judgement, document
analysis and international databases were collected and analysed in order to assess the
different regimes.
The results indicate that it is very important for a water governance regime to be
polycentric. This means it has many centres of decision-making, which are formally
independent of each other, but still well co-ordinated. River basins with polycentric
governance were found to adopt good governance principles in practice, such as sound
public participation and stakeholder engagement, equitable and inclusive water management
processes, as well as transparent water allocation. They were also more likely to adopt
advanced climate change adaptation policies.
However, the study highlights that the understanding of ‘polycentric’ needs to be refined, in
terms of identifying how the power is distributed across actors and spatial levels and how
different governance modes – markets, networks and bureaucracies – act in concert under
various circumstances.
The overall state of economic and institutional development was found to affect the
achievement of water-related Millennium Development Goals2 and the adoption of good
environmental management, such as monitoring water quality and responding to water
pollution. The findings suggest that water governance reforms may have little impact in
countries where formal institutions are not effective, e.g. due to corruption. In such cases,
intervention may be more successful with a more bottom-up informal approach, promoting
civil society and local governance capacity.
The study highlights some important qualities of water governance regimes that could make
them more effective in managing water resources. However, some indicators could be
improved and the data collection extended to
regions and countries that are
underrepresented in the present survey, such as North America, Australia and China. To this
end, a web database has been developed. It makes case study data available and allows
collecting data for additional cases as a basis for refined water governance analyses in the
future3.

