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y questioning the applicability of in-

tegrated water resource management
(IWRM), Tushaar Shah and Barbara van
Koppen in their article (August 5, 2006)
reveal their thin understanding of the
complex water management scenario in
India. Theauthorsmakeaproposition that
formal mechanisms of governance are
better equipped for IWRM packages. In
thispaper, | arguethat IWRM initscurrent
package has been dismal worldwide.
Further, | argue that formal and informal
mechanisms both have their advantages
and disadvantages, and it is the combina-
tion of these that contributes towards
integrated water resource management.

Ready-made Global Data

The authors examine the ready-made
global databasetodraw aneat relationship
between water poverty and overall eco-
nomic development to justify their pre-
sumption that lower thelevel of economic
development, the more informa is the
water economy. First, arethesereadymade
global databasescomparable?The authors
consider water access poverty (WAP) as
the real indicator of water poverty. The
three variables used to derive the values
for the variable WAP are: (i) percentage
of population with access to clean water;
(ii) percentage of population with access
tosanitation; and (iii) percentageof popu-
lationwith accesstoirrigation adjusted by
per capita water resources. These indica-
tors cover services provided by formal
mechanisms, and do not capture those
provided by informa mechanisms, espe-
cidlyinacountry likelndia. Astheauthors
themselves point out “nearly 80 per cent
of India srural households surveyed self-
supply their domesticwater requirements”
(ibid: 3416). The situation is similar for
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sanitation and irrigation services. With
forma and informal mechanisms both
providing servicesin India, conventional
indicators, like the above, do not capture
the complete picture of service provision.
This questions the comparability of a
ready-made global data base.

The water economy in any nation is
served by bothformal andinformal mecha-
nisms, the contribution of each varies
depending on the nation’s history. For
instance, nations such as the US and
Australia were colonised by Europeans.
In these colonised lands, the informal
mechanism of governance by the native
population wasignored and discriminated
against the colonisers to reinforce their
authority in awritten formal form. This
is in contrast to nations, such as India,
where mechanisms to govern water are
largely socially embedded in nature. With
independencecameastatutory writtenform
of governance. However, this does not
justify theauthor’ spresumptionthat formal
mechanismsof governancehelpinorderly
functioning of IWRM intheindustrialised
countries, and the highly informal nature
constraints developing countries from
functioning in an orderly manner (ibid:
3415). First, IWRM has been dismall
worldwide [Biswas 2004], whether it is
the US, Australia, South Africa or India.
Though a comprehensive and cross-
country evaluation of community-based
IWRM is lacking, large-scale and com-
parative eval uation studies within nations
are enough to draw a negative picture in
both thedevel oped and devel opingworlds.
A snapshot of watershed initiativesin the
western US reveals inadequate attention
or funding from government, inadequate
interagency coordination, lack of public
involvement and inadequate management
laws being the major concern to IWRM
[Kenney et a 2000]. Singleton (2002),
examining watershed programmes in the

USwestidentifiesa“good, bad and ugly”
facetotheimplementation of IWRM. The
situation in Australia is no different.
Examining IWRM in Austraia, studies
[Bellamy and Johnson 2000; Bellamy et a
2002] have raised concerns regarding the
balance of efforts between planning and
implementation. Fullerton (2001) demon-
strates how juggling interest of powerful
groups in achieving their own needs has
mismanaged the Murray-Darling basinin
Australia. Examining watersheds in both
Australia and the US, Margerum
[Margerum 1996 and 2002] concludes
actors having difficulty in implementing
consensual decisions due to lack of stra-
tegic direction, limited public participa-
tion and lack of actor’s commitments.

Shah and van Koppen in their article
idealise South Africa s water reforms as
amodel in an emerging economy context.
Their assessment of South Africa as a
model emergesfromits ability togenerate
around two billion rand/year as income
from water tariffs.2In spite of thefact,
they recognise that “only two fledgling
catchment management agencies(CMAYS)
have been formed so far with a far more
modest role than was originaly envis-
aged” [ Shahand van Koppenop cit 3418].
India has followed these nations in the
Parthasarthy Committeereport [ Gol 2006]
to set up layers of watershed authority
structures from the national to the water-
shed level, early this year. It is often
presumed by the authors and by the com-
mittee that the “IWRM package” once
formulated by setting up various struc-
tures can guide all players in the sector,
promotecoordinated action, enhanceriver
basin planning and management, help in
efficient alocation and usage, and make
“water everybody’s business’ [Shah and
van Koppen op cit 3413-14]. Such linear
assumptions fail to recognisethe complex
reality of water resource management,
leading to potential pitfallsin the contem-
porary “IWRM package’.

IWRM Package

Water resources are integrated at vari-
ous levels by diverse actors in space and
time. A diagnosis of integration reveals
various problem areas [ Saravanan 2006]:
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(1) There is no linear relations between
policy-implementation, rather they arein
ebb and flow, with policies contested,
multiple and overlaid; (2) The manage-
ment region is socialy constructed and
dynamic, theriver basin isnot necessarily
the appropriate scale for management
[Lane et a 2006]; (3) Participationof actors
isdiverse, not necessarily communicative
and collective; (4) Knowledge of water
resource management emerges through
constantinteractionamong actorsaspart of
their daily struggle with the environment
and the prevailing rules; (5) Functional
attributes that determine integration are
diverse in the socia realm of resource
management. These dimensions only
reveal the complex nature of integration
involved in water resource management
that are not close to the current normative
and ideological package. In this com-
plexity, the normative and idealistic con-
cept of “IWRM package” that focuses on
promoting collective and consensual man-
agement of natural resources by bringing
stakeholdersto participate within awater-
shed are prone to potential pitfalls. One
way to move forward isto understand the
process of integration of both formal and
informal mechanisms of the water eco-
nomy. Thiswill helpinidentifying oppor-
tunitiesto facilitate the process. Theinter-
actions between formal and informal
mechanisms of water economy are very
well-illustrated by a number of studies
[Bruns and Meinzen-Dick 2000; Mehta
et al 1999; vonBenda-Beckmaneta 1997]
in different parts of the world. Here the
integration represents a complex system
[Railsback 2001] that consists of four
characteristics: (i) they are open; (ii) they
are composed of diverse mechanisms;
(iii) they interact in a non-linear fashion
and frequently have response delays and
feedback loopsamong them; and (iv) they
exhibit heterogeneity in both time and
space. In spite of complexity, they
characterise emergent properties, multi-
scale interactions, unexpected behaviour
and self-organisation capacity, which all
make them a“complex adaptive system”.

Inthiscomplex adaptivewater economy,
diverse actors ranging from international
agenciesto individuals have evolved both
formal and informa mechanisms to
govern the water economy [Saravanan
2006]. No one mechanism is superior to
other. Infact, each of them has advantages
and disadvantages. For instance, formal
mechanisms are better positioned to bring

in macro social and physical changes and
values, they are rigid, have high trans-
action cost, low pay-offs and bring in
commonly prevailing rulesin a particular
jurisdiction. The informa mechanisms
are better positioned to reflect social
values that cut acrossadministrativejuris-
dictions, have less transaction cost, high
pay-off and are easily adaptable to grow-
ing uncertainty in water economies. It is
a myth for authors to presume that it is
only aformalised water economy that can
be externally catalysed, while informal
economies are not “ripe” for IWRM.

The discussion here primarily argues
that itisnot asif Indiaisripe for IWRM,
rather IWRM in its current normative and
ideological packages has not worked well
globally. Finding away out for sustainable
water resources management requires
researchers to evolve adequate conceptual
and analytical tools to understand the
complex process of integration rather
than succumb to ideological and norma-
tive presumptions.
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Notes

[The author acknowledges the scholarship pro-
vided by the International Postgraduate Research
Scholarship and University of Queensland, and
the International Water Management Institute
(IWMI) doctoral fellowship in 2004 for thefield
research.]

1 Though the concept has recognised the im-
portance of communitiesand their involvement
inresourcemanagement decisions, intheprocess
brought them closer to government, promoted
conceptual understanding for sharing of
resources and building consensus on resource
management problems [Saravanan 2002].

2 Olifant basin is cited as one of the most deve-
loped basins in South Africa, what authors fail
to acknowledge or even recognise is the role
of International Water Management Institute
(IWMI) and other international agencies in
facilitating the basin devel opment by pumping
in money and research activities for years.
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