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“(The) water crisis is largely our own making.  It has resulted not 
from  the natural limitations of the water supply or lack of 
financing and appropriate technologies, even though these 

‘are important factors, but rather from profound 
failures in water governance.”1

UNDP on water governance

“What we do to water, we do to ourselves and the ones we love.”
From ‘Popol Vuh’, ancient Mayan book

Future Generations at the Table: Governing and Managing Our Water Commons 
In Cebu City, the Philippines, public sector workers like Zosimo Salcedo at the Metro Cebu Water District 
(MCWD) opposed Asian Development Bank financing that would purportedly increase the burgeoning city’s 
water supply. The financing sounded like a water workers dream – more infrastructure funds spells more jobs. 
So why was Zosimo Salcedo opposing the funds?

Contrary to common perceptions that workers are only concerned with preserving jobs and receiving higher 
pay, the union acted as stewards of the water commons. You might call them water citizens. They understood 
their responsibility as ‘carers’ of water, from catchment to storage to distribution. They didn’t measure their ef-
fectiveness simply in numbers of households connected to the grid but in conservation, watershed protection 
and raising questions about what increased debt would mean for the water system’s long-term financial and 
resource sustainability. They asked the hard question as to whether, in fact, the new infrastructure meant to 
extract more water would, in the long run, actually ensure continuous and increased water supply. Rather than 
tap new surface and groundwater sources, they concluded that it made more economic and ecological sense 
to conserve water through cheaper system repair and watershed protection. 

What is extraordinary about this change in mindset is the emergence of a new consciousness that work-
ers have an important role to play in tending, caring and nurturing water, even though their own daily work 
involved a minimalist technical role with water distribution alone. In effect, Salcedo and his colleagues in the 
MCWD workers union symbolized a fundamental restructuring of the relationship between the water work-
ers, the water utility, the community and water itself. In this new consciousness and practice, which we call 
water citizenship, they sought to secure water for all, for all times.

The Challenge of Safeguarding Water
One of the wonders of the Earth is the pristine waters that give life to an astonishing diversity of ecosystems 
and human societies. Climate change has made it painfully clear that although ecological regions are distinct, 
natural systems and human societies are intimately intertwined. Deforestation for agricultural expansion in 
one eco-zone can alter monsoon events in another. We all have a stake – and ought to have a voice – in mak-
ing decisions about transformations of nature, even if they occur a continent away. 

1 http://waterwiki.net/index.php/UNDP accessed March 6, 2012.



You can think of our entire planetary natural resource base as one giant global commons or 
alternatively, as a series of inter-connected, localized commonses. Either expression presents 
formidable governance, management and sovereignty challenges. The term “commons” turns 
current water planning topsy-turvy. A water commons means that water is available for all 
people and ecosystems, and that the resource be passed on undiminished and intact for future 
generations’ enjoyment. You don’t have to look far to see that current water planning often 
fails to uphold those principles and embrace the views of commons champions like Salcedo.

Garret Hardin, in the “Tragedy of the Commons”, was pessimistic about the commons. He 
argued that shared ownership of a common resource is likely to lead to unequal use, pilfering 
and degradation. There is certainly much evidence, including in the Lempa River case examined 
here, that an unmanaged commons can be disastrous.  Hardin’s work is often cited to justify the 
break-up of the commons into private parts. 

The 2010 Nobel Prizewinner for Economics, Elinor Ostrom, has a more optimistic view. 
She waded into communities’ commonses and did not find tragedy. She did find resource 

conflicts  – they are inevitable – 
but also sufficient intelligence and 
altruism to manage skirmishes and 
develop binding rules for equitable 
sharing. As in the case of the semi-
arid region of Minas Gerais, Brazil 
described in this collection, these 
rules can be far-sighted enough 
to ensure that nature itself receives 
her fair share of the water com-
mons. Ostrom discovers resource 
users exercising choice – to pur-
sue an unequal and unsustainable 
resource management regime or 
attempt something more coopera-
tive. Managing the water commons 
for the common good is a creative 
endeavor that provides a true test 

of good governance2 practices. Imagine a debate among political candidates on how best to 
steward our shared water resources – instead of demagogic discrediting of public services!

Ostrom articulated principles and practices that can guide good governance of the water com-
mons – for example, defining the universe of users, mapping the physical boundaries of the 
common resource, ensuring governance rights to all stakeholders, designing low-cost conflict 
resolution and sanctioning mechanisms and nesting/linking management rules and institutions 

2

2 Governance is the system of values, policies and institutions by which a society manages its economic, political and social af-
fairs.  It is the way a society organizes itself to make and implement decisions. It is the rules, institutions and practices that set 
limits and provide incentives for individuals, organizations and firms.  For “good governance” to work, all members of a com-
munity will have to be personally committed to notions of democracy, equality, egalitarianism, responsibility. Good governance 
transcends the dichotomy of the ‘ruler’ and the ‘ruled’ goes beyond the ‘state’ or ‘government’ (or its equivalent in another 
smaller systems) to include the myriad players in the system.



from the local to the international, from upstream to downstream.  These principles and prac-
tices aren’t water engineering feats – they’re largely intuitive institutional arrangements and 
all too often ignored. The cases here apply one or more of these practices and together with 
Maude Barlow’s water commons principles, they provide much of the analytical lens we use 
to offer lessons from these case studies.

The authors of these cases are public sector water operators and policy analysts, community 
activists and academics. The editors of this compilation are colleagues in the Reclaiming Public 
Water Network who have been working for some time to bring about greater democratization of 
water. We offer these cases to shine light on new ways forward as well as to invite your contri-
butions to a growing understanding of how to govern and manage our shared water commons. 

A New IWRM 2.0 to Tackle the Deepening Water Crisis
Twenty years ago, at the Rio Summit in 1992, commons-based water governance and manage-
ment took steps both backwards and forward. That’s not surprising; the Rio discussions were 
a battle ground for opposing development models. The millennia-old philosophical ethic that 
water belongs to all and is to be safeguarded for future generations, was called into question 
by Dublin Principles adopted in the first Earth Summit in Rio Declaration (1992): “Water is a 
public good and has a social and economic value in all its competing uses”.3

Public and private institutions seized on the opportunity to place water in a market framework 
and as a society we seemed to lose sight of the water commons. There’s no question that pric-
ing is essential to operate a water system but it must be fair. That means that higher volume, 
wealthier users pay more per unit and the poorest households receive a free or subsidized 
lifeline. But that has not generally been the guiding principle. Instead, policy makers and private 
operators seem to have become enamoured with full cost recovery4 from all users, even when 
it means denying basic rights to water. The prospect of turning a profit from water also began 
to seem possible to entrepreneurial operators - both politicians and CEOs. This new economic 
interpretation was to profoundly change the entire system of water management worldwide. 

A wave of institutional and economic restructuring engulfed much of the world. Starting in 
Latin America, from Bolivia to Argentina, Colombia to Chile, public water institutions were 
dismantled and replaced with private players who in some cases managed entire systems and 
in other cases were sub-contracted for construction or tariff collection. The First World Water 
War in Cochabamba, Bolivia (2001) was the most dramatic outburst symbolizing the anger of 
the poorest sections excluded from water services because they were unable to pay.

At the same Rio summit, a body of water management practices known as Integrated Wa-
ter Resources Management or IWRM was born. It is based on some of the Rio declaration’s 
best stuff - shining expressions of co-existence with nature and matching human aspiration 
to ecological reality. But IWRM has suffered in implementation and conception; development 
banks and governments have more often treated water as an economic good than a commons. 

3

3 http://www.gwp.org/The-Challenge/What-is-IWRM/Dublin-Rio-Principles/, accessed March 7, 2012..
4 See for example Agenda 21, Chapter 18 of the Rio Summit:  “A prerequisite for the sustainable management of water 
as a scarce vulnerable resource is the obligation to acknowledge in all planning and development its full costs” http://www.
earthsummit2002.org/ic/freshwater/reschapt18.html.



Citizen participation has been cursory, not nearly as authentic and robust as it should. On the 
cusp of a global re-commitment to environmental sustainability, we’d be foolish not to step back 
and reflect: What have we learned during these two decades to improve the way we govern 
and manage our water resources? 

IWRM may not be to blame, but the water crisis’ human and ecological toll is bad and acceler-
ating, egged on by climate change and governance failures. Unfulfilled Millennium Development 
Goals haunt us. Excellent reporting has recently uncovered woeful mismanagement of our 
banks and economies, but we need to cast the same spotlight on the mismanagement of water, 
which threatens our very existence. At the same time, we need to hear stories that narrate the 
occasional piece of good news, the successful efforts at overcoming the water crisis. The cases 
we present here inject some of that overlooked good news. 

Let’s call it IWRM 2.0, a new ethic that embraces water 
commons, water citizenship, and water security. Our societ-
ies have learned the hard way - through under-performing 
water systems and degraded watersheds – that if an 
authentic sense of water citizenship doesn’t guide water 
governance and management practice – they are likely to 
fail. The role of the MCWD employees’ union – mentioned 
above – in making informed recommendations about in-
frastructure investments for the common good shows just 
how helpful overlooked constituencies can be in democra-
tizing water system governance. State-community collabo-
rations that embrace community leadership in a meaningful 
way, as in the Colombian community water system case 
presented here, illustrate how important this cooperation 
is for the state to be able to guarantee the right to water, 
as now mandated by the UN. 

IWRM 2.0 stresses basic hydrological and socio-political 
realities of inter-connected ecosystems. We are ill-served 
by false divisions between urban and rural water systems. 

Urban water systems like Baybay and San Salvador’s rest upon a healthy, rural landscape for their 
long-term sustainability. We imperil the urban consumer and undervalue rural farming families 
when we separate the two. We note with dismay that so much water system design, by intent or 
omission, reinforces a false dichotomy between urban and rural systems. This collection challeng-
es a generalized urban water system bias, intentionally choosing rural systems as our departure 
point, while exploring their connection to urban systems.

The case of New York’s protection of its rural water supply shows how critical it is to tie to-
gether upstream and downstream management, even when it means wading into the complexi-
ties of territorial sovereignty and folding long-term, ongoing watershed protection costs into 
water tariffs and financing. Designing for upstream-downstream coordination acknowledges our 
interdependence and need to establish mechanisms that can smoothen often conflict-ridden 
relationships along a watershed and between watersheds. 4



The alternative to facing these conflicts early on in water planning and taking the necessary 
political risks to resolve them is the much-predicted water wars that are glibly predicted and 
must be avoided at all costs. IWRM 2.0 would likewise ask us to plan for all water resources in 
a comprehensive package – at the intersection of potable water, sanitation, irrigation. IWRM 2.0 
embraces the very nature of water – that its multiple uses derive from the same source. 

Of course, we shouldn’t be naïve about how easy it will be to mediate among competing water 
users and uses and the institutional challenges of insisting, for example, that a Ministry of Public 
Health ought to coordinate with a Ministry of Agriculture. At the same time, we should keep 
in mind that if we keep designing drinking water systems that don’t address other water uses, 
we may indeed do more harm than good. 

Embracing water citizenship and water security
All of the cases discussed in this collection share a basic insight: people tend to steward a re-
source with greater care when they feel they benefit from it and have taken part in deciding for 
whom and how the resource is used.  We call this act of participatory stewardship, “common-
ing”. A commons without “commoning” stands a good chance of falling apart. That was precisely 
the reasoning of New York City’s water authority when they invited farmers to put on the hat 
of water stewards and implement a new farming program compatible with a healthy watershed 
and pure city water. 

The Mary River Catchment Committee in Australia plays an active governance role, albeit with 
no statutory authority. Not only are they active watchdogs, stopping a damaging and unneces-
sary dam after one billion public dollars were spent, but they monitor water quality, work with 
farmers on sustainable land and water use and clean up the river basin as well.
 
In Parambur, India, a Tamil Nadu village characterized by long-standing class and social inequali-
ties embedded in the caste system, villagers ensure that everyone enjoy water use rights and 
bear stewardship responsibilities, regardless of class/caste position. For about 40 years, Param-
bur small farmers have successfully balanced equitable and sustainable use without sacrificing 
economic viability. The ethic of water management is premised on inclusion and shared respon-
sibility, resulting in efficient and effective water management.

Too often, management of natural resources focuses on technical facets of resource protection, 
regulation and allocation, with little attention, if any, to the ongoing participation of resource us-
ers in stewarding the resource. It’s not that these technical aspects are unimportant – quite the 
opposite – it’s that technical details, including budgeting, shouldn’t be left to technocrats and en-
gineers working in isolation, without the benefit of active community involvement and debate. 

That debate – which will hopefully occur at Rio plus 20 and beyond – would probably surface 
contrasting ideas about what exactly natural resource management is for in the first place. 
Certainly one purpose of natural resource management – the dominant practice – is managing 
leases, permits, pricing, etc. for extraction and economic growth with some focus on conserva-
tion. This tends to be the task that most resource administrators are charged with. A contrast-
ing view, which ideally has a profound influence on natural resource allocation for economic 
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activities, holds that management is principally to steward the commons for its long-term 
ecological and economic viability. 

A comprehensive debate will also need to surface better ways to call to account violators 
of the spirit of the water commons – those engaged in egregious practice. We tend to be fail 
miserably at it. In Colombia, Australia and the Philippines we see a social justice ethic at work 
that combines stewardship with advocacy.  We see water citizens that conscientiously moni-
tor their community’s water system and at the same time advocate around the world for an 
unnecessary dam not be built, for a public utility not be privatized and for a fracking or mining 
operator not to endanger an aquifer.

When conservation is our first course of action
A basic tenet of Maude Barlow’s principles for managing the water commons is that conserva-
tion comes before any other intervention. Repairing a leaky pipe before exploiting a new water 
supply makes good sense. But the truth is that infrastructure pork barrels dominate the water-
shed management landscape. The cases here demonstrate a conservation ethic and practice. 

Financing and pricing decisions look 
different in the Philippines, Australia 
and New York, when a technological 
plan is not based on a lucrative con-
tract for an engineering firm or ful-
filling conditions of an infrastructure 
loan. Supplying drinking water, sanita-
tion, irrigation and hydroelectricity 
certainly require feats of engineering, 
but technological decisions – sub-
ject to public scrutiny – guided by 
a  ‘conservation-first’ approach, shift 
the paradigm from ‘return on invest-
ment’ to sustainability as a return.

Reclaiming public water and beyond
Water privatization has been until 
fairly recently the darling of develop-

ment banks and neo-liberal governments. Authentic concern about public mismanagement has 
dovetailed with corporate opportunism, government corruption and state fiscal crises to create 
the perfect alibi for public authorities to sell off their utilities. The trend is now slowed due to 
the many failures of private systems in providing quality water to all at affordable prices. It may 
become harder still for private operators, as nations grapple with how to implement the new 
UN requirement guaranteeing rights to water and sanitation. The private sector can play a sup-
portive, not the lead role in safeguarding these rights.

A broad citizens’ water justice movement in the decade since the Cochabamba water war has 
led these successful initiatives to defend water commons, reclaim public water and pass the 
UN right to water and sanitation. In some cases, these efforts have resulted in remunicipaliza-
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tion and other forms of local management. In the cases presented here such as in the locally-
controlled Colombian rural water systems, there has been synergy between anti-privatization 
campaigns and local stewardship, demonstrating an activist approach to water citizenship.

Unraveling false dilemmas: Upstream-downstream, rural-urban, and irrigation, 
sanitation, industrial and potable uses
Each case here slices through political and institutional divisions that so frequently make a mess 
of our water systems. Why do we make managing the water commons more difficult than it 
has to be – assigning water quality and sanitation to a Health Ministry, drinking water to an ur-
ban utility, irrigation to the Ministry of Agriculture and no one responsible for watershed health? 

Naturally, each country has their own political and historical reasons for setting up this mish-
mash of water governance and management authorities. In some cases, it’s seemingly well-
intentioned efforts at decentralization that are to blame for this balkanization. But, as they 
say, that’s water under the bridge. Wresting control from institutional fiefdoms, reorganizing 
and harmonizing institutional responsibilities and creating water laws takes years – witness 
El Salvador’s nearly decade-long debate on a new water legislation – while lack of sanitation 
continues to pollute drinking water. Ministerial re-organization and new legislation are essential 
political processes, but what these cases show are innovative efforts in the short term to en-
courage coordination among often competing or non-communicative agencies. We find water-
shed committees, workers and bureaucrats, and collaborative municipalities committed to full 
watershed management, breaking down once dominant, but counter-productive divisions.

Bold experimentation and humble learning
Can we admit to our errors in facing the water crisis and summon the bravery to hold to ac-
count those who profit from it? We would have to have our heads stuck pretty deeply in the 
sand not to have learned something from the protests of thirsty communities and ecosystems 
withering under the mismanagement of our water commons. So much liquid bounty that ought 
to be shared through thoughtful, effective management has been siphoned off by mismanage-
ment and private gain. 

A haunting and pervasive image of rural water is an African village’s broken hand pump. This 
snapshot is a disturbing reminder not only of unresolved thirst and water-borne disease, but the 
failure of a charity model to triumph over the water crisis. Donations that don’t embed village 
pumps in the political landscape, from the local to the national, may very well end up broken and 
signal to NGO’s that coordination with local governments and other public agencies is essential.

Taken together, the case studies in this compilation illuminate a path out of water insecurity, to-
wards a social justice ethic rather than a charity approach; upstream-downstream, multi-use co-
ordination; fair pricing and financing; far-sighted leadership of public sector workers and water-
shed committees; inter- and intra-community conflict resolution; and, perhaps most overarching, 
the pressing need to embrace informed and engaged water citizenship. The Rio principles that 
informed IWRM didn’t use the term water citizenship but hinted at it through their insistence 
on a participatory approach to water planning. 
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Since the Rio summit, participation has been the magic word to reform, restructure or initiate water programs. 
Invariably, water program proposals, public and private, drip with participation language. If you believe partici-
pation is key to solving our water crisis and that current systems are authentically participatory, you may well 
wonder if participation truly accomplishes anything. Does it?

These cases speak to the power of participation, but not as presently conceived and practiced. Participation as a 
strategic tool to consult stakeholders is certainly important but these cases illustrate that water citizenship and 
stewardship is less a participatory mechanism and more of a participatory ethic – inasmuch as authentic democracy 
is less an occasional visit to a polling station and more of an active engagement. Democratic governance can – and 
must – get its citizens’ fingernails dirty in the details of how the system will be financed, how the resource will be 
priced, and how the watershed will be protected for present and future generations, among other burning issues. 

Existential questions are among these issues: How do we live within resource limits? How do we make sure that 
the poorest among us don’t go thirsty? How do we square our economic appetites with watershed protection? 
How do we resolve water conflicts before they boil over?  These big questions lie at the heart of charting a “just 
transition” from the unsustainable practices that have brought us climate change and massive inequality to 
a restored co-existence with nature and each other. That transition is not only about fiddling with resource man-
agement practices, but a major overhaul – re-imagining water governance. We have not been well-served by de-
valuing or excluding the insights and participation of workers, women, peasant farmers and fisherfolk, Indigenous 
Peoples, the urban poor and others who in reality are key to water governance as both users and stewards. 
A just transition invites everyone to the table and would render justice to those impacted by climate change 
and climate change policies not as a one-time settlement, but rather as part of the ongoing act of commoning. 

We offer these cases to dash pessimism that we can’t successfully govern and manage our water commons, that 
privatization of water is the only way forward and that humans can’t figure out how to ensure ecosystems their 
fair share of water. It’s true that many of these cases leave unanswered questions – Lempa River management for 
example, remains stymied without basin-wide coordination. Securing sustainable financing for the growing Cebu 
water system is unresolved. But even in solutions “under construction”, the creativity of water citizens is on display. 

We remain profoundly confident that readers will be as excited as we have been to learn about these successful 
innovations in water governance and management. We are confident too, that many more such successful water 
management systems exist around the world, waiting to be discovered. Stewarding our shared water requires 
that we all be water citizens; take a minute to tell the story of your community’s own water journey. We look 
forward to walking together towards a brighter water commons. 

Case studies: 
Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested• 
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil• 
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India• 
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia• 
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador• 
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts• 
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply• 
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia• 

Centre for Law
and Democracy

The full introduction, 
recommendations and case 

studies are available at 
www.ourwatercommons.org.



Case Study

Common Good and Customary Laws: 
Water Ethics in the Protection of Springs in the Rural Communities 
of Minas Gerais
By Flávia Maria Galizoni and Eduardo Magalhães Ribeiro                     

Water is a unique resource, the basis of life. It is so indispensable that it’s difficult to treat this topic as 
something distant and detached, especially when it is no longer abundant and has become a limiting fac-
tor, as in this XXI Century. Water is no longer thought of as a “given” resource, for free, like air, or land-
scape. It becomes an object of control, merchandise that can be privatised and traded. The problem is 
not only in the unequal access to the resource, but also in the contamination, pollution and misuse of it. 
All of these problems, however, can be overcome through human action.

Understanding how a group or society shares the water sources is fundamental to manage this resource 
effectively. This case study describes the experience of managing the water resources in the “semiarido 
mineiro”, which is a region of Brazil in the Northeastern part of the state of Minas Gerais. Here, the ab-
sence of a legal framework regulating the use of water, illegal consumption and the plans for modernizing 
agriculture turned water into an ever-present challenge for the region. 

The area known as the Jequitinhonha Valley, by the name of the river that runs through it, has always 
been considered as a backward territory, featuring high emigration and environmental problems, includ-
ing long droughts due to extremely irregular rainfall regimes (Ribeiro 2007). The upper Jequitinhonha 
Valley features grotas and chapadas: the former are small wet valleys where springs can be found; families 
live there, growing corn, beans, fruit plants and breeding pigs and chicken. The grotas are alternated with 
wide, flat highlands whose land is not very fertile. These are considered as common areas to all families, 
for pasture and wood gathering. Starting in the 70s, a federal development project planned, for these 
areas, the large-scale cultivation of eucalyptus trees. This monoculture brought about two great problems: 
the intensification of the exploitation of the grotas and the deforestation of the native vegetation of the 
chapadas, which also are the areas 
that recharge the water table. Not-
withstanding this situation where the 
chapadas are “privatised” by large 
agricultural companies and used for 
the eucalyptus, the farmer families 
have adapted and reorganized their 
own production system, reducing the 
areas they use, intensifying the family 
use of the land in the grotas, and 
continuously increasing their seasonal 
migration to find work.

The families of the rural communi-
ties have ascertained that, over time, 
the amount of water available at the 
springs has decreased. They have 
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pointed out that the cause of this problem is the deforestation of the native vegetation and its replace-
ment with the eucalyptus trees. This situation has forced the families to use more and more water from 
streams and rivers, which they call “heavier and coarser” – because it is less clean than the water from 
the springs. These water sources are defined as public because they are used for the animals and the 
crops, while the few “fine and live” spring water sources remain formally under the control of the fami-
lies and are used by the people. The eucalyptus was not the only problem to worsen the health of the 
springs, but also agricultural practices such as “slash and burn” techniques, and the presence of animals in 
the areas of the springs.

In spite of the environmental, historical and cultural differences, the rural communities in the valleys of 
the Jequitinhonha and Saõ Francisco rivers think of water as a gift: Water comes from the earth without 
any intervention by humans. Since it is a natural resource and a gift for human beings, it should be used 
by everyone, human beings, animals, and plants. For this reason, nobody should ever be denied it. You 
cannot own what is a gift that is in common with everybody. The families of the communities may use 
the water that goes through their land, but they can never be its absolute masters; they cannot hoard a 
good that is not produced through work. Whoever within the community breaks these unwritten rules 
risks being thrown out of community life, a truly feared punishment in civilizations that are based upon 
exchanges among individuals. 

The management of water in these rural communities is based on four principles:
Water is a gift of nature and a common heritage;1. 
It should be ethically used and jointly managed; 2. 
Rules are necessary to govern forms of access and use, and amount of consumption;3. 
There should be structured forms of control in increasing circles: the control by family, then the com-4. 
munity, then multiple communities and the public.

The access to and use of water is mediated by moral relationships among the families and between the 
families and nature. Nature supplies goods that cannot be privately appropriated, much less transformed 
into commodities. The right to water within this moral framework features historic and social-territorial 
rights: the people living in a territory where water comes from a spring have a right, but a non-exclusive 
one, to the water. The right to water has to do with balancing power to prevent inequalities; the custom-
ary laws are intended to guarantee a minimum level of mutual sharing. 

The scarcity of this all-precious good has brought the families to try and solve the problems linked with 
water by creating rules for its common use. CAV (the Vicente Nica Centre for Alternative Agriculture), a 
Brazilian NGO operating in the Jequitinhonha Valley, in a partnership with a Federal University of Minas 
Gerais, has developed an interest in the issue and the situation of the community’s families. It has offered 
training activities and ongoing support, organizing meetings in the communities on the topic of preserv-
ing the springs and proposing pilot trials for the revegetation of the areas around the springs. The euca-
lyptus trees continue to damage the ecology. By means of the studies undertaken with the University, it 
was discovered that the communities had their own methods for classifying water, thus confirming the 
importance of the springs for high-quality water to be used by the families. 

The working method used is participative: representatives of the communities, thanks to the support by 
CAV, carry out analyses and assessments of the springs that can be protected. If the families show any 
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interest, committees are formed to visit the locations, and to identify the springs that might be fenced in. 
The families themselves do the work, and take part in meetings to raise environmental awareness. Finally, 
every community chooses two persons who will represent it within the group named “Familias prote-
toras de nascentes” (Families protecting the springs). These people are responsible for monitoring and 
assessing the status of the community’s springs, participating in the training meetings organized by CAV, 
and reporting about them to their neighbours. 

An exemplary case is the one of the Veredinha municipality. The inhabitants of the communities have 
taken responsibility for fencing in the springs. CAV has coordinated the initiatives, while CeVI (Centro 
di Volontariato Internazionale – Italy) contributed materials, and the municipality itself has made vehicles 
available to move the materials. Through these actions, the springs become a common good, and the 
public opinion, the state actors, and the environmental bodies are all encouraged to create further partnerships.

In this way, the preservation of springs has activated, albeit in a limited form, community agreements, 
where common interests prevail over the families’, because water is considered a common good: 
a good that may be used, but which must also be managed on behalf of future generations.

In Brazil, community management is at risk of being subordinated to the increasingly hegemonic vision of 
seeing water as a commercial good. Within this vision, what political and cultural role, and legal rights, will 
be left for the community to manage its water and exclude its commercialization? 

Industrial and agribusiness water consumers are interested in the management of great rivers and lakes. 
These, however, are fed by the springs, managed by the communities. In this way, management proce-
dures that are apparently not linked with each other actually cause conflicts over the control of the 
watercourses. In this way, how small bodies of water, like community springs, are managed is terribly 
important for the health of the large watersheds in which they sit. If communities are not supported in 
their management of these springs, it will lead to  mismanagement of larger basins and inevitably lead to 
conflicts among users.

The rural families and communities have been forced to underwrite the costs for preserving water – re-
stricting the use of land, forests, resources and seeking work outside their watersheds. They have adapted to 
a situation created by poor decisions made in a government development plan. Their work to restore their 
ecosystems builds upon their history of working together and will improve their livelihoods and communi-
ties. But not only that, it restores a common good, the water commons, and as such is a public service for all. 

The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia•	



Case Study

A billion dollars committed by government before the 
Traveston Crossing Dam was finally stopped.  
A community’s commitment to their river. 
A billion dollars committed by government before the Traveston Crossing Dam was finally stopped.  A 
community’s commitment to their river. 

The Mary River rises in the rainforest-clad hills of the Blackall and Conondale Ranges immediately to 
the north of Brisbane, the capital city of Queensland (Australia). It flows northwards for about 300 km 
through progressively drier agricultural land (parallel to the rapidly growing urbanised coastal strip of the 
Sunshine Coast), to join the sea in the lee of the World Heritage listed Fraser Island.

In April 2006 a ‘megadam’ project (Traveston Crossing Dam) was proposed for the middle floodplain 
reaches of the main trunk of the river.  The purpose was to transfer water from the Mary River into a 
South East Queensland water grid, as part of a suite of drought emergency measures intended to deal 
with the combined consequences of a long-term drought and a rapid growth in urban water demand. 
This project was strongly opposed by communities in the Mary Valley due to displacing hundreds of fami-
lies and predicted impacts on downstream river flows and water quality.

The State Government received more than 15,000 formal submissions from members of the public 
against the project in response to the release of its Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The Federal 
government also commissioned a number of independent scientific reviews of EIS information.  

Based on these independent scientific reviews, both the federal Senate and House of Representatives 
passed motions calling on the Queensland Government to abandon the dam project.  Nevertheless, 
the Queensland Government refused and continued with its program of land purchases and associated 
infrastructure development (roads and inter-connector pipelines), spending over 1 billion dollars of public 
funds.  In the wake of these 
actions, local towns and 
communities in the Mary 
Valley began to collapse. 

The construction of 
Traveston Crossing Dam 
was halted by the Fed-
eral Government in 2009, 
although by 2012 three 
pre-existing small storages 
on tributaries and an off-
take from the main trunk of 
the river will be connected 
to the South East Queen-
sland water grid, allowed 
for by a 2006 law. There is a 
planned review of this leg-
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islation in 2016.  However, the state government has given a clear commitment that they will not revisit 
the proposal for a dam at Traveston Crossing, and all references to the project have been removed from 
state legislation.

More than one billion dollars of public monies had been spent on land purchases and associated infra-
structure and pre-construction projects before the dam was stopped.   Many citizen advocacy groups 
would have given up when the first houses were demolished.  How did a citizen group have the strength 
to persist in the face of what appeared to be a losing battle? 

In the early 1990’s, visionary local farmers and community leaders saw that the only way to deal with 
the landscape-scale water and land management issues was on a whole-catchment basis - involving the 
broadest base of community, industry and all levels of government. These people built a groundswell of 
support (including government officers, teachers, etc.) to get local and state governments to support 
the concept, including forming a council of mayors from 13 local governments to support the idea. The 
group lobbied for many years to establish such a catchment body, and the Mary River Catchment Coor-
dinating Committee (MRCCC) was born.

The MRCCC  functions as an independent body with support from the community, industry and all 
three levels of government.  Its activities are guided by representatives from 25 interest sectors through-
out the catchment (e.g. local government, state government, mining, dairy, community, fishing, conserva-
tion, forestry, education, beef, horticulture etc.) The MRCCC has no statutory powers at all. Its roles are: 
public education and awareness, encouraging best industry practice and sustainable landscape manage-
ment, and encouraging catchment-scale planning and policy development in collaboration with govern-
ment.  The group has earned considerable standing within the local community and government because 
of its extensive, practical, community-based networks throughout the catchment. However, no-one is 
legally bound to listen to what they suggest - as is evident from the attitude of the State Government 
with respect to the Traveston Crossing Dam.

Because of this history of strong community involvement, the State government knew that there would 
be strong opposition from within the Mary catchment to the dam proposal and the proposed level of 
transfer of water out of the catchment.  Indeed, several extraordinarily dedicated local action groups, 
most notably Save The Mary River and the Greater Mary Association were formed immediately after the 
dam announcement and took up a forceful and focused political and media battle against the State on 
the dam issue. Groups opposing the dam feel they subsequently suffered poor treatment from the State 
Government, with no attempt at meaningful consultation that considered any options to not construct-
ing the dam.  Many examples of this, including being deliberately lied to and suppression of technical data, 
were presented to the Federal Government during the Senate inquiry into the dam project in 2007.   

The MRCCC made technical arguments on the basis of intimate knowledge of the Mary River system – 
that the dam would not be as effective for water supply or flood mitigation as claimed, that true social 
and economic costs had not been accounted for, and that it would have unacceptable impacts on a num-
ber of federally protected endangered species and ecosystems.  Once this information started breaking 
through the concerted pro-dam media campaign, many residents including people within the water in-
dustry and state agencies could see the flaws in the State’s position and started to oppose it. The project 

A billion dollars committed by government before the Traveston Crossing Dam was finally 
stopped.  A community’s commitment to their river. Page 2



Water Commons, Water Citizenship and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond

A billion dollars committed by government before the Traveston Crossing Dam was finally 
stopped.  A community’s commitment to their river. Page 3

turned divisive within the Labor Party itself, with several sitting State MP’s resigning over the issue, and 
many local Labor Party branch officials leaving the party.  When the sitting (Labor) State Environment 
Minister lost his seat in the 2009 election, he identified the State commitment to the Traveston Crossing 
Dam as the principal reason for his defeat.

Since 2006, the MRCCC had pointed out that the state was spending taxpayers’ money on the project 
before it had the required federal approvals, and that in their opinion the science was clear that the proj-
ect could not meet the requirements for this approval. When the project was stopped in late 2009, the 
MRCCC’s position was vindicated . Significantly, the State did not appeal the federal decision.  However 
the State seemed shocked by the federal decision and had no contingency plan in place. The project, 
and water and land management within the Mary Valley fell into administrative chaos,  a situation still not 
resolved at the time of writing. 

The growth in urban water demand predicted 8 years prior has not eventuated and, climatically, flood-
ing has been more of an issue than drought. Many of the water infrastructure projects pushed through 
between 2006 to 2011 in political response to the 2002-2007 drought lay dormant or underutilized.  A 
major new dam south of Brisbane (Wyaralong Dam) was completed, is full, but has not been connected 
to the water grid because there is no demand for the water from it.   

A positive outcome of the long media campaign surrounding the dam was the public attention to the 
supply and demand assumptions used to justify the dam.  A well coordinated public education campaign 
has been subsequently implemented by the State Government to increase urban water use efficiency.  
As a result, per capita urban water consumption declined from more than 300 liters/person/day (as used 
in the initial justification for the dam), to less than 150 liters/person/day, over a time span of less than 4 
years. The Queensland Water Commission’s revised Water Strategy now predicts urban water security 
into the middle 21st century without any new ‘megadam’ projects. 

Queensland has a comprehensive legal framework for managing water resources on a catchment by 
catchment basis, based on a Water Resource Plan and a Resource Operations Plan for each river basin, 
legislated under the Water Act and aligned with the National Water Initiative (NWI), a multilateral agree-
ment between the federal and state governments.  However, it should be clear from the story above that 
water management in the Mary Basin occurs in a politically charged environment where there are many 
competing interests for the river’s resources, and great imbalances in political and economic power.  Even 
with comprehensive legal and policy frameworks in place, achieving ‘a sustainable and productive catch-
ment’ involves a continuous process of community-driven communication, education, research, negotia-
tion and consultation, including concerted direct political action to see laws and policies applied. 
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The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia•	

Key lessons learnt by the MRCCC
• Promoting the equitable, sustainable and productive management of a catchment is a continuous 

process.  It is never ‘done’ but battles can be won – even after seemingly irreversible commitments 
have been made to poor decisions.

• Even within a seemingly comprehensive policy and legal framework, strongly networked and moti-
vated community action is essential to apply law and policy to economically or politically powerful 
actors in the catchment.

• Powerful stakeholders may be tempted not to bother with meaningful consultation, often going 
through the motions of insincere, ‘sham’ consultation or simply launching a propaganda campaign. 
The earlier that sincere consultation is initiated, the more chance of avoiding poor decisions and 
outcomes and perhaps even finding an unexpected positive outcome.  

• The MRCCC has created community networks of volunteers involved in water quality monitoring, 
management of riparian vegetation, improved grazing land management, biodiversity conservation, 
dairy effluent management, irrigation management and education. These voluntary networks, intercon-
nections between people generating local knowledge on how to restore the watershed, builds cred-
ibility and visibility for citizen initiatives and constitutes social capital to be passed on to future genera-
tions of Mary Valley residents. The importance of this work is often not understood by policy makers.

• With creative campaigning, citizen groups like Save The Mary and the Greater Mary Association can 
use their electoral power to punish politicians for water mismanagement. One might think of water 
politics and resource management generally as obscure technocratic details and outside of the 
public spotlight.  But in Queensland, the people of the Mary Valley made water management issues 
decisive in determining the careers of state politicians.

• There are certainly examples of how participation by citizen groups in multi-stakeholder processes 
that include actors more powerful than themselves can backfire. In some instances, these dialogues 
between political and economic unequals are “window-dressing” consultations and community 
groups come away feeling manipulated. Here, although there was plenty of room within the MRC-
CC for the state government to use the MRCCC to railroad its pro-dam position, the community 
position prevailed through careful alliance-building, including with federal agencies, and standing by 
its good, grassroots science. 
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Summary
In Cochabamba, Bolivia, the public water system focuses principally on providing service to the northern, 
richer, area of the city; the provision in the southern, peri-urban area (poorer and far more populated)  
is mainly managed through private trucks/tankers. The supply is not constant, there are no quality 
controls of potability and the costs of water for average household income are very high. To overcome 
the deficiencies of the state water system, many citizens have formed independent  neighborhood  
water committees.

The project “Yaku al Sur – Strengthening Community Management of Water in Cochabamba” started 
in September 2009 and is implemented by Bolivian and Italian organisations and financed by the 
Italian Cooperation. The main goal is to ensure access to domestic water to the people living in the 
southern part of the city of Cochabamba. Specifically, the project aims to strengthen the institutional 
and operational skills of the Water Committees in order to promote an equitable, sustainable and 
participatory management of water resources. 

The Italian international development organization ACRA is responsible for the technical component, 
which involves the construction or improvement of small basic infrastructures for the distribution of 
water for human consumption through grants from a Competitive Fund. The evaluation criteria for the 
proposed infrastructures are set in advance and the weight of each criterion is pre-assigned: more  
weight is given to aspects that are not merely technical, such as the social impact of the project. 

This approach was chosen with the specific aim of strengthening the skills of the committees in dealing 
with implementation and administration issues and trade-offs. So far it has allowed the implementation of 
eight projects for water infrastructure construction or improvement. The eight water committees involved 
received administrative and technical support. This paper describes how this system functions and presents 
an interesting approach to strengthening water committees through the small infrastructure construction. 

Background
Bolivia is recognized internationally as one of 
the most significant learning experiences for the 
public and participatory management of water. In 
particular, Cochabamba in 2000 was the scene of 
the first so called ”Water War”, a reaction to the 
unpopular consequences of the privatization of 
water management in its urban areas. Thanks to 
the people’s protests, this attempt failed and water 
management in Cochabamba was re-publicized. 
A similar situation happened in 2005, in El Alto. 
The reaction of the local population to water 
price increases (in particular for connection costs), 
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provoked an uprising which led the 
then-President of Bolivia to create a 
commission in charge of the revision of 
the contract with Aguas de Illimani (the 
private company). 

Today in Cochabamba, the public water 
supply system is managed by the public 
municipal utility, SEMAPA, and reaches 
almost only the centre and northern part 
of the city, where the wealthiest people 
live. In the poorer south, the supply is 
mainly managed through private trucks/
tankers. The supply is not constant, but 
above all there are no controls on the 
quality of drinking water and the costs are 
very high, relative to the public service 
and to average household income. The cost is approximately 0.40 euros per cubic meter in SEMAPA 
areas and up to 2.5 euros in the south of the city. Despite the protracted struggle to reclaim public water, 
SEMAPA claims it does not have the capacity to serve Cochabamba’s southern tier. The relationship 
between SEMAPA and Cochabamba’s water users is frequently strained.

The southern parts of Cochabamba have many rural characteristics, for example low population 
density and the presence of farming and production activities. The population is mainly rural producers 
who moved to the city for better economic opportunities. They brought their traditions and forms 
of organisation, one of which is to create local committees to meet basic needs. Thus, to overcome 
the shortcomings of the water public service, neighborhood committees were established for water 
provision. Among the solutions devised by the committees are: drilling wells, independently building 
distribution networks and connecting them to the public supply system, negotiating with the owners of 
private water trucks, etc. These committees operate independently from SEMAPA, acting in the social 
interest and without profit. This distinction leads to the operators enjoying a hybrid legal status, not 
public and not entirely private, called community service. This legal status is recognized and promoted by 
the national Constitution of Bolivia as a form of socially relevant management.

The main local actor is ASICA SUDD-EPSAS (Asociación de Sistemas Comunitarios del Agua del Sud, 
Departamental y Entidades Prestadoras de Servicio de Agua y Saneamiento, or Association of the 
Community Water Systems of the South, of the State, and Suppliers of Water and Sanitation). More 
than 70 committees have formed the Water Committee Association now called “ASICA SUDD-EPSAS”, 
to discuss issues linked to water rights, models for water management and to strengthen negotiation 
power with authorities and local institutions involved in water management. ASICA SUDD-EPSAS is an 
important actor of the project Yaku al Sur, since it is the link with the different local committees. 
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How the Competitive Fund Functions
Although the Competitive Fund was established to construct water system infrastructure, its real goal is 
to strengthen both the technical and organizational skills of the Water Committees. Formally, it is a way 
to build, refurbish or improve small basic infrastructure for water distribution through grants assigned 
to the Water Committees. But the mechanism is designed to improve the skills of the committees to 
overcome administrative and financial challenges.

Funds are assigned on the basis of a competition among project proposals submitted by community 
systems that are members of ASICA SUDD-EPSAS. The proposals must address the improvement or 
construction of small water infrastructure for human consumption and must be consistent with the rules 
and requirements of the Fund. Eligible proposals are analyzed by an evaluation committee, that defines, 
based on the evaluation criteria, which of the proposals will be funded. The proponents of the selected 
proposals sign a contract of implementation. The water committees implement the project with ACRA’s 
support, according to the rules and regulations established and the content of the signed contract. The 
call for proposals is usually launched in a public event, organized with ASICA SUDD-EPSAS, in which all 
the committees are invited. 

The call for proposals sparks the committees to clearly define priorities (only one proposal per 
committee is accepted). It encourages users to organize themselves, knowing that the funds granted will 
facilitate the task. Finally, they know that the action will be supervised by technical experts they can trust, 
minimizing risks and guaranteeing their investment. 

ACRA does not ask for full and detailed projects because, in most cases, the committees do not have 
the technical skills to prepare such proposals. Winning is then a possibility for all committees and not 
just those who can pay an engineer to write the project for them. This ensures fairness. Furthermore, 
by moving the focus away from the technical details, more importance is given to social criteria and the 
overall impact of the investment. 

Competitive Funds in Peri-urban Areas of Cochabamba, Bolivia: 
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Selection Criteria
IMPACT - COVERAGE (40% of score)
Level of coverage of beneficiaries of the project  55
Administrative Sustainability    35
Environmental Sustainability    10
 TOTAL     100

COMMUNITY SYSTEM INVOLVEMENT (40% of score )
Participation in project preparation   30
Participation in implementation   30
Participation in monitoring project implementation 30
Transparency of the committee   10
 TOTAL     100

TECHNICAL AND ECONOMIC FEASIBILITY OF PROJECT (20% of score)
Technical feasibility
 • Analysis of the basic parameters indicated, the
  type of work to be carried out, the location, 
  size, volume, duration, capacity, etc.   30
 • Assessment of the physical and natural 
  characteristics of the location of the 
  planned infrastructure    20
Technical skills of local workers or staff to be hired 20
Financial Viability     20
Financing co-financing by committee   10
 TOTAL     100

As we see, the proposals, prepared by the committees, are selected not only according to technical 
feasibility, but also on social aspects and overall impact. Once pre-selected, the technical aspects of the 
proposal are revised by ACRA’s technical staff. They also supervise the implementation of the project 
to guarantee quality; the committees are not left alone in this task. At the same time ACRA provides 
administrative support to guarantee that the financial management is implemented according to the 
established administrative standards.     

Principles underlying the selection criteria: 
• Transparency: all actions taken should be regulated by rules and clear responsibilities. 
• Participation: all actions should be based on a participatory approach involving the  community 

members in all phases of the projects and must consider them as key actors in the development process.
• Efficiency: all actions should be based on the rational and optimum use of available resources in terms 

of cost and time. The Evaluation Committee will be responsible for conducting a cost / benefit analysis 
of proposals to evaluate the rational use of resources. 

• Equity: actions taken should promote equal opportunities for all the committees in terms of 
accessibility to the resources of the Fund. 

• Self-sustainment: all actions taken should be designed to allow Community Systems to find 
autonomous ways to access safe water for human consumption. The actions must generate self-
managed systems with increased strength over time.
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Results for 2010 and 2011
• construction of a pumping station (63 families, about 315 persons).
• well drilling and connection to the water supply (300 families, about 

1500 persons).
• construction of a collection system and connection to the water 

supply (74 families, about 370 persons).
• coating of elevated tanks and rehabilitation of existing infrastructure 

(187 families, about 935 persons).
• construction of an elevated tank (350 families, about 1750 persons).
• construction of an intermediate tank water supply (63 families, about 

315 persons).
• well drilling and connection of a pumping network to the storage tank 

(190 families, about 950 persons).
• construction of a tank, purchase of a stationary pump and con-

struction of an adduction system (160 families, about 800 persons).

It is important to highlight that, thanks to the strengthening generated by the Fund process, two of the 
committees involved have gained access to loans granted from entities other than ACRA. These funds 
have been used to run new projects aimed at building or bettering strategic infrastructure. Furthermore, 
the mechanism of the funds has prompted members of all committees to invest even more than 
required as co-financing to further improve infrastructure, thus demonstrating their commitment to 
the infrastructure. 

Conclusions and Next Steps 
Thanks to the experience gained in these last two years, specific lessons have been learnt, which will be 
used for the Competitive Fund in 2012 and for future projects. Regarding the implementation of the 
Fund, it has been concluded that the administrative rules must be adaptive and consider the different and 
changing situations,before launching the call for proposals. After the proposal is launched, it is critical to 
ensure compliance with the rules established so as to give a strong message to the committees about 
the importance of playing by the rules. Some weaknesses of the Fund may be due to the initial difficulty 
that committees may have in accepting the administrative rules, which often do not reflect their standard 

behavior of informality. But to change such attitude is 
exactly one of the project’s main goal. 

ACRA found that self-implemented projects presented 
fewer difficulties than the projects handled by sub-
contracted companies. Projects implemented by out-
sourced companies took longer to finish.  Moreover, 
sustainability and effectiveness were lower than in 
the case of self-implemented projects. In addition, the 
administrative support was more effective because 
in these cases the committees had to follow many 
operations, which increased their opportunity to learn 
and gain new skills.
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The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia•	
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Regarding water pricing, the implementation of the projects usually 
increases the efficiency of the service, reducing the price of water for 
the users. Of course, in some cases where the projects introduce a new 
service, the prices are higher, but in exchange for a strong improvement of 
quality of life (better costs/benefits ratio). 

In the long term, the aim of the community water committees is to remain 
independent, also because of their perception of SEMAPA as a not fully 
transparent and efficient entity. 

The hope of the community water committees is to receive and distribute 
part of the water from a new project called Misicuni – which will tap a 
new water source for Cochabamba – but this matter is still in discussion. 
In this context, ACRA considers relevant its effort to strengthen the 
water committees; they are not temporary organizations created to “put 

a patch” to the situation, to be dismissed once the water of Misicuni will be available. The southern area 
water committees are a permanent solution of co-management, where the users contribute with their 
skills, efforts and resources to solve the problem of lack of water. The community water committees 
are independent and legally based, so they can receive public funds. In the last years many community 
water committees participating in ASICA have received financial support, from the municipality, from the 
central government and from the international cooperation. ACRA’s support will end in 2012.

A lingering problem remains lack of sanitation which is one of many sources 
of water pollution. In general, resources are lacking for watershed and water 
source protection. These conditions present ongoing threats to ASICA’s local 
water systems. 

Despite ongoing challenges, with the support of the Fund, the water 
committees affiliated with ASICA SUDD-EPSAS function well in supplying 
water where there exists no public water supply system. The strengthening 
of the committees is critical to ensure their sustainability and contribute to 
the construction of hydraulic infrastructure. The Fund approach has brought 
positive results in water delivery and committee strengthening and may be 
able to be replicated in other geographical areas and in non-water activities. 
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Colombian Rural Aqueducts: How a Grassroots Referendum 
Declaring Water a Commons  and Human Right Strengthened 
a System of Local Water Administration 
By María Alejandra Villada Ríos, Corporación Ecológica y Cultural Penca de Sábila, Colombia

In 2005, a national movement was born to oppose water privatization legislation and to advance a na-
tional referendum declaring water to be a human right and a commons. Those specific  campaigns have 
had successes and setbacks but a surprising development has been the way the movement has fortified 
a decentralized network of community water providcrs. This is the story of how a locally-controlled  
community aqueduct system has continued to grow both with and without state support. 

Background
A movement of environmental and social organizations came together in 2005 to oppose the ongo-
ing privatization of water and sewage services, including long-term water concessions. Legislation was 
debated to create a National Water Council to oversee privatized water services and eliminate citizen 
participation mechanisms such as public hearings.  Popular mobilization stopped the new law but privati-
zation of the water sector continues through national policies that favor public-private water operations 
and the neglect of municipal and community water systems.

This mobilizations was the beginning of an unprecedented national convergence and conversation in  
Colombia to discuss environmental conflicts associated with water management and conservation.  
Conflicts were many, including: construction of megaprojects, principally mining and hidroelectricity; agri-
business plantations especially for agrofuels;  contamination of water sources; privatization and how it  
affected water access in rural and urban areas, including disconnections from the water grid which left 
the right to water denied. The referendum campaign, Water, a Public Good, was launched on April 27, 
2005 and included three phases – research, dissemination, organizing and mobilization. 

The referendum sought a constitutional 
amendment that would: guarantee the 
protection of water as a commons 
and public good, recognize access to 
potable water as a fundamental human 
right, recognize all of the nation’s water 
including watersheds and beaches as 
a national patrimony while preserving 
indigenous communities’ autonomous 
control over their water resources, ask 
the state to protect the ecosystems 
that ensure a healthy hydrological cycle,  
and ensure that potable water and 
sewage services be provided as a public 
service either directly by the State or 
by organized communities on a not for 
profit basis. 
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Over 2 million Colombians signed 
peitions in favor of the referendum 
but many of its most important 
features – including recognizing the 
right to water – were stripped by 
the National Assembly. The move-
ment, however, survives and contin-
ues to grow in other forms. 

In September 2006, the network  
of community aqueducts celebrated 
their first national gathering in 
Bogota, drawing together over 200 
delegates from throughout the 
country. Rural community managed 
water systems have existed in some 
cases for 50 years, in other cases for 
a century, but they had less formal-

ized structures and were not as well-networked as after the 2005 mobilizations. They are stronger in 
some parts of the country than in others. 

In the department of Antioquia, a commitee was formed in defense of water and life, bringing together 
environmental organizations, community water providers, and young women farmers, among others.  
Defending the community aqueducts was a critical part of collecting the referendum signatures. The 
community aqueduct organizations played a key role in gathering the signatures. 

Inside the community aqueducts 
An exception in the national referendum to water being provided directly by the state was its provi-
sion by community aqueduct systems that have been constituted as non-profit institutions for the public 
good. These commuity water systems seek to provide a good service with good quality water and recog-
nize that they need to strengthen their technical, adminstirative and financial capacities – in collaboration 
with state agencies. 

The municipality of Giradota, in the department of Antioquia, is a good example of that collaboration. 
The municipal council passed an ordinance in this spirit. The ordinance made it public policy to strength-
en the community organizations that provide water and sewage services and for the municipality to 
work collaboratively with these local water committees, including to establish an ongoing technical team 
to cooperatively design and implement an annual operational plan.

Each municipality of course has distinct characteristics, but what they share in common is that access and 
provision of water in rural zones tends to be weak, and that neighbors have come together to provide 
this essential service. The community water systems were initally created due to unmet water needs 
from lack of connection to water services, high tariffs, privatization and contamination of water sources. 
The community acequducts are mechanisms for participatory water governance and management that 
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rescue local knowledge to improve the quality of life for future generations. Operating the aqueducts 
strengthens the social fabric of the communities and infuses solidarity, confidence and participation. As  
in Giradota, other acqueduct associations have also sought to gain municipal support for community 
systems and to resist Colombia’s privatization policies.

The aqueducts work in a challenging context. The local systems are still not legally recognized at the na-
tional level. The ambitions are high - to construct a political, environmental culture that promotes demo-
cratic environmental management, gender equity and the longevity of the cultural and biological diversity 
of the country. The work is based on educating communities that water is a commons and a fundamental 
human right that should be conserved and defended.

The aqueduct committees aspire to: 
• Expand community aqueducts throughout the country with the support of academics, civil society 

organizations and forward-thinking local, state and national government authories 
• Provide a high quality service based on technical, political and administrative improvements 
• Promote environmental education in the communities
• Defend the political and adminstrative autonomy of the aqueducts faced with privatization
• Strengthen a sense of territorial belonging 
• Advocate for the water sovereignty of local territories through public policies

Operationally, the aqueducts are maintained by plumbers. Tariff collection is carried out by the local 
committees. The majority of the organizations charge for their service based on the costs of mainte-
nance, which varies between 4000 and 9000 Colombian pesos monthly.

What has made the aqueduct committees strong? A technical support NGO, the Ecological and Cultural 
Corporation Penca de Sábila, postulates that the following factors have been key: 

• Within the committees, communication is a fundamental democratic principal based on listening, free 
expression and rights and responsibilities of each member. This is facilitated by access to information by 
radios, newpapers, internet, telephone, etc. There are assemblies for discussion and reflection.

• A sense of citizenship is taking root and 
participation of all parts of the popula-
tion is encouraged, for example young 
people have been involved in environ-
mental protection and reforestation 
which makes more likely that future 
generations will continue to operate the 
aqueducts. There is a general spirt of 
cooperation and solidarity and increased 
citizen understanding of municipal laws 
and ordinances that have a bearing on 
the community aqueducts. 
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The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	

• There is an empahsis on collective actions to maintain the water system and care for the watershed as 
well as actions to resist privatization and promote the human right to water. Democratic leadership is 
a core value. 

• Organizing efforts have intentionally brought together communities from around the country and 
within local and regional and departmental bodies - so that the community aqueduct movement can 
unite efforts and have a greater  impact.

Some challenges that lay ahead:
• Continuing to press at the muncipal, departmental and national level for formal recognition and sup-

port of the community aqueducts. In the department of Antioquia, the Departmental Association of 
Community Aqueducts in Antioquia (ADACA) has been formed and is crafting a department-wide 
water policy. 

• Dealing effectively with sewage contamination – In the case of the Aburra river which crosses multiple 
municipalities, there is a large problem with water quality due to sewage effluents.  Only 19% of Me-
dellin’s sewage is treated by the public utility before being dumped into the Aburra river. 

• Obtaining long-term water concessions from the regional automous corporations (CAR) -  While 
mine operators receive long-term concessions (10 - 15 years), the aqueducts typically receive short-
term concessions (3 - 4 years). The CARs are supposedly autonomous and exercise technical planning 
functions only, such as granting water concessions and providing environmental support to munici-
palities on application of environmental laws. But the CARs are clearly susceptible to political winds 
and pressures and the mining boom in Colombia means that mines tend to win over communities in 
receiving water concessions.. The less politically powerful community water systems lose out. Building 
power to influence the CARs decisoins is part of the rural aqueduct network’s political agenda. 
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Will you invite Goddess Lakshmi12in, or close your doors to her?
Water Citizenship and Water Democracy – Story of Evolution of a Water 
Governance Framework in Parambur Village, Tamil Nadu, India

1 Goddess Lakshmi is the Hindu Goddess of wealth. 

Water Commons, Water Citizenship and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond

By V. Suresh and K. Saravanan, Centre for Law, Policy and Human Rights Studies, Chennai, India

Preface
This case study is an inspiring story of a how a visionary group of very ordinary villagers – small and 
marginal farmers – in a remote village of a dry region of rural south west Tamil Nadu overcame the 
social divisions of caste, community, class and education to create a governance framework for managing 
their irrigation water which has been successfully functioning for the last 35 years. The Parambur model, 
in turn, has spawned innumerable versions across the southern state of Tamil Nadu in South India. The 
experience indicates that ‘democratic governance of water’ is at the end of the day, all about how water 
is managed equitably, fairly, in an inclusive, just and credible manner; Parambur water managers have 
demonstrated that ensuring equitable water distribution need not be at the cost of financial viability 
and sustainability. To the contrary by stewarding water around transparent, democratic, fair principles 
they emphatically  demonstrate that when a water management system in operation promises fair 
and equitable water distribution while at same time ensuring financial viability and stability, this, in turn 
produces a heightened sense of water citizenship and stewardship of the water commons, enhancing 
spirit of co-existence, inter-dependence and shared responsibilities ensuring sustainability of water 
resources, systems and, to use a catch all phrase, ensuring ‘water security’.

At the Beginning: Crisis of Irrigation in Parambur
Parambur is a typical rural, agrarian village in the district of Pudukottai in South West Tamil Nadu, 
depending on rains for its main source of water for both drinking as also agriculture. The region is 
dry and mainly cultivates paddy and millets. The current 
population is over 3,000 people. Parambur Gram 
Panchayat2 (GP) covers 4 revenue villages of Parambur, 
Mettupatti, Kallampatti and Sernthankarai.

The original land owning elite of the village / area 
were the ‘Nattukottai Chettiars’3, who owned almost 
75% of the irrigated wetlands. Other castes in the 
villages included people belonging to Vellalars, Kallars, 
Gounders, Saurashtrians4 and Dalits (called Scheduled 
Castes or ex-untouchable castes). In recent years 

2 ‘Gram Panchayat’ is the lowest level of elected Local Body in India. Normally a GP comprises of a number of smaller villages 
(gramam). Every 5 years a team comprising GP President and a Council is elected to administer the GP.
3 A non-cultivating, forward caste community mainly into trading and wealthy. They would use other castes to till and practice agriculture.  
4 A Gujarati speaking community from Saurashtra who came with the Maratha rulers who invaded and ruled Tamil nadu in the 
17th/18th centuries.  Its a small group congregated in Madurai-Trichy region, and though referred to with a common appellation, follow 
diverse occupations. 



Water Commons, Water Citizenship and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond

Will you invite Goddess Lakshmi  in, or close your doors to her? 
Water Citizenship and Water Democracy – Story of Evolution of a Water 
Governance Framework in Parambur Village, Tamil Nadu, India, page 2

with old land owning communities selling lands and migrating to towns and cities, a small number of 
Muslims have also bought lands. 

About 150 years back, a channel was cut across the river Vellar at a place called Ilupur (in Ilupur taluka) 
from where excess river water was diverted across a series of 10 villages to fill water storage structures 
called ‘kanmai’s’5 or tanks.  The Parambur Kanmai called ‘Parambak-kanmai’ is one of the bigger tanks in 
the region and covers an expanse of 160 acres. The tank covers an ayacut or irrigation land area of 270 
acres of wet land located in Parambur, Painangudi, Vannarapatti and Kadambarayanpatti habitations. 
 
The Context: Crisis and Conflict over Inequity and Discrimination 
The dominant landowners in Parambur were upper caste Chettiars. Being the elite social group (caste) 
the Chettiars they traditionally demanded and got first claimover the irrigation water. Only after their 
lands were irrigated, if anywater remained, it was shared with other smaller land owners. The system was 
inequitable, discriminating and highly resource inefficient. At times of water scarcity and drought marginal 
(owning less than 1 acre of wet land each) and small farmers (owning from 1-5 acres) were completely 
at their mercy and suffered. 

Traditionally the water rights were assigned to 9 families called ‘muraitharars’ roughly translated as rights-
holders. These land owners were the dominant land owners belonging to the upper castes which also 
included absentee landlords. The actual maintenance of the tank and distribution was maintained by the 
‘neerkandis’ or water-operators or overseers, numbering 5 people belonging to the Dalit caste. There 
were under the control of the muraitharar’s . The neerkandi was a hereditary post which passed from 
eldest son to another. As part of their remuneration the neerkandi’s were paid a share of the produce 
per acre from the produce of the muraitharar’s field.

By 1978, the entire traditional water management system had degenerated with the muraitharar’s 
not bothered to maintain the kanmai (tank); many feeder and irrigation channels had broken and 
not repaired. The water sluice gates were silt 
filled and could not be operated. There were 
continuous disputes during times of water 
shortage, for the big farmers would inevitably 
empty whatever water was available leaving 
little or nothing for the small and marginal 
farmers. The cultivation of paddy, the main 
revenue and food generating crop for the 
farmers depended on timely water both for 
seeding as also transplantation; during drought 
years the small and marginal farmers found  
their crops withering away6.

5 See the endnote on water tanks or kanmai‘s.  
6 See endnotes for the traditional water calculation method and how it was subverted by the dominant land owners. We were lucky to 
meet elderly people who still remembered the system as it existed 60 years back to be able to record it.
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The traditional form of conflict resolution had also degenerated and could not be accessed by the  
small and marginal farmers, who apart from economic considerations also belonged to socially less 
powerful castes.

‘Vivasayam Onnumillama pogattum!’ – Let agriculture be cursed!!
The Farmer’s curse and the trigger to finding a solution 
The rains had failed in 1978 and there was very little water in the tank. The dominant land owners 
has greedily consumed available water. This caused acute distress and anger amongst the economically 
weaker marginal and small farmers.

Things came to a head when one festival day around harvest time, a small farmer by name Ponniah 
Chettiar went to the local ‘Kalyana Perumal’ temple in the village and standing in front of the local deity 
threw his withered paddy crop cursing to the presiding village guardian deity, ‘ Vivasayam Onnumillama 
pogattum!’ – what a god are you that you see some of your own children starve while a few rich farmers 
take all your water and grow rich. If this is what you will for us, let agriculture be cursed!!7. Visibly upset 
and distressed, Ponniah Chettiar declared that he was leaving Parambur village which no longer cared for 
people like him. 

This highly charged, emotional outburst of the distressed farmer shook the local community and became 
the tipping point for marginal and small farmers, angry and frustrated over the insensitivity and pettiness 
of the big land owners. It forced a rethink amongst them to do something to alter the situation, as 
already a number of farmers had left the village.

This surcharged situation sparked a mini-revolution in water management system which is described in 
this case study. 

The New Water Democracy: The Initial blueprint: 25 rules of water governance
An alternative system had to be structured in a democratic manner with clearly defined roles for 
different actors; financial incentive was a necessary component, even though it had to ensure that there 
was no unfair enrichment. Finally, whatever system replaced the old one, it also had to embed a conflict 
resolution component which offered speedy and fair redressal of quarrels. Most importantly, only by 
evoking a sense of common ownership of the ‘common resource’ and invoking a commitment to 
‘common purpose and concern’ that any long-lasting institutional arrangement could sustain itself.   

An initial set of rules for water governance included rules regarding how to conserve water in water 
bodies, how to renovate feeder channels, how to distribute water, who would plug the sluices, how 
to safeguard the embankments, how to plant trees, how to desilt the channels, what would be the 

7 It has been difficult to authenticate this statement or the approximate day or date of the incident; firstly, this was a very local incident 
and in any case was not meant to be documented as they were spontaneous events. Secondly many such outbursts would take place 
and none took them seriosuy beyond the moment. It is only when we were interrogating as to what could have triggered the water 
democracy experiment, that we came across this incident spoken to by a number of local people. We have pieced this incident from 
oral accounts of people who were witness or who were in the village on that day. We are mindful that as in all oral information sources, 
there is a danger of exaggeration or embellishment. We use the dramatic form to highlight that village dynamics are shaped by diverse 

local events not easily classifiable!  
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punishments and legal actions who violates the rules of the association and equally importantly how 
to practice agriculture. 

The farmer’s had thought through the organisation structure of the new body to manage the kanmai 
waters. They proposed a governing body of 19 directors including 1 to 2 representatives of each social 
group in the ayacut. This included President, Secretary, Treasurer and 16 other directors. All of them 
would have to be practicing farmers of the ayacut. Apart from the farmers themselves, 2 village officials 
would also function as Joint Directors; they would act as outsiders and help to tackle any issue which 
would go out of control of 19 directors. Thus the total number of Directors would be 21. 

The Parambak-kanmai Irrigation Association was registered in the District Registrar’s Office, Pudukkottai 
on 13th November, 1978.

The following are the key principles of water governance:
Separating the stake holder farmers from administration1. : Creating an independent operational 
unit. It was decided that if farmers directly handled sluices, it would create issues. So 5 Neerkandis 
(variation of Neerk-katti – water operator – who manage water distribution) were appointed 
by the association. Two sluices (madai) would have 2 Neerkandis each and another sluice would 
have 1 neerkandi. 
Generating operational funds to ensure self sufficiency2. : The new system needed to pay salaries 
for the neerkandis. A portion of harvest (grains) as ‘beneficiary fee’ was collected during harvest 
season. 15kg of rice/ acre was collected from each of the farmers. The association got around 4500 
Kg of paddy;  Each Neerkandi would get 600kg rice. Remaining 1500 Kg would be sold in market 
and the fund would go to Association. Over the years this collected to a sizable amount and was 
used for maintenance and repair work. It also took care of administrative expenses. Additionally, 
revenue from trees and fish harvest in the water tank added to the coffers substantially.
Principle of water governance3. : At the core of the new governance structure were some key 
principles: (a) At times of plenty every farmer would get an equal share of water depending  
on land share; (b) during water scarcity, the first focus of water distribution sharing would be the 
marginal farmers (water for the entire field), then the small farmers (half the water required for 
the fields) and lastly the big farmers (1/3rd of water required). This was based on the recognition 
that the most marginal farmer was also the most economically vulnerable and therefore it was 
the collective responsibility of the financially stronger groups to take care of their interests. This 
decision was by consensus and though it took a long time to get established eventually came to 
be accepted by all. (c) all had an equal responsibility to ensure water conservation, transparent 
administration, and voluntary compliance with decisions and to operate on consensus.
Build confidence about fair administration and create win-win situations4. : The original founders 
of the new water governance were pragmatic, practical farmers who blended vision with reality. 
Duraikannu, the original visionary leader, explained that the first step was to make every member 
feels a sense of ownership and shared destiny. In turn this was based on the following principles; 
(i)Earning respect for equitable distribution; (ii) proper management reduces burden and 
insecurity; (iii) it also frees people to use their time more efficiently by pursuing other resource 
generating activities; (iv) building respect for cooperation; (v) generate confidence about reliability; 
(vi) voluntary compliance ensuring effectiveness; (vii) rational agricultural practices, all creating a 
(viii) win-win situation.
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The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary •	
River after U.S. $1 billion invested
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus •	
groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water  •	
for all in Parambur, India
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed  •	
water systems in Bolivia
Upstream-downstream coordination along  •	
the Lempa River in El Salvador
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino  •	
water districts
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural  •	
water supply
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct •	
system in Colombia

Phases of institutionalisation5. : In the first phase the challenge was to (a) establish credibility, 
objectivity, reliabiliuty; (b) generate conjfidence in fairness and equity; (c) streamlining distribution; 
(d) rationalising use of water ; (e) maximising returns; (f0 finally, demonstrating success of the 
model. Once this was shown, in the scaling up period, the thrust was towards establishing the 
operational principles: (i) Moderation amidst plenty, (ii) sufficiency when water is jsut adequate, 
(iii) reduced use when water is deficient.
Principles of water citizenship6. :  (a) Shared responsibility; (b) sensitivity to inter-dependence (iii) 
commitment to collective well being; (iv) responsible role taking; (v) constant vigil to ensure 
voluntary compliance; (vi) not to stigmatise or criminalise rule breakers, initially, and persuade 
their involvement and compliance; (vii) creating sense of solidarity.
Rules of operation7. : (i) uniform and clearly articulated rules, knwon to all; (ii) conscious bias 
towards the weaker sections reflecting principle of social justice and equity; (iii) collective 
rule making; (iv) fair conflict resolution; (v) sustained functioning; (vi) nurturing institutional 
culture rooted in the ethic of democracy (openness, transparency, participation, accountability, 
responsibility, responsiveness) and (vii) partnering with other social and administrative institutions.

The Ripple Effect
The Parambur principles of water governance has now multiplied all across Tamil Nadu with many 
bigger villages and irrigation water storage structures / tanks learning from Parambur and creating their 
own designs for water citizenship and water governance. The state agencies in care of water resources 
management too showcase the potential of communities to nurture, safeguard and steward their own 
resources. In  each village the initiative thrives because of the wealth it generates which is there for all to 
see and experience.
 
It is by generating the sense of water citizenship and stewardship of water as the commons, that the 
farmers, most of them illiterate or moderately educated farmers, have shown that Goddess Lakshmi, can 
indeed be attracted to come back to their villages!
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Case Study

How New York City Used an Ecosystem Services Strategy Carried 
out Through an Urban-Rural Partnership to Preserve the Pristine 
Quality of Its Drinking Water and Save Billions of Dollars
By Albert F. Appleton, Former Director of New York City Water and Sewer and Former Commissioner New York 
City Department of Environmental Protection
 
The New York City Water system serves nine million people. It provides these customers with 1.2 billion 
gallons of water a day, delivered to 600, 000 residential and 200,000 commercial building in the City, and 
close to two dozen local water systems in the northern suburbs.   
 
Beginning in the 1830s, the City of New York created a water system that was generally considered  
to have no equal in the world.  Determined to have pristine water at the lowest possible ongoing cost, 
generations of City leaders chose to go far north and west of the City, and ultimately into the Catskill 
mountains over a hundred miles away, to find rural environments that would provide pure, pristine water.

For 150 years, until the 1980s, New York City received the benefits of the largely undamaged rural eco-
systems that provided New York with pure drinking water at a fraction of the cost of other cities paid.  
But in the 1980s, as the economics of industrialized agriculture transformed American farming and began 
to undermine the economic vitality of the small family farms that dotted the Catskills, things began to 
change.  Catskill farmers, in a desperate attempt to remain economically viable, began industrializing their 
own farm operations.  Nutrient use increased, erosion accelerated, and fears of pathogen contamina-
tion began to grow.  In a further attempt to maintain economic viability, farmers also began selling off the 
forested portions of their land for environmentally damaging exurban development.  

Attempts to control these developments by traditional environmental regulation completely failed, as tra-
ditional top down environmental regulation of agriculture has always failed in the United States.  By the 
end of the 1980s, public health specialists were publicly stating the City would have to substantially in-
crease the treatment of its source water.  Given the amount of water New York City used daily, the costs 
for the advanced treatment the City required were estimated to be $4 billion to build the necessary 
treatment facilities and $200 million annually to operate them.  These amounts would double the cost 
for water in New York City, 
with major adverse impacts on 
low-income families.  

Thus, when this author be-
come Commissioner of the 
New York City Department 
of Environmental Protection 
and Director of the New York 
City Water and Sewer system 
in early 1990, determining if 
there was any alternative to 
filtration was at the top of a 
very crowded agenda.    
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However, unlike nearly the entire American water industry and its regulators, both of which were domi-
nated by civil and public health engineers who thought almost exclusively in facility construction terms  
to water quality problems, this author’s background was in management reform, public finance and envi-
ronmental policy, particularly land use; and he was experienced in addressing issues from an integrative, 
multi-partner, problem-solving perspective, rather than from the menu driven solutions of the traditional, 
single issue expert that had shaped the filtration debate until that point. 
 
The author and his new management team were quickly convinced that allowing Catskill drinking wa-
ter purity to deteriorate and then spending massive sums to clean it up was not the ideal option. Initial 
calculations showed that a comprehensive program of watershed protection would cost far less than 
filtration, would maintain water quality more effectively, and would produce numerous other benefits as 
wellwhereas a filtration strategy would be nothing more than a money pit.  Instead of paying to clean up 

the results of degrading the water producing environment, 
the City would invest in preserving the rural Catskill envi-
ronment that was providing it with the world’s best urban 
water. The team’s philosophy was that a good environment 
will produce good water.   And that made investing in the 
environment in an area 100 miles and more a smart and 
profitable investment for New York City. 
 
The problem was how to overcome history, prejudice, 
bureaucratic folklore and institutional biases to refocus on 
creating a working program of pollution prevention.  It took 
eighteen months of mutual work between the City and the 
Catskill farming community but, in the end, using concepts 
that have now come to be called ecosystem services, an in-
novative and far reaching agreement was crafted.* 

Operationally, the question became what environmental 
investments should the City make.  Some, such as adding to 
the publicly held land in the watershed, particularly critical 
lands threatened by development, stream corridor resto-
rations and better stewardship of City owned lands were 

obvious.  But that did not answer  how to control non-point source pollution on privately held farmlands 
and other rural landscapes. 
 
The City began to organize an unprecedented program of regulatory enforcement against non-point 
source pollution runoffs in its watersheds.  As the scope of the City’s intentions became apparent, farm-
ers and other rural landowners reacted angrily, denounced the City and vowed all out resistance to the 
New York City invaders who intended to undermine their livelihoods and destroy the value of their land.    
 
Though the City could not afford to back away from that conflict, it fortunately realized that it should 
first seek to defuse it.  The City quietly approached the New York State Department of Agriculture and 
requested their assistance in creating a dialogue with the farming community.   New York State Agricul-
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ture. proposed that the two sides first spend 
some time in mutual education.  Thus the 
City first provided for the farming community 
primer on the specifics of preserving drink-
ing water, the City’s regulatory obligations, the 
risks it was trying to deal with and its over-
all strategy for doing so.  At the end of that 
discussion the farmers began to replace their 
stereotypes of the City and were grudgingly 
acknowledging that the City had some real 
needs that had to be met. 
 
Then it was the farmers’ turn. The Catskill 
farmers created a program they called 
“Whole Farm Planning,” a title designed to capture the fact that it incorporated environmental planning 
into the business strategy of the farm.  Under whole farm planning, a pollution control plan was devel-
oped for each farm, by a team consisting of the farmer and local farm and agricultural experts.  Instead 
of using “one size fits all” standard pollution control measures, the whole farm plan was tailored to the 
needs of each individual farm and farmer, using his or her own knowledge and expertise.  The plan was 
then reviewed and approved by the Watershed Agricultural Council, a locally based institution that was 
created to run the Catskill Farm program.  Once approved, the City would then pay the capital costs of 
implementing it, as well as an ongoing annual stipend.  By joining the program, the farmer was not only 
relieved of the ongoing burden of dealing with pollution control regulators.  An equal incentive was that 
many of the measures in individual whole farm plans had specific economic benefits for the farmer, help-
ing to restore the viability of Catskill farming.

To ensure pollution control efforts would reach critical mass, the program set a goal of obtaining the 
participation rate of 85% of Catskill farmers within five years.  Thus, while the program was voluntary for 
any individual farmer, the Catskill farm community as a whole was committed to reach a goal that would 
ensure the City met its pollution reduction objectives.  They did even better.  After five years, 93% of all 
Catskill farmers were full program participants.  In terms of Clean Water, the results speak for themselves: 

• There was a 75% to 80% reduction in farm pollution loading;
• The pristine quality of the City’s matchless drinking water was preserved and improved and the threat 

that New York would have to spend billions of dollars on advanced treatment of drinking water was 
eliminated;

• The program paid for itself many times over through its many cost savings and played a critical role in 
helping to stabilize water and sewer tariffs, providing major benefits to low-income households;

• The program was wildly popular with the public and helped build strong urban support for future 
watershed protection efforts by New York City.

• On a broader scale, the Catskill program spurred watershed protection and environmental friendly 
farm programs throughout the United States and catalyzed interest in non-structural alternatives to 
meet water resource needs as opposed to the traditional facility construction approaches of the U.S. 
water industry.



Water Commons, Water Citizenship and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond

How New York City Used an Ecosystem Services Strategy Carried out Through an Urban-Rural Part-
nership to Preserve the Pristine Quality of Its Drinking Water and Save Billions of Dollars, page 4

And New York City did not limit its innovations in ecosystem services to its watersheds.  Between 1990 
and 1993, it carried out the largest water conservation program in American history including environmen-
tally friendly storm water management, permanently reducing its per capita water use by close to 20%.
 
Also critically, the program did not mean a spike in rates. In 1990, the water and sewer rates had been 
going up at an average of 14% a year for close to a decade.  At the end of 1993, the annual rate increase 
was zero for two years, and has not exceeded the inflation rate until 2002-2003. With an expenditure of  
$550 million dollars, the City saved several billion dollars in construction expenses and hundreds of mil-
lions in ongoing operational costs.  All of those savings went right to the bottom line in terms of water 
and sewer tariffs, significantly lowering the costs for City households.  Thus environmental investment 
translated directly into cost savings for water and sewer system customers, giving their a huge incentive 
to support environmental stewardship and, in effect, using the cost savings from its environmental strat-
egy to fund that environmental strategy, creating a righteous investment cycle where the more we did for 
the environment the more we did for the economy.    

The lessons that particularly deserve to be stressed are as follows.  First, the effort was explicitly goal 
oriented.  The City set out its goals; preserve pristine drinking water, with a clear description of what that 
would mean in practice.  The farm community set out its goals, maintain the economic viability of Catskill 
farming (and of their cherished rural culture and way of life), and what that meant in terms of the kind of 
environmental regulation they could accept.  Then both sides agreed that any partnership had to achieve 
both goals, in a mutually compatible way.  This commitment to the mutual interdependence of economic 
and environmental goals is the essence of sustainability.

Second, it utilized the social capital of the farm community.  The Catskill program was not an attempt to 
get the farmers to accept a City created program.  Instead, the farmers designed most of the program 
themselves, using their local knowledge and supplemented by their own experts.  The City wisely recog-
nized that what they wanted was clean water and if the farmers could design a successful way to obtain 
it so much the better.  For large institutions to share power, particularly with non-experts or those they 
perceive as non-experts, is always difficult, but it is often the only way to success.

Which highlights the third point.  The effort to design the Catskill program was highly entrepreneurial 
and focused on identifying new opportunities and better ways to meet the City’s needs for pristine 
water, irregardless of whether or not doing so would clash with bureaucratic orthodoxy, existing divisions 
of institutional turf or environmentalist pre-conceptions of how to solve the agricultural pollution prob-
lem.  The watershed program cut across the responsibilities of five state different bureaucracies: health 
departments, water and sewer authorities, agricultural departments, environmental regulators and eco-
nomic development institutions.  Yet narrow bureaucratic concerns and agendas were never allowed to 
guide the structure of the program.  Instead, agencies learned to put aside their provincial concerns and 
to identify the particular contributions they could make to the program’s success.

Finally, from the very beginning it was understood that the City would pay for the program out of the 
cost savings that the program would produce.  To keep and enhance its current level of ecosystem 
services, it would pay back some of the wealth the ecosystem services was creating for New York City.  
Moreover, it would do so not from some special appropriation or short term funding source.  Instead, 
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the need to pay for the ecosystem services the farmers would provide was recognized as a long term 
core cost of the water and sewer system, one to be financed, like any other, out of the proceeds of the 
water and sewer tariffs, and one to be factored into the rate base in setting the amount of those tariffs.  
This guaranteed long term financing and made it possible to plan for a program of ecosystem services 
that would become a long-term component in the economy of the Catskills. 

Conclusions
Ecosystem service payment programs like the one used in NY are a way of capturing the environmental 
profits from the services rural ecosystems provide urban areas and then funneling those profits back into 
the rural landscapes and the rural communities that provide them, creating a righteous cycle of mutu-
ally supportive economic and ecological investments between urban and rural areas, leading to a more 
sustainable future for both.    

The importance of PES payments for the future of rural landscapes in particular cannot be overstated. 
All over the world, rural landscapes are being transformed at a rate that has no historic or economic 
parallel. The production of food and fiber is being industrialized and reoriented towards urban markets, 
many of them through global export.  This process is achieving its economic success at the cost of mas-
sive increases in environmental pollution and natural resource depletion.  The result is a fundamental 
reorienting of the rural economy in which a few landowners who can ramp up to meet the economies 
of scale of agri-industry and industrial scale forestry will earn massive profits, while the remainder of the 
world’s rural populations, unable to compete, are inexorably forced off the land, leading ultimately to a 
depopulated, mono-culture dominated countryside.   PES payments can alter that dynamic and stabilize 
rural land use at a more balanced point that can preserve rural social capital and offer rural economic 
opportunity, by making environmental stewardship a new source of economic wealth for rural populations.  

Many would argue that this is a naïve, even romantic, view of rural society, and that industrialized agricul-
ture is necessary to meet both food needs and raise rural income levels. But maximizing food produc-
tion in ways that depend on massive misuse of environmental resources is to ensure a steady loss of 
food producing capability, while the premise that this industrialization of the rural economy is necessary 
to raise rural incomes is demonstrably incorrect. What experience shows is that industrialized agriculture 
raises income only for a favored few.  The result for the remainder of the rural population is to be forced 
off the land into the cities, substituting an urban poverty problem for a rural one.
 
What then should be particularly be remembered if PES initiatives are to be a success?
First, PES initiatives represent a three-sided bargain, an economic, environmental and social deal so to 
speak, and the deal has to work for all three parties to the deal: the rural ecosystem, the rural communi-
ties, and the urban purchasers of ecosystem services.   PES programs are not just about the environment.  
They are about sustainability.  

Second, the level of PES payment must be substantial, substantial enough to do the job.  PES is not a way 
to get an environmental job done more efficiently; not a way to make a few welfare type transfer pay-
ments to rural populations.  The program must have critical mass; it must build a sustainable rural land-
scape.  That means it must be looking to change, long term, the opportunity cost equation between the 
industrialization of rural agriculture and forestry, and a rural economy based on environmental stewardship.
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The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia•	

Third, and following from the first two, a successful PES program will be one that invests in the long-term 
capital resources needed for environmentally sustainable rural development.  It will have a strategic plan 
for a rural future in which the environmental and economic investments are mutually supportive and 
wealth building, not wealth extracting.

Fourth, it will build on existing social capital, on the hopes and aspirations of rural communities and their 
leaders, and it will draw on, and rely on, their knowledge and their social commitment to the better-
ment of their communities. Significantly, this growing involvement of stakeholders in securing the health 
of the rural landscape becomes a political force capable of turning back such present and future threats 
such as fracking.

Fifth and finally, it will be ecosystem oriented, recognizing that healthy ecosystems are the best and  
most efficient way to get the natural resources our urban communities needs for their own survival  
and prosperity. 

This paper shares the view of many that PES schemes have perhaps their largest and most immediate 
potential in the area of water, and that water utilities and water stakeholders have a particular role  
to play in promoting them.  The list of water related ecosystem services is almost endless.  It includes 
preserving drinking water quality, preventing and cleaning up water pollution, flood control, better hydro-
logic regimes leading to better drought protection, aquifer protection, reduced erosion and sedimenta-
tion, more and richer aquatic life and fish resources, enriched biodiversity, improved recreational and 
tourism opportunities and, in certain instances, increased water flows.  In each of these instances and 
more, the use of an ecosystem services based on pollution prevention and utilizing natural capital can 
meet urban needs faster, easier and cheaper than traditional water industry facility construction solutions.  
Water utilities need to go beyond deployment of their traditional engineering skills and pioneer in inno-
vative financial arrangements with upstream residents, as New York City did, to take full advantage  
of these potentials. 

 



Case Study

Five Philippine Water Districts Say NO to the Asian Development Bank 
By Victor G. Chiong, Abigail A. Almeria, Buenaventura B. Dargantes, Hedda P. Dargantes

Water services in the Philippines are being provided by water districts (WDs), local government-oper-
ated waterworks, privately-owned water service providers, and user and/or community-managed water 
systems such as cooperatives, Barangay Water and Sanitation Associations (BWSAS) and Rural Water 
and Sanitation Associations (RWSAS). Over decades, the Philippine government under-invested in build-
ing water supply and distribution systems, thereby failing to fully provide safe, adequate and affordable 
potable water to its citizenry.  By 2006, level of access to safe potable water declined to 82 percent 
(Social Watch Philippines, 2007; p. 88), threatening the achievement of Philippine commitments to attain 
87 percent coverage by 2015.  

The Water District Development Sector Project (WDDSP), a US$50-million loan fund proposed by the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB), aims to assist the Philippine Government in its effort to improve water 
supply and sanitation services for urban populations.  Purportedly, the project would rehabilitate and ex-
pand existing water supply systems, improve coverage in service areas, support institutional development 
and capacity building, and conduct public health and hygiene campaigns in five water districts, namely: 
a) Metro La Union WD; b) Quezon Metro WD; c) Legazpi City WD; d) Leyte Metro WD; and, e) Kor-
onadal City WD.  The criteria for the selection of the pilot WDs were: 1) the demand for improved wa-
ter supply and sanitation in the WD service area; 2) the fiscal capacity, commitment to reform, financial 
management, and governance practices of the target WDs; 3) the focus on serving low-income commu-
nities; 4) well-defined investment needs; and, 5) the preparedness of the WD to undertake the project.  

In 1994, the Philippine National Economic Development Authority (NEDA) Board ruled that the Local 
Water Utilities Administration (LWUA), a specialized lending institution created to promote, develop and 
finance local water utilities, would implement only financially viable projects.  In a creditworthiness rat-
ing exercise undertaken by LWUA, 14, out of 430 water districts that were evaluated, were identified as 
creditworthy, 26 as semi-creditworthy and one as pre-creditworthy. Based on the rule, the LWUA would 
then confine its concession funds to the development of semi-creditworthy and pre-creditworthy water 
districts, so that these could graduate to become creditworthy.  Water districts categorized as “non-cred-
itworthy” had to wait until “non-traditional financing” mechanisms are put in place “to further enhance 
the flow of funds into the water sector.”  

Field observations, dialogues and interviews with officials of WDs revealed that financially better-offs 
WDs had been approached by government financial institutions (GFIs) to offer financing services.  Con-
sidering that WDs have been helping each other through Public-Public Partnerships (PuPs), financially-
viable WDs find the mandate of the Lwua detrimental to the fulfillment of the mandate given to WDs, 
and think that the re-orientation of Lwua lending operations to favor smaller WDs would benefit all 
provincial water utilities.

Moreover, the Alliance of Government Workers in the Water Sector (AGWWAS) found that managers, 
workers and other WD stakeholders agreed with the aims of the WDDSP to rehabilitate and expand ex-
isting water supplies to provide water to the un-served population, and assist local water districts in water 
supply development and improvement. They suggested that that the capacity-building component of the 
project should develop key personnel to improve the existing system, ensure reliability and sustainability 
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of service delivery, improve record-keeping and database management, and disseminate water technology 
updates. However, management, workers and other stakeholders were appalled by the following concerns:

Preparation of the Project Appraisal by LWUA and ADB consultants and not by the WDs
The determination of the actual needs for infrastructure and rehabilitation improvement project of a 
WD is anchored on its actual requirement, and the required procurements of the project could only be 
established by the end user itself. It is, therefore, crucial for WDs to prepare their own work plans and/
or feasibility studies as they are the useful source of information, experience and expertise about the 
WD operation.  A feasibility study not conducted by the WD would result in an additional financial incre-
ment to the loan, which, as a consequence, would affect the consumers.  Besides, the financial statements 
prepared by LWUA and ADB consultants made the project appear more reliable and efficient.   

The Amounts of Loan Applied for by some WDs were “padded” 
An illegitimate transaction such as padding of the actual amount of loan applications was observed dur-
ing the assessment. Such practice would tend towards an increase in the monthly amortization payment 
and interest rates, making WDs incapable of repaying the loan obligation because of huge financial losses 
that would eventually lead to a privatization.  Consequently, an increase in water tariff for consumers 
would also increase the number of households without access to potable water supply due to the non-
affordability of water supply.  

Absence of Consultations with the Employees Unions during Project Preparation
The non-consultation of WD workers and employees union during project preparation is a violation of 
the International Labor Organization (ILO) core labor standards, and the statutory rights of the workers 
to participate in the decision making processes. Undermining the role of the union in policy making pro-
cesses is an indication of the lack of respect by management of the legitimate formation of the workers’ 
organization.  The right of the union to represent its ranks as the sole and exclusive bargaining agent in 
the WD is mandated by laws, and must at all times be uphold by management, and any acts or deeds to 
the contrary connotes deprivation of the fundamental principle for its existence.

Project Documents and Results of Socio-economic Surveys were not disclosed to the workers
The workers, as a critical agent in the project development process, should be provided with good infor-
mation of the project documents to come up with effective ideas useful in the decision making process.  
Such awareness would facilitate a more in-depth discussion and would increase the level of participation 
among stakeholders. Nonetheless, during the assessment, the transparency level among the WD manage-
ment was observed to be deficient as some of the information of the feasibility study was not disclosed 
to the workers and there was uncertainty as to the accuracy and validity of some available materials.

Consultations with Local Officials and Communities focused on Sanitation Issues and not on the Loan
There was compliance in the consultation process for sanitation but considering that only selected 
participants from the different sector were invited, it was done incompletely.  The consultation process 
focused mainly on the sanitation issue, disregarding the issue on ADB loan.  The handling of public consul-
tation on sanitation is a sort of abstracted tactic employed by the WD and Lwua with the goal to derail 
and conceal the impact of said loan, and instead, give more importance to a sanitation project which is a 
grant in nature.  The funds for WD Gender and Development (GAD) were being used to facilitate the 
conduct of a public consultation on sanitation.     
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WDs were concerned with the Projected Increase in Water Tariff 
Public hearings for WDDSP projects are mandatory and must be conducted before their final approval. 
This is the process wherein all stakeholders, particularly the consumers, are given the opportunity to 
discuss and interact with the WD management pertaining to water tariff increases.  It is also the proper 
venue for WD to make transparent all the projected programs that are subject to the loan proposal for 
the stakeholders’ information and understanding of the project.  However, whatever the results of the 
public hearing, more weight/value must be given to the evaluation process and to projecting water tariffs 
increases. In carrying out a public hearing, it is imperative that important information and documents, 
i.e. financial statement, summary of expenditures, operational highlights, total assets, program of works, 
bulk water supply contracts, be opened and available to the public for inspection and evaluation two 
(2) weeks before the schedule public hearing.The inputs and suggestions made by the public during the 
public hearing are to be given utmost consideration, particularly in the computation of proposed water 
tariff increases.

Consultations with, and support from, a broad range of stakeholders has strengthened the advocacy of 
AGWWAS for integrating Core Labor Standards (CLS) in ADB-funded projects, as well as the participa-
tion of workers, Local Government Units, NGOs, National Government Agencies, and civil societies in 
project preparation and implementation. Such participatory initiatives create greater transparency and 
strengthen accountability among local water districts. 

The full introduction, recommendations and case studies from Water Commons, Water Citizenship 
and Water Security: Revolutionizing Water Management and Governance for Rio + 20 and Beyond 
are available at www.ourwatercommons.org.  Join us in exploring the following cases:

Stopping an unnecessary dam on Australia’s Mary River after U.S. $1 billion invested•	
Repairing ecosystem damage from eucalyptus groves in Minas Gerais, Brazil•	
Breaking through caste barriers to supply water for all in Parambur, India•	
Strengthening peri-urban, locally-managed water systems in Bolivia•	
Upstream-downstream coordination along the Lempa River in El Salvador•	
Water citizenship tales from Fililpino water districts•	
Farmers protecting New York City’s rural water supply•	
Building an extensive, participatory rural aqueduct system in Colombia•	


