
1

GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE AND THE CONCEPT OF

LEGITIMACY

F.G. Mukhtarov
1
, MSc, PhD Candidate

Job position: Ph.D. Candidate, Research Assistant
Organization: Central European University, Department of Environmental Sciences and Policy

Postal address: FT 601, Nador 9, H 1051, Budapest, Hungary
E-mail: ephmuf01@phd.ceu.hu

ABSTRACT

It has been nowadays widely accepted that the essence of the current water crisis is not
as much in resource scarcity and poor infrastructure, as in power, poverty and inequality
[UNDP 2006]. It has also been understood that water problems do not occur only at
national and local level, but are rather of global nature. The processes of globalization and
intensification of transnational activism have further triggered emergence and
institutionalization of the system of transnational relations among the variety of actors
which might be conceptualized as “Global Water Governance” [GWG]. However GWG
currently remains not fully legitimized and there are serious pitfalls awaiting GWG on its
way toward resolution of the water crisis. This paper discusses the emergence of the GWG,
its institutionalization and legitimation, as well as analytically describes the mechanism by
which the GWG works by utilizing the theoretically innovative approach of policy transfer
networks. It further identifies the threats to the GWG in the future and proposes the policy
measures to alleviate those threats. This paper is the first to conceptualize the Global Water
Governance and propose a model of its institutionalization and operation, and therefore, is
innovative. It is hoped that it will be regarded as the pool of ideas about GWG for future
research rather than a guide for solutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Water has environmental, social, public health, economic, production, political and

gender values recognized by humans. Values are distinct from place to place, are subject to

change and may be at odds with each other (Mukhtarov 2005). Water problems remain one

of the greatest challenges that humanity faces nowadays. It has been widely accepted that

the essence of the current water crisis is not as much in resource scarcity and poor

1 Insightful comments for and revision of this paper by Dr. Aleh Cherp and Dr. Alan Watt at the Department
of Environmental Sciences and Policy of Central European University are hereby gratefully acknowledged
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infrastructure, as in power, poverty and inequality [UNDP 2006]. It has also been

understood that water problems do not occur only at national and local level, but are rather

of global nature. The processes of globalization and intensification of transnational activism

has further triggered emergence and institutionalization of the system of transnational

relations among a variety of actors which might be conceptualized in the form of the

“Global Water Governance” [GWG]. However, GWG currently remains not fully

legitimized and there are serious pitfalls awaiting GWG on its way toward resolution of the

water crisis. This paper discusses the emergence of the GWG, its institutionalization and

legitimation, as well as analytically describes the mechanism by which the GWG works by

utilizing the theoretically innovative approach of policy transfer networks. It further

identifies the threats to the GWG in the future and proposes the policy measures to alleviate

those threats. This paper is the first to conceptualize the Global Water Governance and

propose a model of its institutionalization and operation, and therefore, is innovative. It is

hoped that this paper will be regarded as the pool of ideas about GWG rather than a guide

for solutions.

1. EMERGENCE OF THE GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE

Increasingly intensive transnational communication of experts, diplomats, government

officials, non-governmental organizations, and think-tanks involved in the field of water

resources management has gradually brought to internationalization of water resources

issues beyond those of transboundary watercourses and culminated in the emergence of

global water governance.

The most widely spread instrument for international and global governance in the

majority of international issues have been so-called international regimes, commonly

understood as negotiated international agreements among sovereign states [Conca 2006,

Young 2002]. As Conca [2006] put it, international regimes converge around the three

issues of territoriality, authority, and knowledge. Indeed, the global efforts to establish an

international regime in water resources have been taking place since the 1977 UN Water

Conference in Mar del Plata, however they have been far from successful. The main reason

for this was the unresolved nature of the fundamental questions lying in the heart of the

water resources debate and relating to the questions of territoriality, authority and

knowledge. Such questions include “should water be privatized or not”, “should water
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management be supply or demand oriented”, “should authority over water resources

management be decentralized”, “should water management be organized on a river basin

scale or otherwise”, and even “whether water problems occur on the local, national or

global scale”.

Nevertheless, we have been witnessing the development, proliferation, and growing

embeddedness of rules, roles, and practices that shape water-related policy decisions and

political struggle all over the world throughout the last 30-40 years [Conca 2006, White

1969]. Initially through the processes of policy transfer and lesson drawing among the

governmental officials from different countries, and afterwards with somewhat more active

involvement of non-state actors and intergovernmental organizations through their

transnational activism, the concept of Global Water Governance in its contemporary state

has emerged. Although the notion of “global governance” is still largely debated, it is

increasingly accepted that “…global domains require governance, that is, the formulation

and application of rules. Such rules maybe formal or informal, strict or loose, permanent or

transitory, public or private, enabling or oppressive” [Scholte 2007]. To put it in the words

of Ken Conca [2006] “[i]f global governance consists of governing acts that have a broadly

international realm, and if those acts include such things as the framing of policy, the

setting of standards, and the mobilization and allocation of resources, then water is indeed

subject to governance that is increasingly, though certainly not exclusively, global”.

2. GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE AND THE INTEGRATED WATER

RESOURCES MANAGEMENT DISCOURSE

The GWG would not be global if it could not develop a truly dominant discourse which

would provide the framework for viewing all water resources problems and which could

accommodate various values and approaches to managing water. Drawing upon Foucault,

the discourse community concept locates discourse at the interface of power and

knowledge. Discourses generate “effects of truth”, that is, naturalizing specific ways of

thinking and normalizing certain way of doing things [Stone 2005]. In the field of GWG

such a dominant discourse was so-called “Integrated Water Resources Management”

[IWRM], which has been shaped and widely promoted as the normative blueprint for

sustainable water management. However IWRM also has become a discursive forum for

GWG, as well as a sort of a “password” for participation in the certain conferences,
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publishing in the certain journals, and a special “language” in which communication

occurs. The international actors and the IWRM concept constitute an inseparable discourse.

The most cited definition of the IWRM is “…a process which promotes the

coordination of water, land, and related resources in order to maximize the resultant

economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the

sustainability of vital eco-systems” [GWP 2006]. The IWRM concept is undoubtedly the

most popular concept for water management revealed in a number of reports of the high-

profile organizations and initiatives launched to support the IWRM planning [UNDP 2006,

GWP 2005 etc]. IWRM has been practiced in various forms since the 1920-s in the USA

and Europe, but emerged at the international arena for the first time in the 1956 UN report

[White 1969]. It took about three decades until the majority of water experts have accepted

IWRM in the 1990s as the dominant framework to shape water problems. GWG operates

through the concept of IWRM which is the embodiment of international solidarity and

intensive efforts to solve the global water crisis. IWRM fulfils very important function for

the GWG and that is why it stays popular notwithstanding its vagueness and heavily

criticized poor implementability.

Box 1. The Function of the IWRM in the Global Water Community

1. The IWRM performs an extremely important on the global scale function of

“language” or “framework” of communication and grants a vision of solidarity. Whether

this language is the most optimal or not for solving the problems on-the-ground is less

important to the actors involved in the IWRM discourse.

2. Due to intensified competition for funding, prestige and attraction of talented staff

organizations are pushed by institutional forces to adopt the mainstream IWRM discourse

in order to gain/sustain a competitive advantage. This is also in vein with the theory of

competitive isomorphism developed by DiMaggio and Powell [1983].

3. GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE AND THE CONCEPT OF LEGITIMACY

The whole story of IWRM institutionalization and Global Water Governance is a story

of legitimacy building. When formal policy implementation processes attempt to demand

validation without much achievement, as currently the IWRM discourse does, there is a
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divide between authority and popular support – this is known as the “legitimacy gap”

[Gearey and Jeffrey 2006].

Powell and Colyvas [2006] developed a system of indicators of the process of

institutionalization in various empirical settings and one of the three criteria is

“legitimacy”. While we hereby recognize possible limitations of the Powell and Colyvas

[2006] method as upscaled from an organization level to be applied to the GWG,

nevertheless we would like to apply these method to the IWRM discourse.

Source: Powell and Colyvas [2006]

As it can be tentatively judged from the IWRM discourse, it has achieved the level of

medium legitimacy, when the language and the terms of IWRM have been widely accepted,

and the values in term of water management started to crystallize although did not achieve

the stage of objectification; and the boundaries between the disciplines and the professions

which have relevance to water have been almost totally removed. Therefore, based on the

tentative observations it can be suggested that the IWRM discourse have medium

legitimacy with remaining “legitimacy gap”.

It will also be beneficial to look at the sources of this “legitimacy gap”. Scholte [2007]

proposed five modern sources of legitimacy: morality, technical competence, legality,

democracy, and charismatic leadership. From the tentative observations it seems that the
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biggest source of “legitimacy gap” in the field of GWG and IWRM discourse is the lack of

technical competence or material reflection, meaning that the actors within the GWG could

not achieve visible fundamental changes towards the IWRM on the ground and therefore

ensure the greater legitimacy.

4. GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE AND POLICY NETWORKS

In order to fill this “legitimacy gap” and improve IWRM policy changes on the ground

we need to understand the mechanism of the GWG at work. In building such an

explanatory model we utilize the concepts of policy transfer and global networks that are

methodologically combined to offer the approach called policy transfer networks. If policy

transfer approach focuses on the processes of transfer of policies between different

jurisdictions [Dolowitz and Marsh 2000], the policy networks theories focus on the

dynamics of interaction of actors within a given network, and the patterns of their

interaction over time.

Building on the valuable theories and models suggested by Walt et al. [2003],

DiMaggio and Powell [1983], Haas [1992], Stone and Maxwell [2005], and Saleth and

Dinar [2005] we offer a model to depict the current GWG. Based on the Walt et al. [2003]

model, we argue that evolution of the IWRM discourse and the GWG proceeded in three

loops: 1] nnowledge-generation from “bottom-up”; 2] policy standardization and

formulation at the international level; 3] “marketing” and promoting policy transfer from

“top-down”.

Figure 2 provides the analytical model of the network/partnership-based understanding

of water governance as it has been evolving since the 1970-s onto a global scale nowadays.

In the first loop different experts trained in natural and social sciences with different

epistemological bases came together in the 1970-s in the global and regional discourses of

“Limits to Growth” etc. A milestone was for the 1977 UN Water Conference in Mar del

Plata which was the first truly global meeting of experts and policy-makers represented at

the highest level [Biswas 2004]. As the result a global “epistemic community”2 has been

formed since the 1970-s. Epistemic communities were comprised of professional



7

consultants, researchers, and scientists who shared common ideas for policy and seek

privileged access to decision-making fora on the basis of their expertise and scholarly

knowledge. Epistemic communities assert their independence from government or vested

interest on the basis of their commitment to expert knowledge. Due to ambiguity and

uncertainty associated to water problems in the 1980-s and 1990-s many politicians turned

to epistemic communities for advice, but generally, they require political patronage to

legitimize and apply their knowledge. Examples of epistemic communities International

Commission on Irrigation and Drainage created in 1954, UNESCO International

Hydrological Programme [IHP] created in 1975, International Water Resources Association

created in 1972, International Water Management Institute created in 1984, International

Hydropower Association created in 1995. Apart from organizing the global conferences to

discuss water issues, designating special periods, such as the UNESCO “International

Hydrological Decade” 1965-1974, creating the professional associations and non-

governmental organizations, an important element of GWG have been emergence of special

journal such as “Water International” [1975], Water Policy [1995] etc. The first loop also

envisaged the Transnational Advocacy Coalitions [TANs] which were more often regional

and advocacy oriented. “The Sierra Club” in the USA is a good example (Reisner 1989).

TANs have a nature of a social movement, and in contrast to epistemic communities, TANs

do not regard academic and professional credentials as a criterion for inclusion in the

network. The main result of the efforts of the epistemic communities and TANs achieved in

the 1970-s and the 1980-s was “bottom-up” accumulation of knowledge and messages

about the various values of water and about the way these values could be practically

reconciled.

The second loop involved the so-called “Global Knowledge Networks” [KNETs].

According to Stone [2005] KNETs “…incorporate professional bodies, academic research

groups and scientific communities that organize around a special subject matter or issue.

Individual or institutional inclusion in such networks is based upon professional and/or

official recognition of expertise, as well as more subtle and informal processes of validating

scholarly and scientific credibility. The primary motivation of such networks is to share,

2 An epistemic community is a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence
in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain
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spread, and, in some cases, use that knowledge to inform policy and apply to practice”.

This type of networks has involved NGO-s and think tanks as well as International

Financial Institutions and the research carried out by them. Examples of the KNETs are the

World Water Council created in 1994, and the Tokyo Club created in 2000. The main

achievement of the KNETs and operating along with them epistemic communities and

TANs in the second loop have been accumulation and dissemination of the knowledge

about IWRM and water management practices all over the world. It has marked the process

of policy standardization and formulation at the international level.

The third loop started in 1996 when the World Bank, the United Nations Development

Program [UNDP] and the Swedish International Development Agency [SIDA] created the

Global Water Partnership [GWP] in 1996. Stone recognizes the GWP as the Global Public

Policy Network. These networks enter the realm of politics and do the twofold job: 1]

simplify the work of the epistemic communities and the KNETs in an effective and most

commonly usable way; 2] communicate and disseminate the simplified strategy. Usually

dropping of complexities and over-simplifications achieved at this loop leads to some

conflicts among scientists. They often are defined as “the quasi-corporatist alliance of

governments, agencies and civil society working together to deliver health care or a similar

public good. [Reinicke, Deng et al. 2000]”. They are tri-sectoral in nature – alliances of 1]

government agencies alongside International Organizations, as well as 2] corporations and

3] elements of civil society. Actors engage to pursue material interests, but have in

common a shared problem. GPPNs also act as advocates but are more institutionalized,

performing with a greater degree of “delegated authority”. The GPPN basically start to

apply their standardized guidelines and the expertise to the national levels, as currently is

taking place with the IWRM discourse. The third loop marked the process of “marketing”

the standardized within the GWG concept of IWRM to the national constituencies.

It is also important to stress that whereas the framework is focused more on the role of

non-state actors, there is a doubtless role of states at the national level [since they decide at

the national level about the structure of water institutions as well as at the international

level through the so-called Transnational Executive Networks [TENs] as exemplified by

or issue-area [Haas 1992].
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the work of Slaughter [2004]. These networks comprise of state regulators, judges, and

other state officials which communicate with their counterparts in other countries.

Slaughter [2004] argues that states remain a dominant player in the field of global

governance in general, and this is definitely the case in Global Water Governance as well,

however states start to function in the form of disaggregated executive networks which

span the international boundaries.

Finally, the framework of Saleth and Dinar [2005] is presented to depict the water

institutions at the national level. These linkages can be of particular interest to a researcher,

especially if the emphasis of research is made to the linkages between the global and

national level water policies. As for the process of filtering the IWRM policy from the

GWG to the national level the three mechanism as depicted by DiMaggio and Powell

[1983] in their seminal paper on isomorphism. Coercive mechanism seems to be currently

dominant through the conditional loans and other forms of coercion, normative is through

people who have become the carriers and advocates of the ideas and transfer them to the

national level, and mimicry as the process of emulation under the circumstance of

uncertainty.

It is also important to note that it would be wrong to equalize the types of the networks

with the loops of the policy process and GWG institutionalization because various

networks co-engineered those loops and the process has been iterative rather than linear.

The graph shows that the practices on the national level feedback to the IWRM

discourse. Such feedback is the primary source of technical legitimacy, which currently

seems to be weak.
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Figure 2. Global Water Governance at work.
Adapted from Walt 2003, Haas [1992], Powell and Di-Maggio [1983], Stone [2005],
and Saleth and Dinar [2005].
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5. THE FUTURE OF GLOBAL WATER GOVERNANCE

Networks is a welcomed development in global governance since they are capable of

involving dissidents or subaltern players and in the meantime stay stable; networks provide

possibilities for southern based organizations to influence policy, and networks attract more

attention of donors and more research than organizations (Stone 2005).

Nevertheless, there are several issues about which the GWG networks might fall short.

First of all the GWG networks might develop a carapace, sometimes in the interests of

internal network cohesion and unity, but also to exclude those who do not speak the same

specialized “language” of IWRM. The experts and policy-makers from the developing

countries have already not been represented as much as their Western counterparts. These

exclusion tendencies can be potentially solved by appealing to the concept of “deliberative

discourse” to include researchers and experts from the developing countries to the

networks as well.

It has also been noticed in GWG that the most widespread form of policy transfer from

the international arena to the national has so far been the “coercive” mechanism, which

might partially be explained by the “legitimacy gap” of the GWG. Better awareness raising

and capacity building programmes at national and local scales are necessary to strengthen

the normative isomorphism processes; whereas more readily available and

operationalizable guidelines based on the successful experiences worldwide should be

disseminated to ease the mimicry isomorphism processes.

On the other hand it is also very important to move beyond the efforts on capacity

building and IWRM policy tailoring to encompass also the GWG networks management.

Witte and Reinicke (2005) for example argue in relation to the United Nations reform that

“(t)he sustainability and impact of partnerships depends on the strength of partnership

management (i.e. agreement on clear goals and objectives, appropriate risk management,

systematic evaluation and impact assessment etc.) and the degree to which partnership

feature local ownership”. The inquiry into the partnership and network management field

should be made to learn lessons for better management of the GWG networks to fill the

existent “legitimacy gap”.
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