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Your microphone is currently off
If you want to speak, click on the button at the bottom of the screen to raise your hand. 

Thank you for opening the mic only upon invitation.

If you have comments or questions during presentations, please post them in 

the chat, or wait for the Q&A moment to unmute yourself.

If you canôthear or see: leave and rejoin the meeting, and close other programs

Parts of this event are being recorded and made available to the RésEAU and 

Governance Networks.

For more technical support, you can contact martin.laeng@skat.ch
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Introduction

Water challenges are both...

écomplicated ...and complex
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Critique of and Comments on the Water Policy 

Brief (25.10.2023)

Tobias Haller, Institute of Social Anthropology, Bern Switzerland

Webinar Political Economy Analysis, 

SDC, October 2023



Water is a common-pool resource 

- since the work of Elinor Ostrom: water resources can be 

managed as a common property of local communities

- defining the rules and regulations (institutions) of water use.

- However, the word commons, common property or 

commonerôs institutions are missing in the brief!



fisheries pasture

wildlife water (irrigation)

Fresh water bodies as commons: Anthropological research 

shows 

- that most of fresh water bodies in most societies before 

colonial times in the global south 

- before state building in the global north 

Ą were managed under common property regimes for 

several uses.



Colonialization and modern state building undermined the 

commons:
- property rights changes since colonial times have changed this collective 

rights to state and as well private property 

- often problematic distributional and overuse effects: Ostromôs study on 

ground water in California shows the problems of bad state coordination 

- collective water management in Switzerland shows solutions of 

sustainable water collective governance since the middle ages



In many parts in Africa, Asia and 

Latin America especially in 

drylands and wetlands 

- social anthropology research shows 

that coordinated use in groups were 

possible

- often also embedded in other ï

sometimes spiritual ïworld views that 

enabled to solve organisational and 

coordination problems: 



Positive Example: see the work of the 

US-Anthropologist Stephen Lansing

water temples in Bali, 

where water from a volcano 

lake was equally distributed 

to rice fields of local groups

All picutures S.Lansing, see https://news.arizona.edu/story/ua-anthropologist-authors-world-

heritage-site-in-bali



Negative examples:  
- undermining rights to rivers and floodplain 

management undermining local water rights 

leads to missuses, overuse and unfair 

distribution of water as work shows in West and 

East Africa. 

- previous water rights as common property 

were grabbed by states  Ą leading to 

processes of privatization by which private 

companies use water for irrigation or secure 

water rights, rendering water a commodity as in 

Sierra Leone or Tanzania for example.



Property rights in water governance 

matter: 
- worldwide problems not just because of climate change but

because property rights are defined either by state elites or 

during neo-liberal times by the private sector and no longer by 

local users with their rules and regulations: Ą Land and Water 

Grabbing



Property rights in water governance 

matter: 
- worldwide problems not just because of climate change but

because property rights are defined either by state elites or 

during neo-liberal times by the private sector and no longer by 

local users with their rules and regulations: Ą Land and Water 

Grabbing

Political economy analysis and new 

institutional political ecology asks:

- What are processes and economic interests increasing the 

economic value of water

- impacts bargaining power of local actors defend land & what rules 

and norms are used (privatization), how legitimized ideological 

to grab water from local people and how water users are or are 

not organized. 



ĄThis then leads to distribution of water and 

behaviour of water users: 

- unruled water bodies will be overused if there are no 

rules and regulations leading to de facto open access or

- distribution will be very expensive and unfair, increasing 

pressure on óopen accessô water bodies even more (the 

drilling groundwater problem..). 



On all these levels a power analysis helps to 

see and understand 

- who has the power to have influence on all 

these levels (be it having capital, or a powerful 

discourse or controlling the definition for what 

water is 

- power to decide how it should be used (for 

example use water for large-scale hydropower 

than for decentralized irrigation)

- Green energy commons grabbing: In the SDG 

7 water issues and policies are linked with 

energy and defined but without mentioning the 

issue of the commons and this means 

excluding a large number of people from 

property, governance and use.



Pre-Independence CPR-Institutions II:

In many societies water has different definitions, meanings, 

different uses and interconnecting different uses of resources 

beyond just drinking (irrigation, fisheries etc.) 

Ą thus linked to the land and more than human species.

Local commons property institutions often 

reflect theses multiple interconnections as 

our comparative research in African 

Floodplain Wetlands and other comparative 

studies on land and commons grabbing 

shows (see Haller 2010, 2016, 2022). 

Ą This teaches us that we cannot just focus 

on water but have to consider its 

interconnectedness with other common-pool 

resources.



- the possibility to redevelop water commons and common property 

institutions from a bottom-up process (constitutionality)

- strengthen more local water governance institutions building in a 

participatory way than to discuss regional and global issues only

- see for a general take on constitutionality for common-pool resources Haller et al 

2016, 2018, 

- for water commons very new publication: Van Koppen, B. (2023). Restoring the 

commons: a gendered analysis of customary water tenure in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. International Journal of the Commons, 17(1).

Bottom-up institiution building

(Constitutionality) for re-establishing local

water rights



Six basic Elements for Constitutionality 

(a) emic perception of need of new institutions,

(b) participatory processes addressing power 

asymmetries, 

(c) pre-existing institutions, 

(d) outside catalyzing agents (fair platform),

(e) recognition of local knowledge, creativity and social

learning, and

(f) higher-level state recognition



Major conference activities: 

Thematic, regional and biennial conference 

The next one in 2023 in Nairobi

Between Historical Legacies and Future Collective Actions

(Co-organized by University of Nairobi and Bern)

https://europe.iasc-commons.org,

https://europe.iasc-commons.org/


11 Subthemes

ÅCommons and SDGs

ÅUrban Commons Transformations

Å Indigenous Peoples and Globalisation

ÅBetween Colonial Legacies and the Anthropocene

ÅModeling and Polycentric Systems

ÅDrama of the Grabbed Commons

ÅGlobal Health and the Commons

ÅChallenges of Digital Commons

ÅEnvironmental Justice, Conservation and the 

Commons

ÅRadical Solutions and Local Institution Building

ÅAdvances in Theory



Anne Joselin
Infrastructure Advisor

Foreign, Commonwealth & 

Development Office, UK 

Case Study of Democratic

Republic of the Congo

Javier Zubieta
Sustainable Landscapes 

Subprogram Manager

Helvetas Bolivia

Case Study of Bolivia

Resource persons



PEA Case Studies

Anne Joselin

Infrastructure Advisor

Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, UK 

Javier Zubieta

Sustainable Landscapes Subprogram Manager

Helvetas Bolivia

Water supply and tap-stand management 

system, DR Congo



Case study 1: Watershed 
management in areas of 
mining activity - Bolivia

ÅStrategic Basins: Suches 
(La Paz) and Cotagaita 
(Potosi)

ÅMining activities and 
watershed quality 
management

ÅIWRM and PEA through 
actor mapping



Case study 2: Public-Private 
management of urban water supply 
system, Democratic Republic of 
Congo

ÅPiped water supply and tap-

stand network

ÅNot-for-profit Public-Private-

Partnership management 

'replacing' water utility

ÅDisruptive institutional 

arrangement



1. Join  one of the two case study 

discussions using the «Breakout 

room» icon

3. Define a volunteer for 

each group who will

summarize points and 

present them in the next

round. 

2. Padlet will be used

for note-takingïlink 

in the chat!

Instructions: Breakout rooms



How Padlet works

> Add notes by clicking on 

«+» under the columns. 

> Click «publish» to post 

them

> You can move the notes 

around

> You can add as many

notes as you need



See you in 30 minutes!



ÅGive your eyes a break from the screen

ÅStretch out your arms and hands

ÅStand up and stretch your back

ÅOr get a nice cup of coffee or tea :)

Take a 5 min stretch break !
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