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1 Introduction

Water is an unequally distributed, transient, highly variable yet renewable natural
resource. While water is an inherent part of the natural environment, its use is
essential to all economic and social activities [1]. Urban water has been both a
catalyst of development, through the engineered approaches of pipe networks, and
impetus for catastrophes [2]. Urban water has always gained social and political
attention, primarily due to infrastructure financing, control, and governance mech-
anisms. Urban water resources are under serious threat due to the rapid rates of
urbanization. Such threats lay further stress on developing and promoting adaptive
and accommodative governance regimes to manage water resources. This gap has
encouraged researchers and advocacy agencies to develop alternative conceptual
tools and frameworks to address urban water nexus issues. These frameworks intend
to study the issue of urban water from entry points like scarcity [1], equity [3],
or decision-making, management, and use [4]. Apart from the recent discourses on
developing improved frameworks, the contemporary commentary on urbanwater has
evolved from a simple demand lead system design to a holistic approach considering
microclimate and the overall ecosystem [5]. Similarly, the recent discussions over
water security also aim to harness the productive prospects and reduce the destructive
potentials of urban water systems [6].

While several attempts to develop an adaptive fit-to-purpose framework of urban
water management have been made in the recent past, little progress has been
measured on the ground. Each of these concepts of urban water management,
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like Green Infrastructure (GI), Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM),
Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS), etc., have ventured towards the path
of holistic development of urban water resources. Yet, most of these concepts have
been limited to context-specific practices. Nevertheless, on close observation, one
can find several overlaps amongst most urban water management concepts—one of
the universal tools in almost all these concepts is water governance.

Interestingly, several theoretical literature and advocacy documents have equally
empathized over the past few decades on water governance as a tool to address the
contemporary issues of water crisis [1]. The term “water governance” has gained
prominence in global literature quite quickly. The growing dominance of the term
water governance can be seen in reviewing the term’s use on various interna-
tional platforms and research documents. For example, Google Scholar in the 1990s
recorded 47 references (excluding citations) of “water governance” in comparison
to 1270 for “environmental governance”. While in 2020, there are 4110 references
to “water governance” and 6580 for “environmental governance”.

This article presents a brief overview of water governance’s evolution and docu-
ments its perceived perspectives in literature. The research lists various definitions
of the term water governance. The section concludes that while the perceived defini-
tion of water governance may be fuzzy and inconsistent, most recognized definitions
have some common essential elements. The authors use these essential elements to
develop a working definition of water governance for cities in developing countries.
In the later section, the paper continues this discussion of water governance in devel-
oping countries’ cities and explores the legal and regulatory framework existing in
water governance, and suggests a way forward, taking India as a case study.

2 Evolution of Water Governance

Conference onHumanEnvironment in 1972 brought a new paradigm to review issues
related to the environment and natural resources on the international platform. This
was the first time the world accepted that there is growing evidence of human-made
harm leading to dangerous levels of pollution in water. The conference ended with an
official declaration, commonly known as the Stockholm Declaration of 1972, which
identified 26 principles concerning human impact on the environment. Principle 2 of
the declarationmentions, “The natural resources of the earth, including the air, water,
land, flora and fauna and especially representative samples of natural ecosystems,
must be safeguarded for the benefit of present and future generations careful planning
or management, as appropriate”. Thus, water was put on the global agenda for the
first time, not from the governance perspective but from pollution. Since then, the
UN has convened several conferences that advocated the need to pay attention to
natural resources and the environment. However, these conferences brought the term
water governance into international policy documents in a much ad-hoc manner [7].
Notable ones in the next three decades include Mar del Plata Conference of 1977,
Water and Sanitation Decade of the 1980s, UN Conference on Environment and
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Fig. 1 Initial Actions for Water Governance based on Bonn Conference 2001 (Adapted from UN
World Water Development Report (526), by UNESCO [12])

Development of 1992, Dublin Conference on Water and the Environment of 1992,
World Water Forum since 1997, and the Millennium Development Goals 2000; all
elaborated on the issues around water resources [8].

Amongst all the above conferences, the 1992 Dublin Conference’s targets can be
directly related to water governance’s current notion. The outcome of this confer-
ence “The Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development” recognized
the increasing scarcity of water due to the different conflicting uses and overuses of
water and laid down recommendations for action at the local, national, and interna-
tional level through four major guiding principles. Principle 2 discussed involving
a participatory approach in water development and management, while principle
3 discussed women’s central role in the provision, management, and safeguarding
of water. Thus, these two principles laid down preliminary aspects related to water
governance, though indirectly. Accordingly, it can be marked as the threshold plat-
form that initiated the discussion on urban water governance [9]. The concept of
governing water was formally discussed in the 2000 Hague World Water Forum,
where water governance was identified, and the discussions then claimed “water
crises as a governance issue”[10]. This statement advocated that water systems and
supplies’ failures are not necessarily the result of water scarcity or lack of tech-
nical possibilities but due to inefficient water governance. Policy advocacy quickly
took up this concern. In 2001 at the International Conference on Freshwater (held
at Bonn), it drew the attention of the international audience on the importance of
water governance. The Boon conference ranked water governance as one of the
three priority action areas (besides capacity building and knowledge sharing, and
financial mobility of resources) [11]. However, the Bonn conference led to over 27
recommended actions without a set timeline to achieve its targets. These included 12
recommendations for water governance [12], which help trace water governance’s
initial intent as a concept.
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It can be observed from the list above (Fig. 1) that, from its inception, the term
“water governance” was addressing a diverse range of challenges. The nomencla-
ture rose to the limelight almost spontaneously in several international organiza-
tions with the flourishing dialogue and international water movement. Soon the term
operationalized in global policy documents and advocacy. The first definition was
expressed in 2002 by such a leading international water organization Global Water
Partnership (GWP)1 and later modified and adopted by the UN. The definition states:

The governance of water, in particular, can be said to be made up of the range of political,
social, economic and administrative systems that are in place, which diretly or indirectly
affect the use, development, and management of water resources and the delivery of water
services at different levels of society. Governance systems determine who gets what water,
when, and how and decide who has the right to water and related services and benefits. [1,
11, 13]

Almost during the same time, there was another definition by UNDP about water
governance that is noteworthy:

The political, economic, and social processes and institutions by which governments, civil
society, and the private sector make decisions about how best to use, develop, and manage
water resources. [14]

While these initial attempts of defining water governance are associated with a
larger notion of governance, it also considered the nuances of the sector-specific
concepts like service delivery. The recognition of water governance by such promi-
nent agencies leads to the recognition of water governance in academic circles.
Attempts to define water governance could be observed in academic literature as
well. Most of these attempts were driven by exploring the future trajectories of this
naïve term. One such noticeable definition is as follows:

The development and implementation of norms, principles, rules, incentives, informative
tools, and infrastructure to promote a change in the behaviour of actors at the global level in
the area of water governance. [8]

More recently, the Organization of Economic Corporation and Development
(OECD),which is activelyworkingonurbanwater systems, defineswater governance
as follows:

The range of political, institutional and administrative rules, practices and processes (formal
and informal) through which decisions are taken and implemented, stakeholders can artic-
ulate their interests and have their concerns considered, and decision-makers are held
accountable for water management. [15]

Apart from these definitions, even the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
through their goals, 6.5.1 and 6.5.2, have laid substantial emphasis on concepts

1 Established in 1996, by the World Bank, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), the Global Water Partnership,
encompasses international government agencies, donor organizations, and public and private insti-
tutes actively engaged in the water sector. Currently, GWP has about 3,000 Partner organizations
in 179 countries.
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that use water governance as a tool for implementation. Furthermore, it has been
envisaged that appropriate water governance implementation shall place a crucial
role in achieving the SGD goals [16].

Each definition and interpretation brings its own set of specific concepts and
motives. Such commentary could lead to fragmentation of the term into newer ideas
and would do little good to the larger picture. These complexities and multiple
challenges have helped water governance attain the title of a wicked problem [17].

Despite the fuzziness, the evolution of the term “water governance” seems to
have some standard essentials. The paradigm notion of water governance includes
designing institutional frameworks and public policies that can mobilize resources
to support their functions independently and are socially accepted. The Central argu-
ment of water governance discourses goes beyond water as a utility to water as a
resource. While incorporating this, water governance also addresses the concerns of
water policy and its formulation. Thus, holistically approaching this term, overlaps
with economic and technical aspects are found along with indications on solving
or exploring administrative and political elements [9]. Inferring from here, one can
conclude the water governance is concerned with the relationship of social, political,
and economic organizations and institutions that are important for the management
and development of water resources.

This lack of uniformity in defining the term water governance calls for a need to
develop a clearer and fit-to-purpose definition. This is crucial, particularly in devel-
oping countries, where there are limited information and clarity of these overlaps and
interplays. This calls for a need to establish a consultative and participatory approach
while forming water governance systems. Water resources are not confined to urban
limits and boundaries. The consideration of hydro-geographical boundaries while
developing the water governance framework is another challenge.

Furthermore, despite all the claims for holistic considerations, these definitions
fail when applied differently. Thus, implying the importance of adaptivity in the
water sector while definingwater governance. The development of newer, often over-
lapping, water management concepts and their interpretation of water governance
structures also require careful attention. The situation further blurs in developing
counties like India, where several agencies in the urban water nexus overlay.

3 Water Governance in Developing Countries—A Case
of India

Universally dialogues on access to water services, lack of institutional capacities, and
infrastructural provisioning in developing countries have been discussed in academic
literature [18]. The same has been advocated by development agencies who empha-
size transforming the existing water resource infrastructure to achieve sustainable
development and resilience targets in developing countries [19]. Such interventions
help achieve the desired global goals and targets and enhance ownership amongst the
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community members and strengthen their bargaining capacity with the government
for water services [20]. It can also address issues such as the need for bottom-
up water approaches for the global south countries. As most developing countries
have an incomplete network of existing infrastructure services, integrated network
approaches, propagated as a larger part of water governance, could be implemented
with relative ease. It can cover, theoretically, a large aspect of water governance,
India.

Yet, the challenge of connecting proclaimed theories and concepts to the practi-
calities of implementation remains uncontested. Also, it is to note that majority of
these definitions of water governance are conceptualized in the global north, i.e.,
in the context of developed nations, making their replication in the global south
(the developing countries) would demand a closer understanding and engagement
alongside local idiosyncrasies. If such considerations are neglected, the envisaged
benefits, as per the extended definition, may not be possible, leading to contradictory
consequences and limited progress economically, socially, and environmentally in
public health. Hence, while considering the implementation of water governance
elements in cities of the global south, right collaborations between local and interna-
tional experts, through the support of authorities and advocacy organizations, become
quintessential.

The water governance inequalities in the global south have varied origins. Simul-
taneously, some scholars suggest it to be due to the historical legacies; others denote
this with the usage of arbitrary water categories that privilege certain forms of water
collection over the others. Hence water governance in the global south can be consid-
ered “many overlapping conflicts” that find roots in colonial policy segregation,
discriminatory land policies, and associated complications for upgrading contempo-
rary urban settlements [21]. Also, most of these situations require a context-specific
consideration, and thus, no umbrella framework could be derived. For this study, we
shall consider the contemporary water governance framework of India. This section
would critically analyse the legal and regulatory framework existing in the Indian
context and suggest a way forward.

India is a signatory to numerous international treaties and frameworks aimed at
tackling issues on the water. The SDG 6 of UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
aspires to provide cleanwater and sanitation to all; the Sendai Framework onDisaster
Risk Reduction aims at achieving disaster resilience of signatory nations, with clear
targets to manage disaster risk effectively. The country has also signed water-sharing
treatieswith neighbouring countries. These, alongwith other factors, play an essential
role in deciding its national and state water policies.

Water is a State subject, as per India’s Constitution, implying that water gover-
nance is decentralized at the state level. Water management and governance within
a state is the responsibility of the numerous municipal and district level bodies in
urban areas and the different tiers of Panchayats in rural areas [22]. With 16% of the
global population, the country must meet its water demands with merely 4% of the
global freshwater resources [23]. With more than 75 million people unable to access
clean drinking water, India fares worst in Asia in terms of the percentage population
without access to safe, potable water [22].
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The rapid pace of urbanization, poverty, the encroachment of watersheds, and
unsustainable water resource use have increased Indian cities’ vulnerability to water
risks. The looming water crisis became apparent when various cities, including
Bengaluru, Shimla, and Chennai, reached the brink of “day-zero”—exhausting their
freshwater supply. Floods have become common in major Indian cities, with nearly
all metropolitan and secondary cities reporting urban flooding instances during
monsoons. The civic authorities struggle to address such issues, owing mainly to
water governance challenges.

India’s water governance issues include an intricate decision-making system,
inter-state conflicts over water rights, insufficient technical and financial capacity,
inadequate water-related expertise amongst decision-makers, especially at the local
level [22]. Despite the launch of a gamut of initiatives, the country struggles to
improve its water resource management. These issues can be attributed to the incom-
plete decentralization, inadequate monitoring of project implementation, and an
obsolete approach to urban planning.

4 Conceptualizing Water Governance in India

The political and institutional complexities are one of the primary reasons for
the failure of these integrated water resource models [24]. The implementation of
water governance, as discussed above, heavily emphasize planning, developing, and
managing at basin scale the resources. This can seldom be possible; for instance, the
National Water Policy (NWP) 2012 of India has suggested practising basin plans,
yet no such plans exist [25]. Thus, despite policy rhetoric advocating these concepts,
governments worldwide focus on structural, regulatory, and efficiency mechanisms,
and there has been limited impact on the systems [26]. This shows an apparent “policy
failure”. The need for understanding this disconnect between implementation and
policy needs to be analysed. While there is elaborate literature on this phenomenon
regarding environmental policy, little exploration to address a similar gap in urban
water management is seen [27].

So, it is necessary to identify the critical elements of the term “water gover-
nance”, based on its interpretation in several context-specific water management
concepts, policy, and advocacy documents to undermine its multisectoral and multi-
disciplinary scope. This identification of essentials could then be considered a check-
list for defining the term (Fig. 2). Such an exhaustive list could further be used to
evaluate any future definition or interpretation of the term water governance.

While the elements listed (Fig. 2) are not represented in any hierarchical form, the
grading and preferences will completely depend contextually. Moreover, the premise
of fit-to-purpose definitions emphasize on the need for accommodative context-
specific flexibility. Acknowledging the same, the authors of this paper advocate these
five elements (Fig. 2) as the fundamental elements for the definition and implemen-
tation of water governance for any developing country. Based on the above-identified
essential elements of the term water governance, this research advocates that:
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Fig. 2 List of critical elements in defining the term “water governance” derived from documented
literature (Source Authors)

Water governance facilitates (for actors and institutions) the decision-making process (in
terms of Social, Economical, Political and Administrative) for protection/conservation,
development, management, and documentation of water resources with the desire to change
the behaviour of actors and institutes (through norms, rules, principles, policies, and
incentives) in lines with the contemporary discourses on sustainability and resilience.

5 Discussions and Way Forward

Water governance is a key to achieving the targeted SDGs, particularly SDG6, and
would be necessary for sustainable use and management of urban water systems.
While there is no one agreed-upon definition of water governance in literature, there
are several interpretations of the term. The research presents a brief evolution of
water governance and attempts to identify a generic definition for the Indian context.
However, while defining the definition, the authors of this research have tried to
keep the definition as adaptive as possible to make it a fit-to-purpose definition for
developing countries at large. The study also discusses the dilemmas that devel-
oping countries, specifically India, possess in terms of policy and legislation while
addressing the concept of water governance.

While defining the concept of water governance, the study subtly opens up
several questions on developing a fit-to-purpose framework for water governance.
The contemporary commentaries on water-sensitive cities also have identified water
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governance as a promising concept towards achieving water sensitivity. Such studies
could also be used as a foundation to develop an integrated water governance frame-
work for water-sensitive cities. The study further nudges to investigate linkages
amongst the various identified water governance parameters contextually to derive
context-specific implications. Thus, the research authors also consider this research
an entry point into the more extensive discussions of adaptive and participatory water
management resources.
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