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Since the early 2000s, international organizations and national and provincial authorities
in Argentina have promoted a number of institutional initiatives to implement Integrated
Water Resources Management in the country. The two main initiatives are the adoption of the
Guiding Principles of Water Policy, and the ongoing design of the National Federal Plan of
Water Resources. These are complemented by the creation of the Federal Water Council, a new
nation-wide venue that gives the provincial and national governments the chance to engage in
discussions related to the improvement of water management in the country. We analyze the pro-
cess leading to the creation of this set of new institutions through the theoretical lens of Adaptive
Governance, and assess how well national and provincial authorities have faced the challenges
of representation (who participates in decision-making processes) and process design (how deci-
sions are reached) that are so critical in the early stages of addressing interjurisdictional water
problems. Drawing on in-depth interviews with decision-makers, we also identify other chal-
lenges to AG in Argentina, including the problem of discontinuation of policy efforts that could
lead to a better implementation of IWRM principles, and the pervasive presence of personalismo
in making decisions that affect water management.

Keywords: Adaptive Governance, Integrated Water Resources Management, Developing
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Introduction

219

The integrated management of water resources is inherently complex, since “maxi-
mizing the ... economic and social welfare (that results from water use) ... without
compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems” (Global Water Partnership 2000a)
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220 R. Berardo et al. / Adaptive Governance and Integrated Water Resources Management

requires important coordination efforts to channel the input of many actors with stakes
in that process. In federal systems of government, this complexity may be exacerbated
because multiple governmental agencies from different levels of government tend to retain
regulatory power over the use of and access to the resources (Feiock and Scholz 2010,
Feiock 2009).

In this article we examine the ongoing process to introduce the main tenets of Inte-
grated Water Resources Management (IWRM from now on) in Argentina, a federal country.
The aforementioned process dates back to the early 2000s when the Sub-Secretariat of
Water Resources (the country’s main bureaucratic agency for water resources) and the
provincial governments started to promote two policy initiatives that explicitly ask for the
implementation of IWRM in the country. The first of these initiatives was the design of
the Guiding Principles of Water Policy (from now on, “the Guiding Principles”), a set of
49 principles which should guide policy efforts at a national scale and contain explicit
appeals to implementing an IWRM framework. The second initiative was the development
of a National Federal Plan of Water Resources (“the National Plan’) that would contain
clear guidelines to protect the availability and quality of water resources on a nation-
wide scale. These two initiatives were complemented with the creation of the Federal
Water Council (COHIFE for its Spanish acronym), a venue where representatives from the
provincial and national governments meet to discuss water-related issues and set policy
guidelines based on the Guiding Principles.

We analyze the process leading to the creation of this set of new institutions and
evaluate how stakeholders have faced some of the central challenges to adaptive gover-
nance (“AG” from now on—see Folke et al., 2005 for a review), which we see as a major
stepping stone to achieve the integrated management of water resources. AG is the coordi-
nation of efforts by “previously independent systems of users, knowledge, authorities, and
organized interests” (Scholz and Stiftel 2005) to achieve sustainable solutions to complex
water management problems, and so in this sense it is a precondition for attaining the
integrated management of water resources—in itself a “call for joint governance” (Medema
et al., 2008).

In particular, we analyze how well national and provincial authorities have faced
two challenges to AG: the challenge of representation that demands that all relevant
stakeholders be given a proper voice in decision-making processes and the challenge of
process design that requires policy making processes to be designed in ways that facilitate
collaborative engagement and both vertical and horizontal policy integration (see Lubell
and Edelenbos, this volume). Given that the integrated management of water resources
must rest on policy-making platforms that are both flexible and inclusive of multiple
visions on how water must be managed, the study of how Argentina has responded to these
two AG challenges is relevant to assess the likelihood of achieving IWRM in the country.

To perform our analysis, we conducted in-depth interviews with individuals work-
ing for different governmental water agencies both at the provincial and national levels of
government. In particular, our findings show that policy discontinuity and personalismo/
amiguismo are two institutional features that may work against the probability of achieving
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a truly successful integration in the management of natural resources. Given that these
characteristics tend to be common in countries with weak institutions to manage water
resources, readers may find that some of the lessons we derive from our case study may be
generalized to similar countries.

The next section briefly describes how water resources are distributed in the country
and the institutional framework that regulates their use and appropriation. Later sections
describe in more detail the efforts in the last decade to enrich that institutional framework
incorporating IWRM principles and guidelines, and the way relevant actors have faced the
challenges to AG in the process of doing so. We close our paper with a discussion of other
challenges to achieving IWRM in Argentina. We hope our examination of the Argentine
case can contribute to a broader discussion on the conditions that may hinder IRWM as a
guiding framework for a better management of water resources across the globe.

2. Water resources and the institutions that regulate them

Argentina is the second largest country in South America, covering 2,791,810 square
kilometers® that contain a wide range of climates and landscapes, from tropical forests
in the north, to sub-polar climates in the southern-most portion of Patagonia, with a pre-
dominance of mild climate in the central area. Rain precipitation varies widely across the
national territory, from an average of 50 millimeters/year in the west, to averages above
7000 millimeters/year in the southern Patagonian forests (Dardis and Rodriguez, 2011).

In general, the country is well endowed with water resources to support its medium-
size population of 40,117,096°, but distribution of these resources is very uneven across
the territory (Sub-secretariat of Water Resources 2006). This results in a distinct pattern of
“water-rich” and “water-poor” provinces, with the former mostly located in the central and
northeastern parts of the country, and the latter in the remaining portions of the territory.

Some important problems that result from existing patterns of water use include the
increase of salinization and erosion of the soil where intensive agriculture is prevalent
(Auge, 2006), and the reduction of quality in the resources as a consequence of its use for
mining activities in the west and southwest (Dardis and Rodriguez, 2011). Also, contami-
nation of water bodies resulting from the excessive use of agrochemicals in agricultural
activities is a common problem (Viglizzo and Jobbagy, 2010), as are interprovincial dis-
putes over the use of rivers such as the Sali-Dulce in the north and central portion of the
country, and the Atuel and Salado in the west.

Problems that are inter-jurisdictional in nature demand comprehensive solutions
but coordinated behavior among jurisdictions has proven difficult to achieve because of
the fragmented way in which provinces in general have historically managed their water
resources. This is in no small measure a result of the constitutional rules that determine

2 National Geographic Institute. Available at: http://www.ign.gob.ar/AreaProfesional/Geografia/Datos Argentina
#2010 Census, National Institute of Statistics and Censuses. Data Available at: http://www.indec.gov.ar/
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the ownership of natural resources in the county. Even though Article 41 in the National
Constitution states that the national government must establish the “minimum thresholds
of protection” of natural resources in the country, Article 124 states that the “original
domain (ownership) of natural resources belong to the provinces.”* In practice, this last
article functions as a serious impediment to achieve the integrated management of water
resources, since provincial governments invoke it when they decide to withdraw from
inter-jurisdictional efforts to manage shared resources.’

This legal framework to regulate water resources is complemented with the national
“Law on Environmental Management of Water” (Act 25688) composed of 10 articles was
passed by Congress in 2002; the law assigns the national government the responsibility of
drafting a “National Plan for the preservation and rational use of water resources” (Art. 7).

The highest national authority on water issues is the Sub-Secretariat of Water
Resources, part of the Ministry of Federal Planning, Public Investments, and Services.
The second most-relevant federal agency with stakes in water management issues is the
Secretariat of Environment and Sustainable Development, which is part of the Office of
the Chief of Cabinet.

At the province level, the existence of multiple agencies with overlapping regula-
tory capacity over water resources is the norm rather than the exception, which makes
integrated water resources management exceedingly difficult. Moreover, the joint, inter-
provincial management of water resources is complicated by the large variance across
provinces of both their legal frameworks to manage water resources and the technical and
financial capacity of their water agencies. The province of Mendoza, for instance, located
in the dry west, has one of the oldest, better-developed frameworks of water regulations
in the country, and even has specialized courts to solve disputes on property rights over
water resources. On the other hand, other provinces have only recently begun to develop
their water management institutions, with many of them designing and implementing their
provincial Water Codes in the last two decades.

* A detailed analysis of how the coexistence of these two articles may be an obstacle for the proper manage-
ment of natural resources in the country can be found in Sabsay (1997). For an outstanding description of the
country’s legal framework to regulate water resources, see Cavalli (2007).

5 The conflict over the use of the Atuel river is a good case in point. The Atuel flows from the southern area of
the province of Mendoza (upstream user) into the northern section of the province of La Pampa (downstream
user). It is a body of water of vital importance for regional economies in both provinces, since it supports
irrigation for agricultural activities, and recreational opportunities along its course. In the last decades Mendoza
built multiple dams on the river with the purpose of increasing water storage capacity and energy generation,
thereby decreasing the amount of water that enters La Pampa. Throughout the years, La Pampa has pressured
Mendoza into allowing higher volumes of water to flow downstream, with mixed results. In 2008, representa-
tives of both provinces and the federal government signed an agreement, establishing that the total volume of
water in the river should be allocated in equal parts to both provinces. However, Mendoza’s legislature has
failed to ratify this agreement since then, often invoking article 124 in the National Constitution that grants
the provinces the domain over natural resources. There are no clear signs the conflict will be solved in the
short term.
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Local governments can also impose and enforce their own legislation to regulate
water quality. In practice, there is a wide variance in how local governments design and
enforce regulations that affect the availability and quality of water resources.

3. Efforts to implement IWRM in the country

Despite a weak overarching legislation to address water management problems at
a national scale, in the last decade, national and provincial authorities have engaged
in different policy initiatives to help improve the management of water resources in
the country. Chief among them are the creation in 2003 of the COHIFE (which seeks
to improve coordination among the provinces and the national government on water-
related issues), the adoption of the Guiding Principles of Water Policy, also in 2003,
and the design of the first part of the National Plan for Water Resources that concluded
in 2007.

The Guiding Principles and the National Plan explicitly incorporated Integrated
Water Resources Management as the main guiding framework for future management
efforts in the country. The importance assigned to IWRM did not spontaneously emerge
among decision-makers, nor was it mostly a response to bottom-up pressures of water
users at the local level. Rather, the approach emerged partly in response to mounting pres-
sure from different international organizations interested in promoting it as a response to
the excessive fragmentation of water resources management in Latin American countries
(Inter-American Development Bank 1998, GWP-CEPAL 2003).

In the specific case of Argentina, the need to introduce IWRM in the country was
originally highlighted in a technical report prepared by the World Bank in 2000 at the
request of the national Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources. The report included as a “top
priority” the passing of a National Water Resources Management law that should promote
the creation of a “modern legal framework (facilitating) ... the integrated management of
the country’s water resources” (World Bank 2000). That modern legal framework would
include the creation of a federal water council with representation of all provinces, as well
as the formulation of a national water master plan that would contain the basic guidelines
for a more effective integrated management of water resources in the country (see Annex
6, World Bank 2000).

In the years following the release of the report, the national government through the
Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources and with the support of all provincial governments
made a conscious effort to achieve those goals, first by devising a series of “guiding prin-
ciples” that would serve as the main guidelines for the future design and implementation
of the national water master plan. In 2002, the Sub-Secretariat promoted the organization
of a series of provincial, regional, and national workshops to outline the principles. The
workshops, in which 3,000 individuals participated, were open not only to governmental
authorities, but also to the general public, environmental NGOs, professional associations,
business organizations, educators and university researchers. As a result of this process,

32254-13-9.indd 223 19/07/13 6:43 PM



224 R. Berardo et al. / Adaptive Governance and Integrated Water Resources Management

49 Guiding Principles were agreed-upon by the participants. Many of these principles
make explicit references to the need of implementing the IWRM framework in the country.
Principle #17, for instance, states that the integrated management of water resources must
be embraced to face the great diversity of social, economic, and environmental variables
that affect or are affected by water management practices, while principle #27 assigns the
national government responsibility for “promoting the integrated management of water
resources in the national territory.”®

One of the principles (#30) stated the need to create a Federal Water Council
(COHIFE) as a venue where water management issues could be discussed by the prov-
inces and the national government. COHIFE started functioning in March 2003, and one
of its most important accomplishments was coordinating the drafting of the National Plan
for Water Resources.” The draft was the result of a new round of workshops that took
place across the country between January and March 2007 and were attended by over
700 people (SSRH-COHIFE 2007). The workshops worked to identify water manage-
ment problems that would eventually need to be tackled at the local, regional, and national
levels, including issues such as water scarcity and overuse, floods and droughts, decaying
water quality, reduced flows in rivers and aquifers, and conflicts among users.

Unfortunately, the process slowed down considerably after the draft was presented in
2007, and as of July of 2013, a final version of the plan has still not been produced. There
is general agreement among the individuals we interviewed for this article that the scarcity
of critical financial resources is the main obstacle to the planning process, though there
are other reasons that help explain this stalemate. Chief among them is the still prevalent
sense among province-level authorities that coordinating actions with other jurisdictions
is not always an optimal choice to make from an economic standpoint.® Despite the fact
that the process to finalize the plan has been delayed, we believe that the steps of designing

® The Guiding Principles are available (in Spanish) at: http://www.cohife.org.ar/PrincipiosRPH.html
7 The draft was named Base Document for the National Plan for Water Resources and is available at http://
www.hidricosargentina.gov.ar/Base-PlanNac.pdf.

COHIFE has a General Assembly, an Executive Committee, and a General Secretariat. The General

Assembly (in charge of establishing the “general policy of the council” — Article 5 of COHIFE’s Organic
Chart) is formed by representatives from the provinces, the autonomous city of Buenos Aires, and the national
government. The Executive Committee is simply a subset of the General Assembly in charge of implementing
the decisions adopted by it, and it is formed by six provincial representatives and a representative from the
national Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources. Finally, the General Secretariat takes on administrative tasks and
is run by the Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources.
8 There are multiple examples to back up this claim. The province of Tucumén, for instance, has historically
avoided meaningful action toward curving contamination in the Sali-Dulce river produced by citrus and sugar
cane growers, who contribute strongly to the provincial economy. The river runs through Tucuman and then
enters the provinces of Santiago del Estero and Cérdoba, which have complained for decades about high
pollution levels generated upstream. Tucumdn was seemingly forced to engage in conversations with other
provinces in the basin when the federal government infused fresh financial resources in 2007 to reactivate the
Interjurisdictional Committee of the Sali-Dulce River Basin, but the advances produced in this forum can be
regarded as slow at best.
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the Guiding Principles, creating COHIFE, and engaging stakeholders to identify the main
water management problems in the country are valuable because at least they indicate in-
cremental efforts geared toward implementing the IWRM framework in Argentina.

Next, we examine these efforts and evaluate whether they are useful to achieve
effective solutions to joint water management problems of an inter-jurisdictional scale.
We think the literature on Adaptive Governance (AG) can be a fruitful tool to evaluate
these initial steps because it identifies the conditions under which the “wicked problems”
of fragmented water management are more likely to be solved.

4. Adaptive Governance and IWRM

In complex and fragmented policy-making systems involving many actors trying
to reach their individual goals, the word governance refers to the articulation of different
positions to reduce the likelihood of conflict, thus enabling the conditions for collective
action needed to solve cooperation problems (Stoker 1998). But articulation alone is not
sufficient to sustain cooperation. Given the fact that environmental, social, political, and
economical scenarios change in complex arenas, governance needs to be adaptive. This
is accomplished when “long-term, sustainable policy solutions to wicked problems (are
devised) through coordinated efforts involving previously independent systems of users,
knowledge, authorities, and organized interests” (Scholz and Stiftel 2005, 5).

The creation of the Guiding Principles, COHIFE, and the draft of the National Plan
for Water Resources that we described in the previous section can be thought of as initia-
tives that contribute to AG since in each case one of the main goals was to bring together
actors from different levels of government and organizational background to discuss water
management problems that exceed the limits of individual jurisdictions. Of course, attain-
ing AG is not easy and actors face challenges that, if not addressed properly, may preclude
the solution to collective action dilemmas.

Scholz and Stiftel (2005) identify different challenges to AG, two of which are
particularly important in the earlier stages of decision-making processes that bring stake-
holders together: the challenge of representation — determining who participates in the
discussions about new procedures and institutions to deal with wicked management prob-
lems, and the challenge of process design — how decisions are made and whether actors
embrace the decision rules or not.

We think that AG scholarship and the IWRM framework complement each other
because when policy actors face these challenges successfully they can more easily inte-
grate different views about how to manage water resources In this sense, achieving AG is
akin to creating a “holistic institutional approach” that can generate “coordinated policy
making at all levels (from national ministries to local government or community-based
institutions)”, a cardinal tenet of Integrated Water Resources Management (Global Water
Partnership 2000b, 15).

To evaluate whether the two challenges were successfully met in the process leading
to the creation of the Guiding Principles, COHIFE, and the first stage of the National Plan,
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we conducted eleven in-depth interviews with current and former government officials
who were involved in the process at one time or another at both the national and provincial
levels. The interviews were conducted in February and March of 2012, and respondents
included the highest provincial authorities with jurisdiction over water issues from the
provinces of La Rioja, Formosa, Tierra del Fuego, La Pampa (two respondents), Entre
Rios, San Juan, and Tucumén. We selected provinces based on the single criterion of
covering major geographic areas in the country, from the dry west (San Juan, La Rioja)
to the wetter northwest and northeast (Tucuman, Entre Rios, and Formosa), the semi-arid
center-south (La Pampa), and Patagonia (Tierra del Fuego).

In addition to the representatives from these provinces, we interviewed a high offi-
cial from the national Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources and a former Secretario of that
agency, now working as an international consultant with UNESCO. We also interviewed
the new director of the Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources in the province of Cérdoba
(since December of 2011) with the goal of probing whether new public officials know
how the initial steps to implement the IWRM framework developed. Argentina has a long
history of institutional instability (Spiller and Tommasi, 2010), coupled with a historically
weak bureaucratic capacity at the subnational level to deal with the management of water
resources (with a few exceptions). Finding out how familiar new high-level provincial
authorities are with the process of promoting IWRM can hint at the chances of the process
moving forward smoothly.

Though the data do not allow us to assess conclusively whether IWRM precepts can
be successfully implemented in the country, they provide a wealth of material to under-
stand the obstacles for such implementation, which will be discussed later.

4.1. The Challenge of Representation

The challenge of representation consists in determining who should be represented
in the new procedures and institutions that are designed to deal with “wicked problems”,
with what resources, and with what authority (Scholz and Stiftel 2005, 6). As explained
by Berardo and Gerlak (2012), scholars interested in the management of common-pool
resources have long recognized “the importance of having all interests heard in decision-
making processes, including those of actors who may not have a formal role in such
processes” (Ostrom 1990 and Lebel et al., 2006). Widespread, inclusive deliberation
(where many voices are represented) helps develop trust and social capital (Adger 2000,
Gunderson et al., 2006), which results in more flexible decisions that are easier to enforce
because the gamut of social interests is more likely to be represented (Mock 2003 and
Wester et al., 2003).

In the case of the design of the Guiding Principles of water policy and the first stage
of design of the National Plan, this challenge was met successfully thanks to the organiza-
tion of the open, well-attended workshops, which all the individuals we interviewed saw
as critical forums for the exchange of ideas and the build-up of trust among participating
actors.
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“The good thing is that the workshops in 2002 and 2007 were really open. In the case of the
process to design the Guiding Principles, for instance, it took about three years with over 3000
people working through more than ten versions of the draft document. Pretty much the same
thing happened with the National Plan, though there were fewer participants. In our province,
organizing these workshops was really positive, since we all met face-to-face, identified our
common problems, and sought solutions” (Interview #10).

The open nature of the workshops and their success in attracting actors with different
organizational backgrounds is undoubtedly one of the high notes of the process. How-
ever, one important caveat is that not all the provincial workshops were equally inclusive,
particularly in 2007 when actors identified water management problems that should be
eventually tackled in the National Plan for Water Resources. Publicly available data on
workshop attendance shows that in some cases only governmental actors participated in
them (although such cases are a minority).’

Thus we believe that optimism about the effect of the participation of non-
governmental actors must be tempered, since it remains to be seen whether citizens
(either individually, or as members of non-governmental institutions) have a real
chance of offering sustained input on decision-making processes that affect the man-
agement of water resources. This point can be further illustrated by an observation
about the inner functioning of COHIFE - the main formal forum in the country to
make decisions that affect water resources. Even though the council has the attri-
bution of “promoting the participation of communities of organized users in water
management” and “creating Special Commissions and Advising Committees” to help
governmental representatives make decisions on water management issues, up to the
writing of this article there have been no examples of such kind of participation by
non-governmental actors. '

The disparate levels of participation in some of the provincial workshops and the
absence of formal and stable venues inside COHIFE for the participation of non-govern-
mental actors suggest that there is room for improvement in the near future in terms of
how to face the representation challenge at a national level. The integrated management of
water resources demands the consideration of different policy views from as wide a cast
of actors as possible — even if those actors do not have a formal vote on decision-making
processes — and that involvement needs to be both continuous and stable, two conditions
that have not been clearly met.

? Source: http://www.hidricosargentina.gov.ar/politica_hidrica_minutas.php?seccion=rec_h&link=link 1 &pagina=2
(last accessed June 25™ 2013).

%Tn 2011, a Special Commission was formed to discuss possible solutions to the problem of excessive Arsenic
in groundwater, but the commission only included a representative of the Sub-Secretariat, and a representa-
tive from each of the thirteen provinces facing this particular problem who were already part of the General
Assembly (Buenos Aires, Catamarca, Chaco, Cérdoba, Formosa, Jujuy, La Pampa, La Rioja, Mendoza, Salta,
Santa Fe, Santiago del Estero and Tucumadn).
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4.2.  The Challenge of Process Design

The challenge of process design refers to the need of adopting decisions in a way that
is satisfactory for all actors involved in the process of discussing water issues. Especially
in the case of fragmented policy-making systems, where different jurisdictions impose dis-
similar regulations on shared resources, successful process design improves vertical and
horizontal integration, thus becoming an important variable to solve inter-jurisdictional
water management problems.

In the case we study, process design has been handled successfully in the sense that it
has made conflict among actors less likely; one of the important reasons for this is that all
the new water management institutions that we analyze in this article have resulted from
decision-making processes based on consensus. The Guiding Principles were designed
consensually by participants in the 2002 workshops, and the stakeholders that identified
water problems in the 2007 workshops also did so through consensus. Furthermore, deci-
sions inside COHIFE are not adopted unless all parties agree to them. The fact that actors
participating in these institutions have embraced consensus as the preferred mechanism to
adopt decisions signals the presence of important coordination efforts.

Needless to say, successful coordination is not easy: it requires the spending of con-
siderable resources and the leading participation of actors who can broker relationships
among others to prevent conflict (Berardo and Scholz 2010). A number of the individuals
we interviewed claimed that the process that started in 2002 and concluded in 2007 with
the drafting of the national plan hinged on the critical coordination efforts spearheaded by
key individuals working in the different provincial water bureaucracies.

“There were some individuals that were incredibly important in moving the process of design-
ing a water plan forward. Many of the directors of the water agencies in the different provinces
made incredible efforts and were important at different times. I don’t think you could say there
was a leader pushing the process forward all the time, but rather different people that adopted
a leadership role when it was needed” (Interview #11).

Furthermore, according to the opinion of many of our respondents, the enhanced
horizontal coordination that resulted from the work of different provincial authorities
was coupled by vertical coordination efforts promoted by the Sub-Secretariat of Water
Resources. One of the questions we included in our interviews asked whether the national
government fulfilled a coordination role in the process of designing the Guiding Principles
and the National Water Plan. With no exception, interviews acknowledged the critical
role played by the Sub-Secretariat of Water Resources in promoting the organization of
the workshops and securing the participation of different agencies and non-governmental
actors in the national workshops in 2002 and 2007. This finding supports the claim that
“meaningful stakeholder participation (in the integrated management of water resources)
generally requires some type of government oversight” (Creighton 2004, cited in Davis
2007, 430).

It is also important to point out that according to most of our respondents hori-
zontal and vertical coordination efforts have increased since the creation of COHIFE,
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a venue which clearly occupies the central position in the national “ecology of (water)
policy games” (Lubell et al., 2010). COHIFE has served as a forum for discussing the
reactivation of inter-jurisdictional basin-level committees, the design of a national plan
for underground water resources, and the harmonization of provincial laws, among other
issues (Interview #5, Interview #3). In addition, COHIFE is seen as a venue where conflict
between provinces can be prevented and partially deactivated, because the council favors
the emergence of trust-based relationships among the actors that participate in it (Inter-
view #4, Interview #8, Interview #9, Interview #10).

In summary, the new institutions for water management have dealt relatively well
with the challenge of process design since consensus-based decision-making and suffi-
cient coordination efforts have eased the transition from a historically fragmented water
management style to a more holistic approach to solve water problems. Nevertheless,
one must be cautious in assessing the real chances of IWRM to take root in the country
as the leading water management framework. Specifically in regard to the performance
of COHIFE, it seems that the venue remains rather ill-prepared to help advance IWRM.
Its main limitation (in addition to the aforementioned lack of formal inclusion of non-
governmental actors in decision making) is perhaps its unstable financial situation. Even
though COHIFE is supposed to be financed by all its members, not all provinces have
contributed their share of funds to support its activities. On this point, a majority of re-
spondents claimed that this failure to contribute responds not to a lack of political support
for COHIFE, but rather to the insufficient foresight by some provincial governments at the
moment of approving their budgets and appropriating funds for the venue. Whatever the
case, we believe that the failure to properly fund the venue may indicate that its existence
is not a top priority for some of its members.

A second limitation, obviously linked to the first one, is that COHIFE still lacks a
permanent technical staff, and so the range of decisions that can be reached is narrowed
by the unavailability of technical expertise (Interview #10); this undermines the capacity
of the venue to contribute to “scientific learning”, another necessary component element
of Adaptive Governance (Scholz and Stiftel 2005).

Finally, it is not clear whether COHIFE can serve as a venue to solve conflicts of a
somewhat large magnitude. Despite the fact that one of its goals is to “become a mediating
or arbitrating venue (when the parties in conflict request it) in all issues related to inter-
jurisdictional waters” (Article 3, COHIFE’s Organizational Chart), in practice the venue
favors the adoption of agreements on issues over which there is little initial disagreement
to begin with (Interview #9). Whether the venue can evolve from “all talk” to ““all action”
would probably depend on the adoption of a strong political compromise by all jurisdic-
tions to abide to majority-based decisions.

5. Additional Problems for the Implementation of IWRM in Argentina

In addition to the limitations highlighted in the previous two sections, the information
collected helped us identify three additional barriers to achieving AG, which we surmise
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impede the integrated management of water resources in Argentina. These problems are:
a) a still incomplete and poorly-articulated institutional framework to manage water
resources, b) the absence of sustained efforts to implement the National Plan for Water
Resources (“policy discontinuity”), and c) the prevalence of personalismo/amiguismo in
political relationships among decision-makers.

5.1. An Underdeveloped Institutional Framework to Manage Water Resources

Even though there have been clear advances in the development of new institu-
tions to improve water management in the country, most of the individuals we inter-
viewed agreed that the institutional framework remains weak. Not only has the National
Plan not come to fruition, but the Law on Environmental Management of Water (Act
25688) passed in 2002 can be considered a very weak instrument to contribute to the
management of water resources on a national scale. The provincial government of
Mendoza (through its Department of Irrigation) even made a presentation to the national
Supreme Court arguing the unconstitutional character of the law since it bestows on
the national government ample powers to regulate aspects of the management of natu-
ral resources that, according to Art. 124 of the national constitution are owned by the
provinces.

In April of 2010, provincial and national authorities through their delegates in
COHIFE and COFEMA (the Environmental Federal Council) concluded that the law
needed to be modified to become fully operative, but there were no clear definitions about
how exactly an improved version of the law should look like. As of July of 2013, the law
has not been modified and so the country remains without a strong legal overarching
instrument regulating the management of water resources on a national scale. We believe
the absence of a comprehensive and effective piece of legislation is a critical weakness that
considerably diminishes the possibility of integrating water management efforts across
jurisdictions.

Finally, another indication of the institutional weakness to manage water resources
in many parts of the country is the lingering feeble functioning of most inter-jurisdictional
basin committees. Both Act 25688 and the Guiding Principles (principle 19) explicitly
state that coordinated activities among jurisdictions must be accomplished taking “wa-
ter hydrological basins” as planning units, which demands the creation and/or operation
of existing basin-wide, interprovincial committees. There are thirteen such committees
currently operating in Argentina, but a majority have not been able to trigger sustained
collaboration among the involved jurisdictions.!" Some of our respondents observed that

U1 Fortunately, there are exceptions to this overall pattern. Two examples are the Interjurisdictional Authority
for the Limay, Neuquén and Negro river basins (AIC, formed by the provinces of Buenos Aires, Rio Negro,
and Neuquén), and the Interjurisdictional Committee of the Colorado River (COIRCO, formed by the prov-
inces of Buenos Aires, La Pampa, Rio Negro, Mendoza, and Neuquén). In both cases these inter-jurisdictional
venues have functioned without interruption for a somewhat prolonged period of time (COIRCO since 1975,
AIC since 1985).
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unless the inter-jurisdictional basin committees can be strengthened throughout the coun-
try, accomplishing the integrated management of water resources will remain difficult
(Interview #5, Interview #7, Interview #3).

We contend that this goal will remain difficult to achieve, in part because of the
presence of Article 124 in the Argentine National Constitution. By stating that natural
resources belong to the provinces, the article discourages inter-jurisdictional cooperation
whenever a province (usually the upstream user in interprovincial river basins) finds it
economically disadvantageous to curtail certain uses of the shared water resources as they
pass through its territory.'

5.2.  Policy Discontinuity in the Creation of the National Plan for Water Resources

One of the more noteworthy findings, as we studied the process leading to the adop-
tion of the Guiding Principles, the creation of COHIFE, and the design of the National
Plan, was the abrupt discontinuation in the efforts toward the latter. Since 2007, no signifi-
cant advances have taken place to finalize it.

This discontinuity in the efforts to design the plan has obvious negative consequences
that may affect its eventual implementation. The most significant is the “organizational
unlearning” that takes place when the process stalls or slows down nearly to a halt
(Interview #8, Interview #6, Interview #5). Engaging a multitude of stakeholders in a col-
laborative process that involves identifying inter-jurisdictional water problems demands
a considerable expense of both time and financial resources, and whatever outputs this
process produces need to be rapidly turned into input for decision-making processes for a
number of reasons.

First, water management problems are unlikely to be stable, and so jurisdictions
may change their priorities as particular events take place. Flooding, for instance, usually
pushes the issue of infrastructure development to more prominent places in governmental
policy agendas. So problems identified in 2007 may become less critical as events unfold
in time. The fact that there is still no final National Plan for Water Resources six years
after stakeholders identified pressing water management problems opens a question mark
on whether the plan will effectively address the priorities the stakeholders will have at the
moment the plan is finalized (rather than the priorities that were set in 2007).

Second, stalling the process of designing the National Plan for Water Resources
may also lead to the unwanted effect of stakeholders withdrawing (explicitly or not) their
support in the future. If the process of identifying problems demands clear organizational
efforts (producing, sharing, and processing information in exchanges with other actors,

12 The national constitution of Brazil (another federal system of government), for instance, establishes in its
20" article that all lakes, rivers, or watersheds that extend over the boundaries of an individual state (sub-
national governments) or that serve as the limit with other countries, remain in the domain of the federal
government. We believe this type of legal arrangement would help water-policy related transactional costs
since the ownership of the water resources are more narrowly defined, which in turn increases the likelihood
of attaining the integrated management of water resources.
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among the most important), but produces no clear short-term benefits, then many actors
may not find it worthwhile to participate further, which in turn could undermine the legiti-
macy of such a process.

The problem of policy discontinuity becomes even more important when one consid-
ers that jurisdictions may have to “re-learn” the details of the process as new authorities
replace the old ones. A new director of a provincial Sub-secretariat of Water Resources
who took office in December of 2011 claimed in an interview to be “unaware of the ex-
istence of a process to design a National Federal Plan of Water Resources.” The fact that
the highest authority on water issues in one of the most important provinces in the country
does not know of the existence of the plan hints that policy discontinuity is a very serious
issue that is likely to negatively impact the chances of reaching IWRM in the future.

5.3.  Personalismo/Amiguismo as a Distortive Force in the Process
of Promoting IWRM

A third potential problem we identified is the prevalence of personalismo in deter-
mining what issues make it into the policy agenda and how these issues are addressed,
even in the presence of seemingly open processes that incorporate multiple stakeholders.
Personalismo exists when the preferences of a small number of powerful individuals
drives decision-making, and is widely considered to be one of the defining features of
Latin American organizational culture (Osland et al., 1999; Sanchez-Burks et al., 2000).

A number of the individuals we interviewed noticed that the process of promoting
the implementation of IWRM has been positive in terms of incorporating a wide diversity
of actors. However, they also claimed that in the end, achieving real inter-jurisdictional
coordination depends on the political will of the highest provincial authorities, in particu-
lar the governors, and the type of relationship they have with the national executive power.
Interviewees mentioned that financial assistance from the top down to improve water in-
frastructure, for instance, is heavily dependent on how close a relationship the governors
have with the president’s office, and also noticed that this way of doing business may
end up negatively impacting the new institutions designed to improve the management of
water resources across the country.

“You know how policy-making works in this country... many times the (national) government
makes decisions to spend money for water projects based on political sympathies with the pro-
vincial governments, and it turns out that those decisions may be good for the province that
receives the money, but not for other provinces that may suffer negative effects from those proj-
ects. COHIFE should have a saying in those decisions because this is in the Guiding Principles
we approved back in 2003, which say that the provinces should participate in these decisions,
but then the relationship between the president and the governors trumps this framework”
(Interview #11)

Obviously, when water management policy at the provincial levels is mostly
affected by the type of bilateral relationships that are established between the provincial
governments and the president, the real capacity of the national institutions to promote
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IWRM dwindles because they require that water management problems be dealt with in
a comprehensive, multi-lateral fashion incorporating as many affected jurisdictions as
possible. From an Adaptive Governance perspective, the remnants among political elites
of a policy-making style based on political sympathies and the exchange of political
favours is likely to reduce the chance of successfully facing the challenges of representa-
tion and process design, because making decisions bilaterally implies neglecting truly
open, inclusive decision-making processes.

The obstacles we have identified in this section help elucidate why IWRM remains
an unfulfilled promise in Argentina. Furthermore, we assert that barring the removal of
these obstacles, achieving IWRM in the country will be extremely difficult because the ex-
isting formal institutions are simply not powerful enough to trigger real inter-jurisdictional
cooperation.

6. Conclusion

Our goal in this paper has been to examine the challenges to Adaptive Governance in
Argentina in the process leading to the creation of a new set of institutions that affect water
management, theoretically through the implementation of IWRM. We proceeded under
the assumption that achieving adaptive governance should lead to an increased chance of
successfully implementing IWRM in the long term, because it improves horizontal and
vertical integration among different levels of government and boosts the chances of co-
ordinating views on how to solve inter-jurisdictional water management problems.

Our findings are mixed. On one hand, the adoption of the national Guiding Principles of
Water Policy, the creation of the Federal Water Council (COHIFE), and the elaboration of a
draft of a Water National Plan in 2007 represent positive initiatives. Particularly in a country
where coordinated efforts among the national and subnational levels of government on water
management issues have been historically weak, these initiatives signal that there is interest
(mostly by national and provincial specialized bureaucrats) in changing the nature of decision-
making processes from the piecemeal, individualistic approach of the past to a more inclusive
one in which multiple actors collaborate to figure out solutions to common problems.

Yet some factors continue to impede integration of water resources management.
The fact that the provinces retain constitutional, formal ownership over natural resources
may slow down collaboration between multiple provinces. A second important limitation
is that policy discontinuity emerged when the process of creating the national water plan
slowed down after the approval of a first draft in 2007. Most policy-making advances
incrementally, especially when financial constraints arise, but processes that slow down
excessively may cause some participants to withdraw support for the process. The design
of the plan needs to get back on track quickly to prevent actors from changing their
priorities, and to make sure that IWRM does not become an anachronistic label among
water policy-makers. Finally, another limitation our interviews identified is that some of
the decisions made to address water management problems may be based on political sym-
pathies between the federal and provincial governments, rather than on joint assessments
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of the problems by all affected jurisdictions. When decisions that affect multiple jurisdic-
tions and users are made bilaterally (between the federal government and individual pro-
vincial governments), horizontal and vertical coordination are limited at best, and thus the
integrated management of water resources becomes a harder goal to achieve.

Overall, our findings confirm that designing an institutional framework to advance
the integrated management of water resources in developing countries is difficult and time-
consuming. Scarce financial resources to design and implement needed planning efforts
usually coexist with frail bureaucracies that have limited technical capacity and can even
be used in extreme cases as the political arms of elected politicians seeking to discipline
their opposition or reward allies.

There are exceptions to this trend. Brazil, for instance, has one of the most modern
institutional frameworks to manage water resources. A national “Water Law” (Act 9433)
was passed in 1997 that sparked the creation of the National Water Resources Management
System of Brazil, a comprehensive system that regulates the use of water resources in the
country and is implemented through the work of different organizations operating at both
the state and national levels, such as the National Water Resources Council, the National
Water Agency, the State Water Resources Agencies, and the River Basin Committees. Key
for the system’s success has been its capacity to generate sustained local-level knowledge
on water management problems (using public participation in the process), to instrument
policy evaluation approaches based on sound science and proper cost-benefit analyses, and
to favor coordinated responses to management problems when they exceed the boundaries
of single jurisdictions (Braga et al., 2009; GWP, 2004). For IWRM practitioners and those
that propose it as a valuable framework to think about water problems a quick comparison
between the Argentine and the Brazilian case can provide some simple, yet powerful
lessons. First, formal constitutional-level rules that facilitate inter-jurisdictional coopera-
tion instead of thwarting it must be in place before the process of promoting IWRM starts.
Second; cooperative efforts should be sustained in time once they have begun, lest orga-
nizational investment in the process go to waste thus undermining its legitimacy. Finally,
water management decisions should be made in the context of a well-developed polycentric
system, with multiple decision-making arenas operating at the local, provincial, and national
levels. It is only in a strong “ecology of policy games” (Lubell et al., 2010) where policy
actors have a real opportunity to engage in policy learning and use relevant local-level
knowledge to improve their water management efforts.
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