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T� Von Kenneth D. Genskow  
� und Stephen M. Born 
he new Water Framework Directive ad-

opting river basins for water management in the 
European Union reflects the growing international 
trend toward the use of natural systems for co-
ordination and integration of environmental re-
source management. While there is a long history 
of river basins as frameworks for managing water 
resources, in Europe, the United States, and else-
where a „new“ watershed approach has emerged 
that expands upon traditional efforts and accom-
modates greater collaboration, an expanded set of 
interests, and a broader set of ecological and 
functional goals. Systematic evaluation of the new 
approach has received modest scholarly attention, 
but a number of recent efforts have explored pro-
cess, organization, and contextual dimensions of 
watershed initiatives and their relationships to 
accomplishments (1). This article draws heavily 
from our recent study (2) to outline a number of 
key dimensions and implementation challenges 
found in the US as a point of reference for EU re-
source managers faced with the task of imple-
menting the new Water Framework Directive. 

 �Watershed Partnerships
There are many conceptualizations of the new 
watershed approach. The new approach strives 
for improved interagency and intergovernmental 
coordination at the watershed level and impro-
ved linkages between various related but often 
separated governmental programs. Yet, the new 
approach goes farther, incorporating „grass-

roots partnerships“ and decentralized decision-
making as core themes. In fact, there is a wide 
spectrum of „bottom-up“ watershed activity and 
organization associated with these efforts, ran-
ging from informal citizen-based action to the 
formation of non-governmental watershed asso-
ciations or extensive citizen involvement and 
collaboration in agency watershed programs. 
The emerging watershed approach entails a col-
laborative partnership between government and 
an inclusive collection of watershed stakehol-
ders – and a blending of „top-down“ and „bot-
toms-up“ action and decision-making. Key ele-
ments that characterize the new watershed ap-
proach include:
● The use of watersheds and subwatersheds as the 
fundamental analytical and management unit,
● broader scope, ecosystem-oriented goals,
● science-based and information-driven assess-
ments, plans and decisions,
● multi-agency and intergovernmental coordina-
tion, including information exchange, resource 
sharing, and shared decision-making,
● collaborative, voluntary and consensus-orien-
ted interaction of local stakeholders, governmen-
tal units and agencies, communities and other 
watershed interests, and the formation of public-
private partnerships,
● action-oriented and adaptive planning and ma-
nagement to reflect changing resource, socio-econo-
mic and institutional conditions, and new knowledge 
gained from ongoing monitoring and evaluation.
Although individual watershed initiatives rarely 
fulfill every dimension of this somewhat idealized 

framework, it clearly characterizes the watershed 
approach as far more than simply unilateral ac-
tions by governmental agencies to solve problems 
at the watershed scale. Decentralized decision-
making and non-governmental „grassroots“ part-
nerships inherent in the new watershed approach 
enhance the prospects for crafting durable, local-
ly acceptable solutions to problems and fostering 
community-based environmental stewardship. 
Interaction and collaboration among local stake-
holders, organizations, and communities – wor-
king with higher level governments – to identify 
and solve „their“ problems are central attributes 
of the emerging paradigm. Thus the watershed is 
not only a geographic or hydrologic unit, but an 
institutional nexus as well (3).

 �Successful Initiatives
Watershed initiatives are able to capitalize on their 
arrangements with varying degrees of success, 
and indeed, given the complexities and long-term 
nature of measurable environmental change, eva-
luation criteria must encompass intermediate 
accomplishment measures. Numerous initiatives 
in the US have been generally successful at incre-
asing adoption of management practices and pol-
lution control technology that is expected to lead 
to measurable improvements in say, water quality 
or aquatic habitat. Many have also influenced va-
rious institutional changes, for example new for-
mal project review protocols, or brought about 
economic gains associated with riverside develop-
ment, recreation, fisheries, water supply, and 
wastewater treatment, among others. However, 
some of the most prevalent accomplishments are 
intangible impacts related to the process of co-
ordination and interaction.
One of the less tangible but perhaps most important 
accomplishments of new watershed initiatives is 
their effect on problem-solving capacity. New wa-
tershed approaches expand the geographic, sub-
stantive and functional scope of the enterprise, 
thereby fostering multi-issue analysis and problem-
solving and the potential for integrated environ-
mental management. Watershed partnerships faci-
litate information sharing and interagency coordi-
nation, including the targeting and/or pooling of 
technical and financial resources – requisites for 
problem-solving that have often stymied traditional 
management approaches. A history of sustained 
interaction and cooperation, shared incremental 
successes, and institutional memory – characteri-
stics common to more experienced watershed 
partnerships – lays the base for addressing com-
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Building Sustained Partnerships
Die neue Wasserrahmenrichtlinie spiegelt einen internationalen Trend zu neuen 
Ansätzen des Ressourcenmanagements wider. Dabei kann unter anderem auf 
Erfahrungen aus den USA zurückgegriffen werden. Flusseinzugsgebietsbezo-
gene Initiativen haben dort zu verstärkten Umweltschutzmaßnahmen, instituti-
onellen Veränderungen und auch wirtschaftlichen Erfolgen geführt. Vor allem 
haben sie die Problemlösungskapazität und damit die tatsächlichen Umset-
zungschancen gesteigert. Erfolgsfaktoren für erfolgreiche Managementansätze 
sind die Beteiligung auch von Regierungsorganisationen und entsprechende 
Personalkapazitäten, flexible Organisationsstrukturen zur Bewältigung der 
Transaktionskosten, eine solide Informations- und Planungsbasis sowie natür-
lich entsprechender Problemlösungsdruck.
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plex distributional resource problems. Problem-
solving capacity is also strengthened when the sci-
entific and communication capacity of individual 
partners in a watershed initiative is enhanced. 
Finally, new watershed approaches can effectively 
involve local governments, influentials, and pri-
vate interests in the initiative. This can have the 
effect not only of influencing watershed public 
opinion and understanding, which are important 
preconditions for action, but also of engaging 
those private and local governmental entities that 
have the authority to act in areas related to land 
use and development. The ability to positively af-
fect problem-solving capacity, with an emphasis 
on increased ability to implement proposed solu-
tions within the socio-economic, cultural and 
political context of a particular watershed, is one 
of the most significant features of new watershed 
approaches. 

 �Five Key Dimensions
The effectiveness and potential accomplishments 
of watershed initiatives may be influenced by 
many factors, including historical resource ma-
nagement relationships and related conflicts, fun-
ding, and underlying regulatory arrangements. 
While more comprehensive reviews are available 
elsewhere (4), we highlight a few key dimensions 
that have raised important implementation issues 
in the US.

 �Participation and Staffing
By definition, these initiatives involve diverse par-
ticipation reflective of a range of interests. It is 
clear that nongovernmental interests such as local 
citizens, community leaders, and interest groups, 
play a pivotal role in launching most watershed 
partnerships. This locally based initiative notwith-
standing, local and state agencies and their staffs 
also play important and complementary roles in 
both starting and sustaining these efforts. Govern-
mental agencies and staff provide critical suste-
nance for watershed partnerships in the form of 
funding, staff and organizational support, scienti-
fic information and analysis, shared leadership, 
supportive program management and recognition 
and legitimacy. There are two broad categories of 
staffing associated with watershed partnerships: 
staff involved with the organizational support and 
development activities required to sustain the 
partnership enterprise; and staff involved in the 
planning and execution of various programmatic 
activities. With regard to programmatic staffing, 
partnerships have drawn extensively on govern-

ment agencies and universities for watershed 
technical analysis, ecological and related assess-
ments, and much of the on-the-ground imple-
mentation activities. While interest groups are 
critical participants and contribute a variety of 
resources and perspectives, watershed partner-
ships in the US rely heavily on the active involve-
ment of government, especially state environmen-
tal and local natural resource agencies, at all 
stages of their collaborative undertakings. 

 �Organization
Watershed initiatives come in varied forms; there 
is no single prescription or model. Yet, most exa-
mples exhibit a degree of organizational formality 
– in the form of articles of incorporation or char-
ters, bylaws, structural arrangements, and non-
profit organizational status. These arrangements 
are essential for effective functioning and to meet 
accountability requirements associated with for-
mal recognition and governmental financial sup-
port. However, watershed partnerships, particu-
larly with regard to the nongovernmental and ci-
tizen dimensions, generally do not have the 
comparatively enduring and stable character of 
governmental agencies and units. They are dyna-
mic and nonlinear; they ebb and flow, become 
dormant or extinct, and resurface with old and 
new participants under new names and organiza-
tional forms. 
Furthermore, the balance of responsibility within 
the watershed partnership between governmental 
and nongovernmental participants can shift mar-
kedly during the evolution of the partnership and 
the execution of its programs. Watershed partner-
ships are characterized by numerous partner in-
teractions sustained over long periods of time, 
and successful efforts unavoidably involve high 
transaction costs in comparison to traditional 
„top-down“ environmental management. While 
many forms appear to be effective, structural fle-
xibility may be a critical element of the new ap-
proach.

 �Information
Adequate scientific data and analytical capacity 
are essential for sound watershed planning and 
decision-making. While not always available initi-
ally, the more successful partnerships have been 
able to acquire or find ways to develop requisite 
information. In general, they have been able to 
access technical assistance from a variety of pro-
viders, including state, tribal and federal agencies 
and academic institutions. Watershed monitoring 

and applied research also provide information 
and guidance for experimental learning through 
pilot watershed management interventions and 
adaptive management. 

 �Planning
Watershed plans appear to be necessary prece-
dents for successful watershed management, pro-
tection, and restoration interventions. A water
shed plan includes a sound diagnosis and under-
standing of the problems, shows forethought, 
presents alternative solutions, and identifies fea-
sible actions. Effective plans might range in size 
and content from skeletalized documents of only 
a few pages to multi-volume comprehensive re-
ports. Plans do not necessarily need to begin as a 
comprehensive assessment across a broad scope 
of issues; they can be „living documents“ that 
evolve over time to reflect the complexity of the 
issues being addressed. 
There are other benefits to planning in addition to 
providing a rationalized set of actions. The pro-
cess of developing a watershed plan can help 
partners to see the complex interconnections bet-
ween natural systems and social and economic 
activities, for example, land use patterns and land 
management activities. Plans and planning pro-
cesses can help resolve disputes by providing a 
mechanism for joint fact-finding and agreement 
on priority problems and actions. Practically, 
plans can enhance opportunities for funding by 
demonstrating multiple-interest-based priorities 
and connections between specific project actions 
and a larger, systems-oriented process.

 �Issue Salience
A final dimension that appears to be of critical 
importance in the initiation, sustenance, and suc-
cess of watershed partnerships is the salience, 
immediacy, or priority of the problems/issues to 
be addressed. The issue(s) must have high sali-
ence in the eyes of prospective partners and, to 
some degree, in the eyes of the general public in 
order to provide the motivation for pursuing, un-
dertaking, and sustaining a collaborative waters-
hed effort. Issue salience and consequent motiva-
tion for collective action have emerged from: 
● �high values associated with a particular resource, 
● �perceptions of threat to a highly valued resource, 
● severe resource degradation, 
● a perceived threat of externally imposed action, 
● potential economic gains, or 
● �significant incentives, such as funding, for joint 

action.
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 �Concluding Thoughts

As recognized in the Water Directive Framework, 
implementing a basin management approach in the 
EU will involve extensive co-ordination and integra-
tion across multiple national and sub-national ju-
risdictions. Experience in the US suggests that wa-
tershed based initiatives can be effective institutio-
nal innovations for addressing the range of 
complexities associated with water and related re-
source management. Their flexibility and non-
prescribed forms may be key to these accomplish-
ments, and as in the US, the EU is likely to see 
major management innovations achieved by the 
interactions of agency and non-governmental ac-
tors across the variety of river basin landscapes. 
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A� Von Jan C. Bongaerts  
fter the adoption in October 2000 and the 
publication in December 2000 of the Euro-

pean Union Water Framework Directive (EU WFD), 
member states have to start with the transposition 
and the actual implementation of international water 
policy and water resources management. For 
France, the EU WFD is familiar, because the princi-
ple of water resources management at the level of 
river basins, as contained in the Directive, has alrea-
dy been established by the Water Act of 1964. Hence, 
it is not surprising to see that, just a little more than 
one year after the publication of the EU WFD, the 

French Parliament adopted a proposal for a Water 
Act which is to replace the Water Act of 1964 (and 
the important amendments of 1992) in the night of 
10 January 2002. 
We will examine the proposal in the light of the 
institutional arrangements and instruments of 
French water policy and water resources manage-
ment. The proposal contains six chapters, three of 
which are of particular interest:
1. �Decentralisation and planning of the manage-

ment of water resources;
2. �services publics for the provision of water 

and waste water treatment;

3. reform of the river basin agencies.

 �Decentralisation and Planning 
The French system comprises the following six river 
basins: Artois-Picardie, Rhin-Meuse, Seine-Nor-
mandie, Loire-Bretagne, Adour-Garonne, Rhone-
Méditerrannée-Corse. For each of these river bas-
ins, appropriate management organisations have 
been installed. The principal objectives and strate-
gies of each river basin are contained in the so-
called Schéma Directeur de l’Aménagement et de 
Gestion des Eaux – SDAGE (Principal Guidelines 
on Water Resources Management). The SDAGE 
contain descriptions of the overall objectives and 
the main strategies as well as more detailed docu-
ments on actual implementation, including maps. 
They were adopted for the first time in 1997 after 
the amendments of the Water Act in 1992. In the 
future, these SDAGE will keep their original func-
tion and also serve as the plans for water resources 
management which are required by Article 13 of 
the EU WFD. 
At regional and local level, the SDAGE can be 
complemented by so-called SAGE (Schéma 
d’Aménagement et de Gestion des Eaux). The 
new proposal will improve the functioning of such 
SAGE by a better definition of the rights and obli-
gations of local joint public bodies, such as a 
group of townships or of local governments, in 
particular as executive bodies, e.g. as contractors 
or/ and operators of public works. 

Implementation of the European Union Water Framework Directive in France

Do Water Parliaments and Fees Pay? 
In Frankreich haben flussgebietsbezogene Managementansätze eine lange Tra-
dition. Die Umsetzung der Wasserrahmenrichtlinie war daher unproblematisch. 
Das neue Wassergesetz stellt im Kern eine Weiterentwicklung bewährter Insti-
tutionen und Instrumente dar. Von Bedeutung sind hier insbesondere die staat-
lichen Flusseinzugsgebietsagenturen sowie die so genannten Wasserparla-
mente, die die Stakeholder einbinden. Auf der Ebene der Instrumente wird das 
bereits eingeführte Instrument der Nutzungsgebühren noch erheblich ausgewei-
tet. Während Partizipation und Selbstverwaltung sicher auf dem Habenkonto 
des französischen Beispiels verbucht werden können, bleibt fraglich, inwieweit 
dadurch tatsächlich Umweltverbesserungen erreicht werden.
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