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Abstract 
 

Increasing concern over deteriorating health of river systems has prompted a shift in river 

management practices from a technocratic ‘command-and-control’ focus towards notions of river 

repair. Key elements and principles of this emerging approach are encapsulated in ‘sustainable river 

management’, incorporating visionary, catchment-framed, ecosystem-based approaches through 

participatory and adaptive processes, couched within principles of integration, justice and place. 

While these ideas are firmly ingrained within the river management literature, management practice 

has not necessarily paralleled these trends. Governance frameworks underpinning management 

applications are key to enabling this transition. ‘Middle ground’ frameworks are considered to 

promote and enable sustainable river management, as they integrate ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 

frameworks. This thesis seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the precise structure, 

mechanisms and practices of middle ground governance frameworks. Geographical literature on 

environmental governance provides a lens for analysing governance frameworks, emphasising 

concerns for engagement with space and place. Notions of scale, nature-society coherence, adaptive 

governance and imagining, challenging and producing environmental futures embrace space and 

place concerns demonstrate how governance frameworks mediate dynamic relationships between 

nature and society. These themes provide an analytical framing of an inductive mixed-qualitative 

methods approach to examine the experience of three institutional interventions: Project Twin 

Streams in Auckland, New Zealand; the Grand River Conservation Authority in Ontario, Canada; and 

the Mersey Basin Campaign in North West England. Each of these interventions are internationally 

recognised for their success in undertaking sustainable river management practices, and together, 

their stories provide an understanding of the diversity and place-specific grounding of frameworks. 

Emerging from analysis, three key lessons underpin understandings of how middle ground 

governance frameworks support the emergence and continuance of sustainable river management 

practices. First, a diversity of governance spaces available for river management leads to diversity in 

the configuration of the middle ground. Secondly, disturbance and change within the political, socio-

economic and biophysical context of each catchment intervention render no ‘one grand narrative’ 

appropriate for the evolution of a given middle ground framework. Thirdly, the work which middle 

ground networks perform is more important than the configuration of the relationships themselves.   
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1. Introduction 
 

The flow of rivers is part of a greater flow,  
the planet’s water cycle,  

which sustains not only the flow of water  
but the entire web of life  
(Karr and Chu, 2000:1). 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Deterioration of freshwater resources has been widely identified as one of the most pressing 

global issues today. River ecosystems are reported as one of the most degraded ecosystem 

types on the planet (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005), and as Carpenter et al. (2011) 

point out, freshwater has no substitutes. Rivers are integral components of the water cycle, 

sustaining the ‘web of life’, and “rivers feed the soul; without them we should be spiritually as 

well as materially deprived” (Karr and Chu, 2000:1). It has become obvious that the societal 

demands and uses placed upon river systems are not in balance with ecosystem functioning, 

limiting the ability of these systems to support the goods and services which society is reliant 

upon (Poff et al., 2003). The contemporary paradigm of management, with a ‘command-and-

control’ focus, is ultimately leading society down unsustainable trajectories (Clark, 2002; de 

Groot and Lenders, 2006). This realisation has prompted a drive to understand the causes of 

degradation and to navigate paths of river management which will allow society to enter an 

era of ‘river repair’ (c.f. Brierley and Fryirs, 2008), where human uses of river systems are 
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mediated in light of ecosystem processes. This thesis will explore one thread of this transition, 

governance, to examine how more sustainable river futures can be actualised.  

 

1.2 An era of river repair 

As stated above, river management is entering an era with a ‘repair’ focus, in an attempt to 

alleviate and reverse ecosystem degradation and societal disconnection with river systems 

(Brierley and Fryirs, 2008). This represents a profound modification of the motives guiding 

river management applications. The existing management paradigm of command-and-

control is manifest out of motivation to “control nature in order to harvest its products, 

reduce its threats and establish highly predictable outcomes for the short-term benefit of 

humanity” (Holling and Meffe, 1996:329). As illustrated in Figure 1.1, Clewell and Aronson 

(2006) suggest a number of rationales for the improvement of river health, spanning multiple 

dimensions of nature-society relationships. While technocratically-informed notions of 

protection from issues such as flooding and erosion still remain as a hangover of command-

and-control principles, such motivation sits alongside an array of additional motives 

concerning ecosystem health, from heuristic concerns for improved knowledge of a given 

river system, to pragmatic considerations which include the mitigation of future events such 

as climate change scenarios. Additionally, motivation stems from the recognition of the 

intrinsic biotic value of river ecosystems, and idealistic motivations which emphasise place 

attachment with a given river, which can be extended to include activities related to an 

offering of ‘atonement’ for environmental damage, re-entry into nature and spiritual renewal 

(Clewell and Aronson, 2006).   
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Figure 1.1 Motivations for river repair, characterised by Clewell and Aronson’s (2006) description of 
motivations for ecological restoration, supplemented with examples from Clewell and Aronson (2006) and 

Wheaton et al. (2008). 

 

Approaches to delivering ‘river repair’ have emerged within a number of threads from 

disparate disciplines throughout the late-20th Century and early-21st Century under a number 

of different guises. Within the field of restoration ecology, knowledge and methods were 

developed to aid the recovery of degraded ecosystems, which led to the practice of ecological 

restoration, defined as a “process of assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been 

degraded, damaged or destroyed” (Society for Ecological Restoration, 2004:3). This concept 

has been critiqued by Higgs (2005), who questioned the pure biophysical focus of this 

endeavour. Higgs sought to broaden such approaches through his wider definition: 

“ecological restoration is the ensemble of practices that constitute the entire field of 

restoration, including restoration ecology as well as the participating human and natural 

sciences, politics, technologies, economic factors, and cultural dimensions” (2005:159). In 

other critiques of the goals of restoration, notions of river rehabilitation have been floated, 

which has been defined as “management activities that aim to promote the recovery of 

ecosystem processes so as to regain normal/expected function and self-sufficiency without 
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necessarily aiming to recover all indigenous biota” (Brierley and Fryirs, 2008:9). River 

rehabilitation emphasises a ‘future focus’, differing from restoration, which places emphasis 

upon connection to past through aiding ecosystem recovery towards a similar system prior to 

disturbance (Society for Ecological Restoration, 2004). In many cases, restoration 

assumptions are naïve as alterations to boundary conditions of the system render change 

irreversible to pre-existing conditions (Brierley and Fryirs, 2008).  

Integrated Catchment Management (ICM; also used interchangeably with ‘Integrated Water 

Resources Management’ (IWRM)) has provided a more institutionally-focused approach to 

delivering notions of river repair, compared with that of river restoration or rehabilitation. 

This approach has developed primarily from within the planning literature, and while it has 

roots in the 18th Century, gained greater currency from the 1990s. The most commonly 

recognised definition was developed by the Global Water Partnership: “[Integrated 

Catchment Management] promotes co-ordinated development and management of water, 

land and related resources, in order to maximise economic and social welfare in an equitable 

manner without compromising the sustainability of vital systems” (Global Water Partnership, 

2000:22). Saravanan et al. (2009) argue that while a number of different approaches as to ‘how 

to integrate’ have emerged, these are all embedded within a “Habermasian communicative 

rationality that emphasises the need for a place-based nexus where multiple actors in a 

hydrological unit can consensually and communicatively make decisions” (pg. 76).  

Notions of sustainability have also informed efforts for river repair, combining elements 

encompassed within river rehabilitation and ICM. While ‘sustainability’ is a highly contested 

term within the literature (e.g. Loucks, 2000), being used to denote a broad range of activities, 

it still provides useful currency and should not “stop us from trying to identify and value the 

possible impacts of what we are doing, or are thinking about doing, over time periods much 

longer than the lives of our investments, or even of the lives of those of us living today” 

(Loucks, 2000:3). ‘Sustainable river management’ is used in this thesis to denote efforts aimed 

at improving river health, through participatory and adaptive approaches, so river systems 

can continue to provide ecosystem goods and services into the future while retaining 
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ecological and physical (biophysical) integrity (c.f. Clark, 2002; Hillman, 2005). Sustainable 

river management as a concept has an ability to encompass repair of biophysical systems, but 

also encompasses technological, social, economic and cultural dimensions as recognised by 

Higgs (2005). This serves to break down the nature/culture dualism through an emphasis on 

whole of ecosystem approaches (Hillman and Brierley, 2005), and follows Aldo Leopold’s 

‘land ethic’: “the land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, 

waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land” (Leopold, 1966:239). As such, it attempts 

to embody diverse motivations for improving river health as outlined in Figure 1.1.  

Sustainable river management also does work as a conceptual linking idea through 

promotion of both the biophysically-biased ideas of rehabilitation efforts and the more 

institutionally-focused ideas prompted by ICM. Both concepts have been recognised as 

cornerstones of sustainable practices: Everard and Powell (2002) state that ecosystem 

functioning underpins sustainability aspirations; while participatory processes underscoring 

communicative rationalities of ICM were enshrined in the sustainability agenda of the 

Brundtland Report (1987) (Costanza et al., 1998; Hedelin, 2008). Hillman (2009) states that 

implementation of these ideas in an integrated fashion, in practice, has been difficult, as these 

notions are contested and fraught with challenges (Hillman, 2009). The key elements and 

principles of sustainable river management will be examined and critiqued in greater detail in 

Chapter 2. 

 

1.3 Focus on governance 

Although efforts to repair river systems now represent a billion dollar industry, many 

continue to degrade (Alexander and Allan, 2007; Brooks and Lake, 2007; Palmer, 2009). 

Continued degradation is also occurring despite a number of catchment-scale interventions 

emerging to deliver (at least partial) notions of sustainable river management, particularly 

from 1990 onwards across the globe (Blomquist and Schlager, 2005; Palmer et al., 2005). 

These have, and continue to be promoted through a number of international institutions, for 
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example the European Union through the Water Framework Directive (2000), United 

Nations initiatives such as the ‘Global Water Partnership’ (promoting integrated water 

resources management), and multilateral finance bodies such as the World Bank, serving to 

endorse these as ‘the’ institutional prescription to deliver sustainable river management 

(Kemper et al., 2007; Saravanan et al., 2009). Such institutions have been considered to be 

‘unsustainable’ for a number of reasons, including the enforcement of a biophysical boundary 

upon social/institutional systems (Blomquist and Schlager, 2005), and such applications being 

applied as a panacea, ignoring the place-specific context of a given catchment (Brierley et al., 

2006; Fryirs and Brierley, 2009). It has been argued that efforts to address water issues, 

including that of river systems represent a challenge for governance. Threads, particularly 

within human and environmental geography literature, have emerged examining the notion 

of governance in fashioning nature-society relationships (these will be expanded upon in 

Chapter 3). Such a focus permits an opening up of the shifting constellations of formal and 

non-formal institutions, and associated flows of power, responsibility and resources to 

analysis, offering an examination of the conditions with which the above concerns can be 

overcome (e.g. Cleaver, 2002; Davies, 2009).    

‘Governance’ is used within this thesis to describe the decision-making process of negotiating 

trade-offs and developing shared visions which provide direction toward sustainability 

(Bakker, 2007; Jessop, 2000). Here, the governance is used as Moss (2004) applies the term – 

not as ‘governing without government’ (i.e., governing through self-organised networks), but 

rather to the innovative forms of governing which have developed as alternatives to 

hierarchical forms of control. A mix of tools are used to fashion governing relationships, 

including statutes, policies, organisational and financial resources, formal and informal rules 

and social norms (Pierre, 1999). Governance is differentiated from management, which refers 

to the operational approaches implemented to address a given concern or suite of concerns 

(Bakker, 2007). The term ‘governance frameworks’ will be used throughout the thesis to 

denote the inclusions of “those specific, purposive governance interventions that are 

developed and delivered by multiple actors at multiple scales in pursuit of a broad goal” 
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(Paavola et al., 2009:149). These interventions comprise of an array of (bureaucratic) formal 

and (socially embedded) non-formal institutions (c.f. Brunkhorst, 2002; Cleaver, 2002; 

Plummer et al., 2005). 

The geographical literature on environmental governance offers several useful analytical 

themes for examining governance frameworks, including scale, nature-society coherence, 

adaptive governance and imagining, challenging and producing environmental futures, with 

which to open up examination of governance frameworks for river management (Bridge and 

Perreault, 2009). Each of these themes is expanded upon in Chapter 3. With specific relation 

to river governance, there have been recent suggestions of particular framework typologies 

which could inform development of governance frameworks to support sustainable river 

management. The most prevalent of these within the literature has been the notion of ‘middle 

ground’ frameworks, which blend a current dichotomy of ‘top-down’ approaches, and 

grassroots level ‘bottom-up’ approaches (e.g. Carr, 2002; Cohen and Davidson, 2010; Davies, 

2009; Epanchin-Niell, 2010; Hillman and Brierley, 2005). Middle ground governance 

frameworks are developed by institutions with a catchment oversight (these could be either 

formal or non-formal), who intervene and act as ‘intermediaries’ to link formal institutions 

(generally, of greater scale than the catchment), with non-formal institutions (for example, 

communities within the given catchment) and translate the meaning of ‘sustainable 

catchment management’ for that given catchment (Medd and Marvin, 2008). To date, there is 

little empirical work informing the ‘middle ground’, only a conceptual appreciation of how 

such frameworks may support actions under the umbrella of sustainable river management. 

This is representative of broader concern that there is little appreciation of governing 

frameworks concerning efforts to improve environmental health more broadly (c.f. Biermann 

et al., 2009). Redclift (1997) highlights the importance of governance as a key theme in 

moving towards more sustainable futures by arguing that consideration must be given to the 

governing institutions and organisations we hand future generations, alongside the 

environment itself. This concern opens up the gap within which this research is positioned. 
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1.4 Research contribution 

This research seeks to provide empirical evidence to inform conceptual and theoretical ideas 

around the development of governance frameworks, and the practices and processes these 

frameworks employ, to support and enable sustainable river management. This focus will 

employ a methodological approach grounded in a situated, inductive and constructive 

reading of the experiences of institutional interventions which have been recognised as 

exemplary in performing sustainable river management, and an analytical framing which is 

grounded within a geographical reading of each intervention’s governance framework.    

Kuhn’s (1970) and Chalmers’ (1999) work on paradigm shifts suggests any change in practice 

following a paradigm shift, particularly within environmental management, will be patchy, 

lagged and irregular. Therefore, rather than searching for universal truisms, situated 

understandings provide a more nuanced and grounded understanding upon how changes 

towards notions of sustainable river management have been enabled. Governance itself has a 

dynamic nature, to which methodological approaches must be attentive (Bulkeley et al., 

2007). Therefore, qualitative methodology will be applied to three spatially and temporally 

situated governance frameworks which have been recognised to have enabled notions of 

sustainable river management. Project Twin Streams (Auckland, New Zealand), the Grand 

River Conservation Authority (Ontario, Canada) and the Mersey Basin Campaign (North 

West England) were chosen to provide understanding across a diversity of spatial and 

temporal contexts. Analysis of three disparate interventions allows individual stories to 

emerge, creating lines of distinction and difference around a vision of sustainable river 

management. The methodological approach employed within this research is inductive, 

providing critical, reflective and performative insight. This thesis hopes to inform the world 

through a ‘constructive impulse’, recognising the need to develop constructive narratives 

alongside the ‘critique’ impulse (c.f. Pickett et al., 1999). It does not render development of a 

romanticised, unquestioned account, rather, narratives are read for their complexity, 

recognising their enabling and constraining features (Smith, 2008).  
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Geography is recognised as one of the few remaining disciplines to attempt to ‘bridge the 

divide’ between physical and natural sciences and social sciences and humanities (Bakker, 

2009; Castree et al., 2009). Geography promotes “understand[ing] the entanglements of 

people and the non-human world” (Castree et al., 2009:online). Therefore, analysis of 

governance couched within a geographical ‘imagination’ (c.f. Gregory, 1994) offers unique 

contributions to governance of river systems compared with the broader governance and 

environmental sciences literature (Bakker, 2009). The overarching fascination of geography 

(and geographers) is the attempt to understand how landscapes are shaped and performed 

(e.g. Allen, 2011). Physical and social landscapes have been framed through the central 

organising concepts of scale, space (space-time) and place which have been used as a point of 

intersection (and contention). A précis of each of these concepts is offered below. 

Howitt (1998) emphasises the first of these concepts, scale: “In the real world of geopolitics 

(at all geographical scales), where the geographical imagination makes it possible to envisage 

more just, equitable, sustainable and diverse futures, scale is a foundational element” (pg. 56). 

Scale offers a focal point for constructive engagement between biophysical and social 

processes (Sayre, 2005). This is particularly attractive for analysis of governance for 

ecosystems, and in particular catchments, as it offers a way in for understanding 

constructions and negotiations of the ‘catchment’. The concept of ‘space’ (extended here to 

‘space-time’) offers analytical insight to the enactment of change. As Massey (1999) asserts:    

“space could be imagined as the sphere of the existence of multiplicity, of the 

possibility of the existence of difference. Such a space is the sphere in which 

distinct stories coexist, meet up, affect each other, come into conflict or 

cooperate. This space is not static, not a cross-section through time; it is 

disrupted, active and generative. It is not a closed system; it is constantly, as 

space-time, being made” (pg. 274). 

A fluid appreciation of space(s) can thereby offer insight into how governance frameworks 

are made, and how these are generative of sustainable river management outcomes. The final 
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concept, place, inscribe spaces with meaning (Tuan, 1977). Notions of place recognise that 

‘geography matters’ (Johnston, 2006), giving regard to the situatedness in time and space to 

the meanings ascribed to given catchment landscapes (c.f. Brierley et al., 2006; Rose, 1994). 

Place-sensitive analyses permit capturing of diversity of often complex and messy, therefore 

unique, catchments, which move beyond a pluralistic ‘checkbox’ focus of existing governance 

studies of sustainability (Jordan, 2008). 

 

1.5 Aims of thesis 

The central claim of this thesis is that a nuanced understanding of governance underpinning 

river management applications can inform how elements and principles of sustainable river 

management can be realised ‘on the ground’. The purpose of this research, therefore, is to use 

geographical themes of ‘governance’ as an analytical framing within which to explore 

governance frameworks which underpin efforts towards sustainable river management. There 

is an implicit assumption that differing frameworks will have emerged around the world, 

given the situated context (both historical and contemporary), of the institutional, biophysical 

and social attributes and processes inherent to each catchment. To be sensitive to this, the 

experience of three institutional interventions from contrasting contexts will be explored (the 

selection of these interventions is expanded upon in Chapter 4).  

The main aim of this thesis is to: 

• Examine the development of governance frameworks which have enabled the emergence 

of sustainable river management initiatives, through the interrogation of three exemplar 

institutional interventions. 

With underlying objectives: 

o Explore how biophysical, social and institutional scales are reconciled 

within governance frameworks. 

o Explore processes involved in negotiating social and biophysical goals 
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for the initiative. 

o Examine how participatory processes are incorporated in each of the 

interventions.  

o Examine how reflexivity in governance structures emerges to support 

notions of adaptive management. 

o Explore how frameworks support notions of middle ground 

governance.  

Each of these underlying objectives has been defined to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of each of the elements of sustainable river management (catchment-scale; 

ecosystem-based; participatory; and adaptive, as will be expanded in Chapter 2), while the 

final objective reflects a closer examination of the middle ground frameworks promoted in 

the river governance literature.  

 

1.6 Structure of thesis 

The thesis is structured around the central aim as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 provide the 

theoretical underpinning of the aim, through tracing key themes within the river 

management and environmental governance literature respectively. Chapter 2 explores key 

threads in the literature pertaining to the transition from a command-and-control paradigm 

to an emerging sustainable river management paradigm. Key elements and principles of 

sustainable river management are detailed and critiqued. While concepts of sustainable river 

management are well-developed in literature, difficulty in implementing these on the ground 

have led to calls for a focus upon re-alignment of formal and non-formal institutions and 

their capacities to enable sustainable river management. The focus in Chapter 3 turns towards 

a detailed examination of environmental governance literature, particularly of four key 

themes which have gained currency within geographical analysis. This grounds the analytical 

framework which will be employed through analysis within this thesis.  
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Chapter 4 outlines the methodological framework to be employed to interrogate three 

institutional interventions – Project Twin Streams (Auckland, New Zealand); the Grand River 

Conservation Authority (Ontario, Canada); and the Mersey Basin Campaign (North West 

England). Chapters 5, 6 and 7 trace the institutional trajectories through key moments, and 

outline contemporary governance frameworks in detail for each of the three empirical 

interventions. Chapter 8 draws a discussion of these three interventions, grounded within the 

analytical themes informed by the geographical environmental governance literature in 

Chapter 3. Chapter 9 draws out conclusions emerging from this research and offers 

reflections and prospects for future research to extend this work.  
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2. Transitions in river management 
 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of the literature pertaining to advances in the theory and 

practice of river management. A short history of the management of river systems from the 

earliest civilisations documents a historical tracing of the relationship between river systems 

and society. This is followed by a more detailed review of management thought and practice 

throughout the 20th Century. In response to critiques of the command-and-control paradigm, 

elements and underlying principles of sustainable river management are laid out. As stated in 

Chapter 1, a key aim of sustainable approaches to river management is to redress the 

biophysical health of river systems and societies’ connection with these systems through a 

process of repair. This chapter concludes with an appraisal of the ‘gap’ between sustainable 

river management theory and practice, as highlighted within the river management literature.   
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2.2 Historical perspectives on river management 

Human alteration of river systems date back thousands of years. Today, few of the world’s 

riverine systems remain untouched (Carpenter et al., 2011; Palmer, 2010; Wohl and Merrits, 

2007). Table 2.1 outlines six key phases of management practice through time, identified by 

Downs and Gregory (2004). This chronology begins with ‘hydraulic civilisations’. A key 

characteristic of the earliest civilisations in Mesopotamia and Egypt was the development of 

irrigation systems, allowing settled agriculture practices. This involved the first large-scale 

manipulation of flow. Central to the success of these developments was social structuring, 

fashioned to maximise the potential of human labour in undertaking these large-scale efforts 

(Newson, 2009). Wittfogel (1957) traces the development of 'hydraulic empires' in various 

desert regions and China (‘hydraulic empires’ were believed to have occurred in all of the 

earliest settlements, but thought to be most sophisticatedly developed in China). 

Governments, social classes and economic specialisation developed out of these social 

structures. These developments highlight the early recognition of management of water 

resources at a catchment scale, and mark the transition from pre-settlement ‘adaptive 

management’ towards engineered solutions to ensure water supply and hazard protection of 

established settlements (Newson, 2009). They also highlight the connection between 

establishment of settled communities, their economic and social development and the 

availability of water resources (Jaspers, 2003).  

A second phase can be identified following the end of the Roman Empire (in the 5th Century 

AD), where small localised direct channel changes occurred. Elements of alteration during 

this period were marked by profound indirect changes as a consequence of widespread land 

use change, where for instance, land clearance led to large volumes of sediment being 

transferred from slopes to the valley floor (Brierley, 2009; Wohl and Merrits, 2007). For 

example, this process was particularly profound (although occurring later) in Australia and 

New Zealand as indigenous vegetation was removed from slopes and floodplains from the 

early-19th Century, transforming river channel morphology (Brierley, 2009). 
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The third phase identified by Downs and Gregory (2004) began with the advent of the 

Industrial Revolution. Industries were typically located adjacent to channels to harness the 

energy derived from water power, and accessibility of water for washing and bleaching 

purposes (Downs and Gregory, 2004). Location of industries also gave rise to the increased 

use of rivers for transport for trade and to deliver supplies such as coal (Downs and Gregory, 

2004). This was associated with extensive canal construction, particularly across the United 

Kingdom and North America (Harrison and Sutton, 2003). A fourth phase can be identified 

from the late-19th and the first half of the 20th Centuries, when rate of river system change has 

increased dramatically. River flow (both water quantity and quality) and sediment regimes 

have been profoundly altered in light of increasing urbanisation through the latter half of the 

20th Century, primarily through increases in impervious surfaces and the imposition of 

drainage networks (Chin, 2006; Gurnell et al., 2007; Wolman, 1967). Consequently, flood 

frequency and magnitude have increased, requiring more effective flood defence systems 

(Downs and Gregory, 2004). With the development of hydraulic principles and means to 

build larger structures, a fifth period from the mid-20th Century emerged, characterised by 

large dam projects, with the purpose of flood mitigation, energy generation and navigation. 

This period also saw the implementation of more sophisticated channelisation structures 

(Downs and Gregory, 2004; Palmer, 2010). This period will be explored more fully in Section 

2.3. The sixth phase identified by Downs and Gregory (2004) will be outlined further in 

Section 2.4. This phase characterises a shift towards sustainable management of river systems.  
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Table 2.1 Chronology of phases of river use and management methods used for each (from Downs and 
Gregory, 2004:9). 

Chronological phase Characteristic developments Management methods employed 
1. Hydraulic 
civilisations 

River flow regulation 
Irrigation 
Land reclamation 

Small dam construction 
River diversions 
Ditch building 
Land drainage 

2. Pre-industrial 
revolution 

Flow regulation 
Drainage schemes 
Fish weirs 
Water mills 
Navigation 
Timber transport 

Land drainage 
In-channel structures 
River diversions 
Canal construction 
Dredging 
Local channelisation 

3. Industrial revolution Industrial mills 
Cooling water 
Power generation 
Irrigation 
Water supply 

Dam construction 
Canal building 
River diversions 
Channelisation 

4. Late-19th to mid-20th 
Century 

River flow regulation 
Conjunctive and multiple use 
river projects 
Flood defence 

Large dam construction 
Channelisation 
River diversions 
Structural revetment 
River basin planning 

5. Mid-20th Century River flow regulation 
Integrated use river projects 
Flood control 
  

Large dam construction 
River basin planning 
Channelisation 
Structural and bioengineered 
revetments 
River diversions 

6. Late-20th to early-21st 
Century 

Conservation management 
Re-management of rivers 
Sustainable use river projects 

Integrated river basin planning  
Re-regulation of flow 
Mitigation, enhancement and 
restoration techniques 

 

 

2.3 Command-and-control: Era of ‘technofix’ for stability and control  

The rate of ecosystem alteration has significantly accelerated since the Industrial Revolution 

(Newson, 2009; see ‘Phase 5’ in Table 2.1). Science and efficiency have dominated 

management thought through a 'technocratic utilitarianism' mind-set (Lachapelle et al., 

2003). Prior to this time, rivers were altered on small scales for economic purposes, as they 

were obstructed with weirs and dams, and polluted with domestic, industrial and agricultural 

effluent (Newson, 2009). As hydraulic understanding increased, channels were altered to be 
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efficient conduits of water, sediment and pollutants, through processes of “control, 

improvement or training” (Hillman and Brierley, 2005:52). A top-down, rational and 

reductionist approach to management emerged, serving a desire for simple and predictable 

systems that minimise flooding risks and bank erosion, while maximising water supplies for 

irrigation, power and domestic use (Allan et al., 2008; Karr and Chu, 2000). Applications 

almost always gave no concern for ecosystem values, ignoring the often complex processes 

inherent to river systems. For example, roughness elements such as riparian vegetation were 

seen to create messiness and enhance unpredictability, therefore were deemed undesirable 

(Montgomery and Piégay, 2003). Hydraulic variation was also suppressed, which failed to 

recognise the importance of extreme events as instrumental in driving processes such as 

ecological diversity of rivers (Mance et al., 2002). 

Management applications under this command-and-control (Holling and Meffe, 1996) era 

were largely driven by singular objectives (for example, volume of electricity produced, 

reduced frequency of a given flood magnitude); therefore, wider ecosystem processes went 

largely unnoticed (Hillman and Brierley, 2005; Karr and Chu, 2000). Ignorance of wider 

processes often led to unintended off-site impacts (Hillman and Brierley, 2005). When these 

impacts were recognised, they were often addressed using the same engineering-based 

solutions which created them, further compounding the issue. This led river management 

down a trajectory that was unsustainable in biophysical and socio-economic terms (Hillman 

and Brierley, 2005). As reflected by Haslam (1991) this era produced “...a gap, a distance, 

between man [sic] and the use of the river, so that the river has been set aside, indeed 

vandalised in the name of progress” (pg. 303).  

Over the past 30 years, concern has mounted regarding deteriorating health of river 

ecosystems. This has spanned a number of issues, including the decreased ability of 

ecosystems to provide the goods and services which society is dependent upon (Palmer, 2009; 

Postel and Thompson, 2005); increased risk of disasters such as flooding (e.g., Witter et al., 

2006); and recognition of biodiversity losses (Karr and Chu, 2000). With these concerns, it 

has become apparent that management cannot continue ‘business as usual’. There are now an 
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array of stressors facing catchments across the globe (see Figure 2.1), which require solutions 

that extend beyond the narrow, compartmentalised thinking of the command-and-control 

era (Richter et al., 2003). This has catalysed a paradigm shift, moving away from command-

and-control strategies towards efforts which embrace an ecosystem perspective, seeking to 

balance environmental values with human needs (Brierley and Fryirs, 2008; de Groot and 

Lenders, 2006). This is aligned with a sustainability approach, recognising that society needs 

to ‘work with nature’ (Brierley and Fryirs, 2005) if ecosystems are to avoid ‘collapse’ 

(Diamond, 2005) and continue to provide the goods and services we are dependent upon 

(Everard and Powell, 2002; Postel and Thompson, 2005; see Table 2.2 for a list of these goods 

and services). This approach recognises that further environmental losses are unacceptable 

(Ormerod, 2004), and unless ecologically sustainable practices are employed, social, cultural 

and economic values will ultimately be compromised (Hillman and Brierley, 2005; Leuven et 

al., 2000).  

 

Figure 2.1 Overview of the multiple stressors which effect catchments across the globe  
(adapted from Carpenter et al., 2011:44). 
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Table 2.2 Ecosystem goods and services provided by healthy catchments  
(adapted from Postel and Thompson, 2005). 

Ecosystem goods and services provided by healthy catchments 
Water supplies for agricultural, industrial and urban-domestic uses 
Water filtration/purification 
Flow regulation 
Flow control 
Erosion and sedimentation control 
Fisheries 
Timber and other forest products 
Recreation/tourism 
Habitat for biodiversity preservation 
Aesthetic enjoyment 
Climate stabilisation 
Cultural, religious, inspirational values 

 

 

2.4 What do we seek to achieve, and how, through a ‘repair’ focus? 

Emerging transitions in the ethos underpinning river management have incorporated a 

fundamental change to the management goals, forms of knowledge which are incorporated 

into decision making, and to the processes and range of institutions involved in decision 

making (Table 2.3). These changes can be grouped into four key elements, which define 

processes and outcomes of sustainable river management: catchment scale vision, ecosystem-

based goals, participatory approaches and adaptive management (Figure 2.2) (after Hillman, 

2009; Hillman and Brierley, 2005). These define the core elements of sustainable river 

management (Gregory et al., 2011a), and are discussed in more detail in the following 

sections.  
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Table 2.3 Comparison of command-and-control and sustainable river management approaches  
(adapted from Hillman and Brierley, 2005) 

 Command-and-control Sustainable river management 
Underpinning 
knowledge framework 
 

Single purpose 
Deterministic 
Engineering expertise 
Construction focus 

Multi-objective 
Probabilistic 
Interdisciplinary 
Continuum of interventions 

Scale of application 
 

Reach scale 
Hydraulics timescale 

Catchment scale 
Geomorphic timescale 

Monitoring Monitoring externalised Monitoring internalised 
Responsibility Limited accountability 

Maintenance divorced from design 
Government agency driver 

Long-term commitment 
Maintenance in management activity 
Participatory 

Recognition of 
inherent uncertainty 

Quest for stability 
Desire for certainty in outcomes 

Quest for natural variability 
Recognition of uncertainty 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Processes and outcomes of sustainable river management  
(adapted from Gregory et al., 2011a:184) 
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2.4.1 Catchment scale visions 

The recognition of the ‘catchment’ as the fundamental unit to conceptualise river ecosystems 

is not new, having been long recognised, for example, by Leonardo da Vinci, whose artwork 

depicted linkages between slopes and channels (Newson, 2009). Catchment-framed thinking 

has been central to geomorphic literature since the 1960s (Hillman and Brierley, 2005), and 

has begun to emerge through the freshwater ecology field (e.g., Poole, 2002). Management 

applications based at this scale enable a holistic 'whole of landscape' or 'whole of ecosystem' 

approach (Hillman and Brierley, 2005). Geomorphic, chemical, hydrological and biological 

processes are interconnected in a complex manner across catchments (Wohl et al., 2005), 

across three dimensions: upstream/downstream; laterally across hill slopes and floodplains; 

and vertically through hyporheic and groundwater connectivity (Ward, 1989). Consequently, 

biophysical processes can only be fully appraised at the catchment scale (Brierley and Fryirs, 

2005).   

Following the interlinked nature of processes inherent to each catchment, no one reach can 

be considered in isolation of wider catchment processes (Brierley and Fryirs, 2005; Everard 

and Powell, 2002; Palmer et al., 2005). Relating this to river management goals, it is vital that 

reach-scale aspirations for a given reach are considered in light of aspirations for other 

reaches within the catchment, placed within knowledge of wider catchment scale processes. 

Ignorance of catchment connectivity may lead to unanticipated effects which can further 

degrade the system and can pose risks to local communities (Fryirs and Brierley, 2009). The 

development of a vision statement is a useful tool to build a picture of what can be achieved 

for the catchment as a whole (Gregory and Brierley, 2010; Hillman and Brierley, 2005).  

 

2.4.2 Ecosystem-based approach 

Questions of ‘what do we want to repair?’ have been a fundamental component of academic 

debates amongst freshwater scientists since moves to repair river ecosystems made their way 

into the academic literature from the late-1980s. Early hydrological thought mirrored thought 
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in ecology that systems were highly predictable, with the dominant paradigm centred upon 

the belief that “nature is governed by mechanistic natural laws that people can know” 

(Wallington et al., 2005:3). Paralleling shifts in ecological thought, it is now widely accepted 

that there are a wide range of geomorphic, ecologic and hydraulic processes acting at multiple 

scales, rendering river ecosystems highly complex and dynamic (Poole, 2002). These 

attributes are in a constant state of flux, presenting rivers as ‘living’ systems (Everard and 

Powell, 2002; Lake et al., 2007; Wohl et al., 2005). Indeed, variability has been defined as the 

“hallmark of a fully functioning river system” (Hughes et al., 2005:1). River systems have an 

innate ability to respond to changes in the factors which force sediment and water rates over 

geological time scales (river evolution) and over shorter time scales (river behaviour) 

(Brierley and Fryirs, 2005). Adjustment processes are inherent to every river system; 

consequently, if repair strategies are predicated upon a fixed notion of the system operation, 

they are destined to fail (e.g., Kondolf et al., 2006; Wohl et al., 2005). Consequently, 

management should aim to create conditions where hydrological, geomorphological and 

ecological processes are able to develop their own form-process associations through time, 

enabling the river to be ‘self-sustainable’ (Ward et al., 2001; Wohl et al., 2005). Expectations 

of particular hydorological, geomorphological and ecological processes should be framed in 

light of human alteration to the system, recognising that most rivers around the world have 

been significantly altered (Section 2.2) (Brierley, 2009; Montgomery, 2008; Wohl and Merrits, 

2007). Giving due consideration to the complexity of these processes renders uncertainty an 

inevitable component of decision-making (Clark, 2002; Hillman and Brierley, 2008).  

There has been an evolving debate in the academic literature over the role of humans in 

ecosystems. Traditionally, management has been marked by nature-culture dualism (Folke et 

al., 2002). However, with increasing understanding of the complexity and dynamics of 

ecosystems, it is recognised that social-ecological systems are highly coupled, with nature and 

humanity co-evolving in a dynamic fashion through time (Folke, 2003; Hahn et al., 2006). 

This may be viewed in simple terms as humans being reliant upon services of ecosystems for 

wealth and security, while humans can transform ecosystems into improved or degraded 
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conditions (Dufour and Piegay, 2009; Folke et al., 2002). Writings of environmental 

philosophers such as Aldo Leopold (1966) have also highlighted the intimate link between 

human dependence and impact upon the healthy functioning of ecosystems.   

Sustainable river management gives explicit recognition to catchment-specific biophysical 

diversity, complexity and behaviour (Clark, 2002). Social and biophysical systems can be 

linked through the identification of common themes (e.g., resilience and connectivity, see 

Folke et al., 2002; Gunderson, 1999; Hillman et al., 2008; Olsson et al., 2006; Section 2.4.4). 

This represents a move towards integrated management of socio-ecological system, each of 

which is contextualised in its place-specific history, and has a future-focus while respecting 

the past (Brierley and Fryirs, 2008). 

 

2.4.3 Engendering participation: Social underpinnings of sustainable river management 

There has been much focus within the literature on participatory approaches to river 

management, and environmental management more broadly (c.f. Reed, 2008). This literature 

explores the benefits of participatory approaches with respect to ownership of catchment 

issues, the emerging democratisation of science to support decision-making in uncertain 

situations and support social learning. Emerging from this literature has been a critique of 

who and how local participants should be incorporated into management activities. These 

themes are detailed below.   

Genesis and application of scientific knowledge which underpins river management occurs 

within social, economic and political contexts (McDonald et al., 2004; and has also been 

highlighted in broader environmental management contexts, e.g., Davies, 2009). Therefore, to 

be successful, efforts which engage with ecosystem health need to be forged alongside an 

understanding of socio-economic processes. Ultimately, management goals and actions are 

determined by societal choice (Allan et al., 2008). Those who engage with efforts to improve 

ecosystems “integrate with the place-based social worlds of local communities” (Golet et al., 

2006:875), indicating that there is a balance to be met in advancing science to guide repair 
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and increasing interaction with stakeholders. In some circumstances, it may appear that the 

inclusion of community values compromises what we seek to achieve through management 

in biophysical terms; however, efforts to improve ecosystems are not likely to be sustainable 

over the long term if they do not enjoy social and political support (Eden and Tunstall, 2006). 

McDonald et al. (2004) conclude that rehabilitation processes are “at the heart of the 

relationship between the natural and the social. Simple biophysical conceptions that deny this 

connectivity may be theoretically ideal but practically and democratically unacceptable” (pg. 

278). ‘Successful’ river repair approaches have been defined as having goals which are socially 

acceptable, biophysically possible and economically feasible (Miller and Hobbs, 2007; Figure 

2.3). Therefore, decisions are based upon more than pure scientific ‘fact’, but judgments are 

made based upon a complex suite of factors (Allan et al., 2008). 

 

Figure 2.3 Generic questions which should be asked when defining a vision for ecological repair, ensuring 
that management activities are not only biophysically possible, but socially acceptable and financially 

realistic (adapted from Miller and Hobbs, 2007:385). 

 

Traditional approaches to river management have largely focused on the physical properties 

of catchments, ignoring social and political actors (Attwater et al., 2005). Residents in 

catchment areas are often viewed as either ‘obstacles’, part of the problem, or ignored. 

Consequently, management plans tend to fail in their implementation, as communities are 

not viewed as part of the solution (Daiwei and Jingsheng, 2001). Several benefits of 

community engagement have been identified within the literature. Carr and Wilkinson 
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(2005) suggest that expert driven knowledge may produce solutions which do not ‘fit’ the 

issue, leading to management practices which are not appropriate for a given area. In 

response, local communities can provide a nuanced understanding of the social context into 

which management decisions and actions are applied (Fabricius et al., 2007). Additionally, 

resource use behaviour needs to be understood so appropriate policy can be implemented 

with stakeholder cooperation (Lubell, 2004), and adequate social acceptance and active 

compliance of rules is obtained (Falkenmark et al., 2004; Ryder et al., 2008). Carr (2004) also 

recognises that local communities are best placed to take action upon local issues, as they are 

able to undertake implementation and monitor applications, and do so with an ‘ethic of care’. 

Participatory approaches to river management have also been examined in relation to 

democratisation of science. Knowledge practices which have traditionally informed river 

management are fundamentally challenged by the concept of management for complex, 

integrated ecosystems. Current methods of knowledge generation to inform management 

have typically taken the form of positivist-reductionist approaches, applied in expert driven, 

top-down frameworks (Allan et al., 2008; Section 2.3). Criticisms of 'normal' science argue 

that complex, uncertain systems cannot be solved by science and technology alone (e.g. 

Gallopin et al., 2001). The discourse of ecological modernisation, supported by this top-down 

driven science, promotes ‘technical’ rather than ‘social’ solutions to environmental issues 

(Bäckstrand, 2004). Higgs (2005) further comments that “scientific and technological acumen 

is necessary for successful restoration, but insufficient. Maintaining a broader approach to 

restoration requires respect for other kinds of knowledge than science, and especially the 

recognition of a moral centre that is beyond the scope of science to address fully” (pg. 159).  

A growing literature is promoting the ‘deliberative turn of science’ (Bäckstrand, 2004), as we 

are faced with management questions that are plagued by inherent uncertainty (Gallopin et 

al., 2001). Post-normal Science, developed by Funtowicz and Ravetz (1993), sets out to deal 

with complexity and uncertainty. This represents a:  
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…systemic, synthetic and humanistic approach… natural systems are 

recognised as dynamic and complex; those involving interactions with 

humanity are ‘emergent’, including properties of reflection and 

contradiction. The science appropriate to this new condition will be based 

on the assumptions of unpredictability, incomplete control, and a plurality 

of legitimate perspectives (pg. 739). 

Within a post-normal science paradigm, knowledge is generated through ‘extended peer 

communities’, calling for the democratisation of science, as knowledge is negotiated through 

other knowledge domains (e.g. traditional, community). This promotes enhanced 

transparency, participation and democratisation in the knowledge generation process 

(Bäckstrand, 2004). Such notions have been employed in the ecological restoration literature 

through the promotion of restoration as a ‘real world experiment’, where ecologists and the 

wider community work together through knowledge sharing and an openness to change and 

unexpected events (Gross and Hoffmann-Riem, 2005). These ideas have also been influential 

in the development of ‘public ecology’, where consensus is built through sharing of values and 

knowledge through a process of democracy and participation as scientists collaborate with 

local communities (Robertson and Hull, 2003). ‘Community science’, where communities are 

directly involved in undertaking experiments, provides the benefits of cost-efficiencies of 

local communities carrying out work and of their proximity to the resource being managed. 

This enables on-going monitoring of change and the development of trust in management 

institutions. Importantly, it enables questions to be asked by those who are most affected by 

the resource (Carr, 2004).    

Participatory frameworks not only provide a more holistic, contextualised information base 

to frame management efforts from, they are also vital in processes such as building networks, 

social capital and political will among resource users that are crucial for putting an 

environmental sustainability plan into operation (Margerum, 1999; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007). 

Social learning is a key concept identified in the participatory literature that fosters these 

processes (e.g., Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; Bull et al., 2008). Meanings of social learning have 
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become blurred, but Pahl-Wostl et al. (2007) define the term through the key message of 

“learning together to manage together” (pg. 5). Social learning, therefore, is an iterative, 

collaborative process, involving institutions and individual actors as solutions to management 

issues are negotiated. This process holds the promise of enhanced environmental citizenship 

to promote a broad understanding of human impacts upon ecosystem processes (Bull et al., 

2008). Knowledge generation for sustainability, therefore, is not just interdisciplinary, but it 

requires research to be carried out alongside, not upon, groups who are involved in managing 

river resources (Blackstock and Carter, 2007).  

In relation to these perceived benefits of participatory processes, procedural questions have 

arisen in the literature. Questions of whom should be involved, and how they should be 

involved are key considerations for effective and just management, since for effective 

participation, processes should be ‘fit for purpose’ (Petts, 2006; Reed, 2008; Ryder et al., 

2008). To realise the benefits outlined above, broad communities as opposed to stakeholders 

(who might have vested interests in river management) should be included. In recognising 

that ‘community’ is a highly contested concept, a broad definition is used here, following 

Fabricius et al. (2007), stating that the term encompasses a relatively small population who 

share the same residential location and set of institutions. In their review of participation for 

ecosystem management, Fabricius et al. (2007) synthesised the diverse roles of communities. 

These ranged from ‘powerless spectator’ communities, who effectively ‘watch’ management 

take place, through to ‘coping actor’ communities, who have adaptive capacity but lack 

governance capacity, through to ‘adaptive co-managers’, who have both adaptive capacity and 

governance capacity. They conclude that ‘adaptive co-managers’ provide the best opportunity 

for managing sustained ecosystem health. These authors suggest that communities should 

have a governing role through active strategic and on-the-ground positions in river 

management.  

As noted above, the very notion of the concept of a ‘community’ has been critiqued in the 

literature. Agrawal and Gibson (1999) question the homogenous and fixed assumptions of a 

‘community’: 
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We propose a shift in emphasis away from the usual assumptions about 

communities: small size, territorial fixity, group homogeneity, and shared 

understandings and identities. Instead, we suggest a stronger focus on the 

divergent interests of multiple actors within communities, the interactions 

or politics through which these interests emerge and different actors interact 

with each other, and the institutions that influence the outcomes of political 

processes (pg. 640). 

Therefore, no one ‘catchment’ community can be delineated; rather, communities should be 

thought of as complex and dynamic entities (Smith, 2008). Critiques have also debated the 

extent to which communities identify themselves as part of a hydrologically and 

topographically defined catchment (Blomquist and Schlager, 2005; Brunkhorst and Reeve, 

2006; Ferreyra et al., 2008). In some instances, communities within the catchment do not 

become engaged as they do not view themselves as part of a broader ‘catchment community’ 

(Ferreya et al., 2008; McDonald et al., 2004; O’Neill, 2005). In other cases, communities 

outside of hydrologically defined boundaries are affected by resources, and these groups are 

marginalised by a pure catchment focus (Blomquist and Schlager, 2005). Such criticisms 

question the validity of catchment-scale management applications, as under traditional 

institutional arrangements, it is unlikely for communities to forge partnerships which span 

entire catchments. 

In recognising this complexity, it is inevitable that there will be a plethora of values held by 

communities within a given catchment (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999). Central to many of these 

debates have been indigenous understandings and values ascribed to catchments. Such 

critiques include indigenous discourses of river systems which vary markedly from those of 

Western understanding (Gibbs, 2010). Efforts for river repair may serve to embed or act as a 

platform for prevailing wider indigenous issues, for example, sovereignty (see Coombes, 

2007). Notions of community need to be reflective of divergent values and underlying 

motives for inclusion, and should seek to respect and acknowledge this diversity.    
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2.4.4 Adaptive management 

Inherent variability and complexity render river ecosystems uncertain (Lemons and Victor, 

2008). There needs to be an explicit recognition that biophysical knowledge will never be 

complete, as rivers display non-equilibrium behaviour and non-linear and stochastic 

responses, as alluded to in section 2.4.2. Boundary conditions (e.g., climate, geology, 

topography, vegetation), provide insight into expected forms and processes. Understanding 

of this spatial and temporal context can be used to guide appropriate goals, framed in terms 

of a dynamic, evolving system (Brierley and Fryirs, 2005; Hughes et al., 2005). If the integrity 

of river ecosystems is to be improved, uncertainty needs to be recognised and embraced, 

rather than minimised (Hillman and Brierley, 2008; Lemos and Victor, 2008). Consequently, 

knowledge is plagued with fundamental gaps and limited predictability (Wohl et al., 2005). 

This does not mean that scientific insight has little to offer in determining the goals for the 

biophysical structure and functioning of the ecosystem being managed; rather, uncertainties 

need to be communicated explicitly.  

Socio-ecological resilience has been promoted as a critical factor in sustaining coupled socio-

ecological systems (Costanza et al., 2007; Folke et al., 2002). Resilience was initially defined as 

the ability of a system to absorb disturbance while remaining within the same state (Holling, 

1973). This term has expanded to encompass the ability for reorganisation and renewal in 

light of change, and the degree to which the system has the capacity to learn and adapt 

(Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; Folke, 2003). This increases the ability of socio-ecological 

systems to reorganise and adjust to disturbance and change (Folke et al., 2002). Social 

resilience is required to promote ecological resilience, as human activity can erode ecological 

resilience through simplification of system processes. Hence, there needs to be recognition by 

society that dynamic ecosystems need to be supported, framing the need for coupled socio-

ecological resilience (Folke et al., 2002). This is achieved through an ability to learn from 

mistakes (Adger et al., 2003), and experience (‘social memory’) to cope with change (Berkes et 

al., 2002). Armitage (2005) recognises this is largely dependent upon the innovative ability of 

individuals and social networks.   
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Managing for a resilient socio-ecological system requires that management processes move 

beyond traditional predictive management styles, towards adaptive management approaches 

(Folke et al., 2005). This style of management embraces change, allowing managers to act in 

the face of uncertainty (e.g., Allan et al., 2008; Brierley et al., 2006; Clark, 2002; Hillman and 

Brierley, 2005; Newson and Large, 2006). To accept and manage for ecosystem variability, 

there needs to be an institutional capacity which allows for flexibility (Hughes et al., 2005). 

Through an adaptive management framework, failures or shortcomings can be embraced, as 

learning and change are inherent to an adaptive process (Gunderson, 1999). Adaptive 

management recognises this variability through designing management goals as experiments, 

with active reflection following implementation, followed by the incorporation of learning 

feedback to redefine the initial goals. This does not mean that management actions are 

administered in an ad hoc manner; rather, goals are planned and purposeful, and learning is 

deliberate (Allan et al., 2008). In a recent review by Allan et al. (2008), adaptive management 

was seen to involve six key attributes: activities defined as test hypotheses; reflection over the 

outcomes of these activities; develop mechanisms for multi-disciplinary and multi-

stakeholder involvement; place emphasis upon social learning; provide mechanisms to feed 

learning back into planning of activities; and finally, develop appropriate lines of 

communication between all stakeholders. These represent changes to the process of 

management; what is also required is ‘transformation’ of governance structures to support 

such change in management processes (Olsson et al., 2006). 

Adaptive management has proven difficult to adopt in practice. A growing literature seeks to 

address the difficulties in translating the seemingly intuitive process into practice (e.g., Allan 

et al., 2008; Gregory et al., 2006). One concern is that principles of adaptive management may 

be too intuitive, and while an adaptive management rhetoric is often woven through plans, 

there is a lack of specific detail around how it should be carried out (Gregory et al., 2006). 

Highlighting failure has also proven to be problematic given societal risk aversion (e.g., Allan 

and Curtis, 2006). Allan et al. (2008) suggest that efforts to overcome this issue should reward 

risk-taking, recognising its importance in moving management forward, as uncertain systems 
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are negotiated. Another key omission in many initiatives has been monitoring. Monitoring to 

track goals is vital in the learning process; however, this is often omitted due to funding and 

time constraints (Wohl et al., 2005). 

 

2.5 Underlying principles of sustainable river management 

Three key principles can be identified within the sustainable river management literature 

which underscore the above four elements. Principles of integration, place, and ethical and 

just management highlight issues which are at the core of a sustainable approach to river 

management, embedding concerns which have been raised in a broader sustainability agenda 

(e.g., highlighted by Agenda 21). Each of these is discussed, in turn, below. 

 

2.5.1 Integration of elements 

Hillman and Brierley (2005) stress that a core component of sustainable approaches to river 

management is each of these elements must be woven together, as opposed to working in 

isolation. This is represented in Figure 2.4, and demonstrates a number of processes which 

integrate these elements, providing evidence that these elements can be mutually dependent. 

While it may be a challenge to incorporate each of these elements, when focus is not just 

placed only upon the elements themselves, but the processes which link them, the 

opportunity to achieve all four elements is enhanced (Hillman and Brierley, 2005).  
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Figure 2.4 Linkages between the elements of sustainable river management  
(modified from Hillman and Brierley, 2005:69). 

 

The opening up of river management to a plethora of values, complex biophysical and social 

contexts, renders the very nature of the problems that are being addressed inherently ‘wicked’ 

(Lachapelle et al., 2003), and may be highly contested (e.g., Coombes, 2007), making 

integration conceptually, and in practice, very difficult. Hillman and Brierley (2005) caution 

that this complexity may force managers to throw management aspirations in the ‘too hard’ 

basket. Methods of retaining institutional memory are required, whereby practical working 

knowledge of integrating practices and processes can be passed between personnel, and 

effective channels of communication can be forged between scientists, policy makers and 

local communities (Hillman and Brierley, 2005).    
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2.5.2 Primacy of place 

A key underlying theme of the literature around ideas of sustainable river management is the 

primacy of place. Due to the complexity of socio-ecological systems, no two systems will be 

the same (Fryirs and Brierley, 2009). The way processes and solutions are framed between 

each catchment will be fundamentally different (Ferreya and Beard, 2007; Toussant, 2008). 

The recognition of these fundamental differences promotes a ‘grounded and authentic’ 

approach to environmental management, as opposed to ‘cookbook’ approaches (Hillman and 

Brierley, 2005). Communities are more likely to support initiatives which are locally 

grounded, as opposed to ‘average solutions’ which arise from averaged data and models 

(Brierley et al., 2006). Failing to acknowledge regional diversity can lead to a ‘placeless 

universalism’, which will be ultimately unsustainable in both biophysical and social terms 

(Brierley et al., 2006).  

Current discourse views those living within a catchment to identify a sense of ‘place’ 

attachment to the catchment (e.g., Allan et al., 2008; Brierley et al., 2006; Brunkhorst, 2010; 

Higgs, 2005; Toussant, 2008). The catchment then becomes a ‘space’ which links residents 

with their environment, and with each other, promoting holistic, place-based solutions to 

issues (Allan et al., 2008). There have been cases reported in the literature whereby notions of 

place, as expressed through images and stories have stimulated an “emotional response to 

landscape, responding to issues of loss, change and degradation, as well as celebrating a sense 

of community and place, family memories and their values in native flora and fauna” (Lane et 

al., 2008:1313). These personal stories were able to bring catchment issues to ‘life’, providing 

community members a reference point for environmental processes. Therefore, the place-

specific context is not only an important consideration when defining goals for river 

management, but notions of place can also be used to engender participation and as a focus 

for the sharing of information. Such notions also stir emotional and spiritual connections, 

which link to the final principle, ethical and just management. 
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2.5.3 Ethical principles and justice 

A final core underlying principle of sustainable river management is that management 

practice is ethical and just. The impact upon ecosystems arising from narrow-minded 

thinking of management practices applied under a command-and-control paradigm is 

rendered unethical due to the reliance of our well-being upon the goods and services these 

systems provide. This represents a shift from a focus on “doing things right” towards “doing 

the right thing” (Falkenmark and Folke, 2002:9). This is identified as a particularly difficult 

concern due to the ‘wicked’ nature of problems being addressed, being typified by 

contestation that surrounds goal-setting in often highly complex socio-ecological settings 

with limited resources available for action (Lachapelle et al., 2003). Hillman (2005; 2006) and 

Walker and Burningham (2011) point to the importance of both procedural and distributive 

justice considerations, underlining the importance of giving careful regard to whose values 

are being heard through decision-making processes, and who are the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in 

the outcomes of management applications. Hillman (2006) also recognises an ecological 

component to environmental justice, where injustices may arise into the future arising from 

inherent changes to river systems. This moves notions of environmental justice from a simple 

distributive and procedural focus towards recognising the “shifting and elusive nature of the 

‘environment’ itself, not settling for simplicity where there is complexity, uniformity where 

there is diversity, and normality where there is variability” (Hillman 2006:704). 

 

2.6 Enabling role of governance 

Despite long and widespread recognition, alongside a reasonably well-developed literature of 

the biophysical and social dimensions of efforts to improve river health, degradation 

continues (e.g., Palmer, 2009). Hillman (2009) questions whether a genuine commitment to 

reformative practices is truly underway. Several commentators have highlighted the 

importance of developing appropriate governance frameworks in facilitating changes to the 

mediation between environment–society relationships (e.g., Brierley et al., 2006; Huitema et 

al., 2009; Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Watson et al., 2007, see Table 2.4). Indeed, Redclift (1997) argues 
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that consideration must be given to the governing institutions and organisations we hand 

future generations, alongside the environment itself. However, institutional processes and 

mechanisms required to enable sustainable river management initiatives remain uncertain 

(Watson et al. 2007). It is increasingly apparent that the governance frameworks which 

mediate the relationships between society and river systems are not promoting healthy 

ecosystems through sustainable practices (Biermann et al. 2009). Table 2.4 presents calls from 

within the literature arguing for a greater understanding of governance frameworks 

underpinning sustainable river management.  

Table 2.4 highlights the complexity in applying the elements and principles of sustainable 

river management within existing governance frameworks. Two broad themes were identified 

within these statements: calls for understanding the changing roles and capacities of differing 

institutions, alongside the changing relationships between institutions; and secondly, how 

these altered configurations enable and facilitate change. It is clear that existing frameworks 

need to be altered to maximise efforts towards increasing health of river systems to capture 

both the outcomes of sustainable river management (resilient coupled socio-ecological 

systems, with catchment framed goals) and processes (participatory adaptive management), 

in a just and equitable manner which respects uniqueness of place. This highlights that 

understanding is required not only of appropriate governance frameworks, but also of how 

they fashion transitions towards more sustainable river management practices and outcomes.  
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Table 2.4 Statements from river management literature calling for increased emphasis on research 
examining governance frameworks supporting sustainable river management. Two key themes within these 

calls have been identified: understanding of the roles and capacities of institutions, and relationship 
between differing formal and non-formal institutions and enabling and facilitating change. 

 Statement Author(s) 
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 “Interventions in the system for managing resilience are constrained by current 

governance, and attention needs to be paid to the roles and capacities of the 
various institutions.” 

Walker et al., 
2009:1 

 “However, there are many unanswered questions regarding the institutional 
systems that facilitate or constrain the capacity of actors to respond to change and 
learn through uncertainty. Similarly, greater clarity regarding the specific 
attributes and relational factors (e.g., collaborative processes, social capital, and 
social networks) that foster efforts to navigate multilevel and interconnected 
socio-ecological systems is required.” 

Plummer and 
Armitage, 2010:5 
 

“[there needs to be a] greater awareness of different cultures as a basis for 
understanding constraints imposed by legislative frameworks. Better 
understanding of the ways  in which the perception of the human role in 
changing river channels varies with culture as well as varying over time should 
enhance application of design for river channel landscapes” 

Gregory, 
2006:172 

“There is a critical need for research to develop a basic understanding, 
technologies, policy instruments, and institutions that can maintain the flow of 
freshwater ecosystem services without degrading the natural capital that creates 
these services. This research will go beyond the natural science disciplines we 
draw from here and embrace engineering and policy sciences as well.” 

Carpenter et al., 
2011:14.19 

“Institutional forms of decision-making should recognise how human interaction 
with the river has systematically privileged certain groups, in this case large 
riparian landholders, and how this privilege has in turn been naturalised to 
become the common sense view of who has a stake. Such stakes are neither 
natural nor universal, they are historical and situated.” 

Hillman, 
2006:704 
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“Governance has been identified as holding the key to ‘enabling and facilitating 
necessary transformation processes’”  

Pahl-Wostl, 
2002:394 

“No matter where on the globe, future sustainability will depend on the system of 
resource governance that mediates the relationship between the society and the 
economy and, in contrast, the continuation of ecosystem functional processes.” 

Brunkhorst, 
2002:108 

“Any new governance arrangements to replace ‘top-down’ and technocratic 
measures are ad hoc; the current situation does not display consistent flexibility in 
relation to catchment, regional or national water planning strategies and truly 
effective local stakeholder engagement is serendipitous, rather than facilitated” 

Cook et al., 
2012:5 
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2.7 Summary 

This chapter traced the literature underpinning notions of sustainable river management. 

While this body of literature is now quite well-developed, there is a realisation that such 

principles are not being achieved in practice, with river systems shown to be continuing to 

degrade. In response, a growing number of scholars suggest that notions of governance hold 

the key for transitioning towards more sustainable futures. Chapter 3 traces and explores a 

parallel literature within human and environmental geography on environmental 

governance.
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3. Governance for sustainable river 
management 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The institutional context of any river management initiative acts as the vehicle for such 

efforts. Sustainability initiatives are mediated by the system of governing, fashioning the 

relationship between society, the economy and environmental processes (Brunkhorst, 2002). 

A geographical focus upon environmental governance allows the unravelling and 

understanding of institutional (re)alignments of the state, economy and civil society in 

relation to the management of environmental systems, and the emergent outcomes for society 

and the environment of such arrangements (Bridge and Perreault, 2009). As reflected by 

Carter (2007), sustainability does not ‘just happen’, it needs to be discussed and openly 

debated. Hence, appropriate governance structures are required to “foster effective, equitable 

and productive relationships among managers, stakeholders, researchers and the community” 

(Brierley et al., 2006:137). While governance processes and structures may serve to hinder 
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movements toward sustainable futures, this context also holds the “key for enabling and 

facilitating necessary transformation processes” (Pahl-Wostl, 2002:394). This chapter will 

begin with a statement of the governance problematic for sustainable river management. A 

tracing of the human and environmental geographical literature pertaining to broad 

environmental governance is then provided, followed by a critical examination of governance 

for sustainable river management. 

 

3.2 The governance problematic for sustainable river management 

Current governance frameworks under a command-and-control paradigm are typified by 

top-down approaches, which are dominated by state-centred decisions and a focus on site-

specific construction to create more stable and hydraulically efficient channels to provide 

notional certainty and protection (Section 2.3; Hillman and Brierley 2005; Newson 2009). 

Such thinking contrasts greatly to the processes and outcomes of sustainable river 

management (Chapter 2.4; 2.5). Hence, it presents challenges in defining a governance 

framework for sustainable river management because: 

1. The requirement of an integrated, catchment-scale focus combines a wide array of 

socio-ecological values, contrasting greatly from single-focus, site-specific applications 

(Hillman and Brierley, 2005). 

2. Participatory decision-making necessitates a diffusion of power from central 

governments, and engenders a broader array of institutions into decision-making 

(Genskow, 2009; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006). 

3. A radical reconceptualisation of uncertainty promotes moving from an ethos wherein 

technological applications assert control over river systems (referred to as ‘technofix’ 

by Higgs (2003)), towards adaptive approaches which promote inherent ecosystem 

variability (Clark, 2002; Everard and Powell, 2002; Folke et al., 2002; Fryirs and 

Brierley, 2009; Newson and Clark, 2008). 



Governance for sustainable river management 

41 
 

Consequently there is a need to rethink governance frameworks which support sustainable 

river management initiatives to enable a transition in river management practices. The 

following sections outline key themes in the environmental governance literature, followed by 

an appraisal of the current literature pertaining to the governance of river systems, 

highlighting insight into the above challenges. 

 

3.3 Environmental governance: A brief overview 

‘Environmental governance’ has emerged within a global shift of the organisation of society 

and politics. This widely documented move from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ is reflective of 

a process towards a less centralised mode of organisation and politics, whereby the ‘hollowing 

out of the state’ has been witnessed (Galaz et al., 2008). This shift has developed rapidly, 

particularly since the mid-1990s, and while ‘governance’ has enjoyed common currency in 

the human geography and environmental management literature, the term has remained 

largely ambiguous (Ali-Kahn and Mulvihill, 2008; Bridge and Perreault, 2009). As stated in 

Chapter 1, ‘governance’ is used to describe the process of negotiating trade-offs and 

developing shared visions which provide direction toward sustainability (Bakker, 2007; 

Jessop, 2000). Here, the term is used as Moss (2004) applies the term – not as ‘governing 

without government’ (i.e. governing through self-organised networks), but rather to the 

innovative forms of governing which have developed as alternatives to hierarchical forms of 

control. Characteristic attributes which distinguish ‘governance’ from ‘government’ include 

the engagement of a wide range of institutions (including state, private and civil society), 

increased interaction between public and private institutions and increased reliance upon 

informal mechanisms of coordination (Pierre, 1999). The term has also been explored as 

differentiated from ‘government’ through debates over notions of ‘good governance’, whose 

criteria for ascertaining when governance is ‘good’  include: effectiveness and efficiency, the 

rule of law, participation, accountability, transparency, respect for human rights, the absence 

of corruption, toleration of difference, and gender equity (Meadowcroft, 2007).  
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A move away from government-led responses to notions of governing has provided space for 

a greater range of institutions to influence decision-making. Nature-society geographers have 

adopted ‘environmental governance’ to analyse the interaction between environmental 

management with the institutions of the administrative state, and the growing role of non-

state institutions (Jordan, 2008). This has been described as a ‘fluid’ approach to governing 

(Ferreya et al., 2008). Power is exerted through “a network of interconnected actors, in which 

all actors hold power, through knowledge resources, money and rights granted to them” 

(Kemp et al., 2005:17). These networks operate at a number of scales and sites (Himley, 

2008), creating a governance landscape which is highly dynamic, multi-sectorial and multi-

level (Brunkhorst and Reeve, 2006). As such, governance is a highly complex process, and 

involves many interacting forces. While governments retain an integral role in governance, a 

broader set of social institutions (formal and non-formal) aid the ‘path of least resistance’ 

towards sustainability goals (Zaelke et al., 2005). Boundaries which have traditionally marked 

formal and non-formal institutions are becoming blurred, and networks are fostering 

pluralistic knowledge creation within more flexible institutions (Plummer and Armitage, 

2007).  

A number of recent reviews have explored the roots and development of environmental 

governance (Ali-Khan and Mulvihill, 2008; Himley, 2008; Jordan, 2008). Notions of 

environmental governance may be traced to when the threat of an ecological crisis emerged in 

the mid-1950s (Ali-Kahn and Mulvihill, 2008). Governments enforced regulatory tools to 

obvious environmental problems, such as curbing emissions to air and water bodies. State 

governments were viewed as a ‘central ruler’ who led advances towards stated goals of 

environmental policies (Ferreya et al., 2008). This was coupled with environmental activism 

which grew out of an increasing awareness of environmental issues within civil society (e.g., 

the publication of ‘Silent Spring’, by Rachel Carson). This highlighted that environmental 

issues were multi-faceted, and not well-suited to hierarchical decision-making structures (Ali-

Khan and Mulvihill, 2008).  
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Jordan (2008) proposes that ‘governance’ is one of the most contested terms within the social 

sciences. There are concerns that the term has been used too loosely, and to describe a 

plethora of situations and processes (Pierre and Peters, 2005). In addition, there is concern 

over which phenomena can actually be described under the umbrella of governance (van 

Kersbergen and van Waarden, 2004). While governance has remained contested and 

ambiguous in the literature, it is promoted here for the analytical work which the term does 

in providing a geographical understanding of the mediation of environment and society 

relationships. As Himley (2008) states: 

The concept of environmental governance has supplied geographers with an 

analytical category with which to examine the multiple and overlapping 

organisational, institutional, and epistemological systems through which 

access to natural resources is now structured/negotiated and decisions 

regarding resource use and environment management are now taken (pg. 

435). 

Four key areas identified in the literature have been distilled (after Bridge and Perreault, 

2009), which provide useful frames to tease out how notions of governance fashion, enable 

and constrain environmental management initiatives. These are outlined, in turn, below.   

 

3.3.1 Scale 

A key theme within the environmental governance literature which is pertinent here is the 

notion of scale. At the outset, it needs to be stated that it is now a truism within human 

geography that scales are socially and politically constructed (Bulkeley, 2005), and therefore, 

are malleable (Sayre, 2005). Any application of the notion of scale needs to recognise that 

there will be a continual re-working and negotiating of scale and scale relationships though 

strategies which seek control and empowerment (Swyngedouw, 2000). Bulkeley (2005) states 

that notions of scale have been typically taken for granted in analyses of environmental 

governance. Such ignorance can lead to lack of understanding in how environmental issues 
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are created, shaped, regulated and contested. Cash et al. (2006) contend that past approaches 

to environmental governance have failed to take into account the cross-scale dynamics of 

human-environment systems. Three key overarching processes are identified as re-working 

scale relationships pertinent to the development of environmental governance frameworks: 

neoliberalisation, decentralisation and globalisation. 

Geographical analysis has paid particular attention to how neoliberal processes have shaped 

the development of environmental governance (e.g., Bakker, 2005; Castree, 2010a, b; 2011; 

Himley, 2008; Lane et al., 2008; McCarthy, 2005). Neoliberal reforms are characterised by a 

shift from state-centric to market-based forms of governance (Bridge and Perreault, 2009). 

This necessitates an institutional realignment to market practices, but also transforms social 

relations, material practices and the way in which natural resources are conceptualised 

(Bakker, 2003; 2007). A neoliberal governance logic proposes that in the market drive for 

profit, innovative and efficient solutions to environmental management issues can be devised, 

implemented and enforced (Mansfield, 2005). Biophysical processes are inevitably bound 

within neoliberal reforms through a two-way process. How resources are valued and reshaped 

will fashion the rate at which resources are consumed. In turn, biophysical processes shape 

resources available to be harnessed (for instance, throwing ‘nasty surprises’, e.g., climate 

change) (Castree, 2010a). The neoliberalisation project has been far from uniform in its 

application, as reflected by Castree (2010a), who differentiates ‘neoliberalisation’, from 

‘neoliberalism’ to highlight the uneven nature of neoliberal policies being applied in different 

places: “neoliberalisation is a multiscalar, geographically uneven phenomena not the sort of 

singular, coherent thing signified by the concept ‘neoliberalism’” (pg. 1730). Neoliberal 

reforms are also resisted. For example, in the face of agri-environmental policy reforms which 

promote the commodification of nature in the Murray Darling Basin, Australia, individual 

and collective identities of place are being mobilised through environmental education 

outreach to avoid pure economic valuing of resources (Lane et al., 2008). Social movements 

are also active in challenging neoliberal frameworks which reproduce inequalities in access to 
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resources, and vulnerability to hazards emerging from resource use, replicating unjust social 

relations (Himley, 2008). 

Governance notions have also developed during a period when many states are undergoing 

processes of decentralisation (Gibbs and Jonas, 2001; Ribot, 2002). Two modes of 

decentralisation have been delineated. Administrative decentralisation refers to the transfer of 

administrative roles from the state to regional or local offices of central government, or to 

lower-scale government institutions. Democratic decentralisation refers the transfer of 

resources and power to lower levels of authority (Hutchcroft, 2001). Both are a means for 

locating governance closer to the local scale, where it is argued that public participation, 

transparency and accountability will be improved (Lemos and Oliveira, 2004). Ribot (2002) 

states that “decentralisation is not about the downsizing or dismantling of central 

government; rather, it calls for mutually supportive democratic central and local governance” 

(pg. 2). Complexities have emerged from these experiences, for example, equity and 

democracy (Lane et al., 2004), increases of power not being observed at the local scale 

(Nowlan and Bakker, 2010), and of limited resources being transferred alongside 

responsibility (Ribot, 2002). This has caused questions to be raised over the primacy placed 

upon the ‘local’ (Nowlan and Bakker, 2010). 

Alongside neoliberalisation and decentralisation, ideas of governance must also be positioned 

in relation to processes of globalisation. Globalisation recognises increasingly interconnected 

environments, societies and economies across the globe (Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). This has 

a profound impact on how resources are governed. For instance, integration of markets 

across the globe place increasing dependence upon natural resources; however, there are 

often few (or weak) provisions and safeguards for the protection of environmental assets. 

International regimes, organisations and institutions have also developed in response to 

growing awareness of the extent of many environmental problems. Out of these have 

emerged transfers of knowledge and innovation, alongside generally well-supported 

international agreements, for example, Agenda 21 (Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). Swyngedouw 

(2004) highlights the simultaneous process of decentralisation and globalisation, coining the 
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term ‘glocalisation’, recognising development of networks which are becoming more 

localised/regionalised, while at the same time becoming transnational. Despite these networks 

moving away from state control, Pierre and Peters (2000) reinforce the role of state 

governments through their continued regulation of lower levels of government, and their 

participation in the actions and decision of international organisations. 

A reflection of the above processes suggests environment-society relationships are “entangled 

in confusing melee of contradictory policies and philosophies, each of which frames 

relationships between environment and society differently” (Lane et al., 2008:1315). These 

processes all act upon how governance of environment-society relationships is configured 

and contested, creating complex scalar relations between institutions, both formal and non-

formal. Appropriate scales at which governance frameworks are positioned to support 

environmental management have been examined in terms of ‘fit’ (e.g., Folke et al., 2007; 

Galaz et al., 2008). This notion examines how well specific governance frameworks ‘fit’ into 

the broader institutional landscape, with the environment being assumed in isolation to such 

phenomena (Paavola et al., 2009). Recent work has included the interconnectedness of 

institutional, social and biophysical systems. Galaz et al. (2008) use the example of ecosystem 

goods and services to illustrate this point. If governance is delivered through frameworks at 

too high or low scale, then the issue will be framed through inappropriate variables which will 

jeopardise the sustainable use of ecosystem services. The costs of dysfunctional management 

due to inappropriate scales of governance are high, and unsustainable trajectories will 

continue if concerns for scale are not adequately addressed. Galaz et al. (2008) have termed 

this ‘misfit’. The mis-match of spatial and temporal scales promotes unsustainable 

management practices, as biophysical, social and institutional processes are not considered 

holistically (Folke et al., 2007). 

It is inevitable that there will be a plethora of institutions with responsibility for the 

development of policy pertaining to specific environmental phenomena. Institutions 

positioned at different scales give rise to the multiple causation of governance outcomes, 

impacts and outputs (Cohen and Davidson, 2011; Paavola et al., 2009). Paavola et al. (2009) 
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use the example of biodiversity protection in Europe, whereby there are not only multiple 

pieces of European legislation, but international, national and local policies, alongside 

economic structures and incentives, social norms and cultural factors. Therefore, any 

purposeful governance framework to address specific environmental phenomena will 

interact, both purposefully and unintentionally with other governance frameworks. 

In light of these insights, governance frameworks which consider processes at multiple scales 

are promoted. ‘Scaling’ was defined by Lovell et al. (2002), representing the “transcending 

concepts that link processes and actors at different levels in time and space” (pg. 25). This 

concept recognises the interconnectivity of scales, moving beyond mere aggregation or 

disaggregation of results at one scale, translating results either up or down respectively to a 

more desirable scale. Increasingly, environmental governance is not small-scale, or large-

scale, but multi-scalar (Watson et al., 2007). Multi-level forms of governance do not reduce 

power to one particular geographic scale or institutional level, rather a multiple and dynamic 

interaction between scales is cultivated (Bulkeley and Betsill, 2005; Ferrerya et al., 2008). This 

process of scaling deconstructs hierarchies whereby those of larger territorial extent do not 

necessarily have dominion over those of smaller extent (Bulkeley, 2005). Bressers and 

Rosebaum (2002) therefore argue that governance for sustainability should not be about 

empowering one level of governance, but recognising the cumulative effects which multi-

scalar governance offers. Such insight supports the assertion of MacKinnon (2011), who 

suggests a move from ‘politics of scale’, to ‘scalar politics’, as “it is often not scale per se that is 

the prime object of contention, but rather specific processes and institutionalised practices 

that are themselves differentially scaled” (pg. 21).  

 

3.3.2 Nature-Society coherence 

Environmental governance has also been framed by human and environmental geographers 

through notions of coherence. Bridge and Perreault (2009) define coherence as: 
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...ways in which different peoples – and radically differentiated parts of the 

non-human world (such as atmospheric gases, tropical forests and fossil 

fuels) – may be brought into durable forms of alignment, despite problems 

of incommensurability and the many political, economic and social tensions 

that can exist around issues of the environment and resources [online]. 

 

Governance frameworks that provide a platform for both those who make decisions about 

resources, but also the (often multiple) resource users have been promoted (Adger et al., 

2005; Berkes, 2010). It has also been argued that non-human actors (e.g., biophysical 

processes) are viewed as actors alongside human institutions, recognising the active role they 

play in shaping issues being addressed (Castree, 2010; Folke et al., 2007; Plummer and 

Armitage, 2010). This provides a more coherent representation of those involved in shaping, 

regulating, using and repairing ecosystems. A number of models for shaping this increased 

number of formal and non-formal institutions involved in the management of ecosystems 

have been promoted, particularly emphasising the enhanced role of communities in decision-

making. These, along with their defining features are presented in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1 Definitions of models promoting the interaction of formal and non-formal institutions 

Model Definition Author(s) 

Partnership “partnership is a dynamic relationship among diverse actors, 
based on mutually agreed objectives, pursued through a shared 
understanding of the most rational division of labour based on the 
respective comparative advantages of each partner.” 
“Partnership is distinguished from other situations involving 
multiple organisations (contracting, extension and co-option) as 
demonstrating mutuality and high organisational identity”  

Brinkerhoff, 2002:21 
 
 
 
Plummer and 
FitzGibbon, 2004:64 

Collaborative 
governance 

“Multiple parties exploring a shared interest are at the heart of 
collaboration. Collaboration involves the pooling of resources 
(appreciations) by multiple stakeholders to solve problems... 
collaboration emphasises the process or interaction among actors” 
“nonhierarchical mode of governing...in which different 
stakeholders, e.g., government bodies, companies, interest groups, 
and individuals, collaborate in the formulation and 
implementation of public policy” 
“public and private stakeholders together in collective forums with 
public agencies to engage in consensus-oriented decision 
making.” 

Plummer and 
FitzGibbon,  
2004:64-65 
 
Pahl-Wostl et al., 
2007:2 
 
Ansell and Gash, 
2007:543 

Co-management “sharing rights and responsibilities between state and local users” 
 
“agents of government and resource users, while information and 
learning processes flow between them” 

Plummer and 
FitzGibbon, 2004:65 
Adger et al., 2005:4 

Community-based 
natural resource 
management 

“engages groups of citizens in collective action towards sustainable 
conservation and natural resource management within and across 
various tenure regimes.” 

Brunkhorst, 2010:16  

Networked 
governance 

“social coordination and collective action are pursued through 
processes of non-hierarchical interaction within multilevel 
networks of public, private and civil society” 

Ferreyra et al., 
2008:305 

 

While these models all promote the sharing of power (to varying degrees) between a range of 

formal and non-formal institutions at multiple scales, a networked governance framework 

will be used in this thesis, as this framing is most open to a variety of relationships between 

different institutions. Networks link together interdependent institutions through a set of 

non-hierarchical relationships (Ferreyra et al., 2008; see Figure 3.1). Such networks, while 

relatively stable, are not static or homogenous, are able to be shaped by different ideas and 

practices, and evolve to adapt to different political, biophysical and social conditions through 

time (Lemos and Oliveira, 2004). Polycentric networks link different institutions together 

from a multiplicity of scales, providing several centres of power as opposed to one centre of 
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control (Folke et al., 2005; Huitema et al., 2009). Bulkeley (2005) states that this process of 

developing networks does not only include the ‘traditional’ institutions, but: 

Networks are formed through processes of scaling and rescaling 

environmental governance and are instrumental in such endeavours, while 

also creating new networked arenas through which governing takes place 

(pg. 898). 

Viewing governance through this network frame allows an opening up of governance spaces 

for environmental management into hybrid state and non-state space (Bulkeley, 2005). Rose 

(1999) extends the characterisation of such spaces, referring to governable spaces, comprising 

of conceptions of space that “make new kinds of experience possible, produce new modes of 

perception, invest precepts with affects, with dangers and opportunities, with saliences and 

attractions” (Rose, 1999: 32).  

Scholars have begun to unpack the importance of ‘social’ and ‘shadow’ networks in opening 

up governance spaces from state space into a hybrid state and non-state space. Social 

networks are those networks which develop within and between non-formal institutions that 

have a stake or are affected by the resource in question. Social networks have been shown to 

offer the mobilisation of otherwise untapped resources and local knowledge, and aid in 

effective enforcement of rules (Bodin and Crona, 2009; Bulkeley, 2005). Bodin and Crona 

(2009) warn that while there is great potential recognised in social networks to support 

governance, these networks greatly vary in their size and strength, therefore they cannot 

automatically be relied upon to deliver the above benefits. ‘Shadow’ networks are informal 

networks which work behind the more formal networks, and help to facilitate the flow of 

information, identify knowledge gaps, create nodes of expertise, and often innovative ideas 

flourish through these networks (Olsson et al., 2006). Hence, social and shadow networks 

emphasise the depth and breadth of networks to support governance frameworks which span 

state and non-state space, and aid to deconstruct traditional hierarchies.  
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Figure 3.1 Representation of networked governance. The circles represent different sectors of the society 
involved in the management and use of natural resources, using the example of agro-environmental policy 

in Ontario, Canada. The dots represent individuals or groups within these institutions, and the lines joining 
the dots represent relational ties between these individuals and groups (adapted from Bodin and Crona, 

2009:367). 

 

Governance networks are fluid and dynamic. The range of institutions involved in networks 

will change over time, as particular institutions may not be able to participate for a period of 

time, or as new relationships are forged incorporating new institutions into the network 

(Bodin and Crona, 2009). These authors go on to point out that what is transferred through 

networks is also prone to change over time (e.g., networks may be established to disseminate 

information regarding the use of a particular resource, but evolve to address deeper social 

issues). Hillman and Howitt (2008) and Pahl-Wostl et al. (2007) warn that while a fluid 

approach needs to be fostered, continuity is also required, so that all institutions understand 

when change is taking place, and all those involved remain ‘on the same page’.      
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When governance is opened to a range of institutions, traditional power relations are 

disturbed. While traditionally power was vested primarily with the state, the inclusion of non-

state institutions diffuses this power. Adger et al.  (2005) suggest there is a political economy 

to the development of cross-scalar linkages. They suggest only those institutions who will 

receive benefits from being involved will participate. Alternatively, if the costs of not being 

involved are too high, institutions will also be forced to participate. This, therefore, will self-

select which institutions are involved, and those which are excluded. Once interactions are 

taking place, there are also opportunities for asymmetrical power relations to emerge, as some 

actors can reinforce their power (e.g., a regulator mobilising information and resources to 

reinforce their authority, disempowering local resource users) which can erode trust between 

actors (Saravanan et al., 2009).    

 

3.3.3 Adaptive governance 

Extending upon the theme of fluid and dynamic networks, an emerging literature is 

examining the role of governance upon practices of adaptive management (e.g., the work of 

the ‘Resilience Alliance’). Galaz et al. (2008) presented a review of environmental governance 

through a ‘resilience lens’, analysing the capacity of governance to deal with environmental 

change and dynamic social systems. Such notions have been termed ‘adaptive capacity’, which 

refers to the resources (financial, technical, institutional, political) and the structures and 

processes through which these resources are employed (Plummer and Armitage, 2010). 

Notions of adaptive governance therefore seek to develop this adaptive capacity; as 

recognised by Hillman and Howitt (2008), governance frameworks to support these notions: 

…will not be those that rely mainly on narrow discipline-bound knowledge, 

government sanctions and state power, but rather those that build on the 

repositories of knowledge accumulated from research and practical 

experience whilst responding and adapting to changing social, 
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environmental and economic characteristics. Such capacity requires both 

change and continuity (pg. 64). 

Various themes have emerged from the literature as promoting governance capacity to 

support adaptive management practices. These involve fostering fluid governance 

frameworks and supporting networks, innovative methods of knowledge sharing, and the 

development of community capacity.  

Traditional hierarchical approaches tend to ‘lock in’ management practices, favouring control 

of ecosystem practices, promoting unsustainable trajectories (Harich, 2010; Holling and 

Meffe, 1996). A fundamental flaw in the efforts of governance to protect biophysical systems 

has been the failure to recognise the interconnectedness of socio-ecological systems, and take 

into account their dynamic nature. Galaz et al. (2008) cite the experience of the Goulburn 

Broken Catchment in Australia as an example of this omission. Here, decreased socio-

ecological resilience has emerged, as ecologically uninformed, crisis-induced policy making 

has dominated the governing of the catchment. The ‘polycentric’ structures identified above 

nurture diversity, from which creative responses in the face of uncertainty are facilitated 

(Fabricius et al., 2007; Folke et al., 2005; Plummer and Armitage, 2010). This also creates an 

‘institutionally rich’ space for governance to be performed, encouraging innovation and 

experimentation. Under this situation, formal institutions legislate to enable a self-

organisation process, and create spaces for collaborative learning (McGinnis, 2000).  

A key function of networks to support adaptive governance is the exchange and creation of 

knowledge about the system in question (Plummer and Armitage, 2010). While eco-feminist 

critiques suggest environmental governance has become largely science-driven and expert-

oriented, there is a growing recognition that diversification of knowledge can be supported by 

innovative approaches to the governance of science (Bäckstrand, 2004). Such approaches 

have emerged through democratic approaches to science, recognising the expertise of citizens 

(Bäckstrand, 2004). This extends learning beyond detecting change and developing adaptive 

capacity of the ecosystem in question towards processes underlying the functioning of social 
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systems, the role of key players and policies in shaping adaptive capacity of social systems, 

and the role of local institutions in supporting socio-ecological capacity (Fabricius et al., 

2007). Such learning has potential transformative power (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007), as learning 

can go beyond ‘single-loop’ (where management strategies and approaches are modified) 

towards ‘double-loop’ (working towards resolving conflict over fundamental norms and 

values, and promoting change in the face of uncertainty) (Argyris and Schön 1978). However, 

networks need to be forged upon principles of reciprocity and exchange and trust to act 

collectively (Pahl-Wostel et al., 2007; Plummer and Armitage, 2010).    

The role of communities has been underlined as a central component of adaptive governance 

(Fabricius et al., 2007; Folke et al., 2005). As identified above, communities hold valuable 

knowledge pertaining to ecosystems which they live within, but they also provide experience, 

institutions and organisational capabilities in adjusting to biophysical and political change 

(Folke et al., 2005). Communities are affected by policy and economic processes beyond their 

control, therefore, they often have developed networks, both horizontal and vertical, with 

elites to be able to adapt through these changes (Folke et al., 2005). In addition to sharing 

knowledge, processes of social learning through the involvement in governance frameworks 

can aid in the development of these capabilities (Hahn et al., 2006; Pahl Wostl et al., 2007; 

Petts, 2007). If such capacities are developed, uncertainty and ecosystem change can be 

embraced through an ability to deal with conflict and difficult trade-offs, transformation of 

unsustainable management practices and behaviours, assertion of rules and norms, and the 

development of innovative coping strategies (Fabricius et al., 2007).  

 

3.3.4 Imagining, challenging and producing environmental futures 

Finally, notions of environmental governance allow intellectual space to understand how 

nature-society relations are able to imagine, challenge and produce (through performing) 

environmental futures. This provides a conceptual tool to (re)imagine institutional 
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configurations, and to understand constraining and enabling features as attempts are made 

towards achieving processes and outcomes of sustainable river management.  

As resonated throughout each of the above themes, notions of networks open up the potential 

to (re)imagine new governance frameworks. The rethinking of traditional boundaries opens 

up governance space for novel frameworks (Plummer and Armitage, 2007). This provides 

existing networks with space to expand and new networks to be forged to take advantage of 

new spaces in which innovation can take place (Allan and Wilson, 2009). Such new spaces 

and configurations allow for the imagination of new possibilities for what can be achieved for 

a given ecosystem, as Olsson et al. (2006) stated from experience of the Everglades restoration 

initiative: “members of these networks were able to suspend extant beliefs, question 

perceptions, and contrast possible futures to allow for the exploration of new and novel 

system configurations” (pg. 4).   

Scholars have contended that these spaces are not fully open, and can be still challenged by a 

number of processes. Reformative environmental management practices in Australia have 

been gradually re-moulded and ‘nipped’ to conform to traditional structures to fit within 

their funding and institutional culture (Allan and Wilson, 2009). Issues with decentralised 

arrangements for water management in Canada have been identified, primarily due to a lack 

of a coordinating mechanism; therefore, governance often lacks a clear focus leading to poor 

water management outcomes (Bakker and Cook, 2011). While it is important to recognise an 

‘imagination space’, in practice, the institutional landscape does place bounds upon this 

space; therefore, new ideas can be challenged.   

Governance can also be examined for the work it does in producing environmental futures. 

There has been a small amount of work undertaken which examines how environmental 

governance is a performance (Lavau, 2011). This takes the view that nature is not just fixed 

and discoverable; rather, it is emergent and enacted into being through socio-material 

practices. Lavau extends this analysis to the performative work of governance, as it sets 

practices which not only govern ecosystems, but is also generative of objects and their 
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relations. This encourages analysis of governance frameworks to acknowledge the emergence 

of practices which lead to the development of particular governance frameworks at a given 

site.  

 

3.4 Governance of river systems 

There has been considerable commentary suggesting how relationships between institutions 

may be more effectively forged within governance frameworks to support efforts of 

sustainable river management. This section provides a critique of the ideas raised above, 

namely, scale, coherence, adaptive governance and imagining, challenging and producing 

environmental futures. Issues outlined here draw from the literature pertaining specifically to 

the governance of river systems.  

 

3.4.1 Scale and nature-society coherence 

A key component of the literature on river governance has surrounded the suitability of the 

catchment as an organisational scale. While calls from within the biophysical literature 

emphasise concerns for any governance framework to be fundamentally based around the 

‘catchment’ (see Section 2.4.1), these have been challenged from within the social sciences 

literature. The definition of the boundaries of a ‘catchment’ has been deemed a social 

construction, with even biophysical processes such as groundwater flow and the nested 

character of catchments diffuse catchment boundaries defined by surface topography 

(Blomquist and Schlager, 2005; Molle, 2009). Molle (2009) states that constructions of the 

‘catchment’ have been mobilised to support a plethora of diverse imaginaries, from utopian 

ideas of the 19th Century, through to catchment-wide control of flow in the mid-20th Century, 

through to contemporary ecosystem-management ideals. Cohen and Davidson (2011) 

provide a definition of a ‘catchment’ which moves beyond pure hydrological boundaries, 

drawing upon Québec’s 2009 Act to Affirm the Collective Nature of Water Resources and 

Provide for Increased Water Protection, which extends the definition of a ‘catchment’ to 
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hydrological parameters and the territorial limits of Québec, administrative regions or 

municipalities; population density; historical cooperation between stakeholders; and social, 

economic and environmental, homogeneity of development activities. This recognises socio-

economic and political processes which shape governance alongside biophysical processes. 

However, a biophysical catchment focus persists as efforts are likely to fail if fundamental 

catchment processes are ignored (e.g., Brierley et al., 2006; Section 2.4.3). The fundamental 

interconnectedness within catchments was emphasised by Falkenmark et al. (2004): 

[A catchment-framed approach is] essential for securing a proper overview 

of all the activities that depend on the same resource—the precipitation over 

the basin—and which are internally linked by the mobility of water from 

the water divide to the river mouth (pg. 297). 

In this way, scale and coherence are particularly interlinked within the domain of river 

management as there is an explicit focus upon governance frameworks which support 

biophysical processes while recognising how these processes interplay within broader political 

and socio-economic contexts.   

This framing and re-framing of catchment logic echoes Rose’s (1999) unpacking of 

‘governable spaces’. Rose recognises that governable spaces are shaped by a range of varying 

discourses. In the context of river management, governable space is subjected to biophysical 

discourses of the primacy of the catchment, a geographically defined space (Section 2.4.1; 

Lane et al., 2008). In contrast, Rose (1999) argues that communities do not operate within 

geographical spaces, rather social, sociological or service spaces. He argues that this is a space 

of “emotional relationships through which individual identities are constructed through their 

bonds to micro-cultures of values and meanings” (Rose, 1999:172). Governance spaces for 

sustainable river management therefore must navigate diverse constructions of space.  

Brunkhorst (2002) suggests that new institutions are not necessarily required to govern 

management at a catchment scale, as relationships can be forged between existing institutions 

to develop a catchment-scale framework. Watson et al. (2007) used the analogy of a “simple 



Governance for sustainable river management 

58 
 

jigsaw puzzle with just a few large pieces, requiring nothing more than competent hand-eye 

coordination to complete” (pg. 297) to describe the typical view from which the coordination 

between institutions has been analysed. However, due to the inherent complexity and 

uncertainty in river systems (see Section 2.4.2), a much higher and deeper level of 

engagement is required between institutions. The jig-saw puzzle thus becomes “a very large 

number of pieces that change in size, shape and pattern over time, often very slowly but 

occasionally in an instant without prior warning” (Watson et al., 2007:297). 

Development of these cross-scalar linkages has been the focus of much criticism and debate 

in the literature. Brunkhorst and Reeve (2006) state that there is increasing awareness that 

catchment scale governance initiatives have had limited success in integrating management 

for sustainable outcomes. Multiple reviews have begun to unravel the key causes of the 

perceived gap between theoretical advances and on-the-ground action. These include the 

inability to forge meaningful relationships between institutions, due to lack of ability to solve 

conflict (e.g., McDonald et al., 2004); lack of a common language rendering communication 

between actors and institutions (scientists, policy-makers, communities) difficult (e.g., Benda 

et al., 2002); local scale issues becoming lost at the catchment scale within large catchments 

(Blomquist and Schlager, 2005); lack of trust and suspicion perceived by some actors (e.g., 

Warner, 2006); the playing out of power relations (Molle, 2007), not necessarily related to the 

structure of governance itself (Warner, 2006). This leads to issues of mis-representation, with 

some actors being privileged in decision-making processes compared with others (for 

example, in the United States, farmers who are more heavily dependent upon resource use are 

typically over-represented (O’Neill, 2005)); while others feel neglected, and may leave the 

process, and even attempt to work against it (Margerum, 1999). 

Other concerns which have been raised throughout the literature include the inability of non-

formal institutions, particularly within communities, to possess the skills and monetary 

resources to participate meaningfully in the decision-making arena (e.g., Margerum, 1999). 

There have been many instances reported where certain groups are no longer able to 

participate due to their heavy reliance upon volunteers, which over time cannot be sustained 
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as individuals can be overloaded and consequently become ‘burnt-out’ (Byron and Curtis, 

2002). The lack of central governing bodies has also been identified as an issue in some 

regions, where community-generated initiatives are not matched with government laws and 

policies that are conducive to integration (Cohen and Davidson, 2011; Margerum, 1999). In 

other cases, government institutions have retained power of decision-making processes and 

knowledge generation, with community groups not being empowered through the process 

(Norman and Bakker, 2010; Warner, 2007). There is also concern that:  

...although not strictly science led, such schemes are not really society led 

either, precisely because they neglect or even exacerbate the socio-political 

issues in play. They may merely be political vehicles dressed up in 

environmental clothes, as safer bets for urban regeneration funding and 

partnership building. In this way, river restoration may support rather than 

challenge current forms of urban governance (Eden and Tunstall, 

2006:676). 

Alongside this literature, there has been considerable commentary suggesting how 

relationships between institutions may be more effectively forged within a catchment 

framework. Moss (2004) has explored the experience in Germany of developing and 

implementing catchment-scale management plans, as required by the European Union Water 

Framework Directive (WFD). As in many situations around the world, current water 

management in Germany is split between federal, state and municipal governments, and is 

not aligned at a catchment scale (with the exception of a few minor cases). Traditional 

governance has also relied heavily upon top-down regulatory approaches. In implementing 

the WFD, state environment ministers agreed that there would be no structural changes to 

the institutions which currently govern water resources. ‘Cooperation agreements’ between 

water authorities have been developed to focus management activities to the catchment scale. 

As a result, existing institutions are now heavily reliant upon non-formal cooperation 

exchanges. Institutions have adopted and fostered intensive horizontal linkages, as well as 

facilitating co-ordination with new vertical linkages to meet the goals set out by the WFD. 
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Moss suggests that it is not appropriate to analyse governance at the catchment scale with a 

‘fit’ or ‘non-fit’ binary; rather, “understanding such processes in terms of framing and re-

framing logics of action would appear to be a more fruitful way of analysing the prospects for 

the emergence and durability of certain forms of governance” (Moss, 2004:93). 

Literature on river governance has focused upon the implementation of ‘top-down’ and 

‘bottom-up’ governance frameworks. As stated at the outset of this chapter, top-down 

frameworks have been the traditional backbone of river governance, supporting the theory 

and practice of the command-and-control paradigm (Carr, 2002; Hillman and Brierley, 

2005). These frameworks are founded upon state regulation of river systems, with detailed 

policies and plans, guided by ‘expert’ scientific and technological advice guiding decisions 

and subsequent actions (John, 2006). Top-down approaches, while providing an overall 

strategy for a given catchment, privilege ‘expert’ knowledge and lack concern for the values 

communities within the catchment hold (which may be contested themselves), and 

consequently delivery mechanisms on-the-ground are compromised (Carr, 2002; Hillman 

and Brierley, 2005). 

Bottom-up frameworks emerged in response to the growing recognition of the limitations of 

top-down frameworks, alongside growing awareness of the social context within which river 

management sits (see Section 2.4.3; Allan et al., 2008; Eden and Tunstall, 2006; Golet et al., 

2006; Higgs, 2005; McDonald et al., 2004). Bottom-up approaches involve incorporation of 

local-scale institutions as active participants in governing (Carr, 2002; John, 2006). This offers 

the benefits of participation highlighted in Section 2.4.3, as local capacities, capabilities and 

knowledge are re-valued. However, as Smith (2008) warns, “the bottom-up participatory 

approach should [not] be simplistically romanticised and remain unquestioned and un-

problematically considered as a panacea in environmental and water management” (pg. 363-

364). A number of critiques of this approach have emerged. Bottom-up initiatives cannot be 

simply ‘scaled up’ to the catchment, as questions surrounding equity, structure and regulation 

arise (Ewing, 1999; Lovell et al., 2002). There is also concern that these approaches can lead to 

‘duplication in effort’, as many local-level initiatives undertake activities within the same 
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catchment, without interaction with one another (Hillman and Brierley, 2005). In many 

instances, communities need to develop capacity before they can begin to make meaningful 

contributions to management (Gregory and Brierley, 2010; Hillman and Brierley, 2005). Reed 

(2008) and Smith (2008) recognise that these critiques of bottom-up approaches should not 

serve to negate the concept, rather should inform its further development. 

Strengths of both bottom-up and top-down frameworks have been identified in the literature 

(Table 3.2); however, a key issue remains with both approaches of their focus upon limited 

scales, and their inability to incorporate polycentric networks (Berkes, 2007; Lane and 

McDonald, 2005). In recognition that sustainable river management processes and outcomes 

span multiple scales, there has been ambiguity over how to reconcile local level, participatory, 

bottom-up approaches with international- and national-led top-down approaches to forge 

multi-scalar frameworks (Adger et al., 2003). ‘Middle ground’ approaches link together 

community-based aspirations within catchment scale projects, while simultaneously linking 

with top down policy (Hillman and Brierley, 2005; Lovell et al., 2002; see Table 3.2). This 

framework draws together decision-makers, stakeholders and the scientific community in 

dialogue (Falkenmark et al., 2004; Rogers, 2006). Table 3.2 provides an outline of the 

procedures and practices, and their potential and limiting factors of top-down, bottom-up 

and middle ground frameworks. Governance frameworks underlying such a management 

structure need to be comprised of multi-scalar networks which allow the linking and co-

ordination of policy driven from government bodies (at multiple scales), with community-

driven aspirations (Cohen and Davidson, 2010; Curtis and Lockwood, 2000; Epanchin-Niell 

et al., 2010).  
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Table 3.2 Procedures and practices of top-down, bottom-up and middle ground models of governance for 
river management, and their potential and limiting factors (adapted from Gregory et al., 2011; based on 

Carr, 2002; Brierley and Fryirs, 2005; Smith, 2008). 

 Top-down Bottom-up Middle ground 
Procedures/practice: Solutions to specific 

problems by national 
governments; 
reductionist approach 
to problem solving; 
privileging of ‘expert’ 
knowledge 
 

Locally informed 
solutions to local issues 

Intersection of formal 
government and local interests 
at ecologically meaningful 
scales 

Potential for practices 
which promote: 

Awareness of broader 
forces acting upon local 
practice; efficient use of 
resources 

Awareness of local 
processes; local 
ownership of problems 

Integrating benefits of top 
down and bottom up, 
networking between state and 
local communities providing 
flexibility and responsiveness; 
proactive, integrated solutions 
to issues 
 

Limiting factors: Lack of awareness of 
local conditions; 
emphasis on nationally 
significant areas; short 
term actions within 
political cycles; siloed 
departmental structures; 
reductionist framing of 
issues and prospective 
solutions, with typically 
pure biophysical focus 
 

Duplication of effort and 
inefficient resource use; 
inability to see broader 
ecosystem picture; 
inability to adapt to 
changing conditions; 
perception that lacks 
expertise to manage river 
systems 

Potential for no one to own 
issues; organisations could be 
‘stuck in the middle’ 

 

Insight is emerging as to the key attributes which enable such middle ground governance 

frameworks to form. Many authors have recognised the enabling role of government 

institutions. They suggest that governments need to provide a stable, supportive and enabling 

environment; allow devolution of control to lower levels of organisation, with associated 

capacity-building opportunities and the provision of technical support; ensure independent 

monitoring is carried out; and provide assistance to disadvantaged areas (Bonnell and 

Koontz, 2007; Genskow, 2009; Lovell et al., 2002). Bonnell and Koontz (2007) recognise that 

networks forged under a middle ground framework need the capacity to overcome 

organisational challenges which are central to sustaining the network. This can be aided by 
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support from existing formal institutions which decrease vulnerability. Experience 

throughout Wisconsin in the USA has shown that groups will thrive when government 

agencies are involved, acting to catalyse and support relationships (Genskow, 2009). Arnaud-

Fassetta et al. (2009) recognise the importance of developing networks which also extend to 

within the scientific community under middle ground frameworks. Leadership within the 

group has also shown to provide clarity in direction (Carr, 2002). A clearly defined purpose 

and direction can aid in engendering longevity in groups. This is often provided through the 

development of a vision statement. The development of the vision statement works to bring 

different institutions together and refine a shared purpose (Gregory and Brierley, 2008; 

Hillman and Brierley, 2005). Without such a defined purpose, institutions within the 

framework can become disillusioned (Carr, 2002). 

Medd and Marvin (2008) introduced the concept of ‘fluid space’ to the water governance 

arena; however, their concepts can be translated to the governance of river systems. ‘Fluid 

space’ is defined by a lack of clear boundaries (recognising boundaries can take on a 

multiplicity of forms), where relations are complex and mixed, and adaptability is a central 

tenet. These authors argue that it offers a “way of understanding how the very specific 

contexts of local practices and technology introduction are enabled and reconnected into the 

water networks and the emergence of the regional water spaces” (Medd and Marvin, 

2008:296). Through this concept, four key ideas are generated: that no particular structure to 

relations is privileged; these relations need to change incrementally, not all at once; that no 

particular object boundary is privileged, where intermediary work spans different forms of 

regional spaces and scales of action; and finally, while no boundaries do exist, mobile 

boundaries can provide limits to the extent of work carried out, to prevent exhaustion of 

resources and limitation of effectiveness of work. ‘Intermediaries’ play a central role in 

developing fluidity by constructing sustainable practices and applying them in different 

contexts. They do not merely scale down top-down policy, or integrate bottom-up initiatives, 

rather “the work of intermediaries across different scales of practice involves a complex array 
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of negotiation, (re)representation, and translation of what ‘sustainable water management’ 

becomes in relation to different contexts” (pg. 296).  

 

3.4.2 Adaptive governance of river systems 

The emerging literature examining the experience of adaptive governance for river 

management (e.g., Allan et al., 2008; Folke, 2003; Rogers et al., 2000) point to concern that 

notions of adaptiveness have been framed largely as a technical endeavour, with socio-

economic and political contexts being ignored. Allan et al. (2008) suggest from experience in 

Australia and the USA that formal institutions are highly risk-adverse and bound by statutory 

prescriptions which limit experimentation. As technical and non-technical actors have been 

separated into ‘researchers’ and ‘implementers’, networks supporting management constrain 

its adaptive capacity. It has also been identified that there is a huge diversity between 

institutions as to how they perceive adaptiveness (Dewulf et al., 2007). To overcome these 

limitations, creating spaces of learning, such as interactive workshops, enable a connection 

and dissemination of different understandings, allowing joint learning and collaborative 

knowledge construction (Dewulf et al., 2007). Allan et al. (2008) and Rogers et al. (2000) 

suggest that a commitment to more ‘hands on’ learning by all members of the network in goal 

setting, monitoring and evaluation, to avoid segregation of these processes, and encourage 

learning.  

Underlying adaptive governance is an assumption that networks are able to be maintained 

through time, so learning can then be applied, and management applications are not just a 

series of ‘one-off’ experiments, with no learning feedback (Collins et al., 2007). Insight as to 

how networked governance frameworks can be sustained over time was provided by Lemos 

and Oliveira (2004), who suggest that garnering support of influential actors both inside and 

outside formal government institutions and the ability of the network to diffuse opposition 

are key attributes. Imperial (2005) also highlights that significant resources (monetary and 

expertise) are required to not only develop, but also maintain networks.  
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3.4.3 Imagining, challenging and performing river futures 

There is a small, yet emerging literature exploring notions of imagining, challenging and 

producing ‘river futures’ (Brierley and Fryirs, 2008). Notions of imagining have largely 

developed around the concept of the development and implementation of vision statements. 

Such a process allows various institutions to collectively explore the possibilities for the future 

of a given catchment, in biophysical, social, economic and cultural terms (Golet et al., 2006; 

Ryder et al., 2008). This process drives multiple institutions to think and act in different ways, 

thereby challenging traditional goals for river management, and even the governance 

frameworks fashioning how various institutions work together (O’Brien and Meadows, 2007). 

Despite the recognition that vision statements are an important tool within river 

management (Hobbs, 2003; Palmer et al., 2005; van der Helm, 2009), there have been few 

appraisals and critiques undertaken of the process and implementation of visions (Davies et 

al, 2012; Gregory and Brierley, 2010).   

While it was identified in Section 3.3.4 that external institutions can challenge innovative 

governance frameworks, a small literature has examined the potential of innovative 

frameworks to overcome these challenges, and as such, challenge the status quo. Alternative 

narratives to the crisis driven mentality are emerging through a number of threads, which 

may be mobilised by governance frameworks. Weber et al. (2011) re-frame contestation over 

the Selwyn catchment in New Zealand from a ‘scientific impasse’ to a ‘social impasse’. In 

doing so within a highly adversarial context, they recognise the need for a transition from 

reliance upon an expert-driven, linear ‘scientific model’ leading decisions, towards ‘civic 

science’, which addresses underlying causes, not symptoms of the impasse. In a differing 

mode of contestation, Wolch (2007) highlights the role of counter-culture movements in 

challenging the dominant views of the Los Angeles River.  These highlight strategies which 

may be employed by governance frameworks for sustainable river management to overcome 

challenges to innovation, thereby challenging river futures.  

Wolch (2007) details such counter-culture movements as injecting hope into river narratives. 

She suggests that dominant discourses position rivers as landscapes of fear and disrepair. 
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Harvey (2000) warns that discourses of “humanity on a collision course with the natural 

world” (pg. 216) are not useful, as they reinforce humans as outside of nature, point towards a 

‘flash’ point of catastrophe which in reality is shrouded with uncertainty, and serve to 

legitimise all manner of actions irrespective of social or political consequences. He asserts that 

“the challenge is, therefore, to work out a language for dialectical utopianism that is 

materially grounded in social and ecological conditions but which nevertheless emphasises 

possibilities and alternatives for human action through the will to create” (Harvey, 2000:231). 

Therefore, the mobilisation of more hopeful narratives through governance frameworks is 

vital in shaping improved environmental futures. 

Lastly, Lavau (2011) reflects upon the ability of river management initiatives to perform river 

futures. Alternative governance frameworks enact differing conceptions of what ‘sustainable 

river management’ embodies in differing contexts, and may, as Lavau discerned, perform 

multiple narratives of sustainable river management simultaneously. This places importance 

upon giving attention to the narratives which are performed through governance 

frameworks, and the practices which they then give rise to.   

 

3.5 Conclusion 

At the outset of this chapter, the governance problematic emerging from the literature 

pertaining to sustainable river management was outlined. These ideas challenge traditional 

top-down governance frameworks for river management, highlighting the need for 

governance to be explored to understand its potential in enabling sustainable river 

management. Emerging from the environmental governance literature are four major themes 

which human and environmental geographers have employed as analytical frames. Through 

analysis of the environmental governance literature, these frames offer support for the key 

elements emerging from the sustainable river management literature. These ideas have been 

critiqued using an emerging river governance literature. Arising from this critique, there is an 

identified gap which examines the coherency and scale relationships of networked 
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governance frameworks to enable sustainable river management, and exploring how these 

governance frameworks produce, and are produced by notions of adaptive governance and 

visioning processes. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 will examine the experience of three institutional 

interventions in an attempt to interrogate these ideas. Chapter 4 explains the methodological 

underpinnings and methods used for this analysis. 
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4. Exploring institutional interventions 
 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Methodological approach 

The purpose of this research is to explore governance frameworks which have enabled the 

emergence of sustainable river management initiatives. To achieve this, I will explore historical 

and contemporary relationships between formal and non-formal institutions, factors which have 

impacted these relationships, and how these relationships fashion practices of sustainable river 

management. As reflected by Bulkeley et al. (2007), methodological approaches concerning 

environmental governance have lacked engagement with processes through which governing 

occurs, and how these processes relate to policies and practices. These authors suggest a 

methodological framework “which can capture the dynamic and multiple nature of governing, 

attending to its forms and processes, and the ways in which policy and everyday practice are 

structured, mediated, and evolve” (pg. 2734). This poses a challenge for researchers to embrace a 
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methodological framework which recognises dynamism, diversity of governing approaches and 

an understanding of how practices are fashioned by, and in turn, fashion policies. The 

methodological approach used within this research was developed to allow a nuanced 

understanding of how governance frameworks fashion sustainable river management practices, 

drawing upon research design principles used by human geographers as outlined below.  

 

4.1.1 Qualitative methodologies 

Traditionally, qualitative approaches within geography have had strong association limited to 

cultural, social and feminist geographies, for the purpose of giving voice to the traditionally 

marginalised and silenced (Crang, 2002). However, there is increasing attention being paid to 

extending such methodologies across other areas of geography, and expanding focus to include 

elites to inform understandings of the world (Crang, 2002). Qualitative methods have become the 

most commonly used approach to inform research frameworks within fields such as natural 

resources management and environmental governance (e.g., Ali-Khan and Mulvihill, 2008; 

Tippett et al., 2007). This is particularly important with the increasing recognition of the 

complexity of natural resource management; therefore, research approaches which strive to elicit 

the depth and complexity of perspectives are gaining support (Davenport, 2003). Merriam (2009) 

summarised four key elements of interpretive qualitative methodological approaches commonly 

recognised in the literature. First, unlike quantitative processes, the researcher is the primary 

instrument of data collection and analysis. Secondly, there is an explicit focus upon process, 

understanding, and deriving meaning from phenomena. Thirdly, qualitative research is inductive 

rather than deductive, and fourthly, research outputs are rich with description. These final three 

elements in particular support the methodological framework proposed by Bulkeley et al. (2007) 

above, while the first raises a deeper consideration of the role of the ‘researcher’ in the research 

process, which will be explored in the following section. Table 4.1 outlines ontological, 
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epistemological and methodological questions arising from an interpretive methodological 

framework. 

Table 4.1 Ontological, epistemological and methodological questions arising from an interpretive 
methodological framework (adapted from Davenport, 2004:32). 

 

The focus upon inductive reasoning is particularly attractive to the research question. Through 

this thesis, I am not looking for the production of knowledge to confirm a given theory; rather, I 

am trying to understand processes of emergence. Lawson (1995) suggests that inductive 

approaches avoid top-down setting of research priorities, which can obstruct the elicitation of 

knowledge not traditionally produced from the academy. There have also been calls in the 

literature to look beyond dominant discourses, creating spaces where existing discourses are 

displaced and consequently replaced through the creation of new ones (e.g., Gibson-Graham, 

Question Positivist assumptions Interpretive 
assumptions 

Implications for this study 

Ontological: What is 
the nature of 
reality? 

One reality Multiple realities There are multiple ways in which 
governance frameworks to support 
sustainable river management are 
constituted. 

Epistemological: 
What is the role of 
the researcher? 

Researcher should 
remain independent 
from study, ensuring 
objectivity 

Researcher’s role is 
explicitly not 
independent, recognising 
that no research is 
impartial 

The researcher is open to ideas put 
forward by participants and 
contained within documents to 
generate depth of the 
understandings, values and practices. 
The researcher also recognises they 
are positioned within the research, 
and their situatedness will carry 
particular subjectivities and lead to 
particular performances throughout 
the research process. 

Methodological: 
What is the process 
of research? 

Deductive and context-
free process, with an 
attempt to verify, 
explain and predict 

Inductive and context-
laden process, with an 
attempt to explore, 
describe or effect change 

This research is inherently inductive, 
seeking to explore governance 
frameworks to understand processes 
of emergence. Particular attention 
will be paid to specific context within 
which framework lies and is 
developed. Temporal context is also 
examined through this exploration.  
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2004). Building a methodological framework with ideas provided by Bulkeley et al. (2007) as a 

platform, this approach has the potential to capture the dynamic and multiple forms governing 

can take through time. This allows seeing and acknowledging practices and processes which are 

less visible and what is impelling or resisting transitions toward middle ground governance 

frameworks. 

 

4.1.2 Situated knowledge 

[A]ll knowledge is situated in specific circumstances and that those 

circumstances shape it in some way. Since that argument applies to my own 

knowledges too, I knew I shouldn’t and couldn’t pretend to be an all-seeing and 

all-knowing researcher; I knew instead, from some of those same critiques, that 

I should situate myself and my interpretations of those interviews by reflexively 

examining my positionality... But I found this an extraordinarily difficult thing 

to do. Indeed, I think I found it impossible (Rose, 1997:305-306). 

Rose (1997) draws attention to the positionality of phenomena under study, challenging the 

researcher to think about the situatedness of knowledge generated. This is in alignment with the 

analytical framework proposed by Bulkeley et al. (2007), as focus is drawn to the specific suite of 

institutions, policies and practices which manifest differently within each place and through 

time. Therefore, there needs to be awareness that any processes in the emergence of middle 

ground governance frameworks, and the work which these frameworks perform in delivering 

sustainable river management, will be situated in space and time.  

Rose (1997) also draws upon the idea that the researcher is positioned in relation to the research. 

Haraway (1988) argued that dominant objective methodologies of scientific knowledge adopt the 

‘God Trick’, claiming a stance that provides the ability to see everything from nowhere. The 
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‘objectivity’ proposed by Haraway, and reflected in the quote from Rose above, suggests that 

knowledge instead should be situated through making the researcher accountable to their 

position. But as Rose suggests, this is a very difficult endeavour, as many encounters hold highly 

ambiguous power relations inherent within them, rendering full accounts impossible (Rose, 

1997).  Notwithstanding, it is possible to locate position in relation to research as much as 

possible, and highlight uncertainties as suggested by Mullings: 

...the dynamic way in which identities and their attendant power relations are 

created and transformed during... interviews, uncertainty will necessarily 

remain a residual in the evaluation and interpretation of information 

received... recognising and naming these uncertainties is an important step 

towards not only establishing rigor in the research process, but also to 

displacing the indomitable authority of the author (1999:337). 

In light of these insights, throughout the remainder of this chapter I have identified attributes of 

my position which I was aware of, and suggest any uncertainties.  

To begin the reflection of self, my journey into this thesis should be stated. My formal geography 

training began with a focus upon physical geography, in particular, fluvial geomorphology. While 

I did (and still do) enjoy ‘working’ standing in the middle of a river examining sediment, from 

my honours dissertation examining the geomorphic impact of land use change in West Auckland 

streams1, I began to wonder how these streams were viewed through a policy lens, or how 

(indeed, whether) the local people valued these streams. I was struck at their seemingly high 

quality for peri-urban streams, and I became keen to understand the political and social 

dimensions of management. This led me to the research topic of my Masters thesis, which 

examined the development of vision statements within river management initiatives2. This 

                                                       
1 For detail of this research, see: Gregory, C. et al. (2008).  
2 For detail of this research, see: Gregory (2007) and Gregory and Brierley (2010). 
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provided me with insight as to how values, knowledge and networks shape management goals 

and aspirations. The people I met within Waitakere City Council through this research were 

themselves inspiring, which in part, led me to extending my research to PhD level. I am aware 

that this background has shaped the development of this thesis, particularly within developing 

the aim. There is still the geomorphologist inside of me asking ‘why doesn’t everyone want 

geomorphically healthy rivers?’ I have had to open my mind to multiple perspectives throughout 

this thesis, and I hope that this has translated through my thinking and writing, while not 

completely letting go of my background.  

 

4.1.3 Case study or ‘institutional intervention’?  

The case study approach has represented the traditional mode of inquiry across geography (Rice, 

2003). The use of case studies allows complex, real life situations to be explored holistically 

within their context (Yin, 2003). Recent critiques pertaining to the use of case studies question 

their validity in exploring complex, emergent phenomena. First, use of the term ‘context’ tends to 

imply only the local scale, or the ‘scale of everyday life’ (Castree, 2005). However, contexts are 

necessarily multi-scalar, as Castree (2005) notes: “the local is not the only scale at which multiple 

enduring and contingent phenomena come together empirically” (pg. 542). Secondly, criticism 

has been directed toward the deductive approach commonly associated with the use of a case 

study. While a plethora of case study approaches have been identified (see Hardwick, 2009), this 

approach offers a clearly defined, heavily detailed account of a given phenomenon, often 

generated through the standard linear scientific framework of hypothesis testing, data collection, 

results, discussion and conclusion (e.g., Flyvbjerg, 2006; Rice, 2003). 

In response to these criticisms, an exploring ‘interventions’ approach will be employed, as 

opposed to a forthright case study. An intervention approach allows opening up and freedom to 

“reveal the conditions of possibility emerging from interactions” (Mitchell, 2009:94). This allows 
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recognition of the situated context which an institutional intervention occupies (Rose, 1997), 

providing openness to the conditions within which each intervention emerged and has developed 

over time, thereby being attentive to practice promoted by Bulkeley et al. (2007).  It allows an 

unravelling of the context within which initiatives have been able to emerge, given that each 

setting is going to be shaped by overarching power relations, historical influences and cultural 

factors (Ali-Khan and Mulvihill, 2008). 

Three interventions have been selected for this research. In recognising the limitations of 

transferability and generalisability, the use of three interventions allows for reflection upon the 

way in which experiences are diverse, and without attempting to ‘pigeon-hole’ experiences, 

overarching lessons may be carefully drawn. Current understanding suggests that each 

intervention should be a reflection of its unique context; however, there is little appreciation of 

the ways in which such uniqueness is represented in practice. Selection of three interventions 

allows a nuanced understanding of the implications of situatedness and notions of place to 

emerge.  

 

4.1.4 Intervention selection 

The focus of this research is to identify governance frameworks which have emerged to support 

notions of sustainable river management practice. Therefore, interventions which have been 

recognised for practices which are resonant with the elements of sustainable river management 

outlined in Chapter 2 were selected. The selection criteria used to select the three interventions 

are outlined in Table 4.2. International awards, such as the International RiverFoundation’s 

(IRF) annual ‘Theiss Riverprize’3 were used as an indicator of ‘best management practice’ 

                                                       
3 Awarding of the International Theiss Riverprize by the International RiverFoundation is based upon the 
demonstration of outcomes relating to whole of catchment aquatic ecosystem health, through programmes which 
include processes to ensure value for money and accountability, inclusiveness (engaging all relevant interest groups 
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identified by the international river management community. The IRF criteria resonate closely 

with the elements outlined in Chapter 2.  

 

Table 4.2 Criteria for selection of three interventions to be explored within this research 

Criteria for intervention selection 

• Sustainability focus is central to the initiative, seeking to integrate 
biophysical, social, cultural and economic values 

• Catchment-scale focus 
• The initiative has been active for at least five years, allowing adjustment 

to evolving social, biophysical and institutional contexts 
• There is an explicit attempt to mobilise community based action 
• Monitoring and evaluation is a key process within the initiative, allowing 

notions of adaptive management to be explored 
• Identified as ‘international best practice’ through international 

recognition of efforts, e.g., through the ‘Theiss Riverprize’ 
• Planning and evaluation documents are readily available for analysis 
• Willingness to partake in my research 

 

 

 

Consideration was given to the multiple definitions which could be derived to denote ‘success’. 

Numerous measures of governance and sustainable river management could be used to derive a 

degree of success. For example, Adger et al. (2003) developed criteria for assessing governance 

based upon a rubric of economic efficiency, environmental effectiveness, equity, and political 

legitimacy. Alternatively, Hooper (2006) devised 10 performance indicators to measure ability of 

catchment institutions to deliver integrated catchment management. Similarly, Kenward et al. 

(2011) developed an analytic framework with standardised scores for delivering ecosystem 

services, achieving sustainable use of natural resources, and conserving biodiversity, at both local 

and international scale. However, it was decided that there should be priority given to 

                                                                                                                                                                               
and genuine participation of all relevant levels of government, community and industry), innovation and progress 
towards sustainable outcomes (International River Foundation, 2012). 
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interventions which have been recognised to deliver elements of sustainable river management, 

as deductive analytical frameworks fail to capture diversity in approaches, potentially leading to 

mis-interpretation of interventions which may be theoretically sound, but inappropriate for a 

given place (Brierley et al., 2006). This would allow an appreciation of diversity in emergence of 

middle ground frameworks, and the ways in which each of the elements of sustainable river 

management are practiced and performed. These appraisals could also lead to a focus upon the 

effectiveness of the interventions in moves towards sustainability, which could cloud an emphasis 

upon the processes and practices which enable sustainable river management (Hillman, 2005). 

An explicit decision was made to only include interventions which have been identified as 

‘successful’ in delivering practices of sustainable river management. In making this assumption, 

it is recognised that these do not represent ‘the’ perfect governance framework; rather, such a 

position reveals conditions of possibility. Interventions which have failed could equally have been 

chosen to illustrate governance frameworks and practices which are detrimental to achieving 

sustainable river management processes and outcomes. While this critical stance would provide 

valuable insight of ‘what to avoid’, it is recognised that the literature contains a number of 

accounts where approaches have failed (e.g., Blomquist and Schlager, 2005; Carpenter and 

Gunderson, 2001; Eden and Tunstall, 2006), and there appears to be a lack of narratives within 

the literature which provide insight into ‘what does work’. This is a significant gap, as a range of 

catchment scale efforts have been able to emerge across the globe (as can be evidenced by the 

continuation of the Theiss Riverprize for over a decade now); however, there is little reflection of 

this within the literature. Pickett et al. (1999) highlight the importance of constructive 

approaches when examining phenomena, warning “if the critical tools are given undue weight … 

then the constructive impulse may be underdeveloped by comparison” (pg. 302). 

Three interventions were selected, each meeting the criteria outlined in Table 4.2: Project Twin 

Streams, located in Auckland, New Zealand; the Grand River Conservation Authority, in 

southern Ontario, Canada; and the Mersey Basin Campaign in North West England. Key details 
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of each intervention are summarised in Table 4.3. In addition to the criteria above, the selection 

of these three interventions allowed the tracing of the emergence of governance frameworks in 

contrasting biophysical and political settings. Therefore, capturing narratives from these different 

settings has the potential to capture diversity of experiences, reflecting the situated nature of each 

catchment context (see Section 2.5.2). While New Zealand, Canada and England have all been 

recognised as early implementers of catchment management, the development of such policies 

and institutions has been quite varied (Gardiner et al., 1994; Mitchell, 1990; Mitchell and 

Shrubsole, 1992).  



 

 

Table 4.3 Key attributes of three institutional interventions selected for this research 

 Project Twin Streams, 
New Zealand 

(Trotman, 2007) 

Grand River Conservation 
Authority, Canada 

(Veale, 2004a) 

Mersey Basin Campaign, 
England 

(Wright and Bendell, 2005) 
 

  

 
 

 

Year initiated 2002 1934 1985 
Size 100 km2 6,800 km2 4,680 km2 

Population 100,000 925,000 5,000,000 
Catchment-
framed? 

   

Vision/key 
goals for 
initiative 

“Working together for healthy streams and 
strong communities: creating a sustainable 
future” 
Goals: 
- Restore six streams within the Waitakere 
City area, largely by approaching 
stormwater management differently 
- Creatively engage communities, enabling 
them to become kaitiaki (guardians) of the 
streams in the long term 

“A healthy and sustainable natural 
environment in the Grand River watershed” 
Goals: 
- Improve water quality, reduce flooding, 
maintain reliable water supplies, protect 
natural areas and biodiversity 
- Facilitate catchment planning and provide 
environmental education 
- Environmentally responsible provider of 
outdoor recreation activities 
- maintain a responsive, innovative and 
accountable organisation 

Goals: 
1.   Improve water quality 
2. Encouraging sustainable waterside 
regeneration 
3.  Engaging public, private, community and 
voluntary sector 
 

Key institutions 
involved  

Local Government (Waitakere City 
Council); Local community groups; 
Regional Council (Auckland Regional 
Council); Local indigenous communities 

Grand River Conservation Authority board; 
Province of Ontario; Conservation Ontario; 
Local and regional municipalities; 
increasing number of local partners 

National government; Campaign Board 
(comprised of regional stakeholders such as 
Environment Agency, Utility Company); 
Charitable Trust (Healthy Waterways Trust); 
Business Foundation; Community voluntary 
groups 

http://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.432218999382.235608.73083239382&type=1
http://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.432218999382.235608.73083239382&type=1
http://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.432218999382.235608.73083239382&type=1


 

 

Table 4.3 cont.   
Key stimulus 
for initiative 

Local government required to address 
stormwater management in context of 
ongoing urban development. Chose to do 
this through an ‘ecosystem’ approach, 
engendering community development.  

Engineering and flood relief works, 
alongside conservation and reforestation 
initiatives. Reinforced by provincial policy 
which created Conservation Authorities, 
and gave these institutions responsibility for 
river management. 

Government drive to address water quality 
issues (the River Mersey is located in the 
heart of England’s industrial landscape); part 
of broader initiative to ‘clean up’ inner cities 
following industrial decline, as social unrest 
in these areas grew. 
The implementation of the EU Water 
Framework Directive (2000) gave the 
Campaign added impetus, as the Directive 
largely paralleled the efforts of the Mersey 
Basin Campaign. 
 

Evidence of 
monitoring 

Formal evaluation framework in place, 
reporting annually on parameters which 
represent goals of the project. 

Biophysical parameters are monitored 
constantly; a review of the strategy is 
produced every 10 years pertaining to each 
of the core values and goals of the Grand 
Strategy 
 

Each year, the council prepares a corporate 
plan, which reviews the previous year, and 
sets goals for the following year accordingly 

Evidence of 
international 
recognition 

Finalist in ‘Theiss Riverprize’, 2007 Winner of ‘Theiss Riverprize’, 2000 Winner of inaugural ‘Theiss Riverprize’, 1999 
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4.2 Ethical reflection of research aim 

While notions of ethical practice are often considered in research, and will be discussed in 

subsequent sections of this chapter, it is important to reflect upon the nature of the research 

question, and to question the ethical dimensions of the research as a whole (Mitchell and 

Draper, 1982). This is particularly relevant for research which seeks to aid in the forging of a 

path towards different ‘environmental futures’, realigning the relationship between nature 

and society (e.g., Higgs, 2005). There are not only ethical considerations for the outcomes of 

such shifts upon society, but upon non-human aspects of ecosystems (Jordan, 2000). There 

has been a revival in philosophical debate around these ethical implications of environmental 

management policies and practices (c.f. edited volume by Gobster and Hull, 2000). Following 

Leopold (1966), an action is right when it tends "to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty 

of the biotic community” (pg. 224-225). The ecosystem centred goals, and focus upon 

improving river heath as outlined in Chapter 2 represents a commitment of sustainable river 

management approaches towards these values. Higgs (2005) expands upon this assertion, 

when he reflects upon ethically appropriate conduct towards these goals: 

The solution will not come from regression analyses or replicated studies, 

but the deep, searching, intelligent, humble inquiries into the human past 

and prospect, to the varieties of human experience, value and creativity, 

and of course to the many ways we have both loved and despoiled nature 

(pg. 163). 

This does not represent a departure from Leopold’s assertion above; however, it underlines 

the importance of acknowledging multiple knowledge frameworks. The attention given to 

participatory and adaptive processes enhance the prospect for Higgs’ concerns to be avoided. 

In addition, concern for procedural and distributive justice outlined in Chapter 2 render 

efforts towards sustainable river management to promote fairness and equity.  
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4.3 Methods 

For each of the institutional interventions explored, mixed-qualitative methods were 

undertaken. These included policy analysis, semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis. Rather than striving to triangulate results explicitly, these methods were undertaken 

to complement each other to reveal comprehensive as well as in-depth, historical and 

contemporary lived experience of each of the interventions (Longhurst, 2003). Each of the 

methods is explained below, identifying the detail each sought to capture, along with reflexive 

reflection where appropriate.  

 

4.3.1 Policy analysis 

To understand the political context within which each intervention has emerged, policy 

analysis was undertaken of the historical and contemporary policy shaping the political 

landscape within which governing space for river management is positioned. This included 

the relevant policies and literature which has examined experiences of how these policies have 

shaped river management practice (Babbie, 2007). Particular regard during analysis was given 

to the scale of governance spaces (see Section 3.3.2) which these policies created, along with 

the distribution of responsibilities for river management among different formal and non-

formal institutions. These policies were obtained from internet searches, database searching 

of literature, and library searches for older policies and literature pertaining to these. 

 

4.3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with key personnel involved within each 

intervention. Semi-structured interviews have become a ‘staple’ in human geography (Crang, 

2002). The use of interviews was chosen to elicit the experiences of those working within each 

of the interventions (Longhurst, 2009; Valentine, 1997). The semi-structured format of the 

interview allows for an informal and emergent, yet focused discussion around a set of issues. 

In this way, experiences which are not likely to be published in formal reports (see next 
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section) can be surfaced.  It needs to be remembered that any interview will only offer partial 

accounts, as the interview participants cannot be assumed themselves to have full and perfect 

knowledge (Hughes, 1999). 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with between 12-15 personnel involved with 

each of the interventions (with a total of 40 interviews carried out across all interventions). 

Each of the participants, with their participant identification number (how each will be 

identified throughout the rest of the thesis), the general nature of their position within the 

intervention, and how long they have been involved in the intervention are outlined in Table 

4.4.  Interview participants were selected through a snowballing process (Crang, 2002). A key 

contact within each intervention provided an initial list of potential participants, and 

participants themselves offered suggestions of further participants. Most participants were 

approached in the first instance via email contact, with the exception of some Grand River 

Conservation Authority participants whom I was able to approach face-to-face before 

emailing or calling, due to my attendance at an earlier Grand River Conservation Authority 

meeting. The range of participants were selected to provide a cross-section of a variety of 

positions across the interventions, including local level community co-ordinators, leaders 

(managers/chairs/CEO) of the intervention, planning and evaluation positions and key 

personnel from partnering institutions. Those interviewed represented a variety of lengths 

involved with each of the interventions. While those who have worked within the 

interventions for longer provide depth of experience through time, those working for shorter 

periods hold valuable insight in relation to issues such as succession planning. 
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Table 4.4 List of interview participants with a general description of their involvement in each intervention 

 Participant number General description of involvement Years 
involved 

Project Twin 
Streams 
 
(Interviews  
July 2009 – June 
2010) 

Participant PTS1 
Participant PTS2 
Participant PTS3 
Participant PTS4 
Participant PTS5 
Participant PTS6 
Participant PTS7 
Participant PTS8 
Participant PTS9 
Participant PTS10 
Participant PTS11 
Participant PTS12 
Participant PTS13 
 

Co-ordinator of community groups 
Council stormwater manager 
External consultant; ex-councillor 
Environmental co-ordinator 
Co-ordinator of community groups 
External consultant; ex-councillor 
Community group co-ordinator 
Regional Council 
Community group co-ordinator 
Council-level manager 
Local council community development 
Regional Council 
Community group co-ordinator 
 

6 
7* 
7 
6* 
4 
7* 
1.5 
4 
2 
1.5 
1.5 
2 
.5 
  

Grand River 
Conservation 
Authority 
 
(Interviews  
Jan-Feb 2010) 

Participant GRCA1 
Participant GRCA2 
Participant GRCA3 
Participant GRCA4 
Participant GRCA5 
Participant GRCA6 
Participant GRCA7 
Participant GRCA8 
Participant GRCA9 
Participant GRCA10 
Participant GRCA11 
Participant GRCA12 
Participant GRCA13 
Participant GRCA14 
Participant GRCA15 
 

GRCA – Policy, Planning and Partnerships 
GRCA – Water Source Protection 
GRCA – Communications 
GRCA – Resource Management 
GRCA – Resource Science, Information and Policy 
GRCA – Upper Management 
GRCA Board Member 
GRCA Board Member 
GRCA Board Member 
GRCA Board Member  
GRCA – Aquatic Services 
Ministry for Natural Resources 
Conservation Ontario 
GRCA – Conservation Services 
GRCA – Board Member 

32 
~25 
8 
22 
26 
8 
10 
11 
7 
19 
30 
~30 
~25 
22 
~20 

Mersey Basin 
Campaign 
 
(Interviews June-
Aug 2010) 

Participant MBC1 
Participant MBC2 
Participant MBC3 
Participant MBC4 
Participant MBC5 
Participant MBC6 
Participant MBC7 
Participant MBC8 
Participant MBC9 
Participant MBC10 
Participant MBC11 
Participant MBC12 

Campaign Council 
University of Manchester 
Action Partnership Group Co-ordinator 
University of Manchester 
United Utilities 
Environment Agency 
Action Partnership Group Co-ordinator 
Regional Parks 
Environment Agency 
Action Partnership Group Co-ordinator 
Action Partnership Group Co-ordinator 
North-West Development Agency 
 

20 
10 
6 
10 
4 
(non-direct)** 
10 
5.5 
25 
11 
11 
5 
 

* These participants were also involved with Project Twin Streams before it was officially launched (visioning, 
preparing funding applications etc.) 
** This participant was not involved in the Mersey Basin Campaign directly, but indirectly through their 
employment within a partnering institution of the Mersey Basin Campaign. 
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All participants were given the choice of where the interview would take place. This was 

largely to ensure that the setting would be most comfortable for the participant (this will be 

explained more fully in the following section on ethical considerations). All interviews were 

carried out face-to-face, with the exception of three participants in the Mersey Basin 

Campaign elected to hold the interview over the phone, as this was most convenient for them. 

An interview schedule was developed (Table 4.5) as a means of guiding discussion. Questions 

asked spanned describing the relationship between different formal and non-formal 

institutions within the intervention, key goals of the intervention, followed by questions 

around the elements of sustainable river management. These follow the aims outlined in 

Chapter 1, and were fashioned to delve into the lived experience of developing and working 

within the governance framework developed by each intervention, how policies have shaped 

this framework, and how this framework fashioned management practices. These questions 

were not necessarily asked in order, as often conversation drifted between different themes, 

and every attempt was made for conversation to proceed as naturally as possible. There was a 

large variation in prompting required across participants, with some happy to talk at length 

about different themes with little prompting, while others required detailed follow-up 

questions.  

The language used also differed between participants. I was aware that participants had quite 

varied backgrounds, including some with formal training in river management, academic 

researchers like me, while others were trained in other fields (e.g., community development); 

therefore, the language participants were comfortable and familiar with in relation to 

describing their association and experiences with the intervention differed substantially. 

Although I tried to be conscious of these contrasting backgrounds throughout each interview, 

I was challenged by one participant, who had asked for the questions prior to the interview. 

Obliging, I sent the outline of questions, in their quite ‘academic’ language as in Table 4.5. 

This participant had come prepared with answers to each question, and while I tried to 

maintain a conversational tone throughout the interview asking follow-up questions to their 

replies, it was difficult to move between the more formal, academic wording of the questions, 



Exploring institutional interventions 

86 
 

and the more informal recalling of their hands-on experiences. As this participant reflected at 

the end of the interview: 

I think it is interesting that you asked the questions in a more formal way 

than I would have thought about them (Participant MBC11). 

Each of the interviews was digitally recorded and latterly transcribed (with the exception of 

phone interviews), with notes taken during the interview. Time was also taken after each 

interview to take notes on particular areas of conversation which were surprising or were 

particularly impressed upon me, so these could be referred to during analysis (Longhurst, 

2009). 

Table 4.5 Interview schedule. 

Interview Schedule 

• What is your role in <<intervention name>>, and how long have you been involved? 
• What do you see as the vision and key goals of the initiative? 
• How are principles of sustainability reflected in the initiative? 
• Can you describe the structure of relationships between different institutions (e.g., 

national level government, regional level government, local government, community 
groups) in the initiative?  

o Are these relationships driven by legislative mandates, cooperative agreements, 
or other processes (or a mix of these)? 

• Are there any mechanisms/processes which facilitate or stifle relationships between 
institutions? 

• How are different forms of information/knowledge incorporated into decision making 
processes? (e.g., scientific; technical; indigenous; community-based knowledge) 

• Are there any mechanisms/processes which you see as facilitating the incorporation of 
different forms of knowledge into the initiative? 

• Are there mechanisms which foster the process of moving from plans to genuine 
implementation? 

• What processes do you see as facilitating a 'learning by doing' planning ethic? 
• Are there any processes which have enabled the momentum of the initiative to continue 

in light of institutional and/or biophysical and/or community change? 
• Overall, what are the key mechanisms/processes which are enabling <<intervention 

name>> to be successful? 
• If you were to change some part of the <<intervention name>>, what would it be, and 

why? 

 

Following Rose (1997), I maintained a reflexive stance throughout the interview process. 

Ward and Jones (1999) stress that “there needs to be a more fluid reading, as control moves 
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round a constellation of potential positions” (pg. 304, emphasis in original). I was aware that 

my positionality was in constant movement, that the relationship between myself as a 

researcher and the participants as the researched was never static. Consequently, I cannot 

distil my position down to a fixed set of binary categories (e.g., insider-outsider) (Mullings, 

1999). Broadly, I realised I was negotiating with participants who had different power 

relations ascribed to their positions in relation to the central middle ground institution, as I 

was interviewing local volunteers through to local elites who held positions of power within 

the institution. Such power relations played out differently than what I had expected, largely 

based upon experiences reported in the literature. One example typically reported is difficulty 

of access to elites (e.g., Rice, 2009; Ward and Jones, 1999). While overall, nearly all those 

approached agreed to participate in my research, it tended to be those in the higher positions 

who were more willing and ‘at ease’ to be interviewed. Each of the interventions had a history 

of working with academic institutions, and there was a sense, particularly from those with 

leadership positions, that they were happy for their institutions to be researched so their 

experiences could be shared with other similar institutions. It was from this that I gained a 

sense of being part of a ‘river community’. In a number of instances, mutual colleagues or 

acquaintances were identified, which provided a sense of familiarity and collegiality. While I 

had also anticipated that being a young, female researcher could heighten power relations in 

favour of the participant, instead I felt a sense of ‘mentorship’. Many participants were 

middle-aged, and they were encouraged by the fact that young people were interested in 

issues over river health. Therefore, in a sense, interviewing ‘elites’ in this context was 

advantageous towards myself as a researcher.  

Those with more voluntary positions tended to have greater apprehension in partaking in the 

research compared with elites within each intervention. These participants seemed to be more 

aware of the potential misuse of information they were disclosing, or that their comments 

could be traced to them; therefore, this group appeared to exercise greater sensitivity around 

what they were prepared to share with me. I addressed this through assuring them of their 

confidentiality and anonymity, and allowed them the opportunity to review their interview 
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transcript and identify sections of the interview which they did not wish for me to use in my 

research, as part of the ethics consent (see Section 4.3.4). I was also often met with the 

immediate response that they would not know enough to be helpful to my research. I was 

conscious to not include any ‘academic jargon’, which I may have included when 

approaching the ‘elites’ in the initial correspondence with each participant, and fashioned 

each communication so it was relevant to their position. However, typically it was only after 

much explaining that they were convinced that their experiences would be meaningful to me.  

I was also aware that I was negotiating perceptions of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, although I never 

felt either completely one or the other (Herod, 1999). In particular regard to the Canadian 

and English interventions, I was aware that I would likely be treated as an ‘outsider’ primarily 

due to my nationality (New Zealander). While the culture of these two countries is overall 

quite similar to that of New Zealand, I kept open to the possibility that there would be 

nuances in practices and expectations of the interview process which I had not encountered 

in New Zealand. I found this to be more of an opportunity than a liability throughout the 

research experience abroad (sensu Herod, 1999). I recognised that the participants took the 

time to explain in greater detail certain aspects of the institutional setting in which the 

intervention lay, which would likely have been either glossed over or assumed had I been a 

‘local’. Being positioned as an ‘outsider’ opened up deeper dialogue, as participants often 

asked about the New Zealand context, stimulating deeper discussion than would have 

otherwise emerged as they compared the New Zealand context to that which they were 

working within.  

An additional dimension of the insider/outsider negotiation was the time spent within each 

intervention. While I may have initially positioned as an ‘outsider’ to each intervention, as I 

spent more time talking with those from the Grand River Conservation Authority and the 

Mersey Basin Campaign, I came to feel more a part of the intervention itself. While I tried to 

maintain the confidentiality and anonymity of participants, and I never revealed whom else I 

had spoken to, the small size of the institutions meant that I would often find that my 
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interview participants knew whom I had spoken with through ‘word of mouth’. This 

provided points of connection between myself and the participants 

My position in relation to Project Twin Streams was not as fluid compared with the Grand 

River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign. I had undertaken interviews 

as part of research towards my Masters degree in 2007, was involved in contract research for 

the Waitakere City Council (within which Project Twin Streams sat), and had taken part in 

workshops within Project Twin Streams disseminating this research. Therefore, many of the 

participants were known to me already, and were familiar with my background and research I 

had contributed to the Project. I was conscious that because of this positioning, participants 

may have glossed over detail which they presumed I would have already known. This was 

particularly transparent when one participant commented to me that I probably knew more 

than themselves about Project Twin Streams (Participant PTS3). I therefore had to reassure 

participants that their experience was valuable to my research, and they would contribute 

experiences which were unknown to me.  

As I reflected upon the interviewing process once I had completed all interviews, I began to 

realise they were a performance. Not only was I always conscious of how I was positioning 

myself in relation to (and being positioned by) each given participant, but considerations 

such as the way I dressed (formal office clothes in more corporate settings – and I soon 

realised that it is acceptable to wear jandals in geography departments across the globe!) and 

whether I wore make-up or not ‘set the stage’ for the interview. The script was also loosely set 

out in the form of my interview schedule. Upon deeper reflection, however, the interview 

process could be perceived as performative. The script did not merely involve a one-way flow 

of information from the participant to myself, upon prompting. Reflecting the feeling of part 

of a ‘river community’, the interviews generated discussion which provided a two-way 

sharing of knowledge. The interview participants would also ask me questions and we would 

enter discussions around contemporary river management issues. While I by no means claim 

to have transformed practices within each of the interventions, there were moments where 

participants stated they had thought of new ideas. For example, ideas for activities with 
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community groups (Participant PTS7) emerged out of the interview discussion. The interview 

therefore has potential to affect the intervention out of the interview room.  

A final point of reflection to note is that the interviewing process had a secondary effect upon 

my position in relation to how I have come to know each catchment. If I had limited this 

research to policy analysis (mentioned above) and document analysis (see next section), this 

research could have easily become a desk-top exercise. I had come to know the Project Twin 

Streams setting well from living in the Auckland area for 6 years and more directly from past 

research within the catchment. However, before embarking on this research I had not 

previously visited England, and I had previously only spent three weeks in Canada on 

holiday. While I was in Canada and England carrying out interviews, I made a point to visit as 

many parts of the Grand and Mersey catchments as possible. This meant I was able to relate 

to the specific site locations interview participants mentioned and gave me a greater 

appreciation of how the rivers weaved within the broader social landcape. I should note that 

there was some ‘sample bias’ to my site selections. Sites with easy access were targeted, which 

meant most were within public recreation reserves (See Figure 4.1). Due also to my own 

disposition to relate to rivers for their recreation value, this further enhanced this bias. I also 

became amused with ‘novel’ attributes (from my perspective) of the catchment landscape, for 

example canals, which were foreign to me before I visited England (See Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1 Left: Personal recreational interests, such as figure skating led me to experience the Grand River 
in particular ways. (Picture: Alexis Robinson, with permission). Right: Fascination with ‘novel’ catchment 

characteristics – during a walk in central Manchester I was able to see a canal lock operate for the first time. 
(Picture: Author’s own). Such experiences, while seemingly trivial, coloured my appreciation for the 

contexts in which the institutional interventions were positioned.     

 

4.3.3 Document analysis 

In addition to policy analysis and semi-structured interviews, documents were sought relating 

to each of the interventions for analysis. These included planning documents, strategic plans, 

monitoring and review documents, newsletters, fact/information sheets and academic 

articles. Insight provided by these documents were elicited as they provided detail of events 

which interview participants may have mentioned, but did not go into detail themselves. This 

also provided detail of past events, particularly in relation to the Grand River Conservation 

Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign, where the interventions have extended beyond 

the timeframe that those interviewed have been involved. Examples of the documents 

collected are outlined in Table 4.6.  
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Table 4.6 Examples of documents used for analysis 

 Project Twin Streams Grand River 
Conservation Authority 

Mersey Basin Campaign 

Planning documents Project Twin Streams 
Strategic Plan 2005 
(WCC, 2005) 

River Basin Study 
(GRCA, 1983) 

‘Cleaning up the Mersey’ 
(Heseltine, 1983) 

Monitoring/review 
documents 

Project Twin Streams 
Evaluation Framework 
(Trotman and Wood, 
2006) 
‘Project Twin Streams – 
the story so far’ 
(Trotman, 2007) 

State of the Watershed 
report (GRCA, 1998) 
A Decade in the 
Canadian 
Heritage Rivers System: A 
Review of The Grand 
Strategy 1994-2004 
(Veale, 2004a) 

Evaluation of the Mersey 
Basin Campaign to 
Government Office North 
West (EKOS Consulting, 
2006)  

Newsletters and 
fact/information sheets 

 ‘Streamtalk’ community 
newsletter 

‘The Grand’ community 
newsletter 
 

‘Source NW’ 
(newsletter/magazine 
published by the Mersey 
Basin Campaign) 

Academic 
articles/publications 

Campbell et al. (2010) Krause et al. (2001) 
Plummer et al. (2005) 

Carter and Howe (2006) 
Kidd and Shaw (2000) 

 

In collecting these documents, careful consideration was given to the purpose for which these 

documents were created, who they were created by and whom the intended audience was 

(Kitchin and Tate, 2000). This was to mitigate against drawing biased conclusions relating to 

events or practices. For example, specific attributes of each intervention have been the subject 

of previous academic enquiry; therefore, narratives of each intervention are existent in the 

literature. These insights were used in analysis; however, due concern was given to the aims 

and methods of this research, understanding that findings may not be directly transferable to 

my research.  

 

4.3.4 Ethical considerations 

Ethics are not abstract ideas, they “permeate human behaviour, relations and decision 

making” (Dowling, 2009:595). Research ethics are concerned with the conduct of researchers 

and their relationship and respect for research participants (Mitchell and Draper, 1982). 
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Ethical considerations call researchers to act morally in accordance with what is ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’. Ethical practice is not about a set of concrete rules to follow, rather requires research 

to be carried out in a thoughtful, reflexive manner, because it is the ‘right thing to do’ (Hay, 

2003). Three key principles of ethical behaviour – justice, beneficence/non-maleficence and 

respect – provide a starting point to reflect on research practice which is carried out integrity 

(Hay, 2003). These are outlined and defined in relation to ethical practice, along with 

considerations for my research in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7 Principles of ethical research practice, with a reflection of considerations for my research (after 
Hay, 2003). 

Principle Explanation Consideration for my research 
Justice Consider the distribution of 

benefits and burdens arising from 
participation and research findings 

It is not thought that this research could be used to gain 
power by any particular group. This research is seeking 
to be constructive around promoting practices which 
have supported transitions towards sustainable river 
management; however, there needs to be sensitivity 
around experiences recalled and conclusions drawn 
which may posit the institutions selected in a negative 
light. 

Beneficence/ 
non-maleficence 

Research should seek to maximise 
benefits and minimise physical, 
emotional, economic, 
environmental harms and 
discomfort 

I need to be aware that this research could potentially 
provoke feelings of unease around the way participants 
are performing within their positions in each of the 
interventions.  
Participants may also feel that their comments may be 
taken out of context. 
The interview itself can be seen as an opportunity for 
like-minded people to share experience and knowledge, 
which benefits not only myself as a researcher, but 
provides insight to participants as well.  

Respect Consideration shown for the 
welfare, beliefs, rights, heritage and 
customs of people involved in 
research 

I need to show respect for all participants involved in the 
research. I am acutely aware that research is being 
conducted in other countries. While the United 
Kingdom and Canada have similar cultures to that of 
New Zealand, sensitivity needs to be given to nuances of 
each setting. I also need to give respect towards their 
opinions and experiences.  

 

In addressing these considerations practically, permission to undertake this research was 

granted by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). In 

the first instance, a key contact was sought for each intervention chosen. These contacts were 

approached by email contact, with an outline of the proposed research and the research 
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methods planned to be undertaken. Following permission being granted from a key contact 

within the institution, individual participants were approached. The conditions of ethics 

approval from UAHPEC included a number of specific measures which needed to be 

undertaken. All participants were provided with a ‘Participant Information Sheet’ (Appendix 

1), which outlined the purpose of the research; intended research outputs; and outlined the 

commitment required of each participant. Particular ethical stipulations were also outlined in 

this sheet. This included participant confidentiality, where only the Principal Investigator 

(myself) knew the identity of all participants. Written acknowledgement of informed consent 

was obtained from all participants, including consent of their employer (to ensure their 

employment would not be affected by their non/participation). All participants were provided 

with the opportunity to withdraw their participation from the research at any time they 

wished. Anonymity was provided to all participants, with each participant being identified 

throughout this thesis and related publications by the general nature of their job (see Table 

4.3). To reduce the time burden upon participants, and to ensure that they were in a 

comfortable and familiar setting, participants chose the time and location for each interview. 

Prior to the interview, each participant was given the opportunity to ask further questions 

and to request the interview schedule guideline if they wished. At the beginning of each 

interview, I indicated to each participant that I would like to record the interview to aid in 

note-taking; however, they could choose not to be recorded at any time if they wished. Each 

participant also was provided with the opportunity to review and edit the transcript of their 

interview to ensure the integrity of their views is maintained, including specifying particular 

sections of the interview which were not to be included in analysis and subsequent results. 

Consent was then gained in the form of a signed ‘Consent Form’ (See Appendix 1), which 

indicated the conditions which they agreed to.  

 

4.4 Analysis 

Content analysis was undertaken of the policy documents, interview transcripts and 

documents pertaining to each of the interventions. Content analysis involves “themes, 
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patterns, correspondences, and inconsistencies are identified and built upon through careful 

reading, systematic coding, and recursive critical analysis” (Cope, 2009:352). This analysis 

allowed the emergent enabling conditions, practices over time and relationships between 

different formal and non-formal institutions to be identified for each intervention. 

The process of coding has been described by Cope (2009) as contingent, slippery and messy. 

Initial codes were developed based upon reflection of the literature reviewed in Chapters 2 

and 3. Codes were developed under the broad themes of:  

o What were the conditions surrounding the initiation of the intervention? 

o Descriptions of relationships between institutions - how do different 

institutions interact? 

o The work of ‘moments’ - how do these shape how institutions relate? What 

were the reactions to these events? 

o What are the principles and practices (formal and informal) followed by the 

intervention?  

During the process of coding, these themes were expanded, or new codes created as the 

material and documents were reflected upon. The value of codes as a tool for this form of 

iterative analysis was reflected by Coffey and Atkinson (1996):   

...codes are organising principles that are not set in stone. They are our own 

creations, in what we identify and select them ourselves. They are tools to 

think with. They can be expanded, changed, or scrapped altogether as our 

ideas develop through repeated interactions with the data (pg. 32). 

Consequently, through the analysis process, a number of new codes were added. The initial 

codes remained the same, but new codes emerged. For instance, as the Mersey Basin 

Campaign had ended, a new theme around the ‘legacy’ of the Campaign emerged. In regards 

to Project Twin Streams, as local government was about to undergo restructuring, there was a 
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large focus within the interviews upon future planning, therefore a code for anticipating 

future change emerged.  

Computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) was used to aid the coding 

process. Such software is particularly useful when multiple data sources in digital format are 

being coded, as these programmes allow ease of organisation and analysis. Among a plethora 

of software programmes available currently, nVivo was chosen. nVivo has an advantage in 

that it has two components: a document system, which stores documents and transcripts (and 

this software can hold a number of different file formats, making import of multiple 

document types easier); and a second component which stores codes. These codes may be 

structured (in hierarchical form), or unstructured. This allows related codes to be linked 

together, and aids in the identification of relationships between themes (van Hoven, 2003). In 

addition, the software was readily accessible, I was also already familiar with nVivo, and 

training opportunities for this programme were readily available to me.  

Concerns have emerged in the literature that computer tools have the potential to distance 

researchers from their data, and coding becomes a mechanistic task. However, following the 

guidelines of van Hoven (2003), reflection also took place away from nVivo. Notes were taken 

during the transcription phase, documents were read and notes taken before being imported 

into nVivo, and transcriptions were re-read. Sketches of timelines were also scribbled to 

develop an appreciation of change over time. In this way, results from this study were not 

solely dependent upon nVivo, but I was able to see themes, linkages and trajectories through 

a mix of coded nVivo nodes, written notes and schematic diagrams. 

The three interventions were all analysed separately initially, to ensure their individual stories 

were able to emerge. However, I reflected upon each intervention once initial analysis  of all 

interventions was complete, as themes emergent from one intervention made me reflect upon 

the others, revealing processes which were particularly unique to a given intervention, or 

revealed processes which were absent or not immediately apparent. One example of this was 

the role of individual actions was highlighted within the Grand River Conservation 
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Authority, which I had initially overlooked within Project Twin Streams (due to the emphasis 

placed on community-level interactions). A further, more critical reflection took place to 

form the discussion (Chapter 8), embedding the experience of the trajectories to themes in 

the contemporary literature.  

While analysing data, I maintained a reflective stance. The importance of maintaining 

reflexivity through this process was highlighted by Ward and Jones (1999), who highlighted 

the particular fluidity of networked local governance, with roles of institutions in a state of 

constant flux. All interviews were situated within a particular point in time, and during the 

analysis phase I was particularly cognisant of the temporal positioning of these experiences. 

In all cases, immediate events (particularly in relation to the Mersey Basin Campaign, which 

had just ended when interviews took place; and with Project Twin Streams, where local 

government restructuring was about to occur when interviews took place) coloured 

responses, therefore I was mindful of extrapolating immediate experiences out to longer time 

scales. I was also aware that the way the interview was approached by myself and the 

participant fashioned the path of conversation. Some areas covered (or not covered) during 

the interview may have been either over-played or down-played, and the absence or stress 

placed on a given theme during an interview may not align with its importance placed by the 

participant out of the interview room. This arose due to time constraints, where some 

questions were answered in less detail if their time was running out; while for some questions 

participants felt they did not know enough to answer and felt they could not respond. In 

other cases, interview participants stressed certain aspects, which can be difficult to translate 

to written text. To address this, during analysis I referred back to notes taken immediately 

after the interview.  

 

4.5 Representation of interventions 

The emerging results from analysis of the experience of Project Twin Streams, the Grand 

River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign are outlined in Chapters 5, 6, 
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and 7 respectively. These chapters first appraise the policy setting of each intervention, 

reviewing the trajectory of local, regional, national and international policy pertaining to river 

management. Secondly, each intervention is positioned within its biophysical and social, 

cultural and economic setting, providing an appreciation of the wider context within which 

the interventions emerged. The ‘institutional trajectory’ is then traced for each intervention, 

recognising the importance of past processes in shaping the contemporary governance space. 

To target this analysis, ‘key moments’ were identified, recognising that frameworks and 

practices inherent within them are often shaped around specific events (Hillman and Howitt, 

2008; Olsson et al., 2006). These moments come in a variety of events, including external 

crises or change, internal crises, change in leadership, or injection of funding. The importance 

of moments was reflected by a Grand River Conservation Authority participant: 

And there are some cycles that I have watched where it [the momentum and 

capacity of the Grand River Conservation Authority] is worse and then 

better, and then worse and then better (Participant GRCA2). 

The moments chosen for each intervention reflected events which were repeatedly mentioned 

by interview participants. These were also found to be commonly referred to in reporting 

documents. Each of these moments is displayed on a timeline within each chapter. 

The trajectories lead into a more in-depth analysis of the contemporary governance 

framework for each of the interventions. The formal and non-formal institutions involved in 

each of the interventions are placed upon a three-dimensional diagram illustrating the 

relationships between them. All formal and non-formal institutions mentioned by interview 

participants and recognised in documents were included. A representative institutional 

network diagram is shown in Figure 4.2. The vertical scale represents the spatial extent of a 

given institution. The horizontal scale provides a general description of the capacity in which 

each of these institutions were involved in the intervention. These loosely follow Arnstein’s 

‘Ladder of Participation’ (Figure 4.3). The arrows linking institutions demonstrate temporal 

change to the configuration of institutions, recognising that these frameworks are not static. 
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Agents of this change could potentially include factors such as the alteration of community 

aspirations and capacity or willingness to change their behaviour, shifting political cycles, and 

availability of funding. Over longer periods of time, there will also be shifts in the principles 

underpinning international agreements.  

 

Figure 4.2 Outline of institutional network diagram, to be used to depict the network of formal and non-
formal institutions involved in each institutional intervention.  
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Figure 4.3 Modified version of Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (adapted from Arnstein, 1969:217). 

 

Each chapter concludes with emergent principles which have underpinned the ability of 

governance frameworks to support sustainable river management. These recognise common 

threads running through the trajectory of each intervention and key lessons learned through 

the trajectory.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the underlying methodology employed within this thesis. A 

summary of the methodological framework, approaches and practices is presented in Figure 

4.4. This methodological approach underlies that suggested by Bulkeley et al. (2007), calling 

for engagement with the processes through which governing occurs and a careful 

understanding of the relationship between policies and practices. It is proposed that the 

underlying inductive institutional intervention approach can provide an understanding of the 

emergence of each of the three institutional interventions chosen, with emphasis placed upon 
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the structuring, mediation and evolution of governing practices. The selection of three 

institutional interventions from across the globe provides insight into an array of situated 

experiences, illuminating the role of place notions and the emergence of governance 

frameworks in each catchment. The methods used in tracing the trajectories and 

contemporary practices of each intervention included policy and document analysis, 

alongside semi-structured interviews. The results emerging from subsequent content analysis 

are contained in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

 

Figure 4.4 Diagrammatic summary of the methodological framework, approaches and practices of this 
research.
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5. Project Twin Streams 
 

Manaaki te tangata, manaaki te awa 
(Healing the people, healing the stream) 

- Maori Proverb 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents results emerging from the experience of Project Twin Streams. First, the 

emergence of Project Twin Streams is placed within the New Zealand river management 

policy context. The socio-economic, biophysical and local government context within which 

the foundation of Project Twin Streams emerged is then sketched. The Project is traced from 

its inception in the mid-1990s, through until the completion of interviews in early 2010. This 

journey is captured through key moments (see Chapter 4), which were chosen on the basis of 

recurring events raised by interview participants, and those highlighted through document 

analysis. The chapter concludes by reflecting upon the key themes emerging from the 

experience of Project Twin Streams which enabled sustainable river management practices 

within this context. These themes will be contrasted against those lessons learned from the 

Grand River Conservation Authority (Chapter 6) the Mersey Basin Campaign (Chapter 7) in 

Chapter 8. 
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5.2 New Zealand policy context 

Chapter 4 highlighted the importance of tracing past policies which have fashioned 

contemporary governance spaces for sustainable river management, revealing a historical 

context which cannot be ignored. This section examines the New Zealand policy context for 

river management. A more nuanced tracing of the Waitakere City context is provided in the 

following section. 

 

5.2.1 Historical river management in New Zealand 

Policy concerning management of rivers emerged relatively early after European colonisation 

in New Zealand. River Boards, following catchment boundaries, were set up as early as 1868 

(van Roon and Knight, 2004). Specific river-related legislation was introduced in the late-

1930s, following increased incidences of flood and hill slope erosion. The Soil Conservation 

and Rivers Control Act (1941) emerged from these concerns, and its purpose was “to make 

provision for the conservation of soil resources and for the prevention of damage by erosion, 

and to make better provision with respect to the protection of property from damage by 

floods”. This Act made New Zealand one of the first countries to recognise land-water 

linkages in legislation (Newson, 2009), and reflected a coordinated attempt to manage the 

physical environment (Peart et al., 2010). Through the 1950s-1970s, laws were further 

developed to address increasing negative impacts upon rivers arising from land development, 

for example the Soil and Water Conservation Act (1967), which vested rights to use or pollute 

water with the crown (Peart et al., 2010). This Act created 20 ‘Catchment Authorities’ 

(Newson, 2009). These boards developed resource inventories and informal water allocation 

plans through the 1970s, which expanded to include water quality during the 1980s (Memon, 

1997).     

 



Project Twin Streams 

105 
 

5.2.2 Contemporary policy 

A number of national and global processes intersected and were manifest in a complete 

reconfiguration of environmental policy during the 1980s. Neoliberal reforms saw economic 

growth and private property rights remaining at the fore (Memon and Perkins, 2000). At the 

same time, there was mounting international pressure to address global environmental issues 

at local levels, alongside growing general public awareness of environmental issues (Rainbow, 

1993). A range of reforms in this climate saw the passing of legislation including the 

Environment Act (1986), Conservation Act (1987) and the Resource Management Act 

(RMA) (1991).  

The RMA is of particular importance to river management, as this legislation concerns the 

management of all ecosystems, including rivers. This legislation replaced what had become 

several, often overlapping and confusing statutes concerning resource management (Memon, 

1997), and for the first time consolidated laws relating to the use and protection of air, land 

and water (van Roon and Knight, 2004). The RMA (1991) reflects substantive changes to the 

philosophy and objectives of water management and reconfigured the role of central 

government from being the only decision-makers to a decentralised framework, enhancing 

the responsibility of regional-level governments (Memon, 1997).  

The RMA (1991) promotes sustainable management of resources, as identified in the Purpose 

of the Act (Section 5 (2)): 

 (1) The purpose of this Act is to promote the sustainable management of 
natural and physical resources. 

(2) In this Act, sustainable management means managing the use, 
development, and protection of natural and physical resources in a way, or 
at a rate, which enables people and communities to provide for their social, 
economic, and cultural well-being and for their health and safety while— 

(a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources 
(excluding minerals) to meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of future 
generations; and 
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(b) safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil, and 
ecosystems; and 

(c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities 
on the environment. 

Consequently, the RMA (1991) is an administrative law, establishing high-level goals for 

resource management, but is largely non-prescriptive as it lacks definition of environmental 

objectives, such as water quality standards (Snelder and Hughey, 2005). The RMA (1991) 

imposes a hierarchical decision-making framework, as the implementation aspect of the Act 

largely falls to regional councils. This framework is based upon the assumption that decisions 

should be made as close as possible to the appropriate level of community where the effects 

and benefits of resource use arise (Memon, 1997). The functions by each level of government 

under the RMA (1991) are presented in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 Functions of different levels of government under the RMA (1991) (adapted from Memon, 1997). 

Level of Government Role 
Central government 
 

• Oversight 
• Develop national policy statements and national 

environmental standards 
• National aspects of coastal management 

Regional councils 
 

• Integrated management of regional resources 
• Water and soil management 
• Regional aspects of coastal management 
• Manage geothermal resources  
• National hazards mitigation 
• Regional aspects of hazardous substances use 
• Air pollution control 

Local councils 
 

• Control effects of land use and subdivision 
• Noise control  
• Controls for natural hazards avoidance and 

mitigation 
• Local control of hazardous substances use 

 

Alongside an overview role, national government has a role to monitor the Act, develop 

national policy statements and set technical standards (Memon, 1997). Regional councils, in 

their implementation role, are required to develop integrated plans for freshwater resources, 

with public participation and the recognition of Maori values engrained within plan 
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development (Memon, 1997). In particular regard to river management, ‘Regional Water 

Plans’ can establish environmental objectives and criteria for the region, such as water quality 

standards, to guide management (Snelder and Hughey, 2005). Reforms to the RMA in 2005 

(the Resource Management Amendment Act (2005)), along with the Local Government Act 

(2002) re-affirmed the role of regional councils in decision-making (Memon et al., 2010). The 

Local Territorial (local and city councils) Authorities are responsible for land-use decision-

making, and the implementation of measures outlined in regional plans are the responsibility 

of local authorities (Memon, 1997).  

Over the 20 years since the RMA (1991) was enacted, a number of key criticisms have 

emerged. Debate has surrounded the definition of ‘sustainable management’ outlined in 

Section 5, particularly regarding the positioning of biophysical resources within market 

processes (Grundy and Gleeson, 1996; Memon and Skelton, 2007). If the RMA (1991) is to be 

genuinely sustainable, there needs to be a move away from conflicting philosophies. While 

the RMA (1991) promotes sustainable management, ultimately, biophysical resources are 

being left to market processes, with decentralisation viewed as part of broader government 

objectives for promoting neoliberal reform agendas (Ritchie, 1998). The terminology used, 

particularly the use and positioning of ‘while’ in Section 5(2) opens the potential for debate 

over free-market and environmental protection priorities (Memon and Skelton, 2007).  

Another factor preventing the realisation of the sustainability focus of the RMA (1991) is its 

reactive orientation, which has also translated into supporting Regional Plans. Rather than 

anticipating environmental deterioration, addressing effects before they become manifest and 

taking a ‘whole of ecosystem’ perspective, plans tend to be effects- and mitigation-based 

(Memon et al., 2010; Peart, 2009). With regards to river management, attention is focused 

primarily upon the consent process for applications for water take and discharge into water 

bodies, with biodiversity and physical integrity values, and social and cultural values attached 

to rivers largely ignored (Newson, 2009; Peart, 2009). It had been assumed that devolving 

Plan development to the regional level would allow for variation in biophysical and social 

context to be recognised in plans; however, finer variation within biotic and abiotic 
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components of river systems in particular are ignored, as blanket approaches are developed 

for whole regions (Snelder and Hughey, 2005). 

There is also concern that Regional Plans are devoid of the detail required to supplement the 

overarching high-level goals of the RMA (1991) itself (Snelder and Hughey, 2005; Memon et 

al., 2010). Peart (2009) suggests the quality of these plans could be significantly improved if 

National Policy Statements were introduced, as they have the potential to increase positive 

environmental outcomes, simplify processes and reduce costs at regional and district levels. 

Such concerns have also been raised by Gunningham (2008), who recognise a number of 

regional councils have struggled with their responsibilities, creating inefficient and ineffective 

plans. 

 

5.2.3 Beyond the RMA (1991) 

With the RMA (1991) imposing a highly decentralised and largely non-prescriptive 

framework for river governance in New Zealand, it has been described as an ‘experimental 

space’ (Gunningham, 2008). While the above criticisms of the RMA (1991) above may point 

to inaction toward efforts to improve river health, there is evidence of a plethora of 

catchment-scale initiatives across the country led by local government, non-governmental 

organisations, industry and local community aspirations (Feeny et al., 2010). New Zealand 

has experienced a long history of grassroots environmental initiatives. Throughout the 20th 

Century, the state led a number of initiatives involving local communities, largely to provide 

action to address specific issues within defined locations (for example, maintenance of flood 

and drainage structures) (Ackroyd, 1991). These are notable for their absence during 

neoliberal reforms of the 1980s; however, they have re-emerged from the 1990s, as Regional 

and Local Authorities have devised community programs to address land and water issues. 

Many of these are initiated and supported by non-governmental agencies such as the New 

Zealand Landcare Trust (Towle, 2002). A number of citizen-initiated groups have also 

emerged, representing ‘self-appointed’ management units (Legat, 1998). These initiatives 
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emerge when local aspirations to manage rivers in a more sustainable manner meet windows 

of opportunity to support and enable these aspirations (Memon et al., 2010).  

Efforts to improve urban streams are currently undertaken through a variety of methods in 

New Zealand. These commonly include local-government initiated action, ranging from 

capital works projects undertaken by councils, through to volunteer programmes managed by 

councils on public and/or private land (Campbell et al., 2010). In other cases, local 

community groups or individuals are undertaking rehabilitation actions independent of local 

governments on private land, being either self-funded or resourced through contestable 

funding, which is made available through several local or regional councils (e.g., the 

‘Auckland Regional Council Environmental Initiative Fund’) (Campbell et al., 2010). The 

remainder of this chapter will focus on Project Twin Streams, an exemplar of an urban river 

management initiative in Waitakere City, Auckland. 

 

5.3 Biophysical, social and local institutional context: Project Twin Streams 

catchment 

Project Twin Streams is located in Waitakere City, Auckland, New Zealand (Figure 5.1). This 

Project comprises the Waikumete, Oratia, Opanuku and Pixie catchments, which all flow into 

Henderson Creek, and the Huruhuru (Swanson) Stream catchment, both which flow out to 

the Waitemata Harbour. This catchment covers a total of 100 km2, and has a population of 

approximately 100,000 (Trotman, 2007). The entire catchment is located within the 

boundaries of the Waitakere City Council4.  

                                                       
4 The Auckland region underwent local government restructuring in November 2010, resulting from the Local 
Government (Auckland Council) Act 2009. Under this process, the Auckland Regional Council and all city and 
district councils within the Auckland region (including Waitakere City Council) were amalgamated into a 
unitary authority, the Auckland Council. As research took place before the amalgamation, the Waitakere City 
Council and Auckland Regional Council will be referred to throughout the thesis as the key government 
institutions responsible for local river management.  
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Figure 5.1 Location of Project Twin Streams (Huruhuru, Opanuku, Oratia, and Waikumete Streams and 
Henderson Creek) in Waitakere City, Auckland. Location within New Zealand inset (Image: Author’s own). 

 

The physical characteristics of the catchment are typical of those found within the Auckland 

Region, being of small size, flowing from relatively low-lying hills to the coast with small 

intervening floodplains. The upper and middle reaches are underlain by marine sedimentary 

and volcanic bedrock. An alluvial lowland floodplain, comprised of a silt loam, has developed 

in the lower parts of the catchment (Edbrooke, 2001). Sediment supply to the channels is a 

mix of gravel through to very fine mud and silt. The area has a warm temperate climate, with 

stream flow relatively constant throughout the year (NIWA, 2006). The shape of the 

catchment (short and steep) creates a situation where heavy rainfall events are followed by a 

short, sharp peak flow. Although the catchment is relatively small, it exhibits wide 

geomorphic diversity, creating a mosaic of river types, including intact valley fills, confined 

boulder and gravel bed streams, unconfined predominately fine bed streams and estuarine 

systems before flowing into the Waitemata Harbour (Gregory et al., 2008; Reid et al., 2008) 

(see Figure 5.2).  
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Figure 5.2 Catchment map with photo insets showing the diversity of contemporary river styles within the 
Project Twin Streams catchment (Underlying map: modified from PTS, 2010 (online); Pictures: Helen Reid 

(with permission) and Author’s own). 

 

Contemporary land use is highly varied throughout the catchment, comprising 

predominantly of regenerating native bush in the headwater regions within the Waitakere 

Ranges, agricultural and horticultural activities within the foothills, through to dense urban 

development in the lower parts of the catchment (Gregory, 2007). The first settlers to the 

Waitakere Ranges, Te Kawarau a Maki (the local Maori iwi5), lived in transient communities 

throughout the Waitakere Ranges from the 1600s (Burridge, 1990). There was minimal 

change to the dense native bush during this period, and early European settlers to the country 

                                                       
5 Maori are the indigenous people of New Zealand. The term iwi denotes a tribal unit. 
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left the area unexplored due to the dense bush imposing constraints upon the ease of 

navigation (Flude, 1977). Extensive land use change following European arrival to the area 

during the mid-1800s, the consequent change from agricultural and horticultural land use 

from the late-1800s and rapid urbanisation during the mid-1900s has left a profound imprint 

upon the catchment, particularly to the lower reaches. This has impacted upon the 

geomorphic condition of the catchment, with the lower reaches in particular having been 

subjected to increased sediment loads through these land use changes. Consequently, the beds 

of these reaches are draped with fine sediment, reducing geomorphic diversity (Gregory et al., 

2008; Reid et al., 2008). Water and sediment quality has been shown to be low in the lower 

reaches of the catchment, exceeding ANZECC (Australia and New Zealand water quality 

guidelines) for a number of variables including heavy metals (Golder Kingett Mitchell, 2006). 

Despite these changes to the geomorphic structure and processes and water quality, there 

remains a high species richness, including longfin and shortfin eel, koura (freshwater 

crayfish), common bullies and banded kokopu and inanga (both whitebait species) (PTS, 

2006).   

Waitakere City is a young and rapidly growing city, exemplified by the population growing by 

10.5 percent between 2001 and 2006 (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). New Zealand European 

comprise 59 percent of the population, with 15 percent Asian, 15 percent Pacific Islander and 

13 percent Maori (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). The city is classified as a middle-income 

city; however, there are areas within the city identified as having a high degree of social need 

(Craig and Courtney, 2004; Waitakere City Council, 2002). The city has long been recognised 

for its prominent ‘arts’ community, with the city attracting a large number of people 

employed in arts and creative industries (Waitakere City Council, 2002).  

Waitakere City has been long identified as Auckland’s ‘Wild West’ (Craig and Courtney, 

2004). This has in part been fashioned by the City’s long association with conservation efforts. 

Protection of the Waitakere Ranges extends back to 1894, when Sir Algernon Thomas 

persuaded the then Auckland City Council to preserve 14km2 within the Ranges, and this was 

gradually extended over time for the conservation of native flora and fauna (Harvey and 
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Harvey, 2006). This analogy also relates to the move ‘westwards’ during the mid-20th Century. 

The city experienced a huge population boom during the prosperous 1950s-70s with the 

advent of rising home and car ownership, as the lower- and middle-classes looked to the 

cheaper suburban subdivisions (Trotman, 2007). This developed a strong core of ‘Westie’ 

working class, and also attracted a large indigenous and migrant population, along with 

middle- and professional-classes who settled in the foothills of the Waitakere Ranges and 

along waterfront sub-divisions (Craig and Courtney, 2004). With a rapidly growing 

population, the local council focused upon physical infrastructure for the new city, while 

limited attention and resources were given to the development of social services. This absence 

led to a distinctive approach to carrying out social services within the city, as individuals felt 

themselves drawn into advocacy roles. Craig and Courtney (2004) describe this approach as: 

“entrepreneurial, can do, politically aware, generally committed to bottom up development, 

as well as strongly networked locally, seeking wider re-engagement” (pg. 47). 

Waitakere City Council provided strong leadership towards this approach and committed 

itself to processes of community engagement. Such an approach was juxtaposed against the 

competitive contracting for service delivery within local councils that was advocated 

nationally through the early-1990s (Craig and Courtney, 2004). This had the potential to 

shatter Waitakere’s approach of information sharing between agencies and the trust which 

had been developed to support this approach. This was countered by the strategic policy arm 

of Waitakere City Council, which consistently advocated social and community development 

objectives, networking and advocacy approaches, and forming strategic government and 

community partnerships (Craig and Courtney, 2004). These objectives and approaches were 

promoted through the adoption of several big-picture and headlining approaches, including 

the declaration of an ‘Eco City’ in 1993, inspired by Agenda 21 and the Rio Summit (Trotman 

and Wood, 2006). The ‘Greenprint’ document was published in 1994 outlining how the city 

would become an ‘Eco City’ (WCC, 1994). 

While the biophysical structure of the streams has remained in remarkable condition for 

urban streams, there were a number of issues highlighted within the area which came to the 
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fore in the early-1990s as the population continued to expand rapidly. The ‘Greenprint’ 

included an explicit commitment to being more innovative and proactive in the area of water 

management (WCC, 1994). On top of this declaration, there were several events which led to 

the prompting of an intervention to address river health issues. Severe water shortages within 

Auckland during 1994 highlighted the vulnerability of water supplies, even within a relatively 

water-abundant area (Trotman, 2007). Flooding was also becoming a greater issue within the 

City, with an increasing incidence of properties being flooded (Trotman, 2007). This, 

combined with increased development pressure with the rapidly growing population 

prompted the Auckland Regional Council to warn Waitakere City Council that no further 

development would be permitted within the Oratia and Opanuku catchments unless 

stormwater issues were resolved to reduce the incidence of flooding (Trotman, 2007).   

Social awareness of the health of local streams was mounting during this time. A high 

incidence of litter within streams concerned local residents. Waitakere City Council 

supported a number of ‘clean stream’ days, which involved litter removal by local residents 

(Trotman, 2007). This is demonstrative of a wider grassroots environmental awareness within 

sections of the community, as environmental advocacy groups emerged (Craig, 2003). While 

these groups had emerged, largely in sections of the city which were located adjacent to native 

bush, there was a notable absence of concern in the lower parts of the catchment which were 

more heavily suburbanised (Gregory, 2007). This led to a strong dichotomy of a strong 

environmental activism network alongside sections of the community with high 

environmental apathy. 

The situation which emerged by the mid-1990s was a catchment in remarkable biophysical 

health, despite its short, but dense and intense land use history. Increasing development 

pressures were creating concern that inadequate stormwater infrastructure would 

compromise stream health, and further increase the incidence of flooding. With a City 

Council building an ‘Eco City’ identity, there was a political discourse of promoting 

environmental management approaches which took an ecosystem perspective, while 

engendering participation of local communities. Those living within the catchment 
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comprised of a mosaic of socio-economic backgrounds, emerging from a rapidly growing 

city, which was unified within a ‘Westie’ identity. There was space, therefore, for an 

intervention which would embrace this social diversity, while developing a ‘flagship’ initiative 

to demonstrate the ‘Eco City’ ideals of the City.   

5.4 ‘The basis of today’s successes lies in yesterdays’6: the emergence of Project 

Twin Streams 

This section traces the institutional trajectory of Project Twin Streams, from its emergence 

within Waitakere City Council in the early-1990s, through to 2010. A timeline of key events is 

shown in Figure 5.3. 

 

Figure 5.3 Key moments in the institutional trajectory of Project Twin Streams. 

5.4.1 Framing of sustainability within Waitakere City Council 

Project Twin Streams was embedded within a period of institutional (re)visioning in 

Waitakere City Council. The broad trajectory of Waitakere City Council through the late-

1900s was outlined in the previous section. The early-1990s saw the election of new council 

leaders, who set about redefining the broad institutional ethos with which the council would 

employ in both its strategic and day-to-day operations. This new vision was underlined by 

                                                       
6 This quote is borrowed from Craig (2003:6), a document which assembles a collection of quotes from a range 
of people involved in the local government, social services and community sector in Waitakere. The anonymous 
author of this quote was reflecting upon the importance of the early development of networks within Waitakere 
City which lay the foundations for the ‘Waitakere Way’ (see Section 6.4.1)  
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sustainability thinking (Craig and Courtney, 2004). One interview participant recognised the 

importance of the election of a new Mayor for the city in 1992 in shaping this culture: 

Our Mayor, Bob Harvey, was selected in 1992 and he has been selected as 

the Mayor since then, so we have had that consistent approach. 

Sustainability has always been the sort of bottom line for the city, but 

recognising that it is a journey not a destination… (Participant PTS2). 

Another participant stated the broader ‘mixture of people’ within the council which enabled 

this culture to be more broadly embedded:  

It was about the people, the fortuitous kind of mixture of people that we 

happened to have at that time [early-1990s] that actually had a very strong 

belief in what they thought needed to happen. And that included engaging 

communities in what was happening, the Agenda 21 line. Because I think 

we all believed that unless the community understood there was no point in 

us doing anything at all really, because things would just slide back… that 

was one of the very first times that, apart from the social sector where it 

happened a little bit more, that some of the senior government people 

engaged (Participant PTS6). 

As stated in the previous section, this ethos was enshrined in Waitakere City Council’s 

commitment to Agenda 21 through the declaration of an ‘Eco City’ in 1993 (Trotman and 

Wood, 2006). The ‘Greenprint’ document (WCC, 1994) set out how this would be embedded 

within the strategies and operations of the council.  

This ‘Greenprint’ was supplemented by the Waitakere City Council leading a series of 

‘Wellbeing Summits’ in the late-1990s, with attendees including community institutions, 

government institutions, along with members of the community not affiliated with any 

group. The major output of these summits was the development of the ‘Waitakere Way’, a set 

of principles which the Council aimed to base its strategies upon (Craig and Courtney, 2004). 
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These principles are presented in Table 5.2. One interview participant reflected upon how 

‘Waitakere Way’ has fashioned a unique approach to local governance in Waitakere City:  

I mean that is obviously facilitated, you know the ‘Waitakere Way’, that is 

a stereotype, but the ‘Waitakere Way’ is quite distinct from how Auckland 

City Council would go about business, or quite distinct from Manukau 

[City Council]. So the approach and the council, how they go about business 

would obviously be more facilitative to forming partnerships going forward 

(Participant PTS12).  

Table 5.2 ‘Waitakere Way’ principles (adapted from Craig and Courtney, 2004:51) 

‘Waitakere Way’ principles: 
• Being proactive 
• Being holistic 
• Being preventative 
• Finding local solutions to local problems 
• Innovation 
• Partnership 
• Strong community involvement and leadership 
• Having an inclusive, multicultural approach 

 

Embedding this strategic direction not only within documents directing environmental 

management and community development strategies, but within already existing networks of 

community leaders and the development of new networks (e.g., through the ‘Wellbeing 

Summits’), meant that ideas of sustainability as articulated through Agenda 21 moved beyond 

political rhetoric. This lay the foundation for an institutional context where the Council was 

supportive of innovative transitions towards sustainable practices. In the context of river 

management more specifically, this was also supported by the non-prescriptive nature of the 

RMA (1991).   

Further supporting the space for such an initiative to emerge was a number of key regional 

strategies and policies which had developed, or were being developed at the time (see Table 

5.3). These highlight the recognition that has been given to enhancing the health of streams 
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within Waitakere City, recognising their strategic location in linking the Waitemata Harbour 

(and broader Hauraki Gulf) and the Waitakere Ranges. 

Table 5.3 Outline of Regional policy and plans relevant for river management within Waitakere City 
(adapted from Ecowater, 2003; Peart et al., 2010). 

Policy/Strategy Key elements 
Hauraki Gulf Marine 
Park Act (2000) 

 

• Recognises the Hauraki Gulf has “quality and diversity of biological and landscape 
values that makes it outstanding within New Zealand. The islands of the Gulf are 
valued as the habitats of plants and animals, once common, now rare, and are 
often the only places in the world where these species exist naturally” (Preamble).  

• Recognition of the importance of the quality of water and sediment draining into 
the Gulf for its health 

• Section 8 promotes the national significance of the Gulf, stating that it should be 
managed to protect, and where appropriate enhance the life-supporting capacity 
of the Gulf. 

Waitakere Ranges 
Heritage Area Act 
(2008) 

 

• Recognise the national, regional and local significance of the Waitakere Ranges 
Heritage Area 

• Promote protection and enhancement of heritage and natural features (including 
streams) 

• Councils have to give effect to purpose of legislation when preparing or reviewing 
a regional policy statement, regional plan or district plan, or when considering a 
resource consent application. 

Auckland Regional 
Growth Strategy 

 

• Key outcomes of the strategy relevant to river management include the 
improvement of water quality (or maintenance where quality is currently good); 
expansion and protection of high quality indigenous habitat; greater range and 
diversity of protected open space. 

Auckland Region 
Urban Stormwater 
Strategy Statement 

• Promotes integrated stormwater solutions (Project Twin Streams catchments have 
been identified as a high priority area, recognising the need to protect the 
receiving environment). 

Auckland Regional 
Policy Statement and 
Auckland Regional 
Plan, Coastal 

 

• Recognises the Waitemata Harbour is prone to sedimentation, and Henderson 
Creek has been identified as a key contributor of sediment, therefore is given 
priority. 

• Also recognises the significant habitat of Henderson Creek, being a complex 
habitat comprising of saltmarsh, mangrove, shell banks and estuarine and harbour 
intertidal banks, supporting a number of species. 

 

5.4.2 Stimulus for transition 

As outlined in Section 5.3, during the mid-1990s, there were a series of water shortages 

combined with flooding problems which affected residential areas, with the most prolific 

impacts being felt in the Oratia and Opanuku catchments (Trotman, 2007). Combined with 

ageing infrastructure and stormwater problems (exacerbating flooding), the Auckland 

Regional Council warned that new development within the catchment would be 
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compromised unless stormwater and flooding issues were addressed (Trotman, 2007). There 

was also mounting concern within the local community over the increasing frequency of 

flooding and pollution within the streams (Trotman, 2007).  

There were a small number of key players within Waitakere City Council who fashioned a 

new space for river governance within the Council. While there was governance space opened 

for the goals of sustainable river management, this would have remained political rhetoric if it 

were not for actors who were able to translate these ideals into meaningful action. A 

community development staff member commented upon the Waitakere City Council’s role 

in shaping a Project which would meet these goals: 

I think they are pretty low levels [for water quality, under the Resource 

Management Act], they are not visionary. And I think the potential of 

Project Twin Streams… is engaging people’s hearts and minds and caring 

again, and caring for the environment as we would like to care for 

ourselves… I think that it is really important that local government keeps 

taking responsibility… for being both the environmental police and being 

responsible managers of assets and yeah… and providing environmental 

leadership, social leadership and economic leadership in the local area. So I 

think there is a mix there. And it is very exciting that it could, it does fit 

alongside local community desire to act. And acting includes planning, 

strategising, it includes making decisions at a local level, as local as we can 

get it (Participant PTS11). 

By the late-1990s, Waitakere City Council had emerged as a site of collaborative action and 

innovation, and was successful in attracting various funding opportunities. This locally 

became known as a ‘pilot economy’, as resources were gained to support initiatives from 

government departments for trialling new policy and program initiatives (Craig and 

Courtney, 2004). Under this mindset, funding was sought to address stormwater issues in a 

manner which would underscore the Council’s ‘Eco City’ approach. Funding was available 
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through Auckland Regional Holdings (now known as Infrastructure Auckland), a statutory 

body formed under the Local Government Amendment Act (No. 6) 1998. Its function was to 

make capital grants for stormwater and transport projects within the Auckland Region that 

were also of benefit to the community. These funds were administered through the Auckland 

Regional Council, with applications being subjected to 12 criteria, six of which related to 

social outcomes (Trotman, 2007).  

Hans Schreier, a Professor from Canada was invited to visit Waitakere City Council, and was 

influential in advocating the restoration of stream banks to reduce stormwater and flooding 

issues. He highlighted that to maximise effectiveness, scientists and policy makers needed to 

interact more closely, and he promoted the engagement of local communities. Inspired by 

Professor Schreier’s ideas, visionary staff within Waitakere City Council translated these 

factors into an application to Infrastructure Auckland (Trotman, 2007). These visionaries 

within Waitakere City Council anticipated that such an initiative would be integral to the 

sustainable development approach Waitakere City Council sought to implement throughout 

Waitakere City (Trotman, 2007). Part of the ‘Eco City’ approach pictured the streams 

forming a green network linking the city from the Waitakere Ranges to the Waitemata 

Harbour (Ecowater, 2003). In Waitakere City Council’s application for funding to 

Infrastructure Auckland, they promoted the development of a ‘corridor’ alongside the 

streams which provides a: 

…robust aquatic ecosystem that will attract a variety of native birds and 

fish, improve water quality, as well as improve the amenity linkages of these 

areas. In addition, as outlined in the Draft Reserves Management Plan, the 

corridor established by these projects will aim to provide a major linkage 

and connective route within West Auckland, linking Henderson, the 

motorway, the [Waitemata] Harbour, Te Atatu, Corban Estate and the 

People’s Park with the wider environs by means of walkways and cycleways. 

This will in turn promote greater public usage and educational benefits as 

well as increased tourism and property values (Ecowater, 2003:3). 
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Applications to Infrastructure Auckland were lodged between 2001 and 2003, and were 

successful in obtaining $39.5 million over a 10 year period to 2012. A further $5 million was 

received to develop approximately 14 km of cycleways and walkways alongside three streams 

within the Project Twin Streams catchment (Trotman and Wood, 2006). The Infrastructure 

Auckland funds were primarily for activities related to riparian revegetation (i.e. purchasing 

plants, labour for planting and weeding); however, money was additionally allocated towards 

the implementation of stormwater treatment devices, the purchase of approximately 100 

properties (identified to be most at risk from flooding) and social outcomes (Trotman and 

Wood, 2006). Following the successful grant applications, Project Twin Streams officially 

began in 2003.  

 

5.5 Contemporary governance framework 

A summary of relationships between different institutions through Project Twin Streams is 

shown in Figure 5.4. Sustainable river management within the Project Twin Streams 

catchment has largely emerged through the strategy of the Waitakere City Council, inspired 

by Agenda 21. Regional linkages have been developed through a legislative relationship 

through Regional Plans relating to water quality. National and Regional government links 

have also emerged through the ‘Sustainable Cities’ Programme, an initiative by the 

Department for Internal Affairs, implemented through the Auckland Regional Council. 

Knowledge and strategic input has been provided to the Project from external consultants. 

Locals and community groups are engaged in the Project through the seven community 

groups. The dashed arrows represent reconfiguration of these actors through time, as will be 

explored through the remainder of this chapter. The following sections explain these 

relationships in greater depth. 
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Figure 5.4 Relationships between formal and non-formal institutions involved in Project Twin Streams, 
mapped according to scale of institutions and role in governance framework.  

 

5.5.1 Waitakere City Council’s partnership with local communities 

A small group within Waitakere City Council, confined within ‘Ecowater’ (the stormwater 

engineering arm of the council), comprising of a Project Manager and a Community 

Coordinator, was developed as the Project formally began in 2003 (Trotman, 2007). This 
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group took on the task of implementing actions under the Infrastructure Auckland 

application. It was recognised that a network would need to be developed, both horizontally 

within the council and vertically to higher levels of government and to local communities if 

they were to achieve the objectives of the Project beyond the planting of the riparian margin 

as outlined in the Infrastructure Auckland funding application. The initial approach to the 

Project was described by one participant as ‘conventional’, whereby a Community 

Coordinator invited groups to planting days; however, all resources and decision making 

remained within the Council (Participant PTS4). This proved to be impractical as it was 

labour intensive, the catchment was too big for one Coordinator to cover, and the 

communities comprise a diverse social and cultural mosaic, requiring targeted approaches to 

capture this diversity (Trotman, 2007). Continued flooding affected residential areas and the 

requirement from Infrastructure Auckland of demonstrating a certain number of trees in the 

ground led to an initial focus upon the environmental objectives of the Project. This meant 

the Project was not achieving the broader aims of the Project as one participant stated:    

It had one or two little experiments in those days, having a community 

planting day which is common of most councils right throughout the 

country, make everybody happy and walk away, but that wasn't the whole 

scheme as far as [one visionary] was concerned. He wanted some more 

involvement, more awareness, how to look after the streams (Participant 

PTS4). 

Thus, there was awareness by those working within the Council of the need to stimulate 

involvement and ownership by local communities, but they were unsure how this would 

emerge.  

Two external advisors were brought into the Project in late-2003, who had been Waitakere 

City Councillors during the ‘Eco City’ initiation days (Trotman, 2007). They developed a 

‘Community Contracting’ approach, designed to contract and resource community 

institutions to engage local communities in Project Twin Streams. Each of these contracted 
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institutions would appoint a local Community Coordinator to oversee the day-to-day 

implementation of the Project in that locale. Over time, seven community groups have 

evolved, five from the initial funding through Infrastructure Auckland and two (Swanson and 

Upper Opanuku) through local communities themselves initiating involvement (Figure 5.5). 

Groups were delineated by the initial Community Coordinator, who walked through the 

catchment, gauging community activity through community notice boards and local facilities 

(Participant PTS5). Key non-formal institutions such as schools and churches were directly 

contacted, and all interested groups were brought together, where the Community 

Coordinator explained the Project and asking what the area meant to each of the community 

institutions. From this meeting, institutions were able to apply to obtain a ‘contract’ for that 

given area (Trotman, 2007). The key tasks of the Project Twin Streams community contract 

institutions and the criteria they were chosen upon is outlined in Table 5.4. One participant 

recognised that the relationship between contracted institutions and the council built upon 

existing relationships (as outlined in section 5.3): 

So because the West is, well… it’s probably more informal than some, it’s 

not as formal as Auckland City and those sort of places, there is much more 

rawness, there are much more artists out here and there is kind of a 

different atmosphere than in other parts of Auckland, [that is a] 

generalisation, I know. So for me, those relationships were built in a 

different way than from elsewhere. And there was a very strong link into the 

community organisations, community bases (Participant PTS6). 
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Figure 5.5 Map of the Project Twin Streams catchment area, outlining the community group boundaries  
(from PTS, 2010:online, with permission). 

 

Table 5.4 Key tasks and essential criteria for selection of community institutions to hold a ‘Community 
contract’ for Project Twin Streams (adapted from Trotman, 2007). 

Key tasks of Project Twin Streams community contract institutions are to: 
• Plan and organise community events to engage the wider community in 

weeding, planting and maintenance 
• Build the capacity of residents and groups to participate in PTS and take 

stewardship of the streams  
• Use creative opportunities and methods, with assistance and resources 

supplied by the council 
• Assist with monitoring and evaluation 

 
The essential criteria for selecting community institutions to engage in a Project 
Twin Streams community contract are that they must: 

• Be a legal entity 
• Embrace and have the capacity to carry out the vision of PTS in the agreed 

geographical area 
• Have a robust governance and management structure 
• Have a proven track record for delivery and accountability 
• Have a working understanding and demonstrated experience in community 

development  
• Work in ways that respect the Treaty of Waitangi 
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Project Twin Streams was therefore embedded largely within Waitakere City Council, 

specifically within ‘Ecowater’. Partnerships with local community institutions were developed 

to implement actions ‘on the ground’ with already existing community groups within the 

catchment. These community institutions were then, in turn, able to implement the broader 

objectives of Project Twin Streams in a manner which was sensitive to the local social context 

and to build the capacity of these communities to actively participate within the strategic 

aspects of the Project. The ‘community contracting’ approach represents a novel relationship 

agreement between the council and local community institutions, which engendered a sense 

of ownership and responsibility within each of the communities. This could be achieved in a 

way which was unique to the communities within each of these areas, affording diversity in 

approaches which would best serve to attract participation of locals.    

 

5.5.2 Regional and National government involvement 

The Auckland Regional Council was indirectly involved in Project Twin Streams through the 

Auckland Regional Council’s regulatory role over stormwater discharges within Waitakere 

City. Alongside this role, the Regional Council also provides support to local councils over 

stormwater ‘best management practices’ (Participant PTS8). A closer relationship developed 

in 2004, when Project Twin Streams became a demonstration project for the ‘Auckland 

Sustainable Cities Programme’, a joint project led by the Auckland Regional Council and the 

Department of Internal Affairs. Project Twin Streams was chosen for the ‘Sustainable 

Communities’ strand of the initiative, given that it had buy-in from the local council and 

support from local communities (Trotman, 2007). The focus of this initiative was to support 

and learn from the community contracting approach developed by Project Twin Streams 

(Gregory, 2007). A ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ was also signed by the Auckland 

Regional Council and Waitakere City Council in relation to Project Twin Streams. This 

represented a commitment by both councils to learn from the experience of Project Twin 

Streams to inform the processes involved in developing a ‘sustainable catchment’ through a 

community development approach. In particular, this related to the development of 
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Integrated Catchment Management Plans (ICMP) (primarily for stormwater management), 

required by Auckland Regional Council from local authorities (Trotman and Wood, 2006). 

This relationship demonstrates a ‘hands off’, yet supportive relationship between the Regional 

and National level governments towards Project Twin Streams. This reflects the decentralised 

nature of the RMA (1991), and shows a willingness to support local-scale innovation in river 

management.  

 

5.5.3 Local iwi 

Initially, local Maori iwi were involved in Project Twin Streams through being consulted 

about Project Plans to ensure that they were consistent with Maori values. Over time, this role 

extended into a more practical one, with advice sought and initiatives developed from the 

Maori community through a series of contracts between Waitakere City Council and local iwi 

(Trotman and Wood, 2006). This included one reach being restored using traditional Maori 

techniques to highlight Maori environmental management practices (Participant PTS10). 

One of the local community groups has also worked in partnership with a local Kaumatua 

(Maori elder) to give greater voice to Maori values within their area. This recognition has 

been manifest through practical activities such as the re-telling of local histories and myths 

related to the streams (Participant PTS10). This shows a relationship extending from one of 

primarily consultation into local iwi taking responsibility for carving their own niche within 

the Project, creating space for their values to be re-forged.      

 

5.5.4 External non-formal institutions  

A number of external non-formal institutions were engaged into Project Twin Streams at 

different stages of the Project, largely to aid with strategic planning (as will be explored 

further in 5.7), and to provide ‘expert’ advice on a range of issues (e.g., Landcare Research (a 

Crown Research Institute)) for low-impact stormwater design; and the University Of 

Auckland for fluvial geomorphology assessments) (Participant PTS2). An environmental 
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consultancy also aided with monitoring the environmental objectives of the Project (Golder 

Kingett Mitchell, 2006). These relationships show the willingness of Project Twin Streams to 

enlist the advice and knowledge of ‘experts’ to be incorporated alongside the emergence of 

local stories to inform the Project. 

 

5.6 Initial difficulties in the governance framework 

Project Twin Streams feels complicated even though it’s not. 
 (elected Councillor, excerpt from Trotman, 2007:33) 

Initial concerns emerged that Project Twin Streams was ‘complicated’ and its purpose was 

not clear. As the project began to include many ‘spin-offs’, including the addition of the cycle 

and walkways, the development of a sustainable housing initiative and opportunities 

emerging from the ‘Sustainable Catchment’ initiative, a lack of cohesion and clarity of 

purpose began to create confusion as to what the Project was trying to achieve (Trotman, 

2007). While the funding from Infrastructure Auckland had provided the core goal of 

rehabilitating the riparian margins of the streams within the catchment, the goal of 

developing community capacity remained fuzzy. Opportunities were capitalised upon as they 

presented themselves; however, there was no strategic oversight of these. The difficulty in 

coordinating the broad objectives for the Project was stated by Participant PTS1: 

That is a challenge, being part of the Project because there is so much to do, 

it’s such a big project and so complex, and it spans right across Council and 

spans across communities and across to the Auckland Regional Council and 

one of the big challenges is keeping everyone in the communication loop and 

having everyone linked into the big picture, because it’s easy everyone 

sticking to their own areas and not to see the whole bigger picture of the 

Project (Participant PTS1). 

Compounding this confusion was a quick succession of ‘Project Managers’ for Project Twin 

Streams within Waitakere City Council, leading to a perception by those working within the 
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Project that it was poorly led, and lacked the required leadership to achieve the Project’s 

potential:   

At the moment we’ve got a lot of heads running the Project. From the 

Council’s point of view, it sort of went through several managers… it would 

have been quite good to have a person below to run the Project as a whole, 

we haven’t had that… it’s been a little bit lost in that way (Participant 

PTS10). 

We've had a series of not good management. The managers that we have 

had in the past have been engineers, because they were employed by 

Ecowater, the Project was funded through Ecowater, so everything was 

modeled on Ecowater. So the various people and managers that came 

through were engineers, and they couldn't grasp the idea that you can hand 

this over to a community and say 'look after it' (Participant PTS4). 

While the Project was retained largely within ‘Ecowater’, there were several attempts to 

incorporate broader based support from other parts of the Waitakere City Council. One such 

example is an internal council implementation group set up in 2004 to bring relevant staff 

from other parts of the council together, so that the Project could be embedded more broadly. 

This group did not last as it was poorly facilitated and needed to be more targeted toward 

strategic direction, rather than the more operational approach it took (Trotman, 2007). One 

Participant commented that the lack of ‘buy in’ to the Project by wider areas of Council was 

due to the fact that its focus was unlike anything else the Council had attempted prior: 

…although everyone loves the Project, it hasn’t always had the buy-in in 

terms of resources and alignment of resources and work programmes and 

all that kind of thing it could happen if there was much more of an 

integrated management process across Council, and that has been tried in 

different ways but it has never really sat as other projects do within Council, 
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it’s kind of always had to operate under the radar in different things. And so 

it’s, there’s been other projects, urban planning projects which work across 

Council and are set up in much more of a ‘project way’, this project hasn’t 

been set up in the same way (Participant PTS1). 

Conflicting messages were also reported to be a problem throughout the Council, which 

added to confusion over the direction of the Project: 

…Council is made up of all sorts of different units and so sometimes once 

again, it’s about complexity, but sometimes it’s about the left hand and 

right hand don’t know what each other is doing, so you could get distinctly 

different messages from the ‘stormwater’ people compared to the ‘parks’ 

people. So all of those can be flies in the ointment (Participant PTS11). 

As a consequence, despite trying to broaden the base of Project Twin Streams throughout 

council, the Project was largely confined within ‘Ecowater’. One Participant even reported 

that the Project became isolated within ‘Ecowater’: 

There is somebody that works in the council who works for Ecowater, who is 

an educator, but she is really protective of what she does and where she goes, 

and basically just puts up a wall when it comes to Project Twin Streams, 

and I think, Council should have address that, because she could have been 

a fantastic, she is fantastic, she has developed some wonderful education 

tools, but her personality gets in the way (Participant PTS9). 

During this period, it became evident that while there was an institutional ethos which 

aligned and supported the aspirations of Project Twin Streams, there were initial difficulties 

in translating these ideals into practice. There was support in a number of policies of 

Waitakere City Council; however, the enactment of a specific project epitomising these ideals 

proved problematic. The tradition of working within ‘silos’ created communication issues in 

developing a holistic project. Lack of strategic direction and leadership further hindered 
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communication between different parts of council, and there was little understanding and 

appreciation by those working within different sections of Council of the need to work 

differently to achieve the goals of Project Twin Streams. To enable action towards sustainable 

river management goals, this insight highlights the importance of leadership and strategy, 

along with the ability of those working within the structures to be willing to work across 

imposed silos.  

 

5.7 Increasing alignment and strategic direction 

In light of the problems in strengthening networks to support Project Twin Streams 

throughout Waitakere City Council, a small number of ‘champions’ saw the need to steer the 

strategic direction of the Project and to help communicate the core messages of the initiative 

(Participant PTS3). A Strategic Plan was developed in 2005, which formally developed and 

structured the vision, aims, goals and evaluation of the Project (WCC, 2005), and these were 

explicitly related to Waitakere City Councils ‘Long Term Council Community Plan’ thereby 

aligning with broader Council objectives (Trotman and Wood, 2006). These emerged around 

‘four wellbeings’: social, environmental, economic and cultural aspirations (Trotman and 

Woodley, 2008). The vision, philosophy, aims and goals are presented in Table 5.5. This was 

in part prompted by the Local Government Act (2002), which encouraged Local Authorities 

to promote these four well-beings in an interlinked manner. This Strategic Plan was also able 

to form the basis of alignment with ICMP’s for stormwater required by the Auckland 

Regional Council. Prior, ICMP’s had remained separate to Project Twin Streams (Trotman, 

2007). The ‘Nine Clouds’ diagram was created (Figure 5.6) to show pictorially in one page the 

vision and objectives of Project Twin Streams. This diagram allowed those working within 

the Project from a strategic level to the community level to visualise connections between 

different facets of the Project (Trotman, 2007).  
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Table 5.5 Vision, philosophy aims and objectives for Project Twin Streams, as expressed by ‘visionaries’ 
(adapted from Trotman, 2007; WCC, 2005). 

Vision: “Working together for healthy streams and strong communities: Creating a sustainable future” 
 Philosophy: Sustainability requires action across all four aspects of wellbeing – social, economic, environmental 
and cultural. For Project Twin Streams this will require actions to ensure strong, healthy, engaged local 
communities who understand the challenges facing their catchment and take responsibility for them. It 
recognises that creative ways of learning, respect for heritage and valuing and celebrating different world views 
are essential ingredients in all community processes. It also understands that strong, local economies require 
new skills and new approaches which in turn will lead to new opportunities and jobs. All of this requires a 
healthy natural base, the recreation of biodiversity and the wise management of our natural resources and urban 
design that achieves a lighter footprint on the earth. This sustainable community development approach has 
been developed to meet the Infrastructure Auckland contract. 
Aims:  
1. To restore six streams and their surrounding areas in Waitakere City, largely by approaching stormwater 
management differently. 
2. To creatively engage local communities in this, in order to support them to become kaitiaki or guardians of 
the streams long term, strengthen their local communities and live more sustainably. 
Environmental objectives: 

• Integrated land use planning and 
management to minimise flooding and 
reduce pollution and siltation in streams and 
the harbour 

• Integrated catchment management planning 
and application of the treatment train 
approach 

• Recreate and restore ecological corridors 
• Create lower impact footprints through low 

impact urban design and form 
• Encourage new sustainable technologies in 

households, business and the public sector 
• Contribute to mitigation of climate change 

Economic objectives: 

• Create opportunities for collaborative 
ventures with government, business, iwi, 
urban Maori and academic institutions 

• Be a catalyst for iwi, Maori and community 
economic development 

• Develop research opportunities and new 
water, waste and energy efficient technologies 

Social objectives: 

• Encourage communities to take responsibility 
for the development of their localities  

• Facilitate long term governance structures for 
PTS that involve local communities 

• Foster community leadership 
• Promote an integrated approach which 

connects with people’s minds, bodies and 
spirits 

• Create life-long learning about how to live 
sustainably 

• Provide pedestrian and cycle linkages that 
promote healthy lifestyles 

• Promote opportunities that advance 
affordable and sustainable housing 

Cultural objectives: 

• Ensure learning from different cultural and 
world views, through creative methods 

• Recognise, respect and profile local heritage 
• Promote creative learning methods as a key 

agent of change 
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Figure 5.6 The ‘Nine Clouds diagram’, pictorially demonstrating the vision and objectives for Project Twin 
Streams (from Trotman, 2007:24, with permission).  

 

This strategic plan was developed with the aim of achieving objectives within a 10-year time 

frame. Participant PTS6 stated that the vision and objectives were developed ‘organically’, and 

it was recognised that the plan was a ‘greenprint’, rather than a ‘blueprint’ of what would be 
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achieved. There were also a number of underlying assumptions underpinning the process of 

developing of the vision. Those developing the vision wanted to represent the aspirations of 

the local communities within the catchment, and made broad assumptions of what the 

communities living within the catchment would aspire for their streams: 

We haven’t gone to the community and said ‘what would you rather have, 

pipes for Africa, or a beautiful wild, ecologically intact stream bank, what 

would you prefer?’ I guess we have assumed to a certain extent that people 

would probably want or prefer the stream bank, and being the ‘Eco City’, 

there is a commitment to the eco values, the ranges, the health of the ranges, 

the green network. There are some underlying assumptions that we haven’t 

explored in full (Participant PTS11). 

While the communities were not directly engaged in this process, core assumptions were 

explicitly stated, allowing the intent of the visionaries to be transparent (Table 5.6). A number 

of these assumptions also created space for local communities to develop their own goals and 

aspirations within Project Twin Streams.    

Table 5.6 Core assumptions underpinning the strategic plan for Project Twin Streams (adapted from 
Trotman, 2007). 

Assumptions underpinning the strategic plan for Project Twin Streams  
• Stream restoration, and specifically riparian planting and supporting natural stream flow, 

is a key first step in addressing stormwater pollution of streams.  
• People are more likely to make changes in behavior when they understand the problem 

and are part of identifying solutions 
• Local organisations can be more effective than Council in engaging their own 

communities in the sustainability journey, but need to be adequately resourced and 
supported to do so. 

• Creative methods that engage with people’s hearts and minds are more effective in 
creating meaningful and long-term behavior change 

• A partnership approach between communities and local, regional and central government 
will be very effective in achieving long-term change towards sustainability 

• The community will embrace the sustainable community development approach 
• Active cross Council support will be needed for success 
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The development of this strategic plan, and recognition of the assumptions it made addressed 

the early difficulties the Project encountered in lacking direction. It also provided a moment 

of reflection to assess problems encountered to date in implementing the Project. While the 

aims had been set out in the application to Infrastructure Auckland, these needed to be 

refashioned in a way which would be broadly understood clearly by those working within 

Waitakere City Council and within the community. This did not represent a reworking of the 

governance structure of the Project, rather provided clarity of the vision for the Project, and 

the role each institution played in meeting this goal. This highlights the importance of a 

vision which is clearly defined, and an unambiguous understanding of the responsibilities of 

participants within this vision.  

 

5.8 Growing capacity of community groups 

Until 2005, community engagement within Project Twin Streams remained largely 

undeveloped. The initial aim of the Project was to hand ownership to community institutions 

once funding from Infrastructure Auckland ended in 2012. From 2006, the community 

contracting approach outlined previously gained greater momentum. While there had been a 

perception within the community that it was “the Councils’ job [to do this work], and that is 

what we pay the rates for” (Trotman, 2007:39), there were a number of local institutions who 

came forward to be involved in Project Twin Streams. There was some initial tension in 

establishing a ‘contracting’ relationship between the council and community institutions; 

however, the ‘visionaries’ were able to negotiate a revised contract which recognised 

principles of partnering based upon trust (Participant PTS3; Trotman, 2007). While the 

majority of community engagement activities had been through the running of planting and 

weeding days, the importance of art-based activities was recognised by a number of 

participants as a vital tool to engage local people into the Project (Participants PTS1; PTS2; 

PTS3; PTS11; PTS13), and was even described as the ‘glue’ which holds Project Twin Streams 

together (Trotman and Woodley, 2008). It was stated by one of the Community Coordinators 
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that local people are not necessarily inspired to be involved by the idea of planting trees, 

rather, it is the ‘fun’ aspect of the Project: 

And often they come to care about it because of the fun aspects that we use, 

which is the arts component, we use creative engagement, music, creating 

sculptures, books, huge murals, just a whole range of things... So people start 

to connect with it at much more than just their head level, and see it much 

more than just putting plants in the ground just because it's a good and 

sensible thing to do (Participant PTS3). 

A ‘Community Arts Coordinator’ was employed from May 2005 through the ‘Sustainable 

Communities’ programme. This Coordinator has worked with Community Coordinators to 

choose the creative methods which would best suit the local communities they are working 

with. To date, there have been a wide variety of activities undertaken, including drama, books 

(including a book produced by local school children, ‘Our Streams, Our Dreams’), public art 

work alongside streams, song competition, and events. This has been accompanied by the 

physical ‘opening up’ of streamside areas with the instillation of cycleways and walkways, 

providing access to previously inaccessible areas of streamsides (Participant PTS12). 

Evaluation within the ‘Sustainable Communities’ programme identified a number of benefits 

of creative engagement, including breaking down ‘barriers’, being positive and inspirational 

(as opposed to being focused upon negative impacts of urbanisation), providing ‘PR’, creating 

collaboration between groups involved in the Project, visible reminders of the resources the 

Project, and creating identity and pride within communities, and building ownership of the 

streamsides (Trotman, 2007).  

Through planting days and creative engagement, Project Twin Streams has propagated in 

differing ways in each community group area. It was recognised that as there is a very diverse 

population across the catchment, different modes of engagement would be appropriate in 

each area. This also reflects the diverse backgrounds of the Community Coordinators, which 

range from social development, to working with youth at risk, to not-for profit environmental 
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organisations (Jennings, 2009). One interview participant, a Community Coordinator, 

recognised this diversity: 

Because the catchment is so different and the Project is so different in every 

area, the size of each area is different… the organisation is different, we as 

individuals are all different and run it our own way. There aren’t rules 

about how you run it, as long as you are effective, keep it running and keep 

it going (Participant PTS9). 

While the ‘planting days’ themselves are consistent across the catchment, there have been 

different ‘add-ons’ to target engagement of their specific community. For example, the Oratia 

group has created an ‘Edible Garden’. One participant, a Community Coordinator from 

another area, recalled a recent planting day which was ‘themed’ as a tribute to the legacy of 

Don Buck, an original settler to that area: 

The most successful planting day I’ve had was this year… was on a little 

corner called ‘Don Buck corner’. Don Buck came to New Zealand in the 

late-1800s, and he was a very cavalier man, nicely dressed, he always had 

colourful waist coasts and boots, he was a very striking man. He ran some 

Kauri gum digging camps on what is now Don Buck Corner. And we were 

having a planting day there, and so there is also a Don Buck School and 

Don Buck Kindergarten. So I approached Don Buck School, about doing an 

item, a song, and they were keen, one particular class was keen, and there is 

a local lady was very interested in the history of Don Buck, and she over a 

couple of decades, pulled together as much information as she could about 

Don Buck, and we got her involved, and then the arts arm of Project Twin 

Streams got involved, and we put together costumes for these kids. We had a 

whole [school] term of building up to this planting day, and on the day we 

had all these kids in their costumes whose families came because their kids 

were so excited. Don Buck kindergarten ran the BBQ, so all those families 
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came in as well, and we had a huge turnout. It was a beautiful sunny day, it 

was a great sight, but the best thing was all these different people in the 

community. And a lot of them, we do surveys at planting days, and a lot of 

them had never heard of Project Twin Streams before, never been to a 

planting day, and they just thought it was fabulous, there was great art 

activities, we also did these pots made out of newspaper and filled with soil 

and put some silverbeet seeds in, to go away and grow your own food, clean 

water, healthy people, healthy vegetables, healthy communities, you know, 

it was a real pulling in of all sorts of people from the community, that made 

it such a success (Participant PTS9). 

Participants talked about the benefits arising from such an approach for engagement of 

members of the communities within which they worked. First, a broader cross-section of the 

community has been reached through this approach. Participant PTS11 stated that typically 

only ‘white middle class’ are engaged in environmental activities such as planting days. 

Through the engagement process of Project Twin Streams, there is feeling that the 

community groups have been able to ‘reach’ those sectors of the population which local 

governments typically are not able (Participant PTS11). Secondly, Community Coordinators 

reported that communities are starting to develop ‘ownership’ of their stream reaches. By 

helping to create solutions, behavior change is more likely. This was illustrated by Participant 

PTS3:  

Our process has been based on the community development assumptions, 

which is that local people actually know the problems, and want to be 

involved in the solution. And, often are best able to engage their own 

communities in resolving issues, and that people will become highly 

motivated if they are doing it themselves, if it's coming from them. And our 

experience has actually proved that (Participant PTS3). 
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This has been recognised at the regional level, with an Auckland Regional Council staff 

member stating the important role the community groups have had in linking local 

communities with the environment: 

 

Community groups… I think play an important role in linking individuals 

within the community to government, in particular Waitakere City 

Council, who has a very close relationship with its communities. 

Community groups are also the vehicle through which councils can roll 

programmes or initiatives or empower communities to take ownership of 

issues and actually do something about it (Participant PTS8). 

While the initial vision and action had focused upon the environmental goals of the Project 

(see Section 5.3), when asked about reflecting upon the vision, participants talked at greater 

length about the ‘people’ component of the vision. Table 5.7 presents an outline of the threads 

which emerged from conversations. These demonstrate the emerging understanding of the 

value which the Project has placed upon the work of the community groups, as those in the 

Project reflects upon its practices.    
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Table 5.7 Themes arising from discussions with interview participants pertaining to the vision for Project 
Twin Streams (from Gregory et al., 2011b, with permission). 

Themes arising from interview participants discussing the vision for Project Twin Streams 

Connected  
 

“…to get people connected to the streams, and to appreciate what they are, and 
that comes from sort of walking along the streams, and with people who have 
properties facing the streams would just dump rubbish onto the edge, so a lot of 
people didn’t even realise they had a stream in their backyard that was valued, 
you know. So that’s a really important part, getting people connected to the 
streams” (Participant PTS4) 

Ownership and 
stewardship 
 

“What we are trying to do … is to get the community to take ownership, take 
stewardship” (Participant PTS10) 
“the overarching goal is making a difference for water quality but it is also to 
recognise the whole interconnection between the social, the cultural, the 
environmental, economic and also the spiritual aspects of people’s connection 
to the land, and the whole philosophy of community ownership of the issues” 
(Participant PTS1) 

Understanding “Once people start connecting or reconnecting, they begin to have an 
understanding of what their impact is, and their relationship with their 
immediate environment. And so, I think people have to do that first before we 
can expect to see real results.” (Participant PTS7) 

People being part 
of the ‘solution’ 

“So underlying it for me, I think, what council is really trying to do in the first 
instance is to restore natural systems, including people and the natural, a more 
natural interaction with the environment, a closer connection to the 
environment” (Participant PTS11)  

‘Living it’ 
 

“Now the vision again was to say that people were 'living it', and a healthy 
lifestyle. It started not only with the streams, its only one very useful part of it, 
people are now starting to look at building materials and it’s just a new 
revolution going through all the time” (Participant PTS4) 

Healing 
 

“I think the vision is healthier streams and healthier communities, I can’t 
remember the exact words, but I see it as in getting the community involved in 
healing the streams, they actually heal themselves, just to a certain extent, 
obviously it doesn’t permeate their whole lives, but it actually can make a 
difference” (Participant PTS9) 

 

This growth in the community development and capacity building has demonstrated the 

value in thinking differently about how to best engage local communities as active 

participants in river governance. While initially, traditional methods of engagement such as 

planting days were established, the Project has allowed the community groups themselves to 

develop methods to engage their local communities. These methods may not be tied directly 
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to the streams themselves; rather, indirectly build a sense of place which participants 

described as a prerequisite for developing ownership and stewardship of local streams 

(Participants PTS1; PTS4; PTS11).  

 

5.9 Epilogue: Transition to ‘Supercity’ 

The Local Government (Auckland Council) Act was introduced in September 2009. This 

legislation proved a turning point for Project Twin Streams, as the Auckland Regional 

Council and the local councils within the Auckland region were amalgamated following the 

local government elections in November 2010 to form the ‘Auckland Council’ (or colloquially 

known as the ‘Supercity’). As Project Twin Streams was a Waitakere City initiative, concerns 

mounted over whether the project would be continued following amalgamation. While it had 

been a goal of Project Twin Streams to ‘hand’ the project to community groups after 2012 

when the funding from Infrastructure Auckland was discontinued, the realisation that 

support from Council could be withdrawn under the new Council structure catalysed 

discussions surrounding how governance of the Project would be shaped into the future:  

…because of the ‘Supercity’ stuff, that has acted as a catalyst to get it 

moving faster. Where the community will have even more ownership and 

responsibility and more involvement and council will be a partner, rather 

than council holding everything (Project PTS5). 

The transition to the ‘Supercity’, the new unitary authority, just puts extra 

pressure on that whole process. But it would have happened anyway [as the 

core funding for the Project was to expire in 2012]. So it’s kind of the perfect 

storm at the moment because we’ve got both the council in transition and 

the Project in transition (Participant PTS11). 

Participant PTS1 stated that during 2008-2009, there had been a number of processes 

developed to create a ‘common entity’ (a unified sense of how Project Twin Streams would be 
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continued past 2010) for Project Twin Streams. This participant spoke of the issues which 

need to be addressed during this phase of the Project:  

 So developing future governance is bringing different interests and weaving 

them together, and saying, how do we create a structure that meets the very 

local interests, but also the broader regional and council interests for the 

Project? …there is a lot of unknown at this point about what the structure 

will be, how much importance the new council will place on water quality 

and on and stormwater... so it’s a very fluid environment. So what Project 

Twin Streams is starting to do and pull together, both the scientific and 

ecological imperatives, and creating a value case around the way we are 

doing it and also a value case around this particular model of doing it, the 

community development model, because for the new Auckland Council, 

they may say this is a very expensive way of doing it… and then how do we 

translate these value cases into some kind of cost benefit analysis, so what 

the costs and benefits will be over the future (Participant PTS1). 

This began with a re-commitment to the Memorandum of Understanding between Waitakere 

City Council and the Auckland Regional Council (Participant PTS3). A Steering Group 

between the two Councils had been formed to discuss the strategic direction and the options 

for future governance frameworks once the Auckland Council came into being (Participant 

PTS10). Participant PTS10 also recognised that it was important to develop a strong working 

relationship with the Auckland Regional Council, as community sustainability programmes 

under the new council would be coordinated by staff largely from Auckland Regional 

Council. This underlines the importance of looking forward to likely scenarios to develop as 

much continuity in the Project as possible. While policies underpinning river management 

and the institutional structure of the new council would differ markedly to that of Waitakere 

City Council, if staff were familiar with the practices embedded within the Project, they would 

more likely support them within the new Council structures and policies.  
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Initially, Community Coordinators for Project Twin Streams were left out of future planning 

discussions. Interview participants spoke of the prevalence of ‘traditional’ council attitudes 

during this period, which included: those working within Council perceiving to have power 

and authority over communities in regards to environmental management issues 

(Participants PTS1; PTS5; PTS6; PTS7; PTS11; PTS13); the fact that council just ‘don’t get’ 

communities (Participant PTS9); Waitakere City Council holding the ‘purse strings’ 

(Participant PTS5); and the funding deadlines precluding community involvement (as not 

enough time is allowed for ‘community processes’) (Participant PTS6). These constraints 

limited community involvement at a strategic level. A key concern raised by both Community 

Coordinators and managerial-level positions was the feeling of the Project becoming to be 

largely ‘top-down’ driven again (as at the outset of the project), with Waitakere City Council 

regaining strategic ownership of the Project. As a manager commented: 

Because I’m the manager, I don’t get too involved down at the grass roots 

level enough and know what is really going on down there… (Participant 

PTS10). 

This sentiment was also mirrored by a Community Coordinator: 

Because it’s top-down, sometimes you just have to do things, so that is quite 

stifling. And also because the people who work in the upper parts of council 

don’t do, they actually don’t get it, they don’t understand, they think they 

do, but, actually they don’t (Participant PTS9). 

The Community Coordinators formed the ‘Project Twin Streams Contract Holders Steering 

Group’ in 2008 to consider community options for the future of Project Twin Streams 

(Jennings, 2009). This group has been able to help consolidate a catchment focus for the 

community groups, through a series of workshops to explore the future vision for Project 

Twin Streams, identify (the then) current governance and management functions, explore 

strengths of the Community Contract institutions, identify gaps which need to be addressed, 

and finally identify values to underpin community governance structure (Jennings, 2009). 
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This has allowed those working at the local community level greater capacity to voice 

experience they have gained throughout the Project into conversations around future 

governance. The Community Coordinators have since joined the Auckland Regional 

Council-Waitakere City Council Steering Group (see Section 6.5.2), which has been renamed 

the ‘Project Twin Streams Sustainable Catchment Steering Group’. Participants PTS3 and 

PTS11 spoke of the ability of this group to draw in a range of perspectives: 

And we invited the Auckland Regional Council and the Community 

Managers [Managers of the contracted institutions] to join with us and 

make that much more of a robust process… So that process is bringing 

together community knowledge, and experience, it's bringing in council 

knowledge, and Council’s ability to make sure the process is one that meets 

our statutory responsibilities (Participant PTS3). 

There has been some really good alignment things, I think Project Twin 

Streams Sustainable Catchment Steering Group is going to be even more 

important moving towards the end of the grant money, and moving into the 

unknown, you know, a) new local government organisation and b) beyond 

2012 to whatever Project Twin Streams will become. And that Sustainable 

Catchment Steering Group is already being extended to include community, 

and iwi, and that will be, I imagine that it will become more like a 

partnering, a formal organisation of the partnering behavior that this 

council espouses (Participant PTS11). 

Interview participants spoke of the ‘unknowns’ surrounding the Auckland Council 

galvanising all those working within the Project together. With realisation that Waitakere 

City Council would cease to exist after November 2010, the Council and those working 

within Project Twin Streams at other levels expressed a desire to work together in ways which 

ensure the ongoing ‘success’ and ‘legacy’ of the Project, which they were not willing to work 

with before:  
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And at the moment we are in an unusual situation, where just about 

anything that we ask council, or say we need support on or whatever, they 

are just throwing themselves at it to get it done …I think they want to leave 

that legacy behind, and they want to put in as much as possible that can 

concrete it in, before the ‘Supercity’ knocks everything flat. So yeah, this is 

one of those moments, where at the moment we are on a massive high with 

Council where they are just supporting everything, and the community is 

actually rising to meet that (Participant PTS7). 

But the funny thing, even with the ‘Supercity’ stuff which has made a lot of 

people uncertain, in many ways, that has helped Project Twin Streams… I 

sense that [Waitakere City] Council is more willing to let go of things out 

into the community so that it survives, so they have let go of some of the 

ownership. I don’t know if that would have happened before anyway, but 

that has been a good thing to happen (Participant PTS5). 

The transition in local government has provided a moment for all those formal and non-

formal institutions working within the Project to reflect upon the journey of the Project thus 

far, and a critical reflection of how the governance of the Project may be reconfigured moving 

forward. This has highlighted the importance of collaboration at a strategic level, to ensure 

that any governance structure moving forward will fit within shifting policy mandates, and a 

grounded appreciation of community capacity to be active participants to be involved at a 

higher strategic level. Without this collaborative effort assumptions can be made which are 

practically impossible, and may serve to disengage actors.  

 

5.10  Reflecting on the experience of Project Twin Streams  

This section provides reflection upon the lessons learned from the governance framework of 

Project Twin Streams in enabling sustainable river management. It reveals underlying themes 
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of the experience of Project Twin Streams which fashioned the ability of this project to 

transform river management goals within Waitakere City. 

 

5.10.1 Institutional trajectory and institutional vision 

A core underpinning of the emergence of Project Twin Streams was the combination of the 

creation of governance space through policies relating to river management, and the capacity 

of the institutions responsible for river management (in this case, the Waitakere City 

Council) to perform river management within this space. River management with such a 

focus has not emerged in many other parts of the country (Feeny et al., 2010) despite the 

RMA (1991) opening this space; therefore, the capacity of the Waitakere City Council to 

fashion this space towards transitioning to more sustainable river management is highlighted 

as a key enabling factor. The Waitakere City Council developed this capacity largely through 

its broad institutional mandate of embedding the principles of Agenda 21 into its policies and 

practices, combined with the mix of people present within the council and within the broader 

community. A number of participants spoke of the importance of people in developing a 

governance framework for Project Twin Streams which would entrench the ‘Eco City’ 

principles into the Project. Particular personal attributes vital to this shaping included belief 

in the process and willingness to engage with imagining new possibilities: 

It's people. It's relationships between people. If you have the right people in 

the roles, you know, people who actually believe in the community and 

people in the community who are willing to see that the council has really 

good intent and wants to find new ways of doing things, to work together, 

and that totally comes back to people (Participant PTS3). 

Another participant also grounded this within place, identifying the value of actors which had 

an innate sense of their locality: 
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And on the community side of things, just having so many dedicated, wise, 

experienced people who actually know their locality, their communities, 

their area, and have the best interests of that community at heart, is 

completely invaluable. We couldn’t embark upon it without the existence of 

those groups. And I don’t think they are the kinds of groups that Council 

could create. We can support but can’t create, they really come out of the 

communities themselves (Participant PTS11). 

Finally, another participant stated the importance of a ‘team’ with a mix of attributes to 

complement each other.  

…a good team. A good all-round team. If you've got a good balance in a 

team, you need that. You need that people to pull you back and push you 

forward (Participant PTS4).  

This demonstrates the value of enlisting the support of those who push initiatives forward 

with imagination and enthusiasm, combined with those with the ability to think strategically 

and reflectively to ensure actions are leading toward the desired outcomes.   

 

5.10.2 Innovation in approach to ‘fit’ situated context of catchment 

Project Twin Streams has demonstrated the importance of innovation in governance 

frameworks to ‘fit’ the situated context of the catchment. This initially emerged within Project 

Twin Streams through the ‘community contracting’ approach, but this can be viewed to go 

beyond a mere ‘contract’ between local institutions and the Council to deliver the Project. 

These contracts have given space for local narratives to emerge, with historical, contemporary 

and future stories of stream attachment being voiced.  This has then gone on to shape the 

direction of the Project, as the communities themselves have given substance to the 

overarching vision directed by the ‘visionaries’. As stated by Participant PTS11: 
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…there is also locally based indigeneity, which is another form of being from 

a place, so people who have lived by a particular stream and have lived in a 

place for 50 years have an indigeneity that is really precious. They’ve got 

eyes in their head and have been taking notice…. I think that when we 

connect to those stories, we can start having a vision for restoration. 

While community development has been a key focus of the governance framework for the 

Project, allowing local narratives within the catchment to emerge, there have remained 

tensions in linking these emergent stories with strategic guidance and oversight of the Project, 

as highlighted by Participant PTS6: 

I’m not saying the community development model is the only method you 

should use with people. I think we’ve got to use top down regulation, we’ve 

got to use, you know strong policies… We are still in most cases, talking at 

people, you know, blah blah blah blah, writing research reports, taking no, 

really no notice at all, how do you connect this research with the people who 

might be helpful for them to understand? And that is the gap. 

These two contrasting statements reflect difficulty in aligning locally emergent stories with 

catchment oversight of the direction of the Project. It highlights the ‘messiness’ of 

catchments, demonstrating that catchment-scale governance is difficult. This arises from local 

stories continually evolving, the need to align with relevant policies and to recognise 

biophysical change throughout the catchment. While the community conversations and 

Waitakere City Council direction may have been disparate, there is recognition that 

innovation in governance frameworks for the initiative stem from trust and respect built into 

relationships, providing a platform for robust debate around how best to move forward: 

I think there is, it’s by no means going to be a smooth pathway, there is 

often robust debate but I think there is also a strong history of relationships, 

and that relationship building over time and a respect around that so that a 
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good foundation for having some of those more robust debates are those 

long term relationships (Participant PTS1). 

 

5.10.3 Maintaining momentum through the trajectory of Project Twin Streams 

As has been highlighted throughout this chapter, different factors, both internal and external 

to the Project, drives how it has developed through time. Participants highlighted a range of 

factors which maintain the momentum of the initiative through these changes. Nearly all 

interview participants spoke of the passion actors brought to the Project (Participants PTS2; 

PTS4; PTS5; PTS7; PTS8; PTS9; PTS10; PTS13). Actors are, or have become, personally 

vested within the Project through their desire to see its outcomes achieved, and more broadly, 

because they believe it is inherently moral. This has led them to go beyond just a ‘job’ within 

the Project as they strive to see the Project succeed, as demonstrated by one Interview 

Participant: 

…from my observation from the people that are involved in this project on 

all levels is the absolute passion for what they do. Whether they are 

community, whether they are scientists, whether they are administrators 

even, they are passionate about what they do, and I can’t think of one 

person that I work with that isn’t driven by their job. And that is essential 

for this project, because we are not paid to do the work that we actually do. 

All of us, without question are going way above the call of duty, way above 

what we are actually paid for, the hours we are actually paid for. So if you 

were to take ‘in kind’ hours into consideration, this project would probably 

be worth billions! (Laughs) (Participant PTS7).  

Following from this passion has been momentum generated from seeing the Project succeed. 

Notions of success have emerged as ‘success stories’ through tangible outcomes (such as the 

number of trees planted reported in ‘Streamtalk’) and ‘feel-good’ pieces within local media, 
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alongside more formal recognition of success, such as the Department for the Environment’s 

‘Green Ribbon’ award, which the Project was a winner for in 2007 and 2010, and a finalist in 

the 2007 Theiss Riverprize (Participant PTS11). This track record of success has led to belief 

within those formal and non-formal institutions involved that what they are doing is making 

a difference:      

…now that there is a track record of success, a lot has been achieved, a lot of 

exciting things that probably no one imagined has come out of it, so I think 

that enabled to keep the momentum and keep going (Participant PTS13). 

These notions of success have led to ‘Project Twin Streams’ recognised as a ‘brand’ which 

people can trust, with more actors and institutions being engendered to participate as they see 

the Project as being creditable (Gregory, 2007).  

Another key factor in maintaining momentum has been the more practical issue of retaining 

institutional memory with turnover of staff. The importance of maintaining this was raised by 

Participant PTS13, who at the time of the interview had recently taken over the role from 

another Community Coordinator: 

…with the handover from the previous employee, [I’ve been] trying to get as 

much of that knowledge and not losing it. Because that is one of the issues 

when you have a lot of institutional knowledge and relationships, because it 

is all about the relationships, not to lose that.  

It was recognised that as the governance framework was built around relationship building, 

there had to be careful handover as staff changed to ensure these relationships continued. 

Another participant commented that relationships had been lost in the past with institutions 

such as the Department for Internal Affairs, as this relationship was solely based upon the 

efforts of one staff member, and as she left, there was no connection to others within the 

Project, therefore the relationship was lost with Department for Internal Affairs (Participant 

PTS3). 
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5.11 Conclusion 

Project Twin Streams is an example of an intervention which involved the intersection of 

networks within Waitakere City Council, extending to non-formal institutions across the city, 

fashioned by concern for river health becoming the focus for wider environmental and socio-

economic concerns. There were a number of river-related issues facing the City when the 

Project emerged, including the increasing incidence of flooding, concern over stormwater 

quality entering the streams and mounting concern regionally over the deteriorating health of 

the Waitemata Harbour (into which the Project Twin Streams catchment flows). By the early-

1990s, there had emerged a strong network of non-formal institutions within Waitakere City 

Council and the broader community which lay the foundation for support environmental 

and community-oriented initiatives. This was combined with the Waitakere City Council’s 

commitment to practicing the principles outlined in Agenda 21 through declaring themselves 

as an ‘Eco City’. These two factors provided the platform for the emergence of Project Twin 

Streams, and the governance framework it has developed and continues to develop.  

The approach of Project Twin Streams is representative of the ‘experimental’ ethos which 

environmental policy in New Zealand has given rise to. The principal piece of legislation 

guiding river management in New Zealand is the Resource Management Act (1991), and 

while it has been criticised for its effects based and reactive nature (e.g., Memon et al., 2010; 

Peart, 2009), its non-prescriptive character has opened up a range of possibilities for the 

shape of river management initiatives (Gunningham, 2008). Waitakere City Council (with 

help of funding from Auckland Regional Council) has been able to be opened up to the 

networks existing through the city to fashion an approach to sustainable river management 

which is able to be weaved through existing local capacity to achieve environmental and 

social outcomes. Narratives of ‘catchment framed’ and ‘ecosystem-based’ management with 

strong participatory processes have been mobilised into the Project from the Waitakere City 

Council’s commitment to ‘Agenda 21’ and the ‘Local Government Act 2002’, alongside an 

array of other ecosystem-focused regional policies.  
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As the catchment area for Project Twin Streams is located within one local territorial 

boundary, it meant that the Project was insulated by Waitakere City Council, with the 

Project’s goals sitting within the broader goals of the council, therefore the aims and 

aspirations of the Project were couched within a wider planning framework for the city. This 

became problematic when the Auckland region underwent local government restructuring, 

with the Auckland ‘Supercity’ emerging to replace the existing local governments, including 

Waitakere City Council. The reflexive strategy of the Project was to embed the initiative 

within the community. The role of community institutions in the governance framework has 

been transformed, as they have had to develop capacity to carry out the functions of the 

Project which the Waitakere City Council held. While it is recognised that it would be 

difficult for community groups to maintain the networks which the council had forged with 

different formal and non-formal institutions, such as the Regional Council and the 

Universities, there was a sense that new networks would be forged (for example, the 

community groups ability to tap into community-based funding provided by charitable 

trusts), which could maintain the capacity and momentum of the intervention. In this light, 

there is a potential for the Project to continue, the network base within which it is embedded 

will look very different heading into the future.  
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6. Grand River Conservation Authority  
 

“May the memory of those who saw these waters pass  
in days gone by remind us of the legacy they  

will hold for those who come after us.” 

Town Crier, David McKee 
On the occasion of the 5th Anniversary 

Celebration of the Grand River as a  
Canadian Heritage River 

(Cited in Veale, 2004b:35) 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an in-depth presentation of insights emerging from the experience of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority. An outline is presented of the political landscape in which 

river management in Canada is positioned, followed by an outline of the more specific 

arrangements in Ontario. A trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority is then 

provided, tracing river management institutions in the catchment from the early-1900s, which 

provided the stimulation for the formation of the Grand River Conservation Authority, through 

to contemporary arrangements. Like the analysis of Project Twin Streams, this journey is 

captured through key moments (see Chapter 4), which were chosen on the basis of recurring 
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events raised by interview participants, and those highlighted through document analysis. Key 

contemporary processes are also highlighted. This chapter concludes by reflecting upon the key 

themes emerging from the experience of the Grand River Conservation Authority. These themes 

will be contrasted against those lessons learned from the Project Twin Streams (Chapter 5) and 

the Mersey Basin Campaign (Chapter 7) in Chapter 87. 

 

6.2 Policy context 

Canada is a constitutional monarchy and a federal parliamentary democracy based on English 

Common Law (with the exception of Québec) (Robins, 2007). Canada is a highly decentralised 

nation, with the management of water resources being no exception (Bakker and Cook, 2011). 

Responsibility for freshwater resources is divided between the federal government and each of 

the provinces/territories, creating a complex institutional landscape (de Loë and Kreutzwiser, 

2007; Saunders and Wenig, 2007). The Constitution Act (1867) vests management over land and 

water primarily to provincial governments (Veale, 2004a); in particular, responsibilities 

pertaining to the ownership of most water resources, ownership over land (including minerals 

and forests), property and civil rights, and control over regional and municipal governments 

beneath them (Shrubsole, 1990). However, this is complicated as the federal government has a 

significant role in a number of areas directly and indirectly related to river management, 

including interprovincial and international trade; navigation and shipping; conservation and 

protection of fisheries and oceans; and management of water within federal lands, national parks 

and First Nations communities (Blomquist et al., 2007). This relationship is then further 

complicated by horizontal distribution of water-related responsibilities within each province (as 

                                                       
7 A clarification of terminology is warranted here. The North American term for ‘catchment’ is ‘watershed’. 
Interview participants and all documents pertaining to the Grand River Conservation Authority referred to the 
Grand ‘watershed’. However, for consistency through this thesis, the term ‘catchment’ will be used. I have retained 
the term ‘watershed’ in interview quotes to retain their integrity. North American spelling has also been retained in 
direct written quotes to retain their integrity.  
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will be outlined in Section 6.2.2). In addition, local governments have a role through their 

responsibilities for land use planning and water provisions (Nowlan and Bakker, 2010). While 

this complex positioning of responsibility necessitates coordination; cooperation between federal 

government and the provinces has been limited owing to the provinces resisting challenges to 

their autonomy, little incentives for the federal government to become involved, as the cost is too 

great for benefits accrued (Bakker and Cook, 2011; Saunders and Wenig, 2007). Freshwater 

resources crossing the border to the South with the United States render bilateral-cooperation 

essential, adding yet another layer of complexity to the institutional landscape. The following 

sections outline the evolution of legislation and policy at different scales fashioning 

responsibilities of formal institutions in relation to river management.  

 

6.2.1 Bilateral agreements 

With shared water bodies across the Canadian-United States border, the Canadian policy context 

is shaped by its relationship to the United States. Cooperation agreements around water 

resources emerged with the ‘Boundary Waters Treaty’ (1909), and this has been the centrepiece 

for bilateral cooperation since (Saunders and Wenig, 2007). Water issues also fall under the remit 

of the Commission on Environmental Cooperation (created within the North American Free 

Trade Agreement) (Bakker and Cook, 2011). Beyond these large-scale agreements are a number 

of sub-national trans-boundary agreements, formed at the local scale across the border where 

water resources are shared (e.g., Forest, 2011; Nowlan and Bakker, 2010). Of particular interest to 

the Ontario province is the Canada-United States Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, which 

was first signed in 1972 (and has since been renewed six times) to protect the water quality of the 

Great Lakes. The Canada-Ontario Agreement was signed to link federal and provincial water 

quality scientists to provide the Province of Ontario with the capacity to undertake Canada’s 

obligations under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (Ontario Ministry of the 

Environment, 2010). 
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6.2.2 Evolution of federal river policy 

Detailed accounts and critiques of the evolution of Canadian water policy (which includes 

specific river policy within broader water remits) are provided in the edited volumes provided by 

Shrubsole (2004) and Bakker (2007). Historically, freshwater resources were not considered a 

priority issue by the Canadian federal government; therefore they were largely ignored in the 

federal policy arena until the 1970s (Ramin, 2004). Building Canada’s economy took precedence 

and exploiting water resources was viewed as essential to this task (Pearse et al., 1985). With the 

realisation of the growing demands on a finite resource, increasing awareness of impacts of use 

upon water resources and increasing public expectations upon how water resources are managed, 

the characteristics of river governance were transformed during the 1970s (Ramin, 2004). During 

the 1970s, several pieces of legislation relating to water quality and quantity were introduced at 

the federal scale, including the Canada Water Act (1975). Under this Act, experiments of large-

scale comprehensive basin studies were undertaken, with the expectation that these would 

inform regional water issues, contribute to development of long term programmes, and aid 

establishment of pollution prevention guidelines (Ramin, 2004). While the merit of data collation 

was recognised through the development of these plans, they were heavily criticised as they 

required high levels of financial resources to develop, they were too broad to focus action, and 

lacked coordination mechanisms required for different affected agencies to work together 

(Mitchell, 1983; Shrubsole, 1990). 

In 1984, an enquiry into federal water policies and programmes was commissioned by the 

Minister of Environment, as confusion was mounting over the role of the federal government in 

river and water management. After extensive consultation with federal, provincial and territorial 

authorities as well as the public, the committee established to perform the enquiry outlined 55 

recommendations for improvement (Ramin, 2004). In 1985, the Canada Water Act was updated, 

providing a framework for comprehensive and joint federal-provincial partnerships to govern 

river resources (Veale, 2004a). Many of these policy recommendations were also incorporated in 
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the Federal Water Policy (1987), which consisted of five key strategies, including water pricing, 

public awareness, science leadership, integrated planning and legislation, alongside 25 associated 

policy statements to guide river management in areas of federal jurisdiction (Ramin, 2004). 

Along with recognition that many of these strategies were not implemented (Muldoon and 

McClenaghan, 2007), critiques of this policy have suggested the federal government could have 

taken a stronger approach in promoting catchment governance, improving coordination all 

authorities responsible for making water management decisions (Morin and Cantin, 2009). 

During the late-1980s and 1990s, environmental monitoring became a key feature of federal 

policy. ‘Federal Environmental Assessments’ were introduced in 1974 under Cabinet Directive, 

formalised through guidelines in 1984 and introduced in legislation in 1992 through the 

Canadian Environmental Assessment Act (1992). This provided a legal framework to incorporate 

social and environmental dimensions of economic development into decision-making and to 

formalise public consultation processes (Ramin, 2004). The Canadian Environmental Protection 

Act (1988) provided federal powers to monitor environmental, human, atmospheric, aquatic and 

terrestrial health (Veale, 2004a). The intent of this act was to address pollution issues at the 

source, and has been revised to include principles of ecosystem approaches and the 

precautionary principle (Veale, 2004a). With the exception of a few examples of federal 

legislation, including the Fisheries Act (1985) and the Department of Canadian Heritage Act 

(1995) (which covers the Canadian Heritage River Programme), freshwater concerns became lost 

within the broader environmental policies (Blomquist et al., 2007). It has been criticised that with 

a focus on sustainable development through the 1990s, federal thinking followed a political 

discourse of ecosystem thinking, with attention focused on viewing environmental concerns 

through a ‘big picture’ lens. As a consequence, components of ecosystems, such as water, were 

overlooked, with funding being diverted away from freshwater programmes (de Loë and 

Kreutzwiser, 2007). This has continued through until the end of the 20th Century, with the federal 

government continuing to retreat from their involvement in freshwater policy, while the 
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provincial governments have represented a resurgence in focus around freshwater issues (de Loë 

and Kreutzwiser, 2007; Robins, 2007).  

 

6.2.3 Evolution of Ontario river policy 

As indicated above, the provinces are largely responsible for administering water resources, as 

owners under the Constitution (Plummer et al., 2005). Other provinces in Canada (e.g., British 

Columbia, Alberta, Québec,) are guided by an overall water strategy; however, in Ontario the 

approach has been to focus on particular programme areas in isolation, e.g., drinking water, 

source water protection and conservation (Nowlan and Bakker, 2010; Veale, 2004a). This is 

demonstrated by the number of departments involved in aspects of river management shown in 

Table 6.1. Despite contemporary lack of focus, the Province of Ontario introduced the first 

example of integrated management of water resources in Canada, with the introduction of the 

Conservation Authorities Act in 1946 (Shrubsole, 1990). Under this Act, local municipalities are 

able to form a ‘Conservation Authority’, based around physical catchment boundaries. The role 

of the province in river management as it relates to the Grand River Conservation Authority will 

be further explored throughout this chapter, as this trajectory has entwined very closely with that 

of the Grand River Conservation Authority.  

 

6.2.4 Local government and non-government institutions in Canadian political landscape 

A key recent trend in the Canadian political landscape has been the emergence of local and non-

government institutions. Numerous functions relating to water and land management have been 

devolved to the municipality and/or regional governments, which is evident within Ontario by 

the range of functions (including meeting water supply; wastewater treatment and landuse 

planning) handed to the municipal government level (Blomquist et al., 2007; see Table 6.1). 

Bakker and Cook (2011) highlight the emergence of environmental non-governmental 
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institutions since the 1980s, operating as ‘watchdogs’, maintaining public interest in 

environmental concerns, and independent scrutiny of governmental initiatives.  

 

6.2.5 Summary of the contemporary policy context 

Table 6.1 provides a summary of the key contemporary institutions and their responsibilities for 

river management in Ontario, Canada.  

Table 6.1 Contemporary principal institutions responsible for river management and their functions within 
Ontario, Canada (adapted from Blomquist et al., 2007; Ivey et al., 2004; Nowlan and Bakker, 2010). 

Order of government Principal institutions Primary purposes Formal authority 
Federal (Canada) Environment Canada 

 
 
Department of Fisheries 
and Oceans 
Department of Canadian 
Heritage 

Regulates and monitors water quality 
 
 
Manages anadromous fish stocks and 
habitat 
Administers the Heritage River Program 

Canadian Environmental 
Protection Act (1988) 
(updated 1999) 
Fisheries Act (1985) 
 
Department of Canadian 
Heritage Act (1995) 

Provincial (Ontario) 
 

Ontario Ministry for the 
Environment 
Ontario Ministry for 
Natural Resources 
 
 
 
Ontario Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and 
Rural Affairs 
 
Conservation Ontario 
 
 
 
 
Ontario Ministry for the 
Environment 
 

Regulates and monitors surface water 
quality and quantity 
Regulates and monitors groundwater 
quality and quantity  
Aids in coordinated responses in times of 
drought 
 
Peripheral role through assisting farmers 
during times of drought and supporting 
pilot-level projects for water storage 
 
Catchment-based authorities with 
number of responsibilities, including 
operation of flood control structures and 
regulation of floodplain development, 
also implement parts of Fisheries Act 
Creation of multi-stakeholder source 
protection authorities to prepare plans for 
protection of municipal drinking water 
sources  

Ontario Water Resources 
Act (1990) 
Ontario Water Resources 
Act (1990)  
Ontario Low Water 
Response (non-binding 
protocol) (2000) 
Number of programs, 
e.g., Ontario Whole Farm 
Relief Program  
 
Conservation Authorities 
Act (1946) 
 
 
 
Clean Water Act (2006) 
 
 

Municipalities/ 
Regional governments 

Upper- and lower- tier 
municipalities 

Number of water quantity-related 
functions including operating of water 
supply works, construction and operation 
of drainage systems and flood control 
works, land-use emergency planning 

e.g., Municipalities  Act 
(2001) 
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6.3 Biophysical and socio-economic context: Grand River catchment 

The Grand River is located in south western Ontario, Canada. The catchment covers an area of 

7,000km2, and drains into Lake Erie. The catchment contributes 10 percent of the total drainage 

to Lake Erie, rendering it one of the largest contributing catchments to the lake either side of the 

United States-Canada border (Krause et al., 2001). The main trunk stream is approximately 

300km long, with major tributaries including the Nith, Conestogo, Speed and Eramosa Rivers 

(Figure 6.1). Most of the catchment’s 925,000 residents live within the cities of Kitchener, 

Waterloo and Cambridge, located in the centre of the catchment (GRCA, 2010).   
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Figure 6.1 Map of the Grand River Catchment, with Ontario location map inset  
(from GRCA, 2008:online, with permission). 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

162 
 

The physical characteristics of the catchment are remarkably varied. Figure 6.2 illustrates some of 

the diversity of physical characteristics displayed within the Grand River catchment. The 

catchment was predominantly shaped by the Wisconsin glacier, which covered the region 20,000 

years ago. This glacier filled existing river systems, and carved the contemporary valley shape 

(Canadian Heritage River System, 2009). The upper parts of the catchment are comprised of 

swampy tablelands, covered with clay soils of glacial till origin. The lower part of the catchment is 

comprised of a flat, expansive clay plain (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). Intervening these two 

broad landscape units is the Elora Gorge, where the catchment locally narrows and steepens 

(Canadian Heritage River System, 2009). There are a number of prominent biophysical features 

throughout the catchment. These include the Luther Marsh, a 4000 hectare marsh and open 

water area with adjacent 500 hectare forest, located at the most upstream extent of the catchment. 

A dam built in the 1950s extended the area of the marsh, and it now provides habitat for a 

number of nesting birds, including the great blue heron, osprey, rednecked grebe and Wilson’s 

phalarope. At the mouth of the catchment, the Grand River Marshes located at Dunnville 

Harbour support a regionally significant inland warm water fishery. The Grand River forest, 

extending from Cambridge to Paris in the centre of the catchment supports a wide variety of 

species over hummocky glacial topography which has retained a number of features including 

bogs in kettle depressions, fens, and remnants of prairie and oak savannah. The Rockwood 

Conservation Area, located in the central part of the catchment, retains many examples of karst 

topography, including the world’s largest potholes (Canadian Heritage River System, 2009). 
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Figure 6.2 Map with photo insets showing diversity of contemporary river styles within the Grand River 
catchment (Underlying map: modified from GRCA, 2009; Pictures: Author’s own). 

The Grand River catchment has a long history of settlement. The area is one of the richest 

archaeological regions within North America, with the record extending back 11,000 years. 
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Human occupation began at this time, with the arrival of Paleo-Indians into southern Ontario. It 

is estimated that this population would not have exceeded 200, with tribes of approximately 10-

15 who hunted bison and mastadon (Warrick, 2004). Other hunting cultures followed, and by 

3,000 years ago, Woodlands populations began to develop, comprising of hunter/gatherer/fisher 

existence (Warrick, 2004). By 540 A.D., settled populations began to emerge, with the 

development of maize agriculture by the Iroquoian people. These populations grew to around 

20,000 by 1400; however, this population was diminished by approximately two-thirds following 

outbreaks of European diseases from 1634 throughout the lower Great Lakes Region. The 

remaining Iroquois Confederacy was attacked by the Five Nations Iroquois in 1650 and 1651, 

and they consequently abandoned their homeland (Warrick, 2004).  

Following the American Revolution, the Haldimand Proclamation of 1784 gave a land grant to 

the Six Nations people from New York in recognition to their loyalty to the crown. This grant 

extended 6 miles either side of the Grand River from its source to mouth. Over 1,800 Six Nations 

and allied native people settled in the lower Grand River Valley between 1784-5, in nine villages 

from Dunnville to Brantford (Warrick, 2004). Subsistence of these populations was largely 

characterised by hunting, fishing, gathering and cultivation of maize, beans and potato in small 

garden plots, requiring little clearance of forest. While the original Six Nations reserve comprised 

the length of the entire Grand River; following a number of battles between the Six Nations and 

Euro-Canadian squatters, in 1841, the British government decided to concentrate the Six Nations 

settlement and reduce the reserve from 950,000 to 48,000 acres (Warrick, 2004).    

Despite this long history of human occupation, much of the Grand River catchment remained 

largely intact. European settlement began within the catchment by the 1780s; however, it was not 

until the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783 that settlement began on a large scale. 

These settlers included the migration of Mennonites from Pennsylvania in the late-18th and early-

19th Centuries, who still reside in their traditional communities today (Nelson, 2004). The 

European population continued to grow rapidly following the Napoleonic wars, and the 
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development of railroads and other new industrial technology attracted migrants to the area. The 

centres of Kitchener, Guelph, Preston, Galt and Brantford grew rapidly; agricultural and 

horticultural sectors also grew, catalysing rapid land use change (Nelson, 2004; Plummer et al., 

2005). Land use change of the past century in particular has had a detrimental effect upon river 

health. It was noted that the river had become an “...ineffectual malodorous sewer” due to 

dramatic increases in industrial and domestic sewerage discharged untreated into the river 

(Dunham, 1945, cited in Mitchell and Shurbsole, 1992). The persistence of spring floods, 

followed by droughts in the summer were also becoming a concern for residents, as their 

frequency and intensity increased from the late-1800s (Shrubsole, 1992). Despite a number of 

small-scale projects (such as dams and levees) undertaken to address these issues, significant 

floods and droughts continued, and deteriorating water quality began to affect human health 

(Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). As will be explained further in Section 6.4.1, the Grand River 

Conservation Commission was established in 1934 by seven municipalities within the catchment. 

The Commission sought to address these issues through the building of multi-purpose dams 

throughout the catchment (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992).  

While over the past four decades there has been a remarkable improvement in the ecological 

health of the catchment to the extent the catchment has been described as “one of the healthiest 

rivers in North America in a highly populated area” (Krause et al., 2001:51), and the incidence of 

flooding and drought has decreased, there are a number of pressing socio-economic factors 

which continue to threaten the health of the Grand River (Veale, 2004a). The Province of 

Ontario is the most populated province in Canada. 95 percent of this population is located within 

only 10 percent of the land base, in the southern part of the Province (Gardiner et al., 1994). The 

Grand River catchment is one of the fastest growing areas in Canada, with an anticipated growth 

rate of around 30 percent between 2004 and 2024 (Veale, 2004a). All towns and cities within the 

catchment are dependent upon inland surface and groundwater for water supply; therefore, there 

is increasing concern over the viability of this supply into the future, particularly in light of 
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climate change projections (Veale, 2004a). Population growth is also placing increasing pressure 

upon Conservation Areas and wetlands through agricultural intensification, encroachment of 

housing development and increasing intensification of recreational use of river resources (Veale, 

2004a).  

 

6.4 Institutional trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority 

[Ontario’s Conservation Authorities emerged from] sound basic 
thinking and shrewd planning in the formative years [1930s]. The 
initial concepts were simple, but so fundamentally right, that only 

minor adjustments have been necessary (Former chair of the 
Metropolitan Toronto and Regional Conservation Authority, 

1974. Cited in Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1994).   

This section traces the institutional trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority. While 

the quote above indicates little evolution of the Grand River Conservation Authority since its 

inception, analysis shows that the trajectory of the Authority has shown profound institutional 

change through time. This journey begins from early institutions formed to manage flooding and 

droughts within the Grand River of the 1910s, through the formation of Ontario’s Conservation 

Authorities in the mid-1900s, and traces the evolution of the Grand River Conservation 

Authority until the present day. A timeline of key moments along this trajectory is shown in 

Figure 6.3.   
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Figure 6.3 Key moments in the institutional trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority. 

 

6.4.1 Early interventions within the Grand River catchment: laying the foundation for the 

Grand River Conservation Authority 

By the turn of the 20th Century, a number of local-scale, single-purpose projects were undertaken 

to address a plethora of river-related issues which emerged as European settlement of the 

catchment grew (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992; Plummer et al., 2005). These included the 

construction of dams and locks to connect Lake Erie with Brantford by the Grand River 

Navigation Company to improve transport links with Lake Erie; dykes constructed in Brantford 

and Galt (now part of Cambridge) for flood protection; and water borne diseases such as cholera, 

typhoid emerging from the dual purpose use of the river for sewage disposal and drinking water 

necessitating the establishment of the first public water works systems (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 

1992). Despite these management efforts, the Grand River continued to face a number of issues, 

as the following description outlines: 
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It began to be apparent that floods were doing irreparable damage to the river 

itself. The spring floods were invariably followed by a season of slack water, or a 

summer drought, and only in the event of a torrential rainfall did the river rise 

again to its normal level. This deplorable condition was accentuated by a 

tremendous increase in the industrial and domestic sewage, which was being 

dumped into the river by the industrial towns in the valley... the river was 

sluggish and the pollution was retained. At low water it became an ineffectual 

malodorous sewer (Dunham, 1945, cited in Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992).  

Widespread flooding during spring in 1912 and again in 1913 sparked municipalities to address 

this issue. Breithaupt, a civil engineer from Berlin (present-day Kitchener), produced a report in 

1905 outlining the potential of dam construction to minimise spring floods and augment low 

flows. He prompted the development of the ‘Grand River Improvement Association’, consisting 

of those towns which experienced severe losses during 1912 and 1913 (including Galt, Preston 

(both now part of present day Cambridge), Guelph, Brantford, Paris and Dunnville), a lobby 

group which appealed to the province to provide aid in dam construction (Veale, 2004b). While a 

proposal was sent to the Ontario Hydro-Electric Power Commission, their analysis concluded 

that such structures would not be appropriate for the Grand River, and therefore did not support 

the proposal (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). No further action was taken until further 

widespread flooding during 1929. Following this event, the Grand River Boards of Trade, 

comprised of prominent businessmen was formed in 1930 (Veale, 2004b). The Flood Prevention 

Committee arm of the Boards of Trade looked to prepare a report outlining methods of 

equalising flow throughout the catchment, and to persuade the provincial government to permit 

municipalities to take joint action to construct these structures (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). 

This group was successful in prompting a provincial investigation (the ‘Finlayson’ or 

‘Mackintosh’ Report) into the flow issues experienced within the Grand River, which highlighted 

not only flooding concerns, but the health hazards connected to low flows (Mitchell and 
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Shrubsole, 1992). In light of this report, the province passed the Grand River Conservation 

Commission Act in 1932. This legislation allowed any five municipalities in the Grand River 

catchment to work together to implement the Finlayson Plan. While there was reservation of 

upstream municipalities, primarily regarding the construction of dams within their jurisdiction, 

the Boards of Trade had agreed that no work would be carried out without the consent of the 

municipality within which the operation was located (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). The 

municipalities of Brantford, Kitchener, Waterloo, Galt, Elora, Fergus and Caledonia formed the 

first Grand River Conservation Commission on May 30, 1934. The Commission was authorised 

to: 

Study and investigate... the Grand River Valley, and to determine a scheme 

whereby the waters of the said Grand River Valley may be conserved to afford a 

sufficient supply of water for the municipal, domestic and manufacturing 

purposes of the participating municipalities during periods of water shortages 

and controlled in times of flood, and to undertake such schemes, erect works 

and create reservoirs by the construction of dams or otherwise (Grand River 

Conservation Authority, 1983, cited in Plummer et al., 2005). 

The Grand River Conservation Commission Act was revised in 1938 to broaden the mandate of 

the Grand River Conservation Commission to study, investigate and carry out projects relevant 

to the purpose above, and authorised the construction of the Shand Dam, the first multi-purpose 

dam in Canada.  

These institutional beginnings set in motion an institutional ethos for river governance in the 

Grand River catchment. While the Grand River Conservation Commission came into being after 

a provincial act had been passed, it only emerged at the request of municipal governments. This 

started a model of municipal-provincial working and cost-sharing partnership which has 

endured nearly 100 years (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). While not all municipalities within the 
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catchment were a part of the Grand River Conservation Commission, this does symbolise the 

recognition by municipalities that they did need to work together to manage river resources. Also 

of important note is that it was local individuals and industries who lobbied municipalities to 

take action (Plummer et al., 2005). This signified the beginnings of local involvement in river 

management within the catchment. It was stated within the Finlayson Report that it was written 

with the intent to be readable by the general public (as opposed to an engineering audience), due 

to public interest: 

Owing to the general interest by the communities concerned in the subject 

under review, it was considered advisable that the report should be, as far as 

possible, in such form as to be readily understood by the non-technical reader. 

For this reason much of the subject matter has been presented at greater length 

than in a strictly engineering report (Department of Lands and Forests, 

1932:1). 

This period demonstrates the beginnings of the development of middle ground networks 

developing around the notion of a catchment scale (even if initially, the whole catchment was not 

covered, this was the intention). There was a concerted attempt to link provincial and municipal 

policy, while engendering public interest in river-related issues. While this was for the purpose of 

fundamentally ‘command-and-control’ actions (engineering solutions to control river flow), it 

represents a shift away from the dominant thinking of the time that these should be implemented 

in a top-down fashion by governments.  

  

6.4.2 Conservation Authorities Act (1946) 

While catchment scale thinking was emerging within the Grand River catchment, there was a 

wider provincial push for policy which would underpin catchment scale management across 

Ontario. The Province of Ontario investigated the potential restructuring of water resources 
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management during the early-1940s, emerging from concerns for the employment of World War 

II veterans and mounting awareness of the degraded state of renewable resources within the 

province (Shrubsole, 1990; 1996). The Federation of Ontario Naturalists and the Ontario 

Conservation and Reforestation Association petitioned the government to develop conservation 

programmes through organising the Guelph Conference in 1941, to which all formal and non-

formal institutions active in conservation were invited. This Conference concluded that a 

conservation programme (based at a catchment scale) would serve the two-fold purpose of 

providing employment for war veterans while restoring and protecting natural resources. The 

Federal Advisory Committee on Reconstruction, along with the Ontario government’s 

Interdepartmental Committee on Conservation and Reconstruction, supported these suggestions 

and carried out a pilot study on the Ganaraska River (Shrubsole, 1996). The report from this pilot 

study highlighted a number of water and land-related issues and suggested solutions, but 

questions remained on how such initiatives could be implemented.  

Officials looked to the experience of the Conservancy Districts in Ohio and the Tennessee Valley 

Authority which were established during the early-1900s, along with the experience of the Grand 

River Conservation Commission (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). Mitchell and Shrubsole (1992) 

identify six key principles which emerged from these interventions. The first was the primacy of 

the catchment scale, recognising the complexity of matching hydraulic processes with political 

boundaries. Secondly, efforts should be locally-emergent, as they were only able to be formed if 

two or more municipalities within a catchment approached the province. Thirdly, the province 

was willing to work in partnership with municipalities, primarily through the provision of capital 

funds, but only if there was enough support from the municipalities. This allowed mechanism for 

municipalities to work together at the catchment scale, without the imposition of this 

relationship from the province. The final three principles were based upon a belief from the 

province that a healthy environment was required for a healthy economy, a comprehensive 
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approach was required for water resources management, and that each Conservation Authority 

would coordinate and cooperate with existing agencies.  

In light of these insights, the Conservation Authorities Act was passed by the Province of Ontario 

in 1946. This legislation provided for the formation of a Conservation Authority, when two or 

more municipalities within a catchment petitioned the Minister of Public Works, followed by a 

meeting of all municipalities within a catchment (as all municipalities within a catchment were 

required to be involved in the Conservation Authority). The resultant Conservation Authorities 

were given the mandate to: 

establish and undertake... a program designed to further the conservation, 

restoration, development and management of natural resources other than gas, 

oil, coal and minerals (Conservation Authorities Act, 1946). 

Further responsibilities of each Conservation Authority are outlined in Table 6.2. As mentioned 

above, Conservation Authorities represented a provincial-municipal partnership and 

collaborated with other line agencies (Shrubsole, 1990). Each Conservation Authority was 

established as a corporate body, consisting of individuals appointed by member municipalities 

and/or the provincial government. Alongside capital investment from the province, financing of 

the Conservation Authorities was provided by member municipalities through property tax. 

Most Conservation Authorities elected an executive committee which to oversee operational 

aspects of the programmes, and each Conservation Authority was responsible for hiring its own 

technical and support staff (Shrubsole, 1996).  
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Table 6.2 Responsibilities of Conservations Authorities under the Conservation Authority Act (1946)  
(based on Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). 

Responsibilities of Conservation Authorities 
• Study and investigate the catchment to develop a programme of natural resource 

conservation, restoration, development and management 
• Acquire any appropriate land 
• Determine proportion of benefit of the Conservation Authority to each member 

municipality 
• The creation of reservoirs through the construction of dams, and erect other works 

and structures with direct impact to channels 
• Control of surface water bodies to prevent/minimise flooding and pollution 
• Alter the course of any surface water body 
• Manage the use of Conservation Authority lands in a manner which is consistent 

with its objectives 
• Plant trees on Crown lands with consent with the Minister and on private land with 

the consent of the owner 
• Collaborate with departments and agencies of government, municipal council and 

local boards and other organisations 
• Carry out research 

 

The Grand Valley Conservation Authority was formed in 1948, under the terms of the 

Conservation Authorities Act (1946). Unlike the Grand River Conservation Commission, all 

municipalities within the catchment were represented, and a broader range of catchment issues 

were addressed. Until 1948, the Grand River Conservation Commission had a clearly defined 

mandate and structure. The changing institutional landscape, in particular with the addition of 

the Grand Valley Conservation Authority, gave little recognition to the overlap of the Grand 

Valley Conservation Authority and Grand River Conservation Commission (Shrubsole, 1996). 

Confusion developed over responsibilities for catchment management, as both institutions 

developed plans for the same catchment, with cross-over of responsibilities (Mitchell and 

Shrubsole, 1992). Personality conflicts and unwillingness to amalgamate the two very similar 

institutions led to an institutional ‘grid-lock’ (Shrubsole, 1992).  

By the mid-1960s, the Department of Lands and Forest (who administered the Conservation 

Authorities at the provincial level) began to place pressure upon the Grand River Conservation 
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Commission and the Grand Valley Conservation Authority to amalgamate, as competition was 

mounting between the two institutions. There was also concern of division mounting between 

urban communities (exclusively represented with the Grand River Conservation Commission), 

and rural communities within the catchment (Shrubsole, 1992). After resolving municipal 

representation issues, the Grand River Conservation Commission and the Grand Valley 

Conservation Authority amalgamated to become the Grand River Conservation Authority in 

1966. The mandate of the Grand River Conservation Authority followed that of the Conservation 

Authorities under the Conservation Authorities Act (Plummer et al., 2005). The Grand River 

Conservation Authority served both as a manager for catchment resources and coordinator of 

resource management activities. It was responsible for: 

Construction, operation and maintenance of flood control measures, regulation 

of land use, review of aspects of water-related planning and acquisition, 

management of land for water control, outdoor recreational land management 

(Plummer et al., 2005:236). 

The Grand River Conservation Authority was to achieve this through cooperation and 

negotiation with private landowners, municipalities and resource agencies to meet resource goals 

that were mutually agreed upon (GRCA, 1983). 

The formation of the Grand River Conservation Authority was a pivotal moment in the 

governance trajectory of the Grand River catchment for a number of reasons. As identified by 

Mitchell and Shrubsole (1992), the principles upon which the Conservation Authorities were 

formed have many parallels to those which underpin sustainable river management. This is 

remarkable given that these principles were not in common currency until the 1990s. Of 

particular note is the recognition that a healthy economy is predicated upon a healthy 

environment, and the integrative and comprehensive management approach which was 

encouraged for the Conservation Authorities to carry out.  
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This period also demonstrates the issues which arise if two institutions are created with 

overlapping mandates. The presence of both the Grand River Conservation Commission and the 

Grand Valley Conservation Authority created a complex institutional landscape, leading to an 

over-complicated governance framework for the issues present in the catchment. It was obvious 

in this example there was significant overlap in the mandate of each of these institutions, the only 

way coordinated effort could move forward was if these institutions amalgamated. As the 

existence of the two institutions demonstrated, governance was likely to continue to be 

dominated by grid-lock over decisions moving forward, rather than mutual cooperation.  

 

6.4.3 Watershed report 

In 1971, a report instigated and prepared by the Ontario Treasury was published, discussing 

issues relating to the Grand River. This was prompted with the purpose to “review the future 

likely growth and development of the communities in the Grand River Basin and the various 

demands for water which this will entail” (Ontario Treasury Board, 1971:iii). This report made 

24 recommendations including: 

a multi-disciplinary planning team, within government, should coordinate the 

continuing development of a comprehensive water management plan for the 

Grand River Basin and in particular, should carry out or coordinate the 

carrying out of the various studies outlined in the recommendations (Ontario 

Treasury Board, 1971:10). 

Recognition was also made of the importance of ‘grass roots’ conservation practices: 

We recommend a coordinated program by provincial government departments 

to stimulate a renewed emphasis on grass roots conservation practices through 

improved regulations, conservation education, fiscal incentives and research, so 
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as to minimise the adverse effects of land and livestock management on the 

water quality and quantity in the Grand River Basin (Ontario Treasury Board, 

1971:6).  

An inter-agency task force, known as the ‘Grand River Implementation Committee’ (GRIC) was 

created to define the water management issues facing the Grand River and develop viable 

solutions to address these issues, particularly in regards to continuing flooding risks, water 

supply and water quality (GRIC, 1982). Members of the committee were from five participating 

formal provincial institutions, including the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food; Ontario 

Ministry of the Environment; Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Ontario 

Ministry of Natural Resources and the Grand River Conservation Authority. The technical work 

of the study was carried out by five sub-committees, who were comprised of staff from 

institutions represented on the Grand River Implementation Committee alongside 

representatives from local municipalities. Other advisory groups were formed, notably a ‘Public 

Involvement Programme Advisory Group’, and four public consultation sub-committees. Figure 

6.4 illustrates the structure of the Grand River Implementation Committee. 
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Figure 6.4 Organisation of the Grand River Basin Water Management Study (adapted from GRIC, 1982:A3) 

 

Shrubsole (1992) states that the increase in the number of institutions involved in governing 

reflects the increasing degree of complexity and intensity of conflicts, and previous emphasis 

upon the Authority of data collection and analysis now had to be balanced with a concern for 

processes which were transparent, accountable and fair. The process of undertaking this study 

included experiments with public participation, for example, in the spring of 1979, 12 public 

meetings were held throughout the catchment (Plummer et al., 2005). This plan was also 
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identified as significant, as it gave ‘teeth’ to the comprehensive and integrated management 

approach. The plan set out objectives for management, giving direction to the Grand River 

Conservation Authority’s activities over the following years, and identified areas in which other 

institutions would be involved in management (GRIC, 1982). This process was a particularly 

profound moment within the trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority, as it 

represented a process by which networks were expanded within the middle ground. The Grand 

River Conservation Authority provided a central intersecting point for these networks, and the 

generation and subsequent implementation of the plan provided a purpose to focus these 

networks.  

 

6.4.4 Provincial reviews of Conservation Authorities 

While this review was taking place within the Grand River, questions over the wider purpose of 

Conservation Authorities arose within the provincial government. During the 1970s and the 

1980s, two reviews of Conservation Authorities were undertaken. The first of these commenced 

in 1979, entitled the ‘Report of the Working Group on the Mandate and Role of the Conservation 

Authorities of Ontario’. This emerged from concern by municipalities, provincial ministries and 

the Conservation Authorities themselves regarding future direction of the responsibilities of the 

Authorities (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). This report reviewed the work programmes of the 

Authorities and sought to clarify their role in river management. At that time, the economy was 

slowing, and government was struggling to maintain funding for all activities (Mitchell and 

Shrubsole, 1992). Conclusions from this report suggested that each Authority should prepare a 

Catchment Management Plan to provide guidance and direction for Conservation Authorities. 

Suggestions for the scope of these reports reinforced a multi-purpose approach, which not only 

included flood mitigation (which many Conservation Authorities had focused upon), but was 

also inclusive of forest management, fish and wildlife habitat, outdoor recreation and education 
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(Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). This was reflected strongly in the Grand River Management 

Report produced in 1982 by the Grand River Implementation Committee.  

An additional review was carried out in 1987 by the province, to examine the mandate, 

responsibilities, effectiveness, accountability, level of funding and grant rates of the Conservation 

Authorities (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992). This review transpired from the ‘Ontario Round 

Table on the Environment and Economy’, established by the government of Ontario in the wake 

of the Brundtland Report in 1987. While it appeared Conservation Authorities would be well-

positioned to deliver the intent of the report, there was considerable frustration at the provincial 

level stemming from public agencies operating under a plethora of legislative pieces, coupled 

with little communication between different agencies (Shrubsole, 1996). The review committee’s 

recommendations focused upon structure, administrative processes and mechanisms of the 

programme. Suggestions included amalgamating some Conservation Authorities to aid 

distribution of technical resources; reduce membership (as most decision making was being 

carried out by executive committees); adjustment of 50-50% cost sharing between province and 

municipalities (as some were topped up to 85% through grants). There was also realisation that 

Conservation Authorities had become involved in a broad range of activities which: 

Resulted in overlap with other programs of various ministries (i.e. water quality 

and private land extension). The resultant duplication of effort created public 

confusion and some very real inefficiencies in the delivery of these services 

(Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, 1987:79). 

Consequently, it was recommended that Conservation Authorities focus their management 

efforts on flood and erosion control, low flow augmentation, acquisition of wetlands, water 

quality sampling and operation of regionally significant parks (Shrubsole, 1996). Shrubsole 

(1990) suggests that integration of land and water resources in the province became problematic, 
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due to the Province’s desire to keep functions of different agencies separate, and provide no 

guidance for integrated planning or conflict resolution.  

These very contrasting reports within a short timeframe demonstrate that the province was very 

quickly alternating between promoting then backing away from supporting responsibility of river 

management primarily through the Conservation Authorities. This illustrates a complex suite of 

factors the province was negotiating; therefore, promoted practices and policies which were in a 

constant state of flux. The province’s forward thinking in their promotion of integrated efforts in 

the 1970s, was quickly replaced in the 1980s following wider economic reforms (promoting 

neoliberal ideals of efficiency and transparency). As the province defined the mandate of the 

Conservation Authorities, they have a strong impact on defining middle ground governance 

spaces, not only in terms of who is involved, but the breadth of their responsibilities. While other 

Conservation Authorities were widely affected by these reforms (Shrubsole, 1996), the Grand 

River Conservation Authority had been sheltered from their effects. This was in part due to the 

Watershed Report, as this Report had set a clear remit for the Authority earlier that decade, 

which largely over-rode this shift in provincial thinking. This moment highlights the role of past 

events in shaping future responses to different triggers.  

 

6.4.5 Provincial restructuring and ‘Heritage River’ status 

As long as we had that strong parent-child relationship with the 
province, everything was fine. Once we were out in the cold on our 

own, we had to find new friends (Laughs). Even if it wasn’t 
deliberate, it made it more important to build those relationships 

with those people in the watershed  
(Participant GRCA3). 

The early-1990s saw continued frequent institutional shifting throughout the Ontario province, 

and environmental policies were no exception (Prudham, 2004). Selected important changes 

included the Reform of the Planning Act (from 1992-1995), in which the Ontario Ministry of 
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Natural Resources and Ontario Ministry of Energy and the Environment recognised that 

Conservation Authorities had developed considerable capacity and capability as resource 

managers. While the reforms of the Planning Act gave greater planning responsibilities to 

municipalities (formerly this responsibility was largely with the province), Conservation 

Authorities were also given a significant role in sub-catchment planning, impact assessment and 

environmental monitoring (Shrubsole, 1996). Another change to the institutional landscape 

emerged as the Ontario Clean Water Agency was created in 1993. With privatisation of water 

supply and sewerage treatment, this legislation created partnerships between municipalities and 

private water companies. This added an additional layer to an already complex suite of 

institutional arrangements for river management within the province (Shrubsole, 1996). 

In response to the recession of 1989, the province underwent significant spending cuts. A 

Progressive Conservative government under Premier Mike Harris was elected in 1995. This 

government ideologically drove a process to reduce the size and role of government, with the 

budgets for water related activities significantly reduced (de Loë and Kreutzwiser, 2007). In 

addition to the number of staff in water-related positions within the provincial government being 

significantly lowered (de Loë and Kreutzwiser, 2007), during 1996-1997, 70 percent of operating 

funding to Conservation Authorities was lost, and no further funding for capital works was to be 

provided (Shrubsole, 1996). Figure 6.5 displays the sources of revenue for the Grand River 

Conservation Authority in 1988 and 2000, demonstrating the profound decrease in provincial 

funding, and increase in self-generated revenue (from 26 percent to 61 percent). 
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Figure 6.5 Sources of revenue for the Grand River Conservation Authority (as a percentage of total revenue) in 
a) 1988 and b) 2000, demonstrating the effect of provincial funding cuts to Conservation Authorities during the 

mid-1990s (data sourced from Krause et al., 2001:5). 

The Grand River Conservation Authority responded in a number of ways to these changes in 

funding arrangements. One-third of the technical staff within the Authority lost their jobs to 

reduce operation costs (Participants GRCA4; GRCA8). Additional sources of funding were 

sought, largely through increasing the municipal contributions and increasing charges for 

services the Authority provided: 

They had to make those [services the Grand River Conservation Authority 

provided] into profit making enterprise, and they started charging fees for 

things they didn’t charge previously, for example planning fees, or they 

increased the rates to cover the services. The same thing, we own a lot of 

property that we rent, so they started to increase the rental rates in order to 

generate more income. So the whole Authority had to become more self-

sufficient (Participant GRCA3). 

a. 1988 

Government grants (40%)

Self-generated revenues (26%)

Municipal revenues (34%)

b. 2000 

Government Grants (9%)

Self-generated revenues (61%)

Municipal revenues (30%)
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Strategic planning was also undertaken, to re-prioritise activities of the Grand River 

Conservation Authority, to ensure it would be able to survive through the process of financial 

restructuring: 

 I think every Conservation Authority looked at how they were going to be able 

to survive, and went through a process of what they could do to become more 

autonomous and to be able to have enough dollars to maintain the programme, 

because the Conservation Authorities Act is set up so that we are responsive to 

community needs. A lot of the Conservation Authorities were able to refocus 

their efforts on priority issues and to be able to get through that time with a lot 

less funding and still maintain a relationship with the member municipalities, 

because they were still providing a service over and above what the 

municipalities could do on their own (Participant GRCA1). 

Interview participants stated that looking back upon this period, the Grand River Conservation 

Authority strengthened its networks. Partnerships with new institutions were forged, and 

existing relationships, particularly with member municipalities were reinforced. The decrease of 

funding from the province also allowed the Authority to take greater ownership of their purpose 

and agenda. These ideas were reflected by the following participants:   

So I would say the province pulling out caused a bit of a rocky period, but in the 

end it will make it stronger, because we have other ties, and it caused us to look 

at other revenue sources (Participant GRCA4). 

So in a sense, that sort of strengthened the role of the Conservation Authority, 

because it gave it a bit more independence than it otherwise might have had in 

the past. Because we are now responsible for more than half of our income, so I 

think that sort of gave the Authority a new life, instead of just doing what the 
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province told them to do, they can work closely on their own agenda, and craft 

that agenda more carefully and in cooperation with the municipalities 

(Participant GRCA3).  

Participant 4 also reflected that in recognising that provincial support ebbed and flowed over 

time, an underlying strategy for the Authority was to strive to continue to be a model and leader 

of ‘best management practice’. If the institution was able to demonstrate that their practices were 

effective, it would increase the likelihood for the province to support their initiatives in the 

future:     

So our strategy right from the get go when the province backed away from the 

Conservation Authorities was to keep our technical expertise and keep our 

values and our programmes and do what we expected was right, and they are 

coming back in and seeing us as a model for recognising, that we do understand 

how to do Integrated Resource Management, and they are enthused about 

coming back in and getting into it. And I have a feeling that when they come 

back in, they are going to come back in with their cheque books more open 

(Participant GRCA4).  

This shows that the institution understood there were wider processes beyond their control, 

providing a resiliency to their efforts.   

 

6.4.5.1 Heritage River Status 

The Heritage River Programme stands out as one process in which networks from the Grand 

River Conservation Authority were expanded during this period. In 1984, the federal 

government launched the Canadian Heritage Rivers Programme. This programme has no 

legislative authority, but is managed by a board comprising of representatives from federal, 
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provincial and territorial governments (Canadian Heritage Rivers System, 2011). The 

Programme was established to recognise rivers of significant natural or cultural heritage values, 

and protect these values through promoting sustainable management practices (Canadian 

Heritage Rivers System, 2011). This programme is noteworthy for its influence in promoting 

public stewardship of rivers (Plummer et al., 2005). During the late-1980s, the Heritage Centre at 

the University of Waterloo began a background study to prepare a nomination for the Grand 

River as a ‘Heritage River’. This was prompted at the request of several municipalities within the 

catchment. A steering group, comprised of representatives from Parks Canada, Ministry for 

Natural Resources and the Grand River Conservation Authority was formed to prepare the 

nomination (Veale, 2004b). In 1990, a steering group was established, co-chaired by the Grand 

River Conservation Authority and Ministry of Natural Resources, who through a participatory 

process developed ‘The Grand Strategy for Managing the Grand River as a Canadian Heritage 

River’. This was accepted by the Heritage Rivers Board, which designated the Grand River a 

‘Canadian Heritage River’ (Veale, 2004b). This designation was significant, as the Grand was the 

first highly urbanised river to be recognised under this system (GRCA, 1998). 

The development of the ‘Grand Strategy’ provided a mechanism to create networks with a 

broader range of institutions, with over 300 people involved in the process  including 

representatives of provincial and municipal governments, First Nations, education institutions, 

community interest groups and public and private sectors (GRCA, 1998). It also provided a focus 

to steer and prioritise management direction through the period of funding cuts, and it has been 

recognised that the plan has not just ‘sat on a shelf’:  

The Grand Strategy follows a continuous planning approach. Rather than 

creating a report that “sits on the shelf”, the Grand Strategy is a living, dynamic 

process that identifies problems, develops creative solutions, pools resources, 

implements action, monitors results and evaluates progress on an ongoing basis 

(Krause et al., 2001:50). 
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This has been reflected in continued community involvement through a variety of activities 

related to the ‘Grand Strategy’, including registration with the ‘Grand Actions Registry’, which 

lists individuals and community groups which have contributed to improving catchment health 

(Plummer et al., 2005).  This Registry was identified by one interview participant as providing a 

mechanism for different groups within the catchment to connect, and also allows the Grand 

River Conservation Authority to track actions are being carried out, and who they can contact 

within communities to tap into local knowledge: 

We try to keep them together and provide them with an opportunity to connect 

to each other and correspond with each other by putting together this 

compendium... it’s a good tool for us as well, so we know who to contact 

(Participant GRCA1). 

In 2004, a 10 year review of the ‘Grand Strategy’ was carried out, to assess progress towards goals 

and make recommendations for revised goals. During 2003, municipalities and community 

groups were invited to complete an opinion survey, and eight public forums and two focus 

groups were held. Comments generated from these processes provided the basis for the revised 

vision, challenges and opportunities which were contained in the 10-year monitoring report 

(Veale, 2004b). 

This is a significant period within the trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority as it 

represents a ‘strategy for survival’ through a period of significant funding change. While with 

reduced funding from the province the Authority could have retreated to administering flood 

control; through revising priorities, maintaining a commitment to ‘best management practice’ 

for river management and extending networks to provide additional sources of funding, the 

Grand River Conservation Authority was able to maintain momentum through this period. A 

number of staff interviewed were working within the Grand River Conservation Authority 

through this time, and as the quotes above suggest, this period is still recognised today as 
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demonstrative of the institutions’ resilience. The nomination of the Grand River as a Canadian 

Heritage River signifies the effort given to increase the number of actors involved within the 

network, and shift the purpose of the Grand River Conservation Authority to a wider focus of 

incorporating indigenous and community values of the Grand.   

 

6.4.6 Source Water Drinking Protection 

Following the ‘Walkerton Tragedy’ in 2000, where seven people died and thousands became ill 

following Escherichia coli and Campylobacter jejuni bacteria contaminated municipal drinking 

water supplies (Prudham, 2004), the Ontario Ministry for the Environment enacted the Clean 

Water Act (2006) to tighten regulations around the provision of drinking water. This incident is 

regarded not as an isolated issue, rather demonstrates “broad regulatory failure and the 

systematic production of environmental risks by neoliberal governance reforms” (Prudham, 

2004:344).  The Clean Water Act established 19 ‘Source Protection Committees’ throughout 

Ontario. These committees are comprised of indigenous, municipality, agricultural, industrial or 

commercial sectors, and general public interest representatives (Lake Erie Source Protection 

Region, 2008). The Grand River is part of the ‘Lake Erie Source Protection Region’. The 

involvement of Conservation Authorities has pertained to providing coordination of scientific 

knowledge about water issues and to facilitate the planning process, through the secondment of 

water quality staff to the Source Protection Region (Lake Erie Source Protection Region, 2008). 

This has influenced the institutional landscape of river management in Ontario, as these Source 

Water Protection Committees have been developed independent of Conservation Authorities, 

even though their mandates are overlapping. FitzGibbon and Plummer (2004) warned that the 

independent development of Source Water Protection may undermine the already well-

established catchment planning processes through the Conservation Authorities. This was 

recognised by an Interview participant who stated that those scientists within the Grand River 
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Conservation Authority who deal with water quality issues had been ‘distanced’ from others 

working within the Authority, when integration of different disciplines is traditionally 

encouraged:   

…the people that manage our flood system are our most knowledgeable 

hydrologists and that is something that is, they need to get their input into the 

Source Protection folks, and the Source Protection has to kind of, learn from 

that group a little bit more too. And the two have to interact a bit more. And 

that was a conscious decision, that wasn’t accidental, that was something we set 

up organisationally, we had to take on a big project that had really weird 

timelines, and [the coordinator of the Source Water Protection Programme] 

have worked closely together for years, and we paid attention to this, and she 

sort of ran the Source Protection piece and we continued on with the operation. 

But now I do want to get those two groups back talking, because we have, 

almost little silos to devolve, and I thought they would be easy to bring together, 

but it is going to be more of an effort than I thought (Participant GRCA4).  

This demonstrates that the Grand River Conservation Authority has been able to fashion how it 

operates based on the shifting institutional landscape. While it was not ideal for staff to be 

focused upon Source Water Protection initiatives as it took away from the integration ethos, this 

has been recognised at the managerial level. Staff will be re-integrated into ‘normal’ Grand River 

Conservation Authority activities once they are finished developing the Source Water Protection 

Plan (Participants GRCA1; GRCA4).  

These events were also associated with feelings of pride and respect, evidenced by interview 

participants. One prime example is the Grand River Conservation Authority was asked to be 

involved in the hearing for the inquiry into the events at Walkerton, and was the only 

Conservation Authority to be asked to do so:    
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…with the Walkerton inquiry, we had just won the Theiss River Prize, so we 

were invited to be a party at the hearing ... we were the only Conservation 

Authority that was a party, because the Commissioner wanted to hear from us 

because we had won the award. So we do have a bit of respect and influence 

when it comes to those sorts of things, so that has been helpful (Participant 

GRCA1). 

There was also a feeling that through the Source Water Protection policies, the province is 

beginning to re-engage in water management issues, which is still viewed as lacking following the 

cut-backs in the mid-1990s:  

So I would say they saw the Source Protection funding really brought things 

along [re-engaging the province], that was the, I guess, you are familiar with 

the Walkerton incident… that sent the message that the province needed to be 

back in the water quality business. So that was an unfortunate event, but it 

certainly triggered their interest in getting back in (Participant GRCA4). 

This moment in the trajectory of the Grand River Conservation Authority is important, as it is 

has reinforced the ability of the Authority to work within a fragmented institutional and 

constantly shifting institutional landscape. While the Source Water Protection Committee’s 

remit overlaps with that of the Grand River Conservation Authority, they have made attempts to 

integrate the work of both institutions. This also demonstrates that within this context, the 

Grand River Conservation Authority is again influencing provincial policy, in this case through 

their participation in court hearings. The performance of the Grand River Conservation 

Authority could therefore be viewed as having a performative effect upon river management 

practices throughout the province.   
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6.5 Contemporary Grand River Conservation Authority 

This section provides analysis of the contemporary governance framework for the Grand River 

Conservation Authority. First, the contemporary vision for the Grand River Conservation 

Authority is outlined, providing insight as to its contemporary purpose. This is followed by an 

analysis of the network of institutions involved in governing the Grand River catchment.  

 

6.5.1 Vision for the Grand River Conservation Authority 

The vision for the Grand River Conservation Authority is, in part, constrained by the legislation 

which has created the institution. The Conservation Authorities Act (1946) has only undergone 

minor alterations since it was first established. Key aspects of the contemporary mandate of 

Conservation Authorities under this act include participating in review of development 

applications (including ensuring all applicants and municipal authorities are aware of 

requirements under the Conservation Authorities Act, and assisting in the coordination of 

applications to ensure there is no unnecessary delay or duplication in the process). In addition to 

the Conservation Authorities Act, individual Conservation Authorities may enter into specific 

agreements with federal or provincial departments to undertake particular regulatory or approval 

responsibilities or reviews (Conservation Ontario, 2010). Wider contemporary objectives include 

(Conservation Ontario, 2010:online): 

• Ensure that Ontario's rivers, lakes and streams are properly safeguarded, 

managed and restored;  

• Protect, manage and restore Ontario's woodlands, wetlands and natural habitat; 

• Develop and maintain programs that will protect life and property from natural 

hazards such as flooding and erosion; and 
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• Provide opportunities for the public to enjoy, learn from and respect Ontario's 

natural environment. 

The breadth of this legislation was reflected by Interview participants when commenting on the 

mandate of the Conservation Authority:  

Conservation Authorities have such a broad mandate, the deal with Resource 

Management basically which is pretty encompassing, we don’t deal with oil and 

gas, I don’t know if it is prohibited to deal with them, but we are not expected 

to deal with them, oil and gas those areas which are specifically identified 

within the Conservation Authority Act as to kind of stay out of that. And, but 

other than that, it is pretty much an open slate. And with that, we have some 

core businesses... we own a billion dollars worth of water infrastructure, and 

obviously we have to maintain that... But, in terms of other things, we can kind 

of gauge the community will and the board will and they will guide us in 

certain things and out of certain things (Participant GRCA4). 

Another participant reflected that while the Grand River Conservation Authority is created by 

legislation, the Authority’s role is education and effecting change through working with people, 

rather than creating further legislation to achieve their mandate: 

So we do have legislative mandates, but I would argue that most of our effort 

goes into convincing folks to do the right thing, as opposed to hammer if that 

makes sense. Our hammer is a difficult thing to use, we get much more done by 

cooperating with people (Participant GRCA5).  

The contemporary vision for the Grand River Conservation Authority therefore reflects this 

piece of legislation, and its interpretation by the Authority. The vision of the Authority is 

currently defined as: 
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A healthy and sustainable natural environment in the Grand River watershed 

(GRCA, 2010:online). 

This vision is coupled with a mission statement, which contains three key points (GRCA, 

2010:online): 

• We will develop and implement programs, directly or with our partners, to 

improve water quality, reduce flood damages, maintain a reliable water 

supply, facilitate watershed planning, protect natural areas and biodiversity, 

and provide environmental education.  

• We will be an environmentally responsible provider of outdoor recreation 

opportunities. 

• We will maintain a responsive, innovative, accountable and financially 

sustainable organisation. 

It was stated by one participant that this vision is ‘corporate’, rather than reflective of the 

perception of others working within the institution: 

The vision that the Grand River Conservation Authority is more of a corporate 

vision and it was crafted most recently by our senior management, and I think 

that is why you see it in a narrower sense than what it was (Participant 

GRCA1).  

This participant went on to state that the breadth of the vision has changed over time, as different 

opportunities have arisen which recognise additional values, for example under the Heritage 

River designation (see section 6.4.5.1). 

So the vision as it stands now is quite narrow. And it’s looking at the natural 

environment, and the goals of the Conservation Authority are again, related 
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very much to water management and biodiversity, but there are some social 

and economic goals with respect to recreation and public education, so it’s not 

just natural environment, but that seems to be thrust and I was involved in 

developing the vision about 15 years ago, but it was a broader vision than it is 

now, and I think part of the reason, and I can be blunt about this, is that we 

were doing the Heritage River designation and it was a very broad vision, and if 

you take a look at the vision that was stated for the watershed, then it was very 

broad. And it is in the Grand Strategy and the 10 year review (Participant 

GRCA1).  

Another participant reflected upon the legacy of the vision at the outset of the Authority in the 

1920s, which remain at the forefront of the vision today: 

our vision statement is basically a sustainable watershed in the future for all 

forms of life sort of thing, um, but, I think, and that’s true, but the vision of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority for the last 75 years has really been to 

work on a watershed basis to work on those things that watershed residents 

need, that can’t, can most effectively be achieved on a watershed basis. So, like, 

so our water management programs, which are really what got this 

organisation going (Participant GRCA6). 

The above reflections upon the vision for the Authority are demonstrative of the complex 

interlinking of multiple values stemming from a variety of spatial and temporal scales. There is 

still a legacy of the engineering-dominated thinking of the era in which the Grand River 

Conservation Authority was established. This is not easily eroded, as one participant stated, there 

is still a billion dollars’ worth of infrastructure (primarily related to dam structures) which need 

to be maintained (Participant GRCA7). The scope of the Authority is largely driven by the 

direction provided through federal and provincial legislation. As stated in section 6.4.3, this has 
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changed through time, with the focus today being largely upon flood control and water quality. 

The vision may also be seen to be constrained by other institutions at the provincial and federal 

level who are mandated with roles which are also under the scope of the Conservation Authority. 

One example is tree planting under the Stewardship Programme by the Ontario government 

(Participant GRCA1). Within this complex myriad of processes, there also needs to be ‘room’ in 

the vision for community values.  

 

6.5.2 Contemporary governance framework 

The network of institutions involved with the Grand River Conservation Authority and their 

relationship to one another today is displayed in Figure 6.6.  
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Figure 6.6 Relationships between formal and non-formal institutions involved in the Grand River Conservation 
Authority, mapped according to scale of institutions and role in governance framework.   

 

6.5.2.1 Grand River Conservation Authority  

The structure of the Grand River Conservation Authority itself is comprised of a Board and 

technical staff. The Board has 26 members, encompassing representatives from 48 municipalities 
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and 10 counties and regions across the catchment (GRCA, 1998). The Board’s purpose is to vote 

upon policies, programmes and budgets. Representatives also keep their local municipal council 

informed of the Authority’s activities, and act as a liaison between the Authority and the various 

municipalities (GRCA, 2010). The representatives are not necessarily elected officials from 

within the member municipality; while a number of interested members of the public acted as 

representatives in the past, there is an increasing trend towards elected officials rotating terms on 

the board (Participants GRCA1; GRCA9). Participants GRCA8 and GRCA10, both municipal 

representatives on the Board, stated that that while the members represent their individual 

municipalities, they are there to make decisions which serve the interests of the Grand River 

Conservation Authority as a whole. The following participant stated the benefit that a wide range 

of knowledge and expertise Board members add to decision-making: 

So basically the people on the Board are there to make decisions on behalf of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority, to the best of their knowledge. Everybody 

has different expertise in a different situation (Participant GRCA10). 

Participant GRCA13 recognised that each Board member will bring ‘baggage’ to the table, arising 

from a wide variety of knowledge backgrounds and their perspectives from the value of the river 

in their municipality. Therefore, decision-making processes must be robust to ensure one 

person’s values are not overly represented: 

And clearly we know that Boards have different interests when they are at the 

table, as members of the board they have responsibility for the cooperation so 

the Conservation Authorities objectives, but we also know that they are 

wearing a political hat... and while they may come to the table with a bunch of 

baggage and you may be able to change their minds over time, ultimately 

you’ve got a mixture of people, and ideally you would like to think it wouldn’t 

matter what people you brought into the room, you randomly selected them, 
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your systems are such that the same decisions would be arrived at by any 

reasonable group of people (Participant GRCA13). 

The technical staff within the Grand River Conservation Authority provide the knowledge base 

upon which decisions of the board are made. These personnel cover a wide range of disciplines, 

including water resource environmental engineers, terrestrial and aquatic biologists, foresters, 

environmental planners and communications experts, who work as an integrated team (GRCA, 

1998). The core activities of these staff are defined as pursuing partnerships and coordinating 

efforts of all levels of government along with universities, businesses, community institutions and 

landowners; prepare annual ‘state of the watershed reports’ and prioritise future actions; organise 

and maintain an accessible information base; and carry out priority actions for which the Grand 

River Conservation Authority is responsible for (for example, flood risk management). Alongside 

these actions, staff maintain the 12 Conservation Areas owned by the Grand River Conservation 

Authority (GRCA, 1998).     

 

6.5.2.2 Federal government 

As stated in Section 6.2.2, the federal government has limited interaction directly with the Grand 

River Conservation Authority, due to the primacy of river management responsibility at the 

provincial scale. However, there are a number of ways which the federal government has been 

indirectly involved with the governance of the Grand River. The first is through federal 

government funding of ‘grassroots organisations’. The federal government supports a number of 

small community-group based interest groups. Concern was raised by interview participants that 

this creates “random acts of stewardship” (Participant GRCA12), and ignores the coordinating 

and strategic prioritisation mechanism which the Authority provides. This was reflected in a 

comment made by Participant GRCA2: 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

198 
 

They tend to target grassroots organisations, and when I say that I don’t mean 

the Conservation Authorities, I mean like local groups doing very local projects, 

the ‘clean up the river bank day’ and that sort of thing, they tend to do that. 

They haven’t been very open to the concept of setting priorities within a 

watershed to meet objectives and then trying to focus all of these little efforts 

into some priorities, they haven’t been into that (Participant GRCA2).  

As identified in Section 6.2, the Canada Water Act (1985) does provide a framework for joint 

federal-provincial agreements around a number of water-related issues. Of particular concern 

within the Grand River catchment is the water quality agreements of the Great Lakes, including 

the Great Lakes Water Quality and the Canada-Ontario Agreements (Veale, 2004a). Participant 

GRCA1 recognised that the Authority has become a key player in these agreements, as the 

Authority provides networks of local actors which the federal and provincial governments are 

then able to utilise to develop and enable their plans: 

They help to deliver the Canada-Ontario agreement concerning the Great 

Lakes, and actually public input around Great Lakes management. And the 

Conservation Authority are a player in that particular aspect because we are 

sort of local, well we are local entities that Environment Canada doesn’t have 

the local grassroots connections that we do, so they use us as a conduit to get 

information around the Great Lakes and to get input on their management 

plans and that sort of thing (Participant GRCA1). 

However, another participant stated that while the Grand River Conservation Authority provide 

this input, the federal government do not recognise the role of the Authority in contributing to 

practices which improve the quality of Lake Erie. Participant GRCA11 stated that this reflects a 

broader cycle of responsibility, whereby the ‘buck’ has been passed through different levels of 

government, with the federal government in particular not recognising the benefit of the 
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Conservation Authorities’ work upon areas of their responsibility, including the water quality of 

Lake Erie:   

They like dealing with the individual interest groups, ...[there is] no recognition 

of the critical role the Conservation Authority plays in this thing... they don’t 

provide any money because they say it is a provincial agency, and the province 

says we don’t provide you any money because you are a municipal agency, and 

the municipalities say we don’t have the money to give to you to do what we 

expect you to do. And until they break that cycle, and the feds put the money 

where their mouth is, it’s a huge challenge. I mean I was constantly being asked, 

‘why are the feds not contributing to this watershed? We added it up, out of the 

fixed amount of $20 million for the project [Lake Erie Management Plan], they 

contributed $50,000 bucks, which is .05% of the budget, and we are supposed to 

be contributing how much to Lake Erie? It’s just, the order of magnitude is all 

wrong (Participant GRCA11). 

Another participant also commented that individual relationships between those working at the 

Grand River Conservation Authority and within relevant federal departments also led to joint 

efforts which enabled aspects of the Authority’s mandate. This participant recognised that there 

are some issues, such as fisheries management, which are relevant to both the federal 

government’s mandate and that of the Grand River Conservation Authority. If both agencies 

work together, management can be more efficient as the two institutions are not working on the 

same objectives independently:  

The Conservation Authority stepped in and I was instrumental in making sure 

those agreements were done in the right way so the Conservation Authorities 

now, most of them if not all of them have an agreement and they review on 

behalf of the government for the Fisheries Act which is… it’s a significant 
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governance piece because it keeps the federal legislation, it is seen as being value 

added, because the agencies say they can do that on behalf of the municipalities 

or the proponent, so the proponent doesn’t have to go to three or four levels of 

government, and much of the time they are dealing with just the Conservation 

Authority (Participant GRCA11).  

The above examples demonstrate that although the federal government does not have a direct 

legislated relationship with the Grand River Conservation Authority, there are a number of 

avenues within which the federal government is liaising with the Authority itself, and other 

institutions (the province, individual community groups) to enable management actions within 

the catchment. The second example in particular highlights the role of individuals creating 

networks between institutions. This also provides an additional layer of complexity to networks, 

as there are actions which are enabled through funding, and indirectly-related legislation to the 

management of the Grand River, not explicitly considered under the Conservation Authorities 

Act.  

 

6.5.2.3 Provincial government 

There is a direct relationship between the provincial government and the Grand River 

Conservation Authority. The Conservation Authorities are created under provincial legislation, 

therefore their mandate is set by the provincial government. Participant GRCA1 emphasised that 

the overarching role of the Grand River Conservation Authority was to act as an intermediary 

between the provincial government and local municipalities on a catchment scale:   

The provincial government, there is a connection with us, we are set up under 

provincial legislation and they were, the whole premise behind the 

Conservation Authorities in the first place, one of the principles was a shared 
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responsibilities between the province and the municipalities, and we were kind 

of the entity in-between (Participant GRCA1). 

The Conservation Authorities Act is administered under the Ministry for Natural Resources, 

therefore relationships between the province and the Grand River Conservation Authority are 

primarily through the Ministry for Natural Resources. Due to various overlapping 

responsibilities, networks have developed with other provincial ministries, for example with the 

Ministry of Environment (through responsibilities for water quality, particularly Source Water 

Protection as was discussed in Section 6.4.6) and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs (through 

responsibilities for Land Use Planning) (Participants GRCA2; GRCA8). Participant GRCA2 

stated that these networks take on a variety of forms, reflecting how they are legislated and the 

varying culture between different Ministries:  

Provincial Ministries are more and less able to collaborate, their cultures vary. 

The Ministry of the Environment is very command-and-control organisation, 

and they struggle with the concept of collaboration, whereas the Ministry of 

Natural Resources has had to do stuff by partnership for decades that they are 

much more able, their culture allows it much better. And so, we kind of have a 

full range of relationships with the province, right from the administration of 

Conservation Authority Act, right through, we are subject to regulations and 

we set up partnerships or we deliver programmes for, there is kind of a whole 

range of things that we do (Participant GRCA2). 

Like networks with various federal government departments, Participant GRCA11 stated that 

there are also networks formed through individual connections. In the case of the Provincial 

government, this personal ‘bridge building’ has helped pave the way for effective and efficient 

collaboration between provincial departments and the Grand River Conservation Authority: 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

202 
 

The one thing I will say is that we had a strong relationship with most of the 

government agencies at the provincial level, which doesn’t always happen with 

Conservation Authorities, we sometimes have conflict between Ministry of 

Natural Resources and the Conservation Authorities, but I was very lucky to 

have built those bridges a long time ago and there was a significant level of trust 

that was always there (Participant GRCA11). 

In addition to networks directly between the Province and the Grand River Conservation 

Authority, there are also networks that the Province forges directly with local community 

initiatives, similar to those created between the federal government and local community 

initiatives. One example of these is the Ontario Stewardship Councils, which are provincially-

supported but community-led initiatives (Plummer et al., 2005). Again, this adds to the 

complexity of networks, as there are further actions which are enabling elements of sustainable 

river management which are not strategically held within the Grand River Conservation 

Authority.  

 

6.5.2.4 Conservation Ontario 

‘Conservation Ontario’ is an organisation which reflects the collective interests of all 

Conservation Authorities in Ontario. The role of this organisation was explained by Participant 

GRCA13:  

Conservation Ontario was formally the ‘Association of Conservation 

Authorities’, so we are not a head office, we are an umbrella organization and 

our role is to try and help them identify collectively what their interests and 

issues are and relay them to provincial partners, so we are not a gatekeeper but 

a facilitator if you like… so the Conservation Authorities are champions in 
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their local areas, but we help them interface with the province and the national 

level (Participant GRCA13). 

A number of Participants spoke of the benefits of Conservation Ontario. Participant GRCA14 

identified the mechanism of knowledge transfer and training within their area of stewardship 

through events such as workshops, which staff from Conservation Authorities are invited to. 

Participant GRCA7 identified the benefit of the collective voice which Conservation Ontario 

provides to the province if there are issues with changes to provincial legislation which are not 

working ‘on-the-ground’. Participant GRCA8 also stated that Conservation Ontario has proved 

to be an effective lobbying group to increase funding from the provincial government.  

In addition to acting as a conduit between individual Conservation Authorities and the Province, 

Conservation Ontario also strives to become a leader of river management practices. As an 

excerpt from their website states: 

Conservation Ontario is the signal of the shift to a new, more entrepreneurial 

way of conducting environmental business and it focuses on excellence in 

managing and delivering watershed-based ecosystem resources and services. By 

creating awareness of the importance of healthy watersheds, building more and 

stronger relationships and expanding services and facilities, Conservation 

Ontario and its network will generate the revenue today to fulfill the promise to 

continue the legacy beyond tomorrow (Conservation Ontario, 2010:online). 

Under this goal, Conservation Ontario has been instrumental in developing a number of 

networks with institutions at a variety of scales which serve a number of functions. Examples 

include joining with a number of provincial institutions to produce reports which strive to apply 

leading scientific knowledge to the Ontario context (for example, reports on Source Water 

Drinking Supplies, Climate Change scenarios); and forging collaborations between diverse 
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organisations such as  Ontario Soil and Crop Improvement Association, Trees Ontario, 

Provincial Ministries (including Ministry of Environment, Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food 

& Rural Affairs, Ministry of Natural Resources), Canadian Wildlife Service, Environment Canada 

as well as the Stewardship Network of Ontario (Conservation Ontario, 2010). 

Conservation Ontario therefore could be seen as a capacity builder for each of the Conservation 

Authorities throughout Ontario. This institution is able to enhance the capacity of each of the 

Conservation Authorities through the facilitating the above activities to generate and enhance the 

flow of knowledge and resources. It also demonstrates that network building can occur at 

multiple sites, not only through the catchment-level.  

 

6.5.2.5 Municipalities 

As stated above, the Conservation Authorities were established as an intermediary between the 

province and municipalities; therefore, there are very strong networks between the municipalities 

and the Grand River Conservation Authority. The most obvious relationship is the Board being 

comprised of representatives from the municipalities. In addition, relationships are also forged 

through legislated contact between the municipalities and the Conservation Authorities 

concerning planning consents under the Planning Act (as outlined in Section 6.4.5). Participant 

GRCA8 stated that individual municipalities have developed agreements with the Grand River 

Conservation Authority around planning to streamline this process:  

…we have a special policy area that covers the floodplain... the Grand River 

Conservation Authority has the responsibility of regulating in the floodplain, 

but day-to-day it is the City [municipality] that is dealing with the activities in 

the floodplain. So there is a signed agreement that delegates the Authority for 

certain things and from the City [municipality] to do certain things. So on a 



  Grand River Conservation Authority 
 

205 
 

day-to-day basis, those things don’t even come back to the Grand River 

Conservation Authority for approval (Participant GRCA8). 

In addition, the Grand River Conservation Authority provides planning advice to municipalities 

(for example, reviewing development proposals, environmental policy) through Memoranda of 

Agreement (Participant GRCA1). These are set up on an individual basis with each municipality, 

and can vary markedly between municipalities depending upon what the municipality requires. 

For example, the larger municipalities have greater capacity, therefore are able to provide such 

services from within their staff (Participant GRCA14). Other networks may develop for day-to-

day services, for example, Participant GRCA1 stated that there are a number of agreements with 

municipalities and the GRCA for services such as mowing on parks. This demonstrates that there 

are a plethora of relationships between individual member municipalities and the Grand River 

Conservation Authority beyond those legislated for under the Conservation Authorities Act.  

Municipal initiatives have also linked the Grand River Conservation Authority to local 

community groups. One example is the ‘Laurel Creek Citizens Working Group’. Laurel Creek is 

located within the City of Waterloo. This group emerged in 1990, as a working group established 

within the City of Waterloo Council at the prompting of concerned local citizens to coordinate 

community projects aimed at improving the health of Laurel Creek and its tributaries. While 

Laurel Creek Citizens Working Group functions within the municipality, it is comprised of local 

volunteers. This group is supported by resources and advice from the City of Waterloo and the 

Grand River Conservation Authority (City of Waterloo, 2011). 

 

6.5.2.6 Charitable foundation 

The Grand River Conservation Foundation was established in 1965, with the purpose of 

providing a central location for donations from individuals and businesses to support the work of 
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the Grand River Conservation Authority (GRCA, 2010). The current vision for the foundation is 

(GRCA, 2010:online): 

• Empowering the GRCA to achieve conservation results through recreation, 

education and restoration  

• Engaging donors for health and prosperity in the Grand River watershed  

• Developing a sustainable community for future generations  

This organisation is created through a charter, and is comprised of local business leaders 

throughout the catchment. These leaders raise funds to enable different projects that fall under 

the vision of the Grand River Conservation Authority, but could not be afforded through 

revenue from the municipalities or the province (Participant GRCA1). A key example of an 

activity funded through the Grand River Conservation Foundation is the building of the Nature 

Centres located within four of the 12 Conservation Areas. The foundation also off-set the cost of 

school programmes hosted at these Nature Centres. Robins (2007) stated that the “formation of 

charitable foundations attached to decentralised organisations is an innovative vehicle for raising 

funds, community awareness and volunteers” (pg.14). Through the charitable foundation, links 

with the private sector within the catchment can be forged, and this can then have the spin-off of 

aiding the Grand River Conservation Authority to connect with individuals within the catchment 

to raise awareness of environmental concerns within the catchment.  

 

6.5.2.7 Indigenous community 

The Grand River catchment has a long settlement history, and this was outlined in Section 6.3. 

The present day indigenous community comprises of the Six Nations of the Grand River, and is 

the largest populated First Nation reserve in Canada (Veale, 2004a). In recent years, the Six 

Nations have lodged formal and informal land claims to the federal government. These were 

largely predicated upon improper compensation for confiscation of lands and over activities 
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which were being carried out upon land which remained legally undetermined (Veale, 2004a). 

While the Grand River Conservation Authority has invited representatives of the Six Nations to 

the board, they have been declined (Participant GRCA10). However, the Authority has a 

protocol agreement (the Grand River Notification Agreement) with the Six Nations of the Grand 

River. Under this agreement, the Grand River Conservation Authority provides notification of 

any proposed developments within unsettled land claim areas adjacent to the Grand River 

(Participant GRCA7; Veale, 2004a). This relationship demonstrates how historical grievances 

and mistrust fashion contemporary relationships, adding additional nuances to the array of 

networks governing the catchment.    

 

6.5.2.8 Community groups 

There are a number of ways in which local community institutions are involved in the networks 

fashioning the governance of the Grand River. It has already been highlighted that there are 

initiatives which link community institutions with the federal and provincial government, to 

undertake river management initiatives in isolation of the Grand River Conservation Authority. 

The Authority itself does engage community groups through a variety of mechanisms. Plummer 

et al. (2005) states that the “chronology [of the Grand River Conservation Authority] reveals 

many instances where institutions are embedded within the social fabric, which shapes the 

behaviours of groups and individuals” (pg. 239). In particular, these authors highlight the “Grand 

Actions Registry” as a prime example of the importance of community actions in implementing 

actions to improve the health of the catchment. This registry lists groups, individuals and 

agencies who have undertaken activities to improve the health and heritage awareness within the 

Grand River catchment (Veale, 2004a).  

While this is a list of actions which may have arisen external to the Grand River Conservation 

Authority, one interview participant recognised that the Grand River Conservation Authority 
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acts as an ‘enabler’, as they are not able to fulfil their vision completely on their own. This 

participant did, however, recognise that this does come at a cost: 

Part of our role is to get other people to do things. So we do a lot of that through 

community groups. The difficulty is that role is very costly... developing 

relationships with people and maintaining them takes lots of effort, where they 

are getting the credit. We call it ‘leadership from behind’ (Participant GRCA2).  

Community groups have undertaken large responsibilities in major planning documents the 

Authority has produced, for example, the ‘Grand Strategy’ document following the Heritage 

River Designation (see Section 6.4.5), the Grand River Fisheries Management Plan (stemming 

from the ‘Grand Strategy’) and earlier in the Grand River Implementation Committee (see 

Section 6.3.4). This inclusion in such processes was recognised by Participant GRCA4: 

…we continue to try and bolster that up, we tend to involve people in our 

programmes and projects, whether it’s steering committees, where it is made up 

of local people to steer the water quality programme, or it was local groups that 

steered the fisheries management plan (Participant GRCA4).  

There was criticism in this approach identified by one participant, as while there is community 

involvement as these large plans are developed; within intervening periods, there are no 

mechanisms (apart from individually-motivated actions which are recognised under the Grand 

Strategy) for community involvement, due to limited interface between the Grand River 

Conservation Authority and the public (Participant GRCA11). There is concern raised here that 

community groups are likely to lose interest or become disengaged with the process if too much 

time is taken between when they are engaged in planning processes. This reveals a significant 

temporal element to networks, as if they are not engaged over a period of time, they disintegrate. 
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This does become a finely judged process, however, as another interview participant recognised 

that ‘too much’ engagement may lead to apathy: 

It was a lot harder to get public input the second time around, because people 

felt that it was being looked after I think (Participant GRCA1).  

 

6.5.2.9 Individuals 

There are relationships forged between the Grand River Conservation Authority and individual 

residents within the catchment. The Conservation Authority interfaces with the public through 

the Conservation Areas which they own and manage, which are open for recreational activities 

and camping. Events are held throughout the year, providing environmental education and 

recreation activities (see Figure 6.7). Residents are also made aware of the Conservation 

Authority’s activities through bi-monthly newsletters (“Grand Actions”), and through twice-

annual publication “The Grand”, distributed through local daily and weekly newspapers. This 

publication contains information pertaining to the budget, review of the past year’s activities and 

general interest stories in the spring, while the autumn edition provides a “watershed report” 

(Participant GRCA4; GRCA 2010). The minutes of Grand River Conservation Authority board 

meetings are published on the website, and members of the public are able to attend meetings of 

the board. The website also contains real-time rainfall and flow data which is regularly accessed 

by members of the public (Participant GRCA4).  
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Figure 6.7 Members of the public attending an educational walk through Shades Mills Conservation Area. This 
walk introduced members of the public to various habitat features, and related how everyday activities effect 

ecosystems such as these (Picture: Author’s own). 

 

The Grand River Conservation Authority is involved in a variety of annual events to engage 

those living within the catchment. The Authority hosts “Watershed Awards” annually, 

recognising outstanding and sustained contributions to improving river health (GRCA, 2010). 

‘Children’s Water Festivals’ are also held annually, which the Authority partners with other 

government and NGO’s to deliver. These festivals, held in Waterloo-Wellington and Brantford-

Brant bring together experts to deliver an education programme designed for schools to attend 

(GRCA, 2010). Two annual forums are also organised by the Authority. The annual ‘Heritage 

Day’ focuses upon the natural and cultural heritage values of the catchment, and the ‘Grand 

River Forum’ is a day-long event, which attracts experts to speak on a range of topical issues 

(Veale, 2004a).  

The Grand River Conservation Authority also interfaces with landowners on an individual basis 

through initiatives such as the Rural Water Quality Programme. This programme began 20 years 
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ago, as the Conservation Authority, alongside the Ministry of Agriculture worked with farmers 

within the catchment to encourage conservation tillage (Participant GRCA4). This programme 

developed over time, particularly as the larger cities realised that if they could improve water 

quality before it reached the city, they would not have to treat this water to the same degree 

before it could be discharged. Participant GRCA1 recounted how the programme developed: 

...in the Region of Waterloo, waste water treatment has to pillage their waste to 

a certain level, so the poorer the quality the surface water is flowing by the out 

take, the more they have to polish their waste. So if we can have better water 

quality upstream, then that gives them a little bit more wiggle room. So the 

Region of Waterloo has given 1.5 million dollars to the Programme, this is the 

2nd term I think, might even be going into the 3rd term for the Rural Water 

Quality Programme within the Region of Waterloo. And they’ve expanded to 

Wellington County, it’s a smaller amount of money, and to Brant County 

which is south of here. It isn’t watershed wide, but we are still having the 

landowner contact and the incentive for farmers to do the right thing 

(Participant GRCA1). 

It was recognised that the development of this programme, including decisions pertaining to the 

type of projects that would be funded, best management practice guidelines, was carried out in 

close consultation with landowners, including the Federation of Agriculture, Soil and Crop 

Improvement Association and the Cattle Association (Participant GRCA14). In addition to 

providing funds to implement farm measures which increase water quality, advice is also 

provided by the Grand River Conservation Authority on a one-on-one basis as requested 

(Participant GRCA14). 

 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

212 
 

6.5.2.10 Universities 

There are three major universities within the Grand River Catchment, the University of 

Waterloo, Wilfrid Laurier University and The University of Guelph. An agreement was 

developed between the Grand River Conservation Authority and each of the universities 

pertaining to joint programmes for research and teaching, and access by researchers for data held 

by the Authority and access to Conservation Authority property. The Authority, in turn, 

provides the universities with a list of research priorities, and research forums are held annually 

to communicate research outputs to the Authority. This has helped to streamline knowledge 

sharing between academia and the Authority (Participants GRCA1; GRCA5; Robins, 2007).   

 

6.5.2.11 Other catchments 

The Grand River Conservation Authority also has direct ‘twinning’ relationships with 

catchments across Canada and in other countries. An inter-provincial agreement with the Fraser 

Basin Campaign (British Columbia) and the Grand River Conservation Authority was developed, 

which extends to events such as ad-hoc joint board meetings (Robins, 2007). The Grand River 

Conservation Authority also has a twinning relationship with the San Roque Lake catchment in 

Argentina as part of the Theiss Riverprize programme, and has formed a partnership with the 

City of Dalian, China through a partnership mediated by the University of Waterloo (Robins, 

2007). These agreements provide the opportunity for the Grand River Conservation Authority to 

facilitate staff development, technical development and the sharing of catchment management 

techniques (Baine, 2007). This demonstrates that the Authority influences, and is influenced by 

actions in other catchments, broadening the experience and perspective of those working within 

the Grand River Conservation Authority.    
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6.6 Epilogue: Update to Water Management Plan 

In 2010, shortly after interviews were carried out, the Grand River Conservation Authority began 

a process of updating the 1982 Water Management Plan. This plan is intended to primarily 

address water quality and quantity issues, including improving water quality, ensuring 

sustainable water supplies, and reduced flood damage potential. Participant GRCA3 stated that it 

was an ‘obvious flaw’ that the plan has not been updated since 1982, however, during the 1990s, 

planning under the Heritage River designation took priority (Participant GRCA3).  

A key element of the development of this plan is the integration of a wide variety of institutions. 

The steering committee is comprised of First Nations, Grand River Conservation Authority, 

municipal, provincial and federal representatives. A number of key stakeholders, including 

academic community, farmers and farm organisations, industry and businesses, residents and 

local environmental institutions have also been identified, and will be involved in plan 

development. The importance of building new, and forging existing networks was recognised by 

Participant GRCA14: 

I think that is important to build new connections and strengthen partnerships 

we have in gaining a shared vision. Identifying roles for other agencies to play 

to push forward you know, progress on sustainability, so I think the watershed 

planning process is going to play a huge role and identify a lot of opportunities 

and strategic directions (Participant GRCA14).  

 
This has the potential to be another ‘key moment’ in the trajectory of the Grand River 

Conservation Authority. Participant GRCA4 recognised that this is an example of the provincial 

and federal governments becoming engaged to a greater extent with catchment scale thinking. 

This represents a shift in their mindset towards providing capacity to catchment scale 
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interventions, using the existing institutional vehicle of the Grand River Conservation Authority 

to achieve this.  

 

6.7 Reflecting on the experience of the Grand River Conservation Authority 

This section provides a reflection upon the lessons learned for the governance framework 

underpinning the Grand River Conservation Authority, and factors which enabled the Authority 

to deliver sustainable river management within this catchment. Two key themes which are 

focused upon are the ‘persistence’ of the Grand River Conservation Authority, and legislation of 

catchment scale authorities to deliver river management. 

 

6.7.1 Persistence of Conservation Authorities 

One factor which stands out along the institutional trajectory of the Grand River Conservation 

Authority is its sheer length. It has been recognised within the literature that the persistence of 

Conservation Authorities within Ontario are of themselves an indicator of this ‘models’ success 

(Robins, 2007). However, there was no mechanism included in the original Conservation 

Authorities Act which allowed dissolution of an Authority. It is only in recent amendments to 

the Act that such a provision has been included, but it still remains very difficult to disband an 

Authority (Robins, 2007). While the Conservation Authority ‘model’ could be viewed as 

imposed, the experience throughout the Grand River Conservation Authority’s trajectory 

demonstrates that they have been able to adapt their governance framework through time to go 

beyond what was specifically mandated through the Conservation Authorities Act. While the 

Conservation Authorities were established in the 1940s (and the Grand River Conservation 

Authority evolving before this time) when a command-and-control paradigm was prevalent, the 

Grand River Conservation Authority has been able to adjust its vision to steer towards practices 

cognisant of ‘sustainable river management’.  There are a number of processes and mechanisms 
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identified by interview participants which have allowed this transition, which are explored, in 

turn, below.  

 

6.7.1.1 Size of Authority 

The size of the Authority was recognised to be integral to supporting adaptive capacity to enable 

transitions in its vision. This arises, in part, from its political and biophysical situatedness within 

Ontario. Gardiner et al. (1994) summarised that the Conservation Authority ‘model’ has 

remained a phenomenon unique to Southern Ontario because of the small to moderate 

catchment sizes with no international boundaries; high population density (compared with the 

rest of Canada); funding available for river management initiatives at the municipal scale; and 

(until the 1990s), a long history of the Province of Ontario to support municipalities to carry out 

resource management. This meant that Conservation Authorities were well-resourced to deliver 

river management. Particularly within the Grand River Conservation Authority, one of the larger 

Conservation Authorities, it was recognised that there was a ‘critical mass’ which enabled the 

pooling of resources to provide capacity to the Authority:  

I think what has enabled us to be somewhat leaders in this business, is the fact 

that our watershed is large enough, we have the critical mass that we can get 

financial resources to do certain things (Participant GRCA6). 

While this size was large enough to pool resources, it was also recognised that the size of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority itself was advantageous for flexibility and adaptation, as 

their relatively small size enabled communication across all staff members to allow change in 

institutional processes:  

We don’t have the inertia of the federal government which gets going in one 

direction and takes a long time to change direction (Participant GRCA4).  
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…we have the flexibility to adapt to changing situations because we are not 

stuck in a process necessarily that we can’t move to, we are a small enough 

organisation, there is about 125 full time staff that we are able to do that. If we 

were a larger bureaucracy we wouldn’t be able to do that (Participant GRCA1). 

 

6.7.1.2 Innovative leadership 

While the size of the Authority has provided capacity to change, it was recognised that directing 

such changes required innovative leadership. This was particularly recognised during the 1970s 

and 1980s, when the work of the Conservation Authority became more comprehensive and 

encompassing an array of interests, from water quality and flood protection to recreation and 

habitat quality (see Section 6.4.3). Participant GRCA11 recognised the leaders of the GRCA 

through this time were innovative thinkers, who were able to direct changes in the Conservation 

Authority’s activities, and extend the Authority’s networks (for instance, during the development 

of the Watershed Report):  

…they had some very innovative thinkers who were way ahead of their time 

and were able to put the Authority in a position where they could take 

advantage of things (Participant GRCA11). 

 

6.7.1.3 Corporate memory and culture 

Alongside resources and leadership, a corporate memory and culture have developed, which 

represents another dimension of the capacity of the Grand River Conservation Authority to 

adapt through time. It was identified that many of the staff working within the Grand River 

Conservation Authority have held their positions for many years, which has enabled building of a 

corporate ‘memory’, as these staff members have been able to build relationships and networks 
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with a range of other institutions, and they have also gained an appreciation for initiatives 

undertaken that work within the context of this catchment:  

We are unique I think in many ways, there are lots of staff who have been 

around for 20 years plus, and I think that luckily they are good staff, I would 

like to think, and even the group that are in that 10 year sort of range, those 

people have, anybody who has been around longer than 5 years has had an 

opportunity to develop and network, and create some strong relationships up 

and down the governance ladder (Participant GRCA14). 

…there are a lot of people that have, there are a lot of pros and cons to that too, 

but there are a lot of people that have worked here, or stayed in touch with the 

organisation for their whole careers, so they are aware of the corporate memory 

of what has and hasn’t worked (Participant GRCA6). 

Participant GRCA1 recognised that working within this environment over a lengthy period of 

time shaped their perception working within socio-economic and political change, allowing an 

appreciation for understanding how to work within this change:  

And again, it goes in cycles, so you try to get as much done as you can when you 

have the stars aligned, and you can make things happen, and then you have to 

be resilient enough in times where you have a poor economic situation, or you 

have enough relationships that you can still make things work, or you can defer 

phases of projects that are on the go, so if you can create bite sized chunks, you 

can keep moving forward, it’s just at a slower pace than what you would like 

(Participant GRCA1). 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

218 
 

Participant GRCA4 recognised that this memory has developed intuitively; however, as staff 

members leave or retire, this needs to be made more formal, otherwise this memory will be lost 

when staff leave: 

...corporately we have just done what we needed to do to enable it, and the 

team works really well. At some point a couple of retirements are going to have 

to make us pull them together formally (Participant GRCA4). 

The other drawback identified was that not every staff member has adapted with changing 

practices over time, even if the vision of the Grand River Conservation Authority has changed; 

therefore, they carry memory which carries the imprint of command-and-control thinking:  

I find that there are still a lot of people in positions of power that are a little 

older and a little more set in their ways... So I would like to see people more 

receptive to change, and sort of put more sustainability front and foremost into 

their minds (Participant GRCA7). 

In addition to this corporate memory, a corporate culture of cooperation and integration was 

recognised to be embedded within the Grand River Conservation Authority. Interview 

Participants recognised that this culture arose from the personal attitudes of staff working within 

the Authority, and was key to enabling and enacting change: 

…there are little nodes where wonderful things happen, and it’s not that the 

programmes or legislation are any different, it’s that what happened there, 

people from different organisations and disciplines came together and all 

agreed that the right thing needed to be done and worked together (Participant 

GRCA12). 
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We’ve had lots of internal change over the years, and I think the process that 

keeps the momentum going is actually is the quality of our staff. They are very 

committed to the quality of the watershed and to the health of the system, and 

in and above all things that is something that we really do actually keep our 

momentum just because of our staff more than anything. We have a strong 

commitment to hiring people based on attitude. And my own personal 

philosophy is that we can buy people more training, provided they have the 

basic training, but we can’t buy them an attitude. It’s not very difficult to get 

people more training, but if you don’t have a committed person, then no matter 

what you try and get them to do, they are not going to drive the organisation 

anywhere good (Participant GRCA4).  

So it is still the people. You can have the best programme in the world, but if 

you don’t have the right people, it ain’t going to work (Participant GRCA12). 

These statements reflect the importance of individuals within the Grand River Conservation 

Authority as enabling change, not the exact structure of the governing framework. 

  

6.7.2 Is catchment scale ideal? 

Conservation Authorities appear to be ‘ideally’ situated at the catchment scale, with initial 

support from the Province of Ontario and coherency from the representation of all 

municipalities within the catchment on the Authority Board. However, the experience of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority has shown that the explicit creation of a catchment scale 

institution does not lead to the intended coherency of effort that might be expected. Two 

prominent issues which have arisen throughout the trajectory of the Grand River Conservation 

Authority have been confusion over the vision for the Authority and a lack of political leadership.  



Grand River Conservation Authority 

220 
 

6.7.2.1 Lack of clarity over vision 

Interview participants recognised that while there was a broad and flexible vision for the 

Authority (see Section 6.5.1), there needs to be an ‘umbrella’ plan which guides the actions of the 

Authority as a whole (Participant GRCA1). This participant recognised that even the current 

Water Plan, while engaging a wide array of institutions to address catchment issues, only deals 

with water quality and quantity, which is a small portion of the Authorities activities. Participant 

GRCA2 also recognised that lack of clarity meant institutions involved within the network were 

undertaking management actions with sometimes little communication with other formal and 

non-formal institutions. This Participant gave the example of municipalities responding to 

development pressures differently throughout the catchment. Some municipalities, such as the 

City of Waterloo, have been more active in communicating with the Authority (for example, the 

Laurel Creek Citizens Working Group, see Section 6.5.2.7), compared with other municipalities 

within the catchment. This renders catchment oversight of the whole mandate difficult. While 

the Grand River Conservation Authority’s boundaries may align with the catchment, they remain 

strategically ‘siloed’ to a degree, both between different components of the vision, and between 

different formal and non-formal institutions (Participant GRCA1).  

 

6.7.2.2 Lack of political leadership endorsing the Conservation Authorities 

Lack of clarity around vision has been compounded by a lack of political leadership endorsing 

Conservation Authorities. The Authorities have been described as being in ‘never-never land’ 

(Participant GRCA8). Since the provincial review of Conservation Authorities in 1987 (see 

Section 6.4.4), provincial legislation has delegated responsibilities relating to river management 

to municipalities or other provincial-level institutions, ignoring Conservation Authorities, as 

reflected by Participants GRCA10 and GRCA2: 
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I think it’s unfortunate that the government doesn’t view the importance of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority, and they all of a sudden, they instigated 

the Stewardship Council, which does good work, but they do the same thing as 

Grand River Conservation Authority does, they plant trees. So it takes money 

away from what the government supports the Grand River Conservation 

Authority with, and gives it to a smaller group which still does a fine job, but 

it’s just another branch of expenses. (Participant GRCA10).  

…there is an awful lot of our provincial structure and our municipal structure 

that ignores that watershed approach (Participant GRCA2). 

This was also demonstrated by the Clean Water Act (2006), which created the Source Water 

Protection Committees, which were strategically separate of the Conservation Authorities 

(Participant GRCA4; Section 6.4.6). This has led to a situation that while catchment scale bodies 

are institutionalised, these are not being given the responsibilities that allow a comprehensive, 

integrated catchment approach.  

 

6.7.2.3 Overcoming fragmentation 

While the above issues indicate increasing fragmentation, which largely negate the purpose of a 

catchment scale institution, the Grand River Conservation Authority has demonstrated strategies 

to increase connectivity between institutions. The development of networks between formal and 

non-formal institutions has enabled synergistic relationships between institutions which have 

overlapping mandates, as reflected by Participant GRCA13:   

So I think it’s almost a sense of shared interest, and opportunity and just 

familiarity and recognition that the institutional arrangements at best 

constrain your successful resolution of issues so you have to find ways to work 



Grand River Conservation Authority 

222 
 

within whatever frameworks we have toward common goals, and I think it’s 

neither good nor bad, sometimes we just say it is. So don’t get hung up with the 

idea of coming up with a perfect institutional arrangement, you can address a 

problem, you just have to be creative how you identify those strategic alliances 

with people who have common interests (Participant GRCA13).  

Participant GRCA7 recognised that this has been aided within the Grand River Conservation 

Authority as their staff have a good reputation working with, in particular, municipalities, which 

render them more receptive to ideas promoted by the Authority: 

And in some cases it’s because of historical things and landowners aren’t 

receptive in that area, or the municipality has got a, there has been some 

historical problem with flooding or water treatment or what have you, in some 

cases they will say the Conservation Authority has been pretty heavy handed, 

that is the problem, I find that here, people will give an example and I will say ‘I 

don’t see that in my watershed’, and they will say you are lucky, you are from 

the Grand, and we are lucky because our staff have a really good reputation for 

working with member municipalities (Participant GRCA7). 

Participant GRCA5 recognised that the credibility of the Grand River Conservation Authority 

also enabled them to get through many different ‘doors’ to engage disparate formal and non-

formal institutions into a catchment effort: 

I think our past record I think, is something that allows us to bring all kinds of 

folks to the table as we are seen as a credible organisation. We have lots of 

talented people here. We have a really strong stewardship ethic, and I think 

that resonates with people, and it gets you in the door in lots of different ways, 

and ultimately it’s not so much about what we do, but it’s about what we can 
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get others to do as well, I think the credibility is important (Participant 

GRCA5). 

 

6.8 Conclusion 

The Grand River Conservation Authority has its institutional roots in the 1920s, well before 

notions of sustainable river management were developed. While the issues which were initially 

addressed by the Grand River Conservation Commission were quite different to the goals of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority today, the initial thinking behind addressing the issues by 

working across multiple institutions within the catchment while at the same time looking to the 

province for political guidance has remained a core approach. This legacy has had a profound 

effect upon the ways in which the Grand River Conservation Authority has shaped its activities 

through time, as municipalities working together at the catchment scale have been its underlying 

framework to achieve catchment objectives. The Grand River Conservation Authority’s 

objectives have shown to be flexible, while initially reflecting command-and-control attributes of 

dam-building for flow control during the early and mid-1900s, they have become reflective of 

concern for ecosystem health along with aspects such as recreation values, recognising a wider 

diversity of values attached to the Grand River. 

The initial ‘success’ of the Grand River Conservation Commission had a performative effect 

upon provincial legislation regarding river management, with the provincial government in the 

1940s recognising the value in devolving responsibility for management efforts to the catchment 

level. While this at first legitimised the role of and provided support to what then became the 

Grand River Conservation Authority, this support was not constant. Little regard was given to 

the functions the Grand River Conservation Authority (and other Conservation Authorities 

throughout Ontario) as the Province’s support for the Conservation Authorities waned during 

the late-1980s and 1990s. This period highlighted that the goals and aims of the Grand River 
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Conservation Authority as an intervention in river management went beyond what was required 

in provincial legislation, as they continued to pursue their role not only in flood mitigation and 

water quality issues, but also addressing river health and recreational values of the Grand River. 

While the Grand River Conservation Authority had to look to other institutions to support these 

goals, the province went about creating other government institutions to undertake the same role 

(e.g., the Province of Ontario’s Stewardship Councils). This has meant the Grand River 

Conservation Authority has had to be active in linking these newly created institutions with 

action within the catchment. The Grand River Conservation Authority has therefore been active 

in promoting sustainable river management through a constantly changing institutional 

landscape.
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7. Mersey Basin Campaign 
 

Dank and foul, dank and foul 
By the smoky town with its murky cowl 

Foul and dank, foul and dank 
By wharf and river and slimy bank 
Darker and darker the farther I go 

Baser and baser the richer I go. 

Charles Kingsley 
(Songs from ‘The Water Babies’, 1862:27) 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides in-depth presentation of the results emerging from the Mersey Basin 

Campaign. An outline of the institutional and policy context for river management in England is 

presented, with reflections of the importance of the European Union and the North West Region 

in shaping these arrangements. This is followed by laying out the biophysical and socio-

economic context for the Mersey Basin. A trajectory of the Mersey Basin Campaign is then 

provided, tracing the Campaign from its roots in the early-1980s through to its completion in 

2010. Similar to analysis of Project Twin Streams and the Grand River Conservation Authority, 

this journey is captured through key moments (see Chapter 4), which were chosen on the basis of 
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recurring events raised by interview participants, and those highlighted through document 

analysis. A reflection of the decision to close the Campaign and the work the Campaign 

continues beyond its existence is provided. The chapter concludes by reflecting upon the key 

themes emerging from the experience of the Mersey Basin Campaign. These themes will be 

contrasted with those lessons learned from the Project Twin Streams (Chapter 5) and the Grand 

River Conservation Authority (Chapter 6) in Chapter 8. 

 

7.2 Institutional and policy context 

The past thirty years have witnessed a profound shift in the policy and institutional arrangements 

for river management in the United Kingdom. Traditionally, principal river management 

institutions lay in the formal governing sphere; however, a transition has led to a multi-sectorial 

approach, spanning into the non-formal governing space. This section traces these 

developments.  

 

7.2.1 Trends in river management policy 

The earliest river management related legislation to emerge in the United Kingdom was in 

response to the growing problems with water quality towards the end of the 19th Century, as 

cities grew and untreated sewerage was discharged into waterways and drainage issues emerged. 

A series of Royal Commissions led to the Public Health Act (1875) and the River Pollution 

Prevention Act (1876), both addressing water quality issues. These acts marked an important 

shift in policy thinking from municipal scale to catchment units (Newson, 1997).  

Fisheries Boards, administered through the Ministry of Agriculture, were established in 1923, 

combining interests for improvements to water quality and property rights. These provided a 

platform for multiple interests in river management, bringing together various local interests 
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such as elected councillors, landowners, anglers and others directly engaged in river activities, 

while maintaining strong links to central government. While there was a strong local interest to 

create these groups, in reality they had little authority and resources to carry out rehabilitation 

measures and upstream/downstream links were not recognised, minimising prospects for 

improvements to water quality (Newson, 1997).  

Land drainage was important in shaping policy through the 1940s and 1950s, as England and 

Wales were particularly prone to flooding. The Land Drainage Act (1930) established 47 

Catchment boards to address flood risks (Newson, 1997). Further River Boards were established 

under the 1948 River Boards Act, in response to the 1945 Water Act which regrouped the water 

supply industry. These Acts set up a system of licences for discharging pollutants into rivers, and 

later as these boards were reorganised into River Authorities, these bodies also gave licences to 

abstract water resources under the Water Resource Act (1963) (Newson, 1997). 

Water reforms in the early-1970s saw an overnight switch to a heavy focus upon quality of water 

supply. Ten Regional Water Authorities were established in 1974 across England and Wales, 

placing regulators and polluters under the same roof, following the introduction of the Water Act 

(1973). The National Water Council was established to oversee and provide support to the 

Regional Water Authorities (Newson, 1997). To ensure these bodies were accountable to 

achieving and maintaining high water quality, there was strong local government representation, 

and the Control of Pollution Act (1974) ensured water quality standards and consents and 

pollution data were made public (Newson, 1997). Integration of river management across other 

key sectors such as agriculture and food was prevented as the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries 

and Food retained control of land drainage (Newson, 1997).  

Parallel to these measures, the Countryside Commission initiated management schemes with a 

river valley focus to enhance recreation. One such management scheme was the Bollin River 

Valley Project (a tributary to the River Mersey). The Project was jointly funded by the 
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Countryside Commission and relevant local authorities, and was concerned with reconciling 

access to streams and providing environmental education. Such initiatives became significant 

more widely as local authorities realised the role they could play in maximising the recreational 

value of rivers flowing through their jurisdiction. This led to plan-making by local authorities 

based upon single-issues related to recreational values, a process which Greater Manchester 

undertook widely across the city (Kidd and Shaw, 2000).  

The election of the Conservative government in 1979 had profound impacts upon river 

management related policy. The government campaign for efficiency abolished the National 

Water Council, in favour of a system supporting technocratic river management. The Water Act 

(1983) reduced local government representation in the Regional Water Authorities and closed 

meetings to the press and public. Plans to privatise the Regional Water Authorities were put 

forward in 1986. A dual public and private system emerged under the Water Act – Privatisation 

(1989). This Act split the Regional Water Authorities into privatised water companies, and 

regulatory aspects were covered by the National River Authority (Kidd and Shaw, 2000). While 

the water companies were privatised, under the Act, the Director General of Water Services was 

appointed to be economic regulator of industry. He set up ten independent regional ‘Customer 

Service Committees’ to represent customers. In an effort to aid the companies to meet European 

water quality and environmental standards, the government wrote-off £5 billion of the industry’s 

debts and gave them a £1.6 billion cash injection, known as the ‘green dowry’ (Blackmore et al., 

2004). Regulation carried out by the National Rivers Authority was implemented through the 

development of ‘Catchment Management Plans’, delineated around catchment boundaries. 

While these plans were developed through consultative processes, they often remained largely 

top-down, and did not link to statutory land use plans as they were intended to (Kidd and Shaw, 

2000).  

Several separate environmental bodies, including the National Rivers Authority were 

amalgamated in 1995 to form the Environment Agency. The Environment Agency was given 
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regulatory responsibilities relating to air, water, land and wastes (Blackmore et al., 2004). Under 

the Environment Act (1995), the Environment Agency was to contribute to sustainable 

development as a whole and specifically in the case of rivers, to the sustainable use of water. This 

was largely accomplished through the creation of Local Environment Action Plans (LEAPS), 

which became the key sustainability planning documents for local communities. As many of 

those working for the Environment Agency were formerly from the National Rivers Authority, 

many of these plans had a bias toward river-related issues. While they were supposedly created in 

consultation with local communities, in practice they were largely top-down driven, and 

engendered little local ownership (Kidd and Shaw, 2000).  

Nationally-driven political narratives have more recently focused upon floodplain management, 

following extreme flooding events from the late-1990s into the 2000s. Growing awareness of 

flood risk management, combined with increasing concern for biodiversity management has led 

to a number of government agencies, from the Environment Agency, to English Nature to the 

Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (DTLR) and the Department of 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), to develop policy statements relating to notions 

of floodplain restoration (Moss, 2009). One example is the DEFRA strategy ‘Making Space for 

Water’, which embodies principles of sustainable development through promoting a more 

holistic approach to flood risk management (Johnson et al., 2007). This has driven the 

Environment Agency to focus upon initiatives which restore notions of natural channel and 

floodplain functioning (Eden and Tunstall, 2006; Mance et al., 2002). 

Over the period of privatisation from the 1980s, there have been developments at the regional 

scale (associated with processes of devolution), and policy shifts at the European Union level 

which have had a profound impact upon the institutional setting for the Mersey Basin Campaign. 

These are discussed in turn in the following sections.   
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7.2.2 North West Region of England 

The Mersey Basin lies within the North West Region of England. The Regions have gained 

increasing significance in delivering a number of policy areas that were traditionally the domain 

of the government since the 1990s (Kidd, 2005). This has emerged from the promotion of the 

regional level as more effective in delivering programmes which alleviate socio-economic 

disparity, and the adoption of the region as a ‘common denominator’ within the European Union 

and wider Europe, with a number of European driven programmes implemented at the regional 

level (Gibbs and Jonas, 2001; Kidd, 2005).   

A process of institutionalisation of the region began throughout the 1990s. Prior to 1997, regions 

themselves formed informal coalitions of local interest. Examples within the North West include 

the North West Business Leadership Team, the North West Regional Association (a coalition of 

local authorities), and the North West Partnership (a coalition of public, private and voluntary 

sector stakeholders). From 1997, the new Labour government increasingly supported 

strengthening of regional agencies, introducing non-elected Regional Assemblies or Chambers; 

establishing Regional Development Agencies (who were directly responsible to central 

government with substantial budgets to promote regional economic regeneration and growth); 

and the strengthening of the government offices for the regions (Kidd, 2005).  

From the early-1990s, the North West Region established itself as the ‘leader’ in sustainability 

thinking for England. The impetus for such concerns emerged from the regions themselves, 

rather than from the lead of central government (Sue and Kidd, 2001). Innovative thinking 

around sustainability issues was nurtured by the development of multi-sectorial partnership 

organisations such as ‘Sustainability North West’ (established in 1996). This organisation is 

representative of, and has its roots embedded within a history of environmental partnership and 

regional collaboration, with the early emergence of organisations such as ‘Operation 

Groundwork’ in the early 1980s, a community-based environmental/regeneration partnership 

(Shaw and Kidd, 2001). Such networks became champions for sustainability concerns at the 
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regional level, as they have provided an institutional ‘stage’ for the North West Regional 

Development Agency to implement sustainability policy (Gibbs and Jonas, 2001), and provide a 

counterweight against the economic regeneration focus of the Development Agency (While et al., 

2000).  

 

7.2.3 European Union and the Water Framework Directive 

Policy at the European Union scale over the past decade has had a profound influence upon river 

management policy within England. The Water Framework Directive came into force after it was 

published in the Official Journal of the European Commission on December 22nd, 2000. It has 

been described as the most significant piece of European water legislation for over 20 years 

(Carter and Howe, 2006; Griffiths, 2002). The overriding objective of this legislation is that all 

member states are required to  achieve ‘good surface water status’ and ‘good groundwater status’ 

and prevent deterioration of those water bodies which are of good quality (Griffiths, 2002). Of 

particular significance, it is stated that this must be achieved using participatory methods 

(Tippett et al., 2005; Newson, 2009). The aims and objectives of the Water Framework Directive 

are outlined in Table 7.1.  
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Table 7.1 Aims and objectives of the European Union Water Framework Directive  
(adapted from Newson, 2009). 

Aim Objective 
To improve ecological health of inland 
and coastal waters, requiring most to 
reach ‘good status’ by 2015 

Additionally prevent further deterioration, help ‘heavily 
modified’ water bodies reach ecological potential; protect 
against diffuse pollution through improved land 
management. 

To progressively reduce the pollution 
of surface and groundwater 

Use the precautionary principle and the polluter pays 
principle (e.g., to exclude priority hazardous substances) 
merging discharge and ambient approaches.  

To recognise water as an economic 
entity 

To take account of all costs and benefits and of a fair balance 
between supply and demand management. 

To mitigate the impacts of floods and 
droughts 

Sustainable policies for anticipating and coping with 
extremes. 

To encourage public consultation and 
support decision making 

To establish river basin districts as the basic units of 
governance, achieved through a cyclic process of strategic 
planning; water bodies remain as the monitoring unit for 
compliance.  

 

This innovative piece of legislation incorporates the integration of a plethora of river 

management-related ideals, such as management based upon catchment boundaries, recognition 

of ecological health and increasing public participation to improve transparency and compliance 

(Page and Kaika, 2003). It is also significant due to its promotion of water as central to the 

achievement of sustainability goals, and provides recognition that water bodies cannot be valued 

and managed as economic goods, rather they should be regarded as living ecosystems (Carter 

and Howe, 2006). 

Implementation of the Water Framework Directive involves a ‘reformulation’ of the boundaries 

for water management in member states, as governance is focused upon hydrological catchments 

(Medd and Marvin, 2007). A ‘River Basin Management Plan’ must be produced for each River 

Basin District, providing a comprehensive overview of physical and anthropogenic 

characteristics of catchment, and a program of measures must be provided, detailing how ‘good 

water status’ (as defined by the Directive) will be achieved. Each member state must delegate a 

‘competent authority’ to implement these plans, and in the case of England and Wales, this is the 
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Environment Agency (Mance et al., 2002). Before these plans are finalised and implemented, 

they must be subjected to public consultation (Blackstock, 2009), and align with other 

government policy (e.g., ‘Making Space for Water’, see Section 7.2.1) (Johnson et al., 2007). River 

management goals may also be aligned to other directives, such as the European Union Habitats 

Directive (Newson, 2009). 

The Water Framework Directive has introduced a political discourse which emphasises cross-

disciplinary understandings of water bodies, and the importance of public participation and 

inclusion (Blackstock, 2009). There has also been recognition of the importance of looking 

beyond scientific and technical knowledge, towards more pluralistic ways of knowing, in 

particular, recognising the importance of community perspectives when facing uncertain 

decisions (Newig et al., 2005). Resources must be made available to participatory processes, 

because of its legal requirements (Newig et al., 2005). This narrative is intended to impose co-

ordination and harmonisation in water management across Europe (Rauschmayer et al., 2009). 

However, there has been far from uniform application of the Water Framework Directive to date, 

with differences in pre-existing governance structures and processes placing a bearing upon how 

the Water Framework Directive is delivered. For example, Moss (2004) found in Germany, 

where there has been traditionally highly hierarchical and sectorial frameworks, using regulatory 

mechanisms have led to a tendency only to fulfil the minimum requirements. On the other hand, 

newer member states have been found to place distrust in hierarchical frameworks, and therefore 

engender a multi-level networked framework (Kluvánková-Oravská et al., 2009). Newson (2010) 

and Orr et al. (2007) suggest that non-governmental organisations, such as the River Trusts 

movement in England or the River and Fisheries Trusts in Scotland are providing an appropriate 

and engaging platform for community ownership sitting alongside what has remained the largely 

regulatory nature of the Water Framework Directive.  
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7.2.4 Summary 

Today, there are a number of formal institutions guided by a plethora of policies alongside non-

formal institutions who are involved in the institutional landscape fashioning river management 

in England (Table 7.2).  

Table 7.2 River basin planning in England: key public bodies, plans and strategies (adapted from Kidd and 
Shaw, 2007; Newson, 2010). 

Key institutions Main plans/activities 
Environment Agency River basin management plans 

Catchment abstraction management strategies 
Catchment flood management strategies 

Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs 

Shoreline management plans 

Natural England Biodiversity strategy for England 
Coastal habitat management plans 
Management schemes for European marine sites 
Environmental stewardship schemes 

Regional Assemblies Regional sustainable development frameworks 
Regional spatial strategies 

Regional Development Agencies Regional economic strategies 
County Councils Sustainable community strategies 

Minerals development frameworks/plans 
Local transport plans 

Unitary/District Authorities Sustainable community strategies 
Local development frameworks 
Minerals development frameworks/plans 
Waste development frameworks/[plans 
Local transport plans 

Water Services Regulation Authority  Guidance to water companies 
Water and sewerage companies Asset management programmes 

Eutrophication action plans  
Water company business plans 

Environmental NGOs such as River 
Trusts 

Community-based voluntary groups 
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7.3 Biophysical and socio-economic context: The Mersey Basin 

The River Mersey is located in North West England8. The catchment of the River Mersey covers 

an area of 4,680 km2. The catchment drains into the Mersey estuary, which is 26 km long, before 

entering Liverpool Bay and the Irish Sea. Prominent tributaries to the Mersey include the River 

Irwell, River Tame, River Goyt, River Bollin and River Weaver. The campaign area also includes 

the River Ribble catchment, adjacent to the Mersey to the north. A number of canals lie within 

the catchment, most notably the Manchester ship canal, extending from the inland extent of the 

Mersey estuary to Manchester (a total of 58km). The catchment has a population of around five 

million, and includes the cities of Manchester in the upper part of the catchment, and Liverpool 

on the banks of the Mersey Estuary (Figure 7.1) (Wright and Bendell, 2005).  

                                                       
8 The United Kingdom tradition of ‘River’ followed by the ‘river name’ will be followed in this chapter. The Mersey 
catchment is known locally as the ‘Mersey Basin’, and this terminology will be used throughout this chapter.  
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Figure 7.1 Location of the Mersey Basin Campaign area, with United Kingdom location map inset  

(from MBC, 2008:3, with permission). 

 

The source of the Mersey lies within the Southern Pennines, which rise to a height of 

approximately 600 metres above sea level. The dominant relief of this area of the Pennines is 

extensive flat summit moorland plateaux, with deep valleys flanked by extensive terraces and 

benches (Johnson, 1985). The underlying geology is predominately comprised of Namurian 

sandstones and mudstones (Broadhurst, 1985). This relatively high relief (in the English context) 

has created a rain shadow, rendering the North West Region one of the wettest in England with 
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up to 1650mm per annum in the hills near Manchester, with the rest of the Basin experiencing 

approximately 750mm per annum (Johnson, 1985). Channel beds are comprised predominantly 

of cobble and gravel, although there is a significant suspended sediment load (Harvey, 1985). The 

Mersey trunk stream lies within an extensive floodplain, and this channel, along with the lower 

reaches of its tributaries are actively meandering (Harvey, 1985). The lower extent of the 

catchment is comprised of an elongate estuary, spanning 26km. The ‘narrows’, where the estuary 

locally tightens, divides the estuary in two approximately equal sections, and combined with a 

high tidal range (approximately 10m), creates strong currents which have developed deep 

channels (up to 30m) (MBC, 2008).     

There is a long human imprint upon the Mersey catchment. The earliest known human 

occupation within the Mersey Basin began in the late stages of the last ice age approximately 

10,000 years ago. The mobile hunter-gatherer communities which existed from this time until 

approximately 3,200BP left virtually no trace upon the landscape (Cowell, 1996). The beginnings 

of agriculture within the basin from 5,400BP marked the conversion of woodland into grass, 

however conversions were often very small in extent. This incremental change occurred until the 

Dark Ages (from approximately 500AD). Following the Norman Conquest, medieval townships 

with large communal arable areas and private estates were developed, marking a greater imprint 

upon the landscape (Cowell, 1996). Rapid population growth occurred between 1000AD and 

1500AD placed further demand upon arable land, and further deforestation took place (Philpott 

and Lewis, 1996).       

This anthropogenic imprint became particularly profound with industrial expansion during the 

18th Century. After the opening of the first dock in Liverpool in 1715, the catchment became the 

centre of industrial expansion (MBC, 2008). Mills were established along waterways to support 

mechanised spinning and weaving industries, and these industries, along with the growth of 

paper, heavy chemical and glass industries, bleaching, drying and finishing trades and chemical 

works used waterways to dispose of industrial effluent (MBC, 2008). This led to a legacy of a 
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number of noxious substances within the catchment, including mercury; DDT; and persistent 

organic contaminants (Jones, 2006; MBC, 2008).  

As industries grew, so too did the population. Rapid industrial growth created a demand for 

labour, resulting in very rapid expansion of urban areas in the region, particularly of the cities of 

Liverpool and Manchester (Jones, 2006; Wright and Bendell, 2005). For example, the population 

of Liverpool grew from 34,407 in 1773 to 53,853 in 1790, to 78,000 by the end of the 18th Century 

(Burton, 2003). Domestic sewerage systems did not treat effluent before it was discharged into 

rivers, adding to large volumes of pollution introduced to the channels from industrial waste 

(Unger, 2007). The extent of the degradation of water quality became apparent by the mid-1800s, 

with the catchment no longer supporting a commercial fishing industry, and the outbreak of 

cholera highlighting the extent of the issue (Jones, 2006). A Royal Commission on River 

Pollution was appointed to study the extent of the problem, however little priority was given to 

addressing identified water quality issues by the municipal authorities within the catchment 

(Wright and Bendell, 2005). It had been, and was at that time still widely believed the frequent 

rain, large volume of water within the estuary, together with strong tides was capable of 

transporting effluent to sea (Burton, 2003; Jones, 2006).  

The morphology of the streams was also heavily modified during this period. Nearly all of the 

headwater streams around the Manchester area have been dammed for water supplies. This has 

modified the flow regime, with little variation in stream flow throughout the year (Harvey, 1985). 

Many reaches within the catchment have been directly altered through either or both channel 

straightening and bank stabilisation (Harvey, 1985). As such, there are very few reaches which 

have retained their natural form and function. Linked to transport network development, a large 

interconnected network of canals was developed across England and Wales in the 18th Century 

(Harrison and Sutton, 2003). By the late 19th Century, these were no longer economically viable 

for transport, and following years of neglect, they have undergone a renaissance due to their 
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recreational and fishing value (Harrison and Sutton, 2003). Figure 7.2 demonstrates the diversity 

of reaches throughout the catchment. 

 

 

Figure 7.2 Map with photo insets showing diversity of contemporary river styles within the Mersey Basin 
(Underlying map: modified from MBC, 2008:3; Pictures: Author’s own). 
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The changes to water quality and morphology have had a profound impact upon the ecology 

within the catchment (Baines, 2007). By the 1980s, there were no fish populations known within 

the Mersey Estuary, as they became ‘suffocated’ due to the poor water quality (Jones, 2000). In 

particular, the Estuary has served as a breeding ground for many fish and migratory birds of the 

North Atlantic (Baines, 2007). The Estuary supports a wide range of habitats, which attract 

thousands of wintering wildfowl and waders, and is designated as a ‘Ramsar’ site in recognition 

of these species’ conservation value (MBC, 2008). These populations were affected by decreasing 

water quality through feeding on invertebrates which had accumulated toxins from the water 

(Burton, 2003).  

By the early-1980s, social and economic conditions within the catchment had deteriorated 

severely. In Liverpool alone, the population had fallen from 800,000 following World War Two, 

to 450,000 by 1981, and was falling at a rate of 10,000 per year (Unger, 2007).  The Port of 

Liverpool was in decline, with the share of total United Kingdom imports and exports halving 

from 15 percent to eight percent between 1945 and the early-1980s, marking a fall in its 

associated workforce from 25,000 to only 3,000. Mirroring this was a decline in the number of 

factories closing, with 350 closing or transferring production elsewhere between 1966 and 1977 

(Unger, 2007). Social unrest was mounting. This peaked with the Toxteth Riots in 1981, in 

Liverpool (Unger, 2007). While the key motivation for these riots was unclear, unemployment 

was viewed as a key stimulus for these riots (Hamnett, 1983)  

Local communities had largely become detached from the rivers within the Mersey Catchment in 

their everyday lives. They had become so polluted they lost virtually all recreational value, and 

access was largely denied from the presence of mills, warehouses and docks (MBC, 1986). The 

large areas of derelict industrial land also posed an obstacle to channel access, but served as a 

grim reminder of industrial decline (MBC, 1986). There were signs within these deteriorating 

conditions of efforts to improve the ecology within the catchment. Charities such as the 

Groundwork Trust emerged to re-establish wildlife habitat across the landscape (Baines, 2007). 
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The Groundwork Trust developed voluntary local partnerships between local councils and 

communities, and focused on addressing pressing environmental concerns through coordinating 

large-scale land reclamations (re-foresting large areas), promotion of a number of small-scale 

environmental improvement schemes, and creating awareness of recreational opportunities 

within rural areas (Jones, 1998). Initiatives such as these demonstrated communities within the 

catchment were willing to improve its environmental condition. However, the problems within 

the area were so wide reaching, with issues embedded within the social and economic fabric of 

the basin, an intervention in this context would require a multi-faceted initiative with heavy 

monetary investment.  

 

7.4 Institutional trajectory of the Mersey Basin Campaign 

This section traces the institutional trajectory for the Mersey Basin Campaign.  A timeline of key 

events is displayed in Figure 7.3. 

 

Figure 7.3 Key moments in the institutional trajectory of the Mersey Basin Campaign. 
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7.4.1 Formation of the Mersey Basin Campaign 

As noted in the previous section, the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution left a profound 

legacy upon North West England. The greatest impact upon the catchment was the discharge of 

untreated industrial and domestic waste directly into channels (Wright and Bendell, 2005; 

Section 7.3). The need to address this issue was first recognised in 1869, when a Royal 

Commission on River Pollution was appointed to report on the problem. However, while water 

quality issues were recognised in the resultant report, little priority was given to addressing them 

(Wright and Bendell, 2005). No legislation was introduced to address improvement of water 

quality in England until the formation of water authorities, under the Control of Pollution Act in 

1974 (see Section 7.2.1). The Mersey catchment remained one of the most polluted in the world 

and the legacy of the industrial revolution had also manifested in a number of social and 

economic issues. In the early-1980s, the Secretary of State for the Environment, Michael 

Heseltine, developed a number of programs to address urban regeneration in the Merseyside9 

area, and began to address the second part of the Control of Pollution Control Act (1974), which 

called for investment in water quality improvement. A series of 13 initiatives aimed at solving the 

Merseyside’s problems was established, and water issues were identified as a high priority 

(Unger, 2007). Heseltine later reflected upon the three weeks he spent in Liverpool following the 

riots in 1981, when he imagined how these issues could be addressed: 

The Mersey got to me, I was there for three weeks and my hotel room 

overlooked the Mersey and late at night after what was a long and arduous 

day, I used to look out of my hotel window, when I was alone and everyone else 

had gone and I saw this huge, majestic river, flowing through this great British 

city and I just felt ashamed that … this was the river that had given life to that 

part of England, it was the source of the wealth, without it there would have 

been no Liverpool and yet we had treated it with total and utter contempt and 

                                                       
9 ‘Merseyside’ refers to the metropolitan area either side of the lower Mersey Estuary.  
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disinterest. It was an open sewer. And I just felt deeply sad that we hadn’t 

realised what an enormous, valuable source it was. And that’s where the idea 

came, we must make good the degradation of decades, centuries…  

…I suppose I love rivers, I love birdlife, I love the natural habitats, I love fishing 

and I get enormous satisfaction just looking at the flow of it all. But as a 

politician and I suppose as a businessman, I know the wealth that that river has 

created, I know the history, or I know something of the history for which it’s 

been responsible, it opened up the New World. It had some pretty less happy 

experiences as well. But this, in the history of our country was a contributor of 

enormous significance and I felt a debt to that river (Heseltine, in Unger, 2007). 

While Heseltine was keen to prioritise the Mersey Estuary area around Liverpool, he was advised 

that to achieve this, he would need to address upstream sources of pollution as well. Heseltine 

then began to investigate the plausibility of cleaning up the entire Mersey Basin, including 

waterside development to provide a tangible benefit of these efforts (Unger, 2007). A 

consultation paper was produced in 1982, and the covering letter, written by Heseltine, outlined 

what could be achieved: 

From its source well to the east of Manchester to the sea beyond Liverpool we 

must aim for much cleaner water. It encourages the restoration to full use and 

beauty of the many waterside places neglected over the years … A Mersey basin 

restored to a quality of environmental standards fit for the end of this century 

will be of incalculable significance in the creation of new employment … I can 

think of no more exciting challenge for the decades ahead (Heseltine, 1982:1). 

After the publication of this report, Heseltine was replaced by Tom King, who followed up the 

report by holding a conference regarding the contents and aspirations of the paper in March 
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1983 (Unger, 2007). The response was positive, and momentum was building to develop an 

initiative which would cover the whole catchment, with a long-term commitment. Peter Walton, 

a civil servant who was working for Heseltine’s task force commented that central government 

would normally try and devolve responsibility to local governments under such circumstances: 

The instinct normally in the civil service is to try and lose it to the local 

authorities if it’s getting too big for us, but I just hung on by my nails and 

thought ‘this is wonderful’ (Walton, in Unger, 2007). 

There were two key obstacles in moving towards realising Hesletine’s vision. First, the Secretary 

of State for the Environment had changed hands yet again, to Patrick Jenkin, who while agreeing 

there should be such an institution, was unclear about how this would be funded. Secondly, the 

early 1980s saw a battle between the Liverpool Labour Party and Conservatives over the 

Liverpool City Council. The elected Labour party refused to support such an initiative unless 

funding was provided from London (Unger, 2007). During this time, and of benefit to efforts in 

the Mersey, the European Commission’s structural funds were being revised. The Commission 

was becoming overwhelmed by the individual project-by-project allocation of funds, and began 

to move towards program-oriented approaches. The initial thinking behind the Mersey Basin 

Campaign was that it was viewed as an ideal pilot programme. The initiative would receive 

European Commission funding of £60 million over three years, which would be repeated if the 

initiative was successful (Unger, 2007). The Campaign officially began in 1985, and government 

funding, supported by the European Commission funding, was to be provided for 25 years.     

The Campaign was established as a collaborative programme between the government and a 

number of other sectors. The desire for such an approach was outlined by Heseltine (1983) in his 

forward to the Consultation Paper: 

This is a challenge for a generation. The commitment of the North West Water 

Authority, which I welcome, is vital. But this is also an opportunity, a focus of 
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attention – for local authority and private industry, for voluntary trust and 

individual enthusiast – which is rarely offered to so large a community (pg. 1-

2).  

During this period, responsibility for water quality rested with the North West Water Authority 

(see Section 7.2.1). In 1981, the Authority began a programme to improve water quality, with the 

main focus upon the creation of sewerage plants, particularly around the estuary where untreated 

sewerage was being discharged (MBC, 2008). The Consultation paper by Heseltine pin-pointed a 

number of existing institutions throughout the catchment who could also be involved, including: 

private companies, voluntary organisations such as ‘Operation Groundwork’ (who could ‘bend’ 

the focus of their activities on waterside areas, a number of existing river valley improvement 

schemes), and local governments through their role in land use planning (Heseltine, 1983). 

In order to link the efforts between these different institutions, a central institution, which 

became the Mersey Basin Campaign, was established in 1984. The first chairman, John Tavaré, 

CBE was appointed by the Secretary of State for the Environment in March 1985. This role was 

to co-ordinate and manage the efforts of the Campaign with assistance from the Department of 

the Environment’s regional office in Manchester (MBC, 1986). The initial structure of the 

Campaign is shown in Figure 7.4. A conference was held sporadically to review progress of the 

Campaign and to develop ideas for furthering the Campaign. For day-to-day business, there was 

a combination of the Chairman’s co-ordinating committee (which included the Chairman of the 

North West Water Authority, local authority chairmen of the three ‘Project Groups’, a 

representative of the European Commission and the Chairman of the Board of Officers), the 

Board of Officers (which included professional officers with an advisory role from the North 

West Water Authority, the Confederation of British Industry, Manchester Ship Canal Company, 

Countryside Commission, Nature Conservancy Council, Sports Council, and the Greater 

Manchester and Merseyside councils for voluntary service, among others), and the Project 
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Groups (led by local authorities (but included voluntary sector interests as well), representing 

interests of the three main areas of the catchment) (MBC, 1986).  

 

Figure 7.4 Initial structure of the Mersey Basin Campaign  
(adapted from MBC,1986:11). 

 

These beginnings of the Mersey Basin Campaign demonstrate the political power of one leader to 

engage others and pull resources in the emergence of middle-ground institutions. The personal 

initiative of Michael Heseltine provided a political voice for a long-term initiative with significant 

funding alongside foresight and comprehensive planning, and this carved the governance space 

for the Mersey Basin Campaign to emerge. It has been recognised that he was also very locally 

aware, allowing what was a national-scale intervention to be embedded and ‘brought-in’ by local 

institutions: 

I think it was the, the thing that stands to mind for me is the vision and 

tenacity of the few people who founded it, and the fact that they were very 

creative in how they said ‘let’s bring on these partners, let’s talk to the right 

people’, I think they had a social awareness of connecting with people, getting 

people on board and bringing on the what was at the time, what was it called, 

the water board, the water company, and the local authorities. And… there 

was someone from the Water Board at the time who was very on board, and 
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then they built some links and some idea of the vision, and then they went 

higher within the political spectrum, so I think it was a very political with a 

small p, clever, socially aware way of bringing people together around a vision 

and getting commitment, I think that is probably what would stand out for me, 

the starting, yeah what would enable it to get off the ground (Participant 

MBC4). 

Through creating a framework to expand these networks both vertically and horizontally, it was 

recognised that this would only seek to ‘add value’: 

…I am convinced that understanding the true character of the Campaign calls 

for a kind of conversion in outlook—after which the ‘modus operandi’ becomes 

clearer. In providing a framework in which all partners can gain from their 

own inputs, the Campaign seeks continually for added value (MBC, 1995:3). 

In doing this, it was recognised that there were existing networks around the North West region 

that were able to be tapped into (see Section 7.2.2). There was an array of non-formal 

institutions, such as ‘Operation Groundwork’, whom they could derive mutual learning and 

benefit from: 

And the Groundwork Trust worked in a very similar way, looking at the, one of 

the first sites was a huge coal dump, and so they were bringing together 

partners to clean that up. Similar partners, similar time, in the ‘80s, this is a 

huge environmental problem, it’s in an area of extreme economic depression, 

and social problems, so seeing you had to look at all three as a whole, and I 

think they all learned from each other in the early days as well (Participant 

MBC4). 
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7.4.2 Goals for the Mersey Basin Campaign 

The vision and goals of the Mersey Basin Campaign were set out clearly at the outset of the 

Campaign. There were three key goals, which were to be addressed by 2010 (Wright and Bendell, 

2005:22): 

• To improve river water quality across the Mersey Basin to at least a ‘fair’ 

standard by 2010 so that all rivers and streams are clean enough to support 

fish 

• To stimulate attractive waterside developments for business, recreation, 

housing, tourism and heritage 

• To encourage people living and working in the Mersey Basin to value and 

cherish their watercourses and waterfront environments 

These goals remained central to the Campaign until 2010. When talking about the vision and 

goals for the Mersey Basin Campaign, most participants reflected more upon the effect of this 

vision upon the governance of the Campaign, rather than the direct outcomes of the goals 

themselves. The name of the intervention was recognised as an ‘anchor’ to the vision. Participant 

MBC7 drew attention to the importance of including the name of the river in the name of the 

initiative, being in itself important, as if people within the catchment know the name, where the 

river flows to and from, even this is likely to engender some ethic of care. Another participant 

drew importance to the ‘Campaign’ part of the name, which gave an active component to what 

the initiative was to achieve: 

What the Campaign was about was developing partnership but in a much 

more subtle way and nuanced way, and I think being called a ‘campaign’ kind 

of drew attention to the fact that they want to do something, rather than a 

partnership which is to be warm and friendly and fluffy to each other. So I 
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think it was a wise move to call us a campaign right from the beginning. Which 

is, has been a good name (Participant MBC1). 

The goals were also about providing inspiration, and a vision which would endear partners to 

work together and allow action at a multiplicity of scales:   

I think it was a real trailblazer in bringing public, private sector and 

community groups, and it crossed multiple scales, I think it was really unique 

from that point of view as well, that it had the vision at the whole of the Mersey 

Basin catchments, and then at these multiple small projects and have some 

kind of consistency and vision that brought those together. It was really quite a 

powerful… process (Participant MBC4). 

Participant MBC4 also recognised the limitations of the goals for the Campaign in providing a 

strategic and linked-up vision for the initiative, as while partners were being networked for a 

defined purpose, these partners also bought their own agendas, which in turn, affected what the 

Campaign could achieve:   

…it’s power in a way was bringing people together and making projects happen, 

and I think, so it tended to do more of that, rather than have the power to say 

‘this is the vision, how are we going to implement this?’. So I think it was a little 

more responsive to visions, projects, ideas that the partners were bringing, and 

on one level it had the spatial scale and, of the overall campaign, and the River 

Valleys within it. So there was a bit of a coordinating role in this of the 

geographic scales and the fact they worked at both (Participant MBC4). 

This experience demonstrates that a vision and/or key goals can be key to engendering the 

participation of a wide variety of institutions. Rather than being strictly measurable, it allowed 
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different partners to undertake their own activities under the umbrella of the Mersey Basin 

Campaign, with these ideas being fed and embedded within other institutions practices.  

 

7.4.3 Changes to governance structure during the early-1990s 

A number of changes were made to the governance structure of the Mersey Basin Campaign 

during the late-1980s and early-1990s to further enable the work of the Campaign. In 1987 the 

‘Voluntary Sector Network’ was launched. This network provided support to the development of 

the voluntary sector. This network latterly became a charitable trust, the ‘Mersey Basin Trust’ in 

1991. The Trust acts as a focal point where local community groups can become involved in the 

Campaign. The Trust’s remit covers (Handley et al., 1997:8): 

• Provision of support to voluntary sector and schools environmental projects 

through grant schemes, advice and other assistance as appropriate 

• Facilitating private sector investment in Campaign projects and activities 

• Involving new organisations with the Campaign  

• Maintaining the media profile of the Campaign 

• Supporting particular elements of Campaign activities, such as the River 

Valley Initiatives [these will be discussed in the following section] 

Members of the trust are from a broad array of interests, including wildlife groups, outdoor 

recreation interests, urban and rural heritage organisations, schools and educational groups, 

community organisations, canal and civic societies (Handley et al., 1997). 

A further ‘arm’ of the Campaign was launched in 1992, with the establishment of the Business 

Foundation. This foundation grew out of the involvement of several large companies in the 
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campaign, including ICI, Shell, and Unilever throughout the late-1980s. The purpose of this 

separate arm was to target private participation in the Campaign specifically and more 

effectively. The aims of the foundation were (Handley et al., 1997:8): 

• Help identify, fund and implement projects to a high standard 

• Encourage greater participation in Campaign activities by all sectors of the 

community  

• Enable like-minded businesses to meet and discuss solutions to environmental 

problems’ and put ‘green’ sponsorship for the Campaign on a business like 

basis 

New members were continually recruited, with a specific remit to seek a wide range of 

companies, to align with specific projects carried out by the Campaign, or align business support 

with volunteer projects (Handley et al., 1997).  

In 1996 the Campaign was restructured, as it was felt that the Campaign needed to become more 

independent from government to allow more effective engagement with the private and 

voluntary sectors. ‘Mersey Basin Campaign Administration Limited’ (Figure 7.5) was originally 

part of the Environment and Technology Directorate of the Government Office for North West, 

and served as an overall coordinator and administrator for the Campaign’s activities and 

development. Its two main roles were to develop a common agenda for the Campaign by 

working with all member partners, and to provide accountability for the Campaign’s activities for 

the annual government grant (Kim, 2001). Mersey Basin Administration Limited became a 

subsidiary company of the Mersey Basin Business Foundation in 1996, which saw the Mersey 

Basin Campaign become an ‘arms length management organisation’, gaining independence from 

the central government. While the Campaign became privatised, funding was still provided from 

central government. At the local level, River Valley Initiatives (which were later re-named 
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‘Action Partnerships’) emerged to engender local participation (these will be discussed in further 

detail in Section 7.5.2). The structure from 1996 is outlined in Figure 7.5.  

 

Figure 7.5 Structure of the Mersey Basin Campaign from 1996-2001  
(adapted from MBC, 1997:7). 

 

The ‘Mid-term Report’ by the Mersey Basin Campaign in 1997 (required by the Government 

Office of the North West to continue government funding contributions) stated that it was 

important to be able to adapt the structure to ensure that lessons learned as the Campaign gained 

experience could be reflected in the way partners interacted with each other:  

The formal structure of the Campaign has been developed to nurture this 

unique partnership and to reflect the diversity of experience and interests of the 

Campaign partners (Handley et al., 1997:7). 
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Kim (2001) showed that at the time of this restructuring, these changes only affected a limited 

number of actors, and these were mostly Campaign staff. Therefore, there was little change to the 

governance structure of the Campaign, with the overall network not requiring reconfiguration. 

There was also considerable external institutional change during this time, with the privatisation 

of water companies and establishment of the Environment Agency (See Section 7.2.1), both of 

which were involved in the Campaign. This highlights the need for flexible frameworks, which 

are able to adapt to both internal and external changes, while maintaining momentum 

throughout the network towards achieving the Campaigns purposes. Kim (2001) suggests the 

geographically-tiered approach ‘buffered’ other levels of the Campaign from these administrative 

and wider institutional changes. This meant the locally-based Action Partnerships, for example, 

could continue their activities under the Campaign without disruption from restructuring. 

 

7.5 Contemporary (2001-2010) governance framework 

The contemporary governance structure for the Mersey Basin Campaign is outlined in Figure 

7.6, and described in the following sections.  
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Figure 7.6 Relationships between formal and non-formal institutions involved in the Mersey Basin Campaign, 
mapped according to scale of institutions and role in governance framework.  
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7.5.1 Campaign Council 

Following a review of the Campaign’s structure in 2001, further structural changes were made to 

the Campaign, designed to further expand the partnership approach of the Campaign (Wright 

and Bendell, 2005). This structure remained the core structure until the Campaign ended in 

2010. The conceptual diagram of the organisational structure of the core Campaign (see Figure 

7.7) demonstrates that this structure had evolved to be reflective of the multi-scalar institutional 

landscape it was working within. At the centre of this structure was the Campaign Council. The 

council was established as the core governing body for the Campaign, providing strategic 

direction and policy guidance.  The Council comprises of a total of 38 representatives, with two 

different types of membership – partners, who have voting rights, and advisors/observers, who 

are without voting rights. Members of the Council are representatives of a number of key 

regional stakeholder organisations, including the water company (United Utilities), the 

environmental regulator (Environment Agency), local governments, Regional (Economic) 

Development Agency and a number of other public bodies (e.g., Natural England). The 

Campaign Chair remains a government appointee (Medd and Marvin, 2008).  
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Figure 7.7 Structure of the Mersey Basin Campaign from 2001-2010  
(from MBC, 2009:1, with permission). 

 

There are a number of bodies which support the council. The Business Foundation and Healthy 

Waterways Trust (formally the Mersey Basin Trust) remained as part of the central Campaign 

structure. A range of ‘advisory groups’, which focus upon strategic guidance in a number of key 

areas of concern to the Campaign, feed into the operation and strategic direction (Medd and 

Marvin, 2007). The Campaign is delivered at the local level through ‘Action Partnerships’ 

(initially called ‘River Valley Initiatives’). The next sections examine the role and experience of 

key players in the wider Campaign network.  
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7.5.2 River Valley Initiatives/Action Partnerships10 

The Action Partnership model was developed in 1992. More than £100,000 had been provided to 

over 400 community groups by the Mersey Basin Campaign (through the Mersey Basin Trust), 

and it was realised that a model would be required to more effectively coordinate this 

community-level action. The Minister for the Environment and Countryside launched the 

Action Partnership programme in 1993 (Kidd and Shaw, 2000). This model allowed an ‘Action 

Partnership’ to be created at a local scale, and this organisation would enable local people and 

organisations to identify more closely with the objectives of the Campaign and take actions 

themselves. The Action Partnerships were to be represented at the Campaign level, which would 

allow an interconnected network of local activity across the catchment. Participant MBC1 spoke 

of the initial thinking behind the Action Partnerships:  

...we needed to have a series of mini-campaigns that would be based upon 

individual rivers that drain into the River Mersey. You might have one of these 

mini campaigns for the Estuary itself, but you might have ones for stretches of 

river elsewhere... So he set up the idea of River Valley Initiatives, which were 

everything the Campaign was about, but translated to the local level. The 

reason for that, was that if you were to engage people, the third of the three 

aims, then you needed to be on the scale they were thinking of, rather than the 

scale you professionally were working with [the ‘Campaign’ level].  

It was important to the Campaign that the Action Partnerships were self-emergent, as opposed to 

being instigated by the Campaign itself (Participant MBC2). Local communities could then 

establish issues and opportunities for themselves, and identify what could be achieved through 

the Campaign. This way, the partnership could be born out of existing action or concern for the 

waterway, allowing locally-owned vision and action for the reach of river concerned. Many of the 

                                                       
10 ‘River Valley Initiatives’ latterly were renamed ‘Action Partnerships’. In order to maintain consistency, these local-
level community groups will be termed ‘Action Partnerships’. 
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partnerships grew out of institutions who were already addressing issues related to the 

Campaign’s objectives. The ‘Bollin Valley Project’, a grassroots initiative aimed at improving the 

health of the River Bollin (a tributary to the Mersey) was already in existance, and aligned with 

the goals of the Mersey Basin Campaign. ‘Alt 2000’ grew out of an intervention by both 

‘Liverpool Healthy City 2000’ and ‘Liverpool Friends of the Earth’, and again, aligned with the 

goals of the Mersey Basin Campaign. The Mersey Basin Campaign and Groundwork Trust led to 

the establishment of ‘Sankey NOW’, as local connections to that area led to a more targeted 

intervention when these institutions thought local conditions were ready (Kidd and Shaw, 2000). 

The Bollin Action Partnership was the first Action Partnership to be set up in 1992 (joining with 

the already existing Bollin Valley Partnership). A total of 20 Action Partnerships have been 

formed during the Campaign’s life (MBC, 2008). 

A general model was followed in the establishment of Action Partnerships. Once local 

communities signalled the will to develop an Action Partnership, the Campaign approached core 

agencies (for example, Environment Agency, United Utilities, British Waterways, Local 

Government, environmental organisations such as Groundwork), to attract their support. A 

meeting of core personnel from interested parties was then held, and from this meeting, if there 

was sufficient interest, a steering group would be formed and the Action Partnership established. 

The steering group made decisions about the general operation of the partnerships, and 

commonly included a representative of the Mersey Basin Campaign, the Environment Agency, 

United Utilities and the Local Government (Wood et al., 1999). In this way, Action Partnerships 

were “concerned with nurturing links between diverse sectors of the community, establishing a 

sense of ownership in order that watercourses are treated as an environmental and community 

asset” (Wood et al. 1999:351). A coordinator for each Action Partnership was also appointed, 

whose role was to develop on-the-ground projects, find partners to help deliver the projects and 

to develop funding packages. They were also the point of contact for the community, providing a 

local ‘face’ to the Campaign, and also undertook roles such as conflict resolution (MBC, 2008). 
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The nature of this role varied greatly, depending upon the funding available. For example, full-

paid positions were secured where supplementary funding was obtained by the Action 

Partnership, to part-time volunteer or student placements in other Action Partnerships. These 

positions were also supplemented with support in-kind from core Campaign partners, such as 

the Environment Agency providing an office space for the Action Partnership coordinator (Kidd 

and Shaw, 2000). 

Each Action Partnership developed their own aims and objectives, typically reflecting local needs 

and aspirations, while at the same time being reflective of the broader objectives for the Mersey 

Basin Campaign. These aims commonly followed the themes of improving water quality, the 

identification of suitable sites for conservation, landscape improvement and community access 

(for example through the construction of integrated footpath and cycle networks), raising the 

public profile of the river, and ensuring local community involvement in initiatives (Kidd and 

Shaw, 2000). One interview participant explained the Action Partnerships were focused upon on-

the-ground action, rather than decision-making, stating that: 

…you are working with community groups, they want to do things, they don’t 

want to sit around just talking about things (Participant MBC12). 

These aims and objectives were then translated in to an ‘Action Plan’, which had to be developed 

for each Action Partnership. One interview participant stated that the processes of involving 

communities in the visioning process to develop the aims and objectives, then translate these into 

plans was largely dependent upon the skill level of the coordinator: 

I think where the vision sat was more in the heads of people than explicitly out 

on maps or things, maybe that is just not how they worked … and I think that 

at the River Valley level, it depended a bit on the skills and experience of the 

actual coordinators, I think some had more of a strategic vision, or were 
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working with, or were working with partners with a strategic vision, because 

again, there is only so much one person can do (Participant MBC4). 

While activities of the Action Partnerships was primarily at a local level, related literature, policy 

documents and with interview participants reflect the development of networks which extended 

beyond the local to the catchment, Regional and European scales. One Action Partnership 

coordinator spoke of facilitating members of the community involved in the Action Partnership 

with those in Local Government, to match initiatives with local funding streams:  

I think quite interestingly though that the community groups were represented 

in different ways, not just through the Action Partnership really... it might be 

that the Campaign put community groups in touch with Local Government, I 

did that quite a lot, where I knew there was funding streams available, [I could 

tell the community group] ‘you need to speak to this person in Local 

Government, they will be able to help you with this’. So that was sort of 

facilitating things (Participant MBC11). 

At the catchment scale, the Coordinators of each Action Partnership would meet together 

regularly, which would facilitate the exchange of ideas and ‘lessons learned’, and strengthened the 

sense that despite the way actions were carried out in isolated parts of the catchment, each 

partnership was contributing to a greater whole:  

...there was always this sense that you were always a part of the Mersey Basin 

Campaign, and this sense of the Mersey, and that it was… flowed through 

Manchester, and linked Liverpool, and so, my impression, I think that part of it 

worked quite well, and I suspect part of that is because the River Valley 

Initiative coordinators got together every now and then, I think that actually 

helped, they had regular meetings... they just got together and talked to each 



  Mersey Basin Campaign 
 

261 
 

other, and I think that helped a lot, those local coordinators talking to each 

other... I think what mattered was the relationships that were built up between 

people, the networks, because everyone got more vested into it, in its success and 

strategy of working, so I think that the fact that people knew each other, they 

met each other regularly, I think really helped (Participant MBC4). 

Networking between Coordinators also had a more tangible output in the form of funding. For 

example, the Grater Manchester Waterways Action Programme was launched by three Action 

Partnerships who were all concerned with litter in waterways around Manchester. On the 

ground, the initiative appeared to be several separate small ‘clean up days’ to allow local 

ownership of the day; however, to funders, they appeared to be joined-up strategically, allowing 

significant impact to the areas waterways (Medd and Marvin, 2007).  

Action Partnerships also provided a mechanism for local networks to intersect with Regional 

institutions. For example, through the Environment Agency links to the Action Partnership, 

more effective public participation in the development of their Local Environment Plans was 

generated (Participant MBC5). The Action Partnerships were also able to link to the European 

Union level. The Action Partnership in the Ribble sub-catchment became a Pilot Basin for the 

Water Framework Directive (to guide member states under the Water Framework Directive, a 

number of ‘pilots’ were established where member states had committed to develop 

‘Implementation Strategy’ documents to explore processes which enable participation under the 

Water Framework Directive). This attracted European Union funding, along with expertise to 

develop a ‘prototype’ River Basin Management Plan for the Ribble (Fox et al., 2004).  

 

7.5.3 Regional relationships 

The Mersey Basin Campaign networked with a number of regional formal and non-formal 

institutions. This was recognised as vital to the success of the Campaign, due to the increasing 
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importance of the ‘Region’ in England from the late-1990s (see Section 7.2.2). This was explained 

by Participant MBC1: 

And during the life of the Campaign, the importance of the North West Region 

as a part of England that took responsibility for many of the actions within the 

North West, from about 1999 that became much more important. So you had 

as a Campaign had to relate to what was going on at the regional scale. You 

were a sub-region but you had to relate to the North West as a whole 

(Participant MBC1). 

While it was strategically important to be aligned with the Region, there were also practical 

considerations for working with regional partners, such as obtaining funding of activities, and 

working with those who directly impacted upon water quality in the catchment: 

I think that at a regional level, you had agencies like the North West 

Development Agency that were quite important for providing funding for 

projects, so it was very important I think that we keyed into their agenda and 

look at how it could be translated into watersides, we sort of worked quite 

closely with North West Development Agency with specific projects (Participant 

MBC12). 

And similarly, other organisations that were not formally government 

departments, but were linked into central government, like the Environment 

Agency, like British Waterways, that actually working with them was critical to 

change on the watersides in terms of water quality and what have you 

(Participant MBC12). 

At this scale, the purpose of these networks largely involved the two-way exchange of ideas 

around the strategic direction of the region as a whole. One participant recalled that she was 
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involved in a number of regional forums whose interests intersected those of the Campaign, and 

a two-way information exchange was developed: 

I sat on and still do the North West Climate Change adaptation group. And 

I’ve sat on the Environmental Agencies regional advisory group, called REPAC 

[Regional Environmental Protection Advisory Committee]... to advise them, a 

bit like our advisory groups, so I sat on that, before it was me it was someone 

else from the Campaign, and before her it was another colleague. And there 

were various groups, and that was another way of bringing knowledge in from 

the region. And we informed them, as well as us hearing from the others 

(Participant MBC5).  

Another participant recognised the importance of involving major regional players such as the 

water company (United Utilities) and the Environment Agency, to ensure that the work of the 

Campaign aligned with their strategies:   

...given that we had major partners such as United Utilities and the 

Environment Agency in the organisation meant that we were keyed into those 

major strategies and development and work plans. So I think that the 

partnership, and partnership with the right organisations was really important. 

If we had missed those we would have been out of the loop, then we would be 

really struggling (Participant MBC11). 

Participant MBC5 also stated that alongside these more strategic arenas, very practical spaces 

were created by the Mersey Basin Campaign to enhance regional networks with a number of 

agencies. A number of positions were created within the Mersey Basin Campaign Council 

whereby staff were placed on secondment from the agencies the Mersey Basin Campaign worked 

with (Participant MBC5). The Mersey Basin Campaign offices were located in a central 
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Manchester building, and a number of other environmental organisations were also housed on 

the same floor. This allowed the exchange of ideas and resources between these organisations: 

In fact, where we were based, just around the corner, he brought us all to the 

building, and brought some of the other organisations that were working in the 

environmental world, and we were all on the same floor, so we could share 

things like a photocopier and a board room. And that was very deliberate, so 

we could work alongside each other, but we were separate organisations 

(Participant MBC5). 

Recognising the constant changing institutional landscape at the regional level has been 

important to the approach the Mersey Basin Campaign has taken to developing networks at the 

regional scale. Therefore, the Campaign has constantly added to the number of institutions it is 

working with (and of course, some ‘drop off’ over time as well): 

The thing about it is, in relating to something at that level, you have to realise 

that it’s in a constant state of flux, it’s always changing, and if you go back to 

1985 and look at the organisations they were working with then, it would, they 

would all have different names, they would relate to different areas, and so as a 

campaign, you’ve got to adjust to things as they develop over time (Participant 

MBC1). 

The partnership between the Mersey Basin Campaign and the Environment Agency particularly 

strengthened after the Water Framework Directive came into being (in 2000). The Mersey Basin 

Campaign realised that they had already developed networks to deliver improvements to water 

quality, therefore there was potential to synergise their efforts with the Environment Agency:  

The Environment Agency is what they call the ‘competent authority’... it is their 

responsibility, but they can’t deliver it [the Water Framework Directive] by 
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themselves, so we felt that we could help them. And the fact that that the 

Campaign had basically been doing river management for all those years! You 

know, certainly we could help them (Participant MBC5). 

A representative from the Environment Agency reflected these sentiments, stating that the 

cultures of the two organisations were complementary, and this synergy was vital for 

implementing the objectives of the Water Framework Directive:  

We as an organisation if you like, use the Mersey Basin Campaign as a 

facilitator for getting things done. The thing they have been better at than [the 

Environment Agency] have been over the years, it’s engagement if you like with 

the wider stakeholder group, so... an organisation like [the Environment 

Agency] tends to be technically focused or driven by rules, by working with 

them, they engage with a wider audience and persuade [the Environment 

Agency] to change [their] rules and change in maybe a less dogmatic way than 

[the Environment Agency] might otherwise do. So they are facilitators in that 

sense... and they would also literally to go out and work with local communities 

and getting the community involved to do, physical cleanups, which is at a level 

that [the Environment Agency] doesn’t operate, you know, [the Environment 

Agency]  deal with businesses, organisations that discharge into the river or 

whatever, and deal with that in a regulatory way, but they [the Mersey Basin 

Campaign] actually got involved with the communities and take pride in their 

water courses, but that feeds back to [the Environment Agency], because if they 

take pride in them, they give [the Environment Agency] a whistle when 

something is going wrong, and [the Environment Agency] can deal with that 

(Participant MBC9). 
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7.5.4 National level relationships 

The direct state government involvement in the Campaign was largely restricted to the financial 

support which was given to the Campaign over its 25 year life. Each year, a Corporate Plan had to 

be submitted to the Government Office for the North West, outlining achievements of the 

Campaign over the past year and the objectives and targets for the coming year (Participant 

MBC4). A Mid-term Report was undertaken in 1997 to evaluate the effectiveness and success of 

the Mersey Basin Campaign in its first 12 years, as part of the reporting process to the 

government (Handley et al., 1997). A more substantive review, commissioned by the 

Government Office for the North West, was undertaken in 2006, which evaluated the extent to 

which the Mersey Basin Campaign succeeded in achieving its objectives in relation to the 

delivery of European Union policy and state government and Regional policies; actions required 

between 2010-1015 to achieve these policy objectives; assessing the contribution of Government 

funding to this work; lessons learnt from the previous 20 years to guide the Government Office 

for the North West in advising ministers on cost-effective river management for the North West 

(EKOS Consulting, 2006).  

Funding had been promised for a period of 25 years by Michael Heseltine (see Section 7.4.1), this 

was highly unusual for government funding projects, and despite the profound changes to the 

political landscape over that period, government support was maintained:  

[The Mersey Basin Campaign] kept government support through different 

governments, through different budget cuts, and I think probably they did use 

that, and I know it did go to Government Office for the North West, and they 

used that as a bit of evidence to say look, what we are doing is worthwhile, even 

when you can’t measure it (Participant MBC4). 

One Participant stated that it was, at times, problematic as to how to position and relate 

experiences of the Campaign to the national level due to the Campaign’s objectives falling 
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between government departments. There was also a feeling that those in London did not really 

understand issues of the North West: 

The British government has a Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs, called DEFRA, but it also has a government department called 

Department for Communities and Local Government, DCLG, somehow or 

other, the Campaign fits between those two government departments…. And 

over time, the definition and name of those departments has changed, it’s 

probably changed about 4 or 5 times in the course of 25 years. But we’ve tended 

to fall between the environment on the one hand, and the kind of urban affairs 

thing on the other hand. Which is slightly problematical, because you are not 

mainstreamed to either of those two departments, you are not their bread and 

butter. You are always seen as a bit on the margins. So you are always 

conscious when you are running a Campaign, do the people in London really 

understand what we are about? They have a difficulty in understanding what 

goes on in provincial cities anyway, but probably even more of a problem in this 

case (Participant MBC1).  

The Campaign therefore had to be proactive in working between different government 

departments. While there was the initial government direction and funding (Section 7.4.2), the 

Campaign had become increasingly independent of the national scale (Section 7.4.3), therefore 

the Mersey Basin Campaign did not depend upon government direction, as its strategic direction 

was embedded regionally and locally. 

7.5.5 European Union relationships 

The Mersey Basin Campaign’s networks extended to the European Union scale, primarily 

following the introduction of the Water Framework Directive in 2000 (see Section 7.2.3). The 

Directive gave further legitimacy for the work of the Campaign, through promoting the 
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importance of improving water quality through a process which involves local community 

participation (see Section 7.2.3). As one interview participant stated, the Water Framework 

Directive thus gave a ‘boost’ to the Campaign, the networks which have been described above 

were required to implement the Directive effectively:  

I think, the Water Framework Directive gave another boost to the Campaign, I 

think it [Water Framework] sort of gave another, I think that anything that 

keeps going that long needs periodic refreshment, keep the energy going, and I 

was involved in the sort of research discussions around the Water Framework 

Directive and I think it helped re-bring in the Environment Agency and the 

regulatory agencies who had already been involved, but I think, what happened 

with the Water Framework Directive was that suddenly public participation 

and involving the community was a ‘nice to have’, it was a statutory obligation, 

but I think what was nice that the Campaign almost had in place mechanisms 

that the regulatory bodies could work with the Campaign, rather than say ‘we 

will go and do it ourselves’, so I think there was some synergy and some sort of 

really beneficial work that happened around that (Participant MBC4).  

In addition, because of the learning required by practitioners to develop processes to implement 

the framework, this also forged networks at the national scale with others involved in river 

management in the United Kingdom:   

I went to a conference that was around the Water Framework Directive and 

there was a lot of people from the Mersey Basin Campaign and the partners, 

and also from other similar organisations within the United Kingdom, and I 

think that really helped people to learn from each other as well (Participant 

MBC4).  
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As noted in Section 7.5.2, direct networks were forged between Action Partnerships and the 

European Union through the Pilot catchment studies. Further similar opportunities were also 

available between the Campaign as a whole and the European Union through initiatives such as 

ENMaR (European Network of Municipalities and Rivers). The Mersey Basin Campaign, along 

with the School of Environment and Development at the University of Manchester were the 

English partners involved in this network. This initiative developed a network of stakeholders 

from within the Mersey catchment, primarily municipal planners, to develop an understanding 

of how the Water Framework Directive would impact upon the development of local plans 

(Abeling et al., 2007).  

 

7.5.6 Maintaining network connectivity 

The sections above demonstrate that the Mersey Basin Campaign formed a network involving 

formal and non-formal institutions from a number of interacting scales, which are not easily 

teased apart. This demonstrates the ‘facilitating’ role of the Mersey Basin Campaign in bringing 

formal and non-formal institutions together. Emerging from the interviews was a sense that the 

vision behind the Campaign, as expressed through its objectives was the ‘glue’ that held the 

diverse range of partners together (Section 7.4.2). Participant MBC9 recognised that it was 

inevitable that all partners came to the table with their own agenda, and their own reason for 

becoming involved; however the Campaign retained its central purpose: 

Each partner had a sort of vision about what it would do, everyone has a 

reason for being in a partnership, and it may not be the core reason for that 

whole group gets together. But as a whole, I think they had a vision about what 

it was they were trying to achieve (Participant MBC9). 

There were also a range of events and communication tools which were utilised to communicate 

what the Campaign was doing at the different scales throughout the catchment, and to target 
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different audiences. A magazine, ‘Source NW’, was published quarterly by the Mersey Basin 

Campaign from 2003, and delivered to around 8,000 homes, as well as being published on the 

Mersey Basin Campaign’s website. This strove to be a high quality publication highlighting 

actions being undertaken and disseminating knowledge pertaining to the environmental and 

economic health of the Basin (MBC, 2008). Examples of events included the Mersey Basin 

Campaign Annual Conference, an annual academic conference, annual North West Business 

Environment Awards, the Mersey Basin Week, and local scale forums (e.g., Mersey Estuary 

Forum) were held. One participant stated that because people met each other regularly, it helped 

to vest commitment to the initiative as a whole: 

I think some of it that mattered was the relationships that built up between 

people, the networks, because everyone got more vested into it, in its success and 

strategy of working, so I think that the fact that people knew each other, they 

met each other regularly, I think really helped with that (Participant MBC4). 

It was also noted that as the Campaign matured, there was a sense that relationships were being 

forged with individuals, as well as organisations. This realisation emerged out of the mobilisation 

of job positions in this sector, and had two major consequences. First, it meant that if a key 

contact within an institution left their position, another staff member within that institution 

would need to continue their role. Secondly, as these individuals became mobilised, they would 

keep on board with the Campaign and potentially bring their new workplace on board too:     

You might think your relationship is with certain organisations, and certain 

agencies, local authorities and so on. But actually, it’s a relationship with 

individuals, and you’ve got to make sure that you keep a steady flow of people, 

that if people move on, and they do as organisations restructured, that you keep 

a foothold in that organisation, and the people that come into those positions 

replacing the people who have gone, are kept on board with the Campaign. 
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Again, it’s something that’s particularly important in something that is lasting 

25 years. If it was 5 years it would be quite different (Participant MBC1). 

There was also a careful selection of those chosen to be involved in the Campaign from different 

organisations, as it was recognised that it did take skill to work (and thrive) in an 

interdisciplinary environment: 

Something the Mersey Basin Campaign did particularly well was find the best 

actors within those agencies, they were willing to accept change, listen to new 

ideas and be open because, you know save the local water company, had 

representatives who turned up to meetings and get involved, if that is person ‘a’ 

or person ‘b’, it could end up with a very different outcome and a very different 

kind of feeling to the meeting. I think because of the longevity of the Campaign 

meant that over time, it built up relationships with people who it could work 

with and people who wanted to be there and take, gradually had better actors, 

you had actors who were more willing to work in an interdisciplinary 

environment, and who thrived in that (Participant MBC2).  

 

 

7.6 Mersey Basin Campaign: The legacy 

...it was like a snowball that was already rolling,  
and you couldn’t stop it! (Participant MBC5) 

The Mersey Basin Campaign ended in March 2010, when initial government funding ceased. 

This section captures why the decision was made to cease the Campaign, and reveals some initial 
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insight11 as to how the work of the campaign has continued, even though the Campaign itself no 

longer exists. 

 

7.6.1 The end – or a new beginning? 

As the Government funding which founded the Mersey Basin Campaign was due to expire in 

March 2010, thought was given to whether the Campaign should continue beyond this time. 

While obtaining additional funding did not appear to be an issue (EKOS Consulting, 2006), there 

was a sense that the Campaign had achieved what it had set out to do, therefore, a complete 

reconfiguration of the purpose of the Campaign would need to be undertaken if the Campaign 

was going to further improve the biophysical and socio-economic condition of the catchment. 

This was summarised by Participant MBC5:   

About 18 months before they were due to finish, they were having serious 

discussions about what to do next, should there be a continuation, and after a 

lot of soul-searching they decided they had achieved a lot of what they had set 

out to achieve and originally set out to do. In order to carry on, you need a 

change of focus, and mould into a different organisation (Participant MBC5). 

Another participant reflected the difficulty that would have been faced in the then difficult 

economic climate to secure continuation of government support for the initiative, when the 

Mersey catchment was no longer a ‘special case’ (its health now being comparable to other 

British catchments) (Participant MBC5):   

...the changes of government agendas and impending cutbacks that are 

affecting organisations, and clearly they are making major threats. So things 

                                                       
11 Interviews were undertaken approximately six months after the Mersey Basin Campaign ended; therefore, the 
following insights represent the views of participants at that time. 
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aren’t the same, you know, when we operated, you can take a snapshot of 

something we did mid-2000s, and you would look at that scenario now and 

maybe you would have to approach it differently (Participant MBC11). 

While it was decided that the Mersey Basin Campaign would no longer exist, interview 

participants spoke of the legacy that the Campaign has left, and the ways in which the practices of 

the Campaign have continued, even though the Campaign as an institution no longer exists. One 

legacy identified was that of working in partnership to achieve environmental outcomes in the 

Mersey catchment. Because the Mersey Basin Campaign was a facilitator of networked action, 

the partners involved are still active in undertaking river management, and there is a stronger 

sense by all partners of the institutional landscape within which the catchment lies, therefore 

institutions at multiple scales remain linked. This has been in part enforced by the Water 

Framework Directive stipulating action continue. Participant MBC5 stated they observed the 

work of the Campaign continuing:  

We facilitated, and got those partners to work together, so together we all did 

everything. So now those other partners can carry on with that work, you know, 

and they can carry on working together, so even without us, the work carries 

on... And it is happening, and partnership is happening a lot more, but it did, 

you know, the Campaign really pioneered partnership working. It did, and I 

think it is true, it does continue. And especially with the Water Framework 

Directive, because it has to (Participant MBC5). 

There was also a feeling raised by participants that the Mersey Basin Campaign established an 

ethos of partnership working in the North West Region which extends beyond management of 

the river: 
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…they’ve established the ground of how you do things, and I think it’s 

something that this region as a whole, and partners within this Region will 

benefit from for a long time to come, just because it is now in the psyche, you 

don’t go at it alone, you actually sound out other organisations and other 

people and combine their strengths, and iron out the weaknesses. In these 

austere times we are facing it is far more important than ever (Participant 

MBC9).   

Examples which have already emerged include ‘Adapting the Landscape’ (developing strategies 

to mitigate and adapt to climate change), and the ‘Atlantic Gateway’ (increasing the economic 

growth potential of Liverpool and Manchester), both of which have emerged through 

partnership approaches facilitated by the North West Regional Development Agency (North 

West Regional Development Agency, 2010).  

A second legacy identified was the experiences and capacity gained by those working within the 

Campaign are now being taken into their new positions. One Action Partnership Coordinator 

stated that the model of the ‘Action Partnership’ has been absorbed by local authorities and they 

have been able to use the network coordination and project planning skills they developed during 

their time with the Mersey Basin Campaign in their new role:  

I stayed until the end of the Campaign, and have gone on to work in a new job 

with two Local Authorities, but the model of working is based on the Action 

Partnerships, so I see that very directly, as a legacy, because it is almost like that 

model of working has proved to be successful and so it has been picked up by 

other organisations, and they have looked to recreate that (Participant 

MBC11). 
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Elements of the Mersey Basin Campaign have continued, with institutions created by the 

Campaign remaining. The Healthy Waterways Trust has continued, as a separate charitable trust 

created by the Campaign. The Trust was involved in facilitating the negotiations around the 

aeration of the Manchester Ship Canal, which has provided a focus for the work of the Trust to 

continue: 

And the Healthy Waterways Trust didn’t close down, it didn’t have to because 

it was a separate entity and it can continue, for however long the Trustees, it is 

an actual Trust that has Trustees, so it’s up to them really, how long they want 

to carry on (Participant MBC1). 

The work of the Action Partnerships has also continued. While the Action Partnerships 

themselves no longer exist as entities, the work of Action Bollin and Action Mersey Estuary has 

continued by the Bollin Valley Partnership and the Mersey Waterfront respectively. Two Action 

Partnership Coordinators stated that it was very difficult for the partnerships to be maintained 

without a coordinator, and these two have remained only as there were other existing institutions 

doing the work of the Action Partnerships (Participants MBC7 and MBC10). Despite this, The 

Mersey Basin Campaign stated that it is envisaged that one of the major legacies of the Campaign 

will be the increased capacity of the numerous community groups involved in the Action 

Partnerships. Some of the local groups which the Action Partnership worked with have 

continued the work they carried out as part of the partnership, and continue to network with 

others as they did under the partnership: 

I started off working with a particular ‘friends’ group, and they were an 

especially good group, and again, I sort of worked with them to provide that 

bridge and work with other organisations, other people, other contacts, to make 

things happen. And they’ve even though Action Weaver Valley no longer exists, 
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they continue to use that network and make those contacts. So that, you know, 

that in a very straightforward way is a legacy (Participant MBC11). 

The final legacy identified by interview participants was that while the memory of the Mersey 

Basin Campaign will fade, the ‘feel good’ factor which has emanated throughout the catchment 

will not be eroded as the region moves into the future: 

I suppose in time it is like anything else, that in time the memories will fade and 

there will be a few people who harp back to it, but it will be lost in the mists of 

time, but the real legacy is the fact this is a much more vibrant region, 

environmentally, socially, waterside regeneration has gone ahead at a pace, on 

the back of, as I say that uplifting and the feel good factor, which has certainly 

been aided by the Mersey Basin Campaign, all be it hasn’t done it by itself, it 

being the flagship and powerhouse that promoted it as much as anything else. 

That is its true legacy going forward, that people now think differently about 

water and the environment, and the opportunity that that brings for 

development and recreation and all the factors that come into play (Participant 

MBC11).  

 

7.7 Reflecting upon the experience of the Mersey Basin Campaign 

This section provides reflection upon the lessons learned from the experience of the Mersey 

Basin Campaign in enabling sustainable river management. It reveals themes which have 

underlain the trajectory of the initiative, and have supported the governance framework to 

enable sustainable river management elements.  
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7.7.1 Positioning of the campaign 

One of the key themes that emerged was how the Campaign was positioned within the 

institutional landscape. As was highlighted throughout the trajectory of the Campaign’s 25 years, 

the Campaign was embedded within a highly dynamic and complex institutional landscape. 

There were a plethora of institutions carrying out activities related to the goals of the Campaign. 

During interviews participants speculated that at least the goal relating to water quality would 

have been achieved without the intervention of the Campaign, given the increasingly strict 

environmental quality legislation which was passed during its lifespan (Participant MBC9). In 

light of this landscape, the Mersey Basin Campaign positioned itself as a central institution to 

coordinate, enable and add-value to this range of institutions (Medd and Marvin, 2007; 2008). As 

Participant MBC1 stated, this meant the Campaign needed to understand each institution they 

worked with, and be able to work with them appropriately given this understanding: 

…understanding institutions and what they do and what drives them, that’s  

part of the skill of the Campaign is to understand that picture, to be able to 

know where the Campaign, you can do something that others can’t. What you 

don’t want to be saying to people is ‘we’ll do this for you’, you don’t want 

peoples noses to be put out of joint, you don’t want to be treading on peoples, 

I’m using lots of metaphors here, treading on people’s toes, that you find people 

resent the fact that you are doing things. You want to be able to do things that 

they can’t do, you want to set high standards in terms of what you are doing. So 

it becomes a bit of an art to decide where you should be intervening. And 

sometimes what you are doing is to encourage people, sometimes what you are 

doing is set up projects yourself.  
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Beyond this practical work, adding value to what institutions were already doing, the Mersey 

Basin Campaign also positioned themselves as encouraging the different institutions to think at 

different scales, beyond their traditional realm of thinking: 

…it’s been about trying to get organisations together to agree around a concept 

or idea, and to wish to work across this new geography that perhaps they 

haven’t worked across before because, whatever, local authority boundaries had 

prevented them from doing so, that was really the idea (Participant MBC8). 

This was echoed by Participant MBC7, who stated that there were a wide range of formal and 

non-formal institutions, transcending scales, from “people picking up rubbish locally, to the 

international level through the European Union, and international through things like the River 

Prize” who came under the same banner, shared a common purpose, and through the resultant 

relationships forged, came to understand one another. This participant particularly noted that 

the Mersey Basin Campaign linked institutions who would not normally work together to 

achieve common purposes, for example, the Environment Agency and United Utilities 

(representing the regulator and regulated).  

Key to this thinking was the Campaign’s role in facilitating networks that crossed institutions 

that would not normally work together. This was aided by the creation of roles within the 

Campaign, whose specific task was to nurture partnerships between different institutions:  

And I think that was really key, was actually having a person whose role it is to 

nurture the partnership. And I think that is one of almost the invisible things 

that has happened with the Mersey Basin Campaign is that it takes work to 

keep a partnership going, and they put that resource into it, it was set up to 

bring people together, and I think that was pretty unique (Participant MBC4). 
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Participant MBC5 recognised that this also involved linking network development to strategic 

direction of the Campaign, and people within these positions tried to steer networks to align with 

the Campaign’s goals: 

So there is that evolution, you have to build it up, to get partnerships 

established, you have to work about it and think about what you are doing, you 

know, encourage the right things, and if things aren’t going the right way, then 

you have to do something about it to bring it back on track, so there is that 

element, it’s not always easy. Making partnerships work, it’s worth keeping 

working at it and making it work (Participant MBC5). 

 

7.7.2 Reflexive culture of institution 

A number of interview participants commented upon the reflexive nature of the Campaign. 

There were a number of attributes which contributed to developing a flexible intervention. 

Participant MBC11 recognised that targets needed to be reviewed and set each year, but situating 

this within a longer Campaign enhanced its capacity through the building of networks: 

...it is a big vision, but then it is broken down into bite size chunks, so achieving 

those targets year by year, and making sure that those targets fit with regional 

and central government agendas. So over a period of 25 years you can have the 

same broad vision, but there will be different agendas that emerge, there will be 

different directions for things to go in. So I think that flexibility is really 

important. I think that delivering some things on a year by year basis is really 

important. ...but having said that, I think the fact that it was a 25 year 

campaign made a difference, because it meant that you could form proper 

serious relationships with a whole range of organisations (Participant MBC11). 
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Another factor in the Campaigns’ flexibility was its succession in leadership. Participant MBC5 

recognised different styles of leadership were important at different phases of the Campaign: 

Before [name] was Chair, and when I first arrived there, the chair, Joe, was 

very much a businessman, a very successful business man, he had set up 

multiple businesses, and been very successful in building it up. And he 

apparently took on the Chair of the Campaign, from, it was previously run by a 

local authority ethos, and he took it, and made it into more of a business 

organisation, so he added some momentum to it, and pushed it in a new 

direction that was more business-like, I think that happened just before I 

arrived, so I think I just felt that momentum, but it was already rolling, and 

carried on in that vein, and Joe continued to be a great supporter of the 

campaign, even after he was no longer chair. You could still feel him there in 

the background, supportive, and he would come out in whatever way he could, 

so he was like another informal partner, as an individual. Completely different 

to [name], having those Chairs, they were the right person at the right time, 

[name] to sort of give it an extra push, momentum, maybe the last 10 years or 

so of the campaign, and then [name], steer it through very professionally and 

calmly in the final stages (Participant MBC5).  

The Mersey Basin Campaign came to locate themselves from government-directed initially, to 

positioning themselves outside of government in 1996. As stated in Section 7.4.3, this was 

required to engender the participation of a greater array of actors and institutions. A number of 

participants expanded upon this, stating that as a consequence, decision-making processes 

became less cumbersome, as formal and non-formal institutions who were heavily vested in 

management outcomes became those making decisions: 
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In that sense, because it was that belief engendered by the Mersey Basin 

Campaign, investors, property developers were far more willing to invest money 

because property developers work on much quicker timescales than political 

systems, they were investing the money up front in effect, and then saying ‘hey, 

you need to clean up this waterway’, so then there is even more pressure, 

brought to there to deal with the problem (Participant MBC9).  

Ultimately then it was the people in it which drove it and the way it was, it took 

on leadership from the business community so that it wasn’t a pure public 

service organisation, they tend to be a little bit introspective, and we call them 

risk averse, a little too plodding. Whereas by taking on external leadership, 

certainly latterly to keep it going. Because I think pretty early on it was very 

much an institution thing, it was led by civil servants and those sorts of people, 

certainly from the last 15 years or so it has been taken over by the business 

driven, focus driven type of leadership, and probably been very efficient 

(Participant MBC9).  

The increasing speed at which these processes were undertaken added flexibility to the 

intervention, as these could be adjusted more readily than cumbersome public sector processes. 

Participant MBC3 added that this was also aided by the innovative culture of many institutions 

within the North West: 

I think the staff at the Mersey Basin Campaign… most of them, I would say 

most of them are very practical people, so, you know, that sort of learning, I’m 

not necessarily including myself in that, but the guys that worked for different 

locations around the North West are very adaptive, and find solutions to 

problems, and keep going, and sort of keep moving on really. I think if they 

weren’t those kind of people, a lot of the projects would not have been built, or 
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not completed or not been so successful. So I think, it is testament to them and 

the projects they ran and they way they sort of, if they came against an obstacle, 

kind of look for a new innovative or is there something I can do here, or is has 

someone else done something else that I can ask them a question about, it was a 

very open organisation in that mind (Participant MBC3) 

The Campaign also demonstrated an openness to learn through its inclusion of ‘experts’ on 

advisory groups (Participant MBC4) and through its annual catchment-wide conferences and 

locally-based forums. 

We had annual conferences they got people involved together. They got 

involved in some research projects which would tend to run around 

dissemination, and so they would have say conferences about Sustainable 

drainage, get all the planners and stakeholders in the region to come and they’d 

learn something and get the opportunity to chat as well. So it really focused on 

dissemination and bringing people together, and that fostered buy-in and the 

people, and they weren’t just coming, they would come for a half day conference 

at the university, and get 6 or 7 different speakers and a lunch and a chat to 

each other, and they’d get out of the office and they get chatting to each other 

and they might learn something and... it’s a way to retain a link into the 

community and the region (Participant MBC2). 

On a more day-to-day basis, sharing of experiences was fostered through meetings. An Action 

Partnership Coordinator mentioned that the Steering Committee of the Partnership met weekly 

and latterly fortnightly, and monthly with the whole Campaign staff:  

It wasn’t a formal process, but, we did it, we just did it. It was a culture thing, 

that having the management meeting every week, or fortnight eventually, that 
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we stuck to religiously. And also once a month we had a staff meeting with 

everyone there, the whole of the staff. We would sit down together, and say 

what we were doing, and we talked through what was coming up, so that was 

useful as well (Participant MBC11). 

This encouraged those working within the Campaign to reflect upon their practices, and enabled 

the practices of others to inform their future practices.  

A reflexive culture was therefore fashioned by a range of practices throughout the Campaign 

framework, from strategic planning, to day-to-day actions. The framework was also very 

inclusive of sharing information, both emerging from the practices of the Campaign itself, and 

learning from partners within its network. 

 

7.7.3 Lack of strategic planning 

There was some concern raised that while the Mersey Basin Campaign was a reflexive, responsive 

intervention, this may have been traded-off at the expense of targeted strategic action towards 

achieving its vision. This was recognised to be due to the nature of funding structures: 

MBC4: I think because the Mersey Basin Campaign never had so much money, 

it was always having to find more projects to keep the coordinators going, to 

keep projects happening, there was a constant sort of need for fundraising and 

projects and new bids and things. It is the nature of the beast, isn’t it...  

CG: That is what I’ve been thinking, if they had done it strategically, and 

everything in the right order, nothing may have happened.  

MBC4: Right, exactly. It’s an interesting lesson really, isn’t it. So when I am 

saying that, it’s not necessarily a criticism, it’s just recognition of the nature of 
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the sources they had available.  I think they still could have done a little bit 

more within the partnership and with the Action Partnership coordination just 

to sort of share the sense of vision, and maybe create a vision that may or may 

not have been achieved, yeah. I think that is something they could have done, 

but… like you could see the value of it where you had a bit more, you could see 

some maps with the River Weaver, and you felt you had a feeling for that and 

how it might be, and that didn’t always happen (Participant MBC4).  

As this interview participant recognises, despite the disconnected nature of funding, those in 

positions of co-ordination have been able to infuse the vision through all their activities. They 

have been able to mobilise the essence of the vision through a variety of activities where and 

when possible to ensure each contributed to achieving the vision.  

 

7.7.4 Focus on water quality  

Sustainable river management places a focus upon the ecosystem as a whole (see Chapter 2). The 

Mersey Campaign is notable for its primary focus upon water quality, with little regard for other 

ecosystem processes. Kidd and Shaw (2000) suggest that this could be justified by the 

exceptionally poor water quality when the Campaign began (see Section 7.3). This was reflected 

by Participant MBC6: 

...and I think that was because of the overriding problem when they started, 

that it was useless to do anything with habitat if the water quality wasn’t right. 

And so, I can understand where that came from, and the water quality was 

stopping regeneration as well, people wanted to build apartments next to a 

river where there was raw sewerage going into it, you know, or some very nasty 

toxic chemicals, so I can see that the water quality aspect of it was 

fundamentally important to them. But over time, the biodiversity element of it 
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wasn’t seen as important as regeneration from a development point of view 

(Participant MBC6).  

This could be viewed as stemming back to the thinking behind the vision when it was created by 

Michael Heseltine, with water quality needing to be prioritised as unless this was improved, no 

life would return to the channels. Participant MBC3 suggested that the vision was also about 

engaging locals with spaces, and this wouldn’t have occurred without improving water quality: 

[the] vision was about getting people to turn back to rivers, seeing them as 

assets rather than turning away from them, seeing them as something that, they 

were things that ran behind houses or industrial areas. It was really about 

getting people to engage in those spaces again and see them as real (Participant 

MBC3). 

This, combined with the insight gained from the legacy of the Campaign in Section 7.6 suggests 

that as water quality has now improved, and as species such as Salmon have returned, there is 

now space within the geographical imagination that the Mersey is a ‘living’ ecosystem, therefore 

new goals within the catchment could embrace a more holistic ecosystem perspective. Without 

the initial focus upon improving water quality, this would unlikely have been possible.  

 

7.7.5 Enhancing public participation  

Finally, the ability of the Mersey Basin Campaign to sustain a wide reaching network, both 

vertically and horizontally stands out. Of particular note is the engagement of community 

institutions within a model that was initially mobilised by central government, and from 1996, 

was placed within the private sphere. This was largely enabled through the emergence of Action 

Partnerships, and the importance placed upon these within the Campaign’s framework overall 

(Participant MBC4). Community engagement could have been lost within a focus upon the 
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private sector, with its focus upon efficiency, as noted in Section 7.7.2. However, the Campaign 

retained a focus upon engaging the public, private and voluntary sectors, therefore there were 

realistic expectations placed upon what community-level organisations could achieve: 

Community groups can have a period where they are very successful and they 

are putting in a lot of time and energy, but they are reliant upon people giving 

up their time. So I think that expectations are quite important, and being 

realistic about what you can achieve. So I think putting too much responsibility 

on community groups... I think where community groups are strong and 

vibrant and wanted to take a lead, having the confidence to let them take the 

lead and work with them, but I also think being realistic about there are times 

that that may not work, they may not deliver, they may not be able to deliver. 

And so I think that again you have to have quite a flexible approach  to that, 

and just getting that balance right really (Participant MBC11). 

Participant MBC4 also stated that there were also strong local actors who ensured that 

communities were not excluded: 

You can never underestimate the fact there were some strong people at the helm 

of that who just kept saying ‘no we are going to do this, this is what you said’! 

(Participant MBC4). 

 

7.8 Conclusion 

The Mersey Basin Campaign emerged from an initiative of state government, reflecting a 

nationally strategic move to invest in the North West of England. The explicit goals of this 

intervention embodied three of the core elements of sustainable river management: catchment-

scale scope of intervention; ecosystem health focus (although, due to the nature of issues facing 
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the catchment, this was primarily focused upon water quality concerns); and participatory 

processes through the explicit recognition that private and voluntary sectors should be engaged.  

While the impetus came from the national scale, a number of networks between non-formal 

institutions were developing within the North West Region during the 1980s with the purpose of 

promoting notions of sustainable development. This enabled institutions within the Mersey 

Basin area to ‘pick up’ the directive of the government, and embed it within the Basin. 

Consequently, the Mersey Basin Campaign represented not merely a government intervention, 

but local institutions were able to take ownership of the direction of the Campaign. This was 

aided by the initial structure of the Campaign, as the government understood that the Campaign 

needed to be established as a partnership (Medd and Marvin, 2008).  

The Mersey Basin Campaign maintained a key role of ‘facilitator’ of networks to support the 

goals of the Campaign. The Campaign was able to create spaces for engagement of different 

institutions, with a purpose and resources for developing networks, which would have unlikely 

otherwise occurred. The structure of the Campaign was altered a number of times throughout its 

lifespan as it responded to the need to be able to engender and nurture relationships between 

institutions who would be able to deliver actions to achieve the Campaigns goals. This reflects an 

adaptive capacity, being able to respond to the changing institutional landscape while 

maintaining the momentum of the Campaign. While the structure was able to be altered, the 

Campaign was able to do this in a way which only affected those working in the upper levels of 

management, while networks linking institutions remained largely unchanged.  

Another important feature of the Mersey Basin Campaign emerging from its trajectory is that it 

knew when to end. There has been little thought given in the literature as to the lifespan of river 

management interventions. While some can be seen to have lasted many decades (e.g., Grand 

River Conservation Authority), some interventions may only be appropriate for a shorter time 

period. A number of different contextual factors led to the decision for the Mersey Basin 

Campaign to end. While the Campaign was not dependent upon the government funding by 
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2010, it was decided given the declining economic climate, there was no point in trying to push 

the Campaign on limited funds. It was also felt that the Campaign had achieved its goals to the 

best of its ability. The water quality had improved markedly, there was significant economic 

regeneration of waterside areas (particularly in Liverpool and Manchester), and there was a 

broader awareness among local communities and the private sector of the importance of 

improved health of the river to the area. Consequently, it was felt that a new direction was 

needed for river management efforts, and these would be best defined by a new institution. 
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8. Discussion 
 

 

 

 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to draw lessons learned from the experience of Project Twin 

Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign to inform 

notions of middle ground governance frameworks to support sustainable river management. 

The chapter begins by revisiting why middle ground governance frameworks have been 

promoted to enable sustainable river management. The following section places the 

experience of Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey 

Basin Campaign within the geographic literature on environmental governance, allowing 

lessons to be drawn from, and positioned within the current literature. Through this analysis, 

appreciation of the ways in which middle ground governance frameworks enable and deliver 

sustainable river management can be extended beyond the existing literature. This is followed 

by an examination of the attributes of middle ground institutions which facilitate their ability 

to effectively fulfil this role. The chapter concludes with three overarching messages 
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underpinning middle ground governance frameworks to support sustainable river 

management.  

   

8.2 The ‘middle ground’ 

Emerging within a climate of wider sustainability thinking, a new paradigm in river 

management is taking shape (Hillman, 2009). Under the guise of ‘sustainable river 

management’, this paradigm encompasses concern for healthy rivers framed within 

sustainability drivers. As outlined in Chapter 2, through catchment-framed and ecosystem 

centred goals, this approach respects the biophysical processes inherent to each catchment 

and how these interact with socio-economic processes. These goals are then worked towards 

through participatory and adaptive approaches, with a particular emphasis on local 

engagement and ownership as well as deliberative and procedural justice. There is also an 

implicit assumption that each catchment is framed with a unique biophysical, socio-

economic, cultural and political context; therefore management applications and over-

arching governance frameworks should respect this diversity.   

Hillman (2009) asserts that the paradigm shift is not complete as these notions have not been 

fully translated into practice; the literature contains numerous calls for a shift in the 

governance frameworks underpinning river management to enable this transition. Regarding 

the governance of river management, middle ground governance frameworks in particular 

have been promoted as enabling the elements of sustainable river management. To date, the 

incipient literature base promoting such frameworks suggests two fundamental attributes: 

that they allow the scope of management to be centred upon the catchment scale, and that 

they promote the linking of top-down policy with locally-emergent (bottom-up) action (see 

Table 3.2). This multi-scalar focus is purported to offer the potential to foster polycentric 

networks, which top-down or bottom-up approaches cannot support due to their focus upon 

limited scales (Lane and McDonald, 2005). Such frameworks foster collaboration between 

institutions (Falkenmark et al., 2004), and central middle ground institutions can act as 
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intermediaries, translating local practices into regional (and national/international) spaces 

(Medd and Marvin, 2008).  

 

8.3 Informing the ‘middle ground’ 

As mentioned above, there has been an initial push within river governance literature towards 

middle ground governance frameworks. This has not been accompanied by an appreciation 

of the work which these frameworks do within governance spaces for river management. 

Linking to environmental governance literature, the following sections illuminate lessons 

learned from each of the institutional interventions explored in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, analysing 

the work middle ground frameworks do in enabling notions of sustainable river management.   

 

8.3.1 Defined space and purpose for intervention 

Plummer and Armitage (2007) state that environmental governance can be viewed as an 

opening up of possibilities, affording the opportunity to (re)imagine institutional 

configurations. Vision statements provide a tool to enable this opening up. The development 

of vision statements has been identified as a driver of change, through encouraging people to 

think in different ways (O’Brien and Meadows, 2007) and enabling shifts in mindsets (Senge, 

1990). Visions have also been identified as a useful tool for articulating a given desired future 

(Gregory and Brierley, 2010), providing a purpose and direction for a given intervention 

(Ache, 2000; O’Brien and Meadows, 2007). The use of vision statements (and in the case of 

the Mersey Basin Campaign, key goals) was shown by each of the interventions not only to 

define management goals, but to articulate novel governance ideas.  

While the literature focusing upon the creation of visions has examined the importance of 

creating a ‘shared’ vision (Hillman and Brierley, 2005), it is noted that in Project Twin 

Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign it was 
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largely the champions who developed the vision for the interventions12. While this may be 

viewed as privileging those with the power to create and enact change, a deeper reflection 

highlights the work these visions have done in creating space for the engagement of a wide 

range of institutions to be involved in river management. These visionaries do not act in 

ignorance of the biophysical, socio-economic and institutional context of the catchment; they 

are individuals with a deep understanding and an intuition regarding the direction of action 

within the catchment. 

Visions therefore can be viewed to have a generative role, developed with the intention of 

linking institutions currently involved, and generating the involvement of institutions 

traditionally uninvolved within governance frameworks of river management initiatives. This 

was particularly pertinent in the experience of the Mersey Basin Campaign and Project Twin 

Streams. Participants speaking of the Mersey Basin Campaign experience stated the 

importance of the goals of the Campaign emphasising the partnership approach of the 

Campaign. Similarly, the experience of Project Twin Streams spoke of the work of the vision 

in emphasising notions of ownership and stewardship, along with connecting local 

communities to the streams, developing understanding among the community of issues 

facing the streams and encouraging local people to be involved in the solution. The 

enactment of the vision then creates new interactions between social and ecological systems, 

shaping new and existing notions of place attachment (Brunkhorst, 2010). Novel governance 

frameworks are then fashioned to support the opening up of this governance space created 

through the vision.  

In addition to aiding development of this governance space, vision statements may also be 

viewed as a tool to draw a range of institutions into it. The notion of a ‘boundary object’ has 

been increasingly adopted within the environmental management literature over the past 

decade; a concept taken from science and technology studies referring to terms, practices or 

frameworks which facilitate communication across traditionally disparate disciplines (Brand 

and Jax, 2007; Lejano and Ingram, 2009; Star and Griesemer, 1989). van der Windt and Swart 
                                                       
12 Gregory and Brierley (2010) provide greater detail of the visioning process for Project Twin Streams. 
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(2008) assert that “boundary objects are robust enough to bind several parties but flexible 

enough to enable these parties to maintain and legitimise their own interpretations or 

practices” (pg. 125). Vision statements could be identified as a boundary object drawing 

institutions into the governance space of the intervention. The experience of Project Twin 

Streams and the Mersey Basin Campaign suggested that the vision inspired different non-

formal institutions such as environmental NGOs and existing local community groups to be 

involved, as they were able to see how the vision of the intervention related to, or inspired an 

extension of, their own activities. These groups were able to ‘buy into’ the vision for the 

intervention, while retaining their own interpretation and meaning, as the visions were 

sufficiently broad. There was recognition from the Grand River Conservation Authority that 

the vision for the intervention had become narrowed over time, leading to a more 

‘operational’ as opposed to an ‘inspirational’ vision. In response, visions in extensions of the 

Grand River Conservation Authority, such as the Canadian Rivers Heritage Programme, have 

allowed an opening up of space to expand visions for the catchment despite the increased 

operational focus of the Grand River Conservation Authority itself.  

 

8.3.2 Scalar politics 

Despite widespread criticism within the literature of (ir)relevance of the ‘catchment’ (see 

Section 3.4.1), each intervention has emerged through a catchment lens. While the vision of 

each initiative provided a tool to imagine different governance frameworks to enable 

sustainable river management in each catchment, each of these intervened within a complex 

catchment landscape. Biophysical, political and socio-economic processes are manifest over 

multiple scales, and all shape the scope of the intervention, who is involved, whose knowledge 

underpins applications, how the intervention is funded and the length and trajectory of the 

intervention (Paavola et al., 2009). These spaces are very messy, shaped by the array of 

institutions responsible for, and dependent upon, catchment resources, with policies and 

social norms shaping these interactions (Cook et al., 2011). Extending beyond the binaries of 

‘fit’ and ‘misfit’ of governance frameworks for environmental systems (Galaz et al., 2008), the 
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increasing interconnectivity of scales is identified through concepts such as ‘scaling’ (Lovell et 

al., 2002). Deconstruction of scalar hierarchies (Bulkeley, 2005) creates multiple and dynamic 

interaction between scales (Ferrerya et al., 2008). This section highlights scale relationships 

through the governance spaces each of the interventions occupy, and how these relationships 

have transformed through time.  

 

8.3.2.1 Governance spaces 

Governance spaces define the breadth of institutions involved in governing, and their roles 

within given governance frameworks (Bulkeley, 2005; Rose, 1999). Traditionally, governance 

spaces for river management have been contained within formal governing arenas. Along 

with externally-driven processes of devolution, globalisation and neoliberalisation there has 

been an opening up of these spaces towards hybrid formal and non-formal spaces, diffusing 

power among a greater number of formal and non-formal institutions with the recognition 

that environmental change will require action beyond the formal sphere (Bulkeley, 2005). As 

stated in Chapter 3, this then opens up governance to a network of a myriad of institutions 

from multiple scales, from both within the catchment in question (intra-catchment) and 

external to it (extra-catchment).   

Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin 

Campaign were vital in shaping the governance spaces available for sustainable river 

management within their respective catchments. Such spaces are usually poorly defined and 

fragmented. Cook et al. (2011) recognise that while there are often a number of non-formal 

institutions (such as environmental NGO’s) with a desire to contribute to notions of 

sustainable river management, they are generally segregated from formal government 

institutions due to limited networks between these institutions. Additionally, policy is rarely 

created at the catchment scale, leading to policy gaps and overlaps with multiple policy 

programmes within and beyond the catchment (Cohen and Davidson, 2011). Middle ground 

interventions have the potential to create coherence at a catchment scale, facilitating networks 
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between formal and non-formal institutions and linking top-down policy with locally 

emergent interventions. 

In each case, there was a perceived need for river management efforts that would transcend 

what was achievable through existing policy mandates. In all cases, there are formal 

institutions responsible for river management; however, none of these were able to 

themselves deliver sustainable river management processes or outcomes, even placing 

barriers to such processes occurring (Brunkhorst, 2010). In the case of the Grand River 

Conservation Authority, the Grand River Conservation Commission paved the way for the 

Conservation Authorities Act (1946) which guided the creation of Conservation Authorities. 

However, it could be argued that the Grand River Conservation Authority has always looked 

at what can be achieved beyond this piece of legislation. Underlying each of the institutional 

interventions was the assumption that through joint effort among multiple formal and non-

formal institutions, produced a ‘collaborative advantage’, providing benefits which could not 

be achieved if each worked in isolation (Ferrerya and Beard, 2007). While many of the 

institutions involved could be seen to derive benefit for themselves through being involved in 

the intervention, there were a number of advantages recognised to pooling of resources, 

knowledge and action through network interaction.  

Different configurations of governance spaces will be accessible dependent upon the 

biophysical, political and socio-economic landscapes, shaping alignment of institutions, 

policy and resources within each catchment. This is most readily observed between the shapes 

of the networks shown in Figures 5.4, 6.6 and 7.6 (reproduced in Figure 8.1 for 

comparability). The Mersey Basin Campaign was driven by policy external to the catchment, 

with the initial directive for the Campaign coming from the Secretary of State for the 

Environment, and more latterly with the introduction of the European Union Water 

Framework Directive promoting particular objectives and responsibilities with regards to 

river management. Hence, there were a larger array of formal institutions involved in its 

framework. This is in stark contrast with Project Twin Streams, which was much more locally 

embedded, with national policy devolving responsibility for river management to the regional 
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and local levels, and little guidance stipulating what should be achieved through river 

management, or how (see Chapter 5.2)13. This was apparent through the lack of direct 

national, and limited regional formal institutional involvement, and increased responsibility 

held with local community groups. In contrast again, the Grand River Conservation 

Authority has limited federal guidance, but is largely driven by the Province, with increasing 

concern over international agreements pertaining to the Great Lakes. The couching of the 

structure of the Grand River Conservation Authority within the Conservation Authority Act 

has retained a formal governance space imprint, however there is evidence that non-formal 

spaces are increasingly represented.  

                                                       
13 Gregory et al. (2011b) provides an in-depth comparison of the institutional context shaping catchment scale 
interventions between Europe and New Zealand. 



 

 

Figure 8.1Reproduction of Figures 5.4, 6.6 and 7.6, representing relationships between formal and non-formal institutions involved in each of the institutional 
interventions. The contrast in the different institutions involved and the complexity of networks between these are illustrative of contrasting governance spaces 

available within each setting. 

Project Twin Streams 

 

 

 

Grand River Conservation Authority 

 

 

Mersey Basin Campagin 

 

 

 

 



Discussion 

298 

Biophysical understandings were pivotal in shaping the spatial extent of the interventions. 

Within each of the interventions, biophysical understandings of the issues each intervention 

sought to address were framed at the catchment scale. This was identified in Project Twin 

Streams through political narratives within the Waitakere City Council and Regional Policies 

linking the ‘mountains to the sea’; in the Grand River Conservation Authority in recognising 

flood and drought issues could only be addressed if municipalities within the catchment worked 

together, conceptualising flows beyond municipal boundaries; and in the Mersey Basin 

Campaign as Michael Heseltine realised that water quality needed to be addressed catchment 

wide if the condition of the Mersey Estuary was to be improved. It was through these 

understandings that the ‘catchment’ became an actor in shaping the governance space for each of 

the interventions (Lane et al., 2008). 

While the broader institutional landscape and biophysical understandings shaped governance 

spaces, so too did social networks. Existing networks related to social and environmental issues 

greatly aided initial mobilisation of networks, as demonstrated by Project Twin Streams and the 

Mersey Basin Campaign. Existing social development networks within the community in 

Waitakere were able to be tapped for their rich experience in community development and their 

sensitivity to the nuances which shaping those communities, supporting the capacity-building 

aims of Project Twin Streams. In the Mersey Basin Campaign, environmental NGOs active in the 

North West Region were also able to be called upon, bringing their knowledge and resources, 

along with networks extending into local communities. These cases demonstrate that networks 

need not be newly formed; rather, existing networks could be utilised, providing depth to 

network development (Bodin and Crona, 2009; Bulkeley, 2005; Lane et al., 2008).    

The diversity of these three interventions highlight the importance of respecting the unique 

governance space of each catchment. Frameworks should be forged through an emergent path 

rather than an imposed process. This emergent process is sensitive to historical practices and 
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shared understandings of the catchment, evolving from biophysical, political and socio-economic 

processes (Ferrerya et al., 2008). 

 

8.3.2.2 Multiple sites of interaction 

While the networks developed within these governance spaces had a central coordinating node 

(the central middle ground institution itself), there was evidence that power is diffused through 

the networks. It became apparent from the interventions that spaces were developed through the 

middle ground where multiple institutions were involved in sharing and co-development of 

knowledge, undertaking management actions, and in some instances, decision-making. They 

have been identified as spaces of engagement (c.f. Cox, 1998). These spaces represent an array of 

activities which stimulate mutual sharing and development of knowledge, while carrying out 

management actions and/or contributing to decision-making. Within these spaces of 

engagement, conversations provided a springboard for developing a respect for other ways of 

knowing the given catchment, and then went further to ‘learn together’, co-generating new 

understandings of the catchment. A range of these spaces are illustrated in Table 8.1. 
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Table 8.1 Illustrations of ‘spaces of engagement’ within each of the institutional interventions 

Space of engagement Illustration of diffusion of power through middle ground network 
Creation of plans Development of the Water Management Plan by the Grand River Conservation 

Authority, which involved federal and provincial government, First Nations 
representatives and community interest group representatives. Allowed a more 
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of issues under the plan, and diffused 
decision-making power across the network. 

Practical activities Maori stories of local streams have been unearthed through involving local iwi in 
applying traditional stream restoration techniques in a sub-catchment of Project 
Twin Streams. This explicitly recognises cultural values attached to the streams. 
The planting days held by the community groups within Project Twin Streams 
were organised by the communities themselves, therefore they had a say in many 
of initiatives, such as art installations and facilities such as ‘edible gardens’. 

‘Memorandum of 
understanding’ 

A ‘memorandum of understanding’ was developed between the Grand River 
Conservation Authority and several universities within the catchment, and 
similarly, academics were appointed positions on advisory groups of the Mersey 
Basin Campaign. This maximised the potential of research in academia to inform 
the interventions. 

Forums and conferences Annual local forums and catchment-wide conferences held by the Mersey Basin 
Campaign and the Grand River Conservation Authority provided a space for 
various actors and institutional representatives to network and share knowledge. 

Physical location The location of the Mersey Basin Campaign headquarters in the same building as 
regional environmental NGOs facilitated sharing of knowledge and resources in 
informal spaces such as tearooms. 
The cycleway and walkway built through Project Twin Streams opened the 
physical space of the stream, which was previously largely inaccessible to the 
public. This has meant that residents have been able to physically engage with their 
local streams, expanding their awareness of the physical environment around 
them.  

 

Spaces of engagement were observed at multiple scales and sites throughout each of the 

interventions. These sites promote network formation and maintenance of networks, through the 

mutual effort of institutions which would otherwise not engage with the activities of one another. 

This aids in the breaking down of the ‘researcher’/’implementer’ dichotomy, building adaptive 

capacity of local communities (Allan et al., 2008). Spaces of engagement also demonstrate that 

seemingly small activities can have wide-reaching impacts in terms of improving the capacity of 

the network. For example, the physical location of the Mersey Basin Campaign ‘headquarters’ in 

the same building as other regional environmental NGOs could be a considered a trivial 
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consideration, but the opportunities for capacity building through everyday interaction with 

other institutions this promoted were invaluable. Multiple spaces of engagement also allow for 

innovation and diversity of action, knowledge generation and decision-making within each 

catchment. Central middle ground institutions are active in promoting diversity and innovation 

in spaces of engagement, while providing overall catchment cohesion to these efforts.   

This provides insight into effective modes of engagement used by interventions. Traditionally, 

engagement has been confined to activities such as focus groups and planting days, where events 

are organised from a central institution. While these strategies may educate local communities, it 

does not engender a sense of ownership and responsibility over wider river issues or 

improvements to river health, nor serve to build adaptive capacity (Fabricius et al., 2007). 

Community groups within Project Twin Streams, the Action Partnerships within the Mersey 

Basin Campaign and the ‘Community Actions Register’ held by the Grand River Conservation 

Authority all represent local responsibility for reaches within their areas. Particularly within 

Project Twin Streams and the Mersey Basin Campaign, the capacity of these groups has been 

enhanced through the provision of financial and ‘expert’ resources. These groups have also been 

included (usually by a community representative, such as a group co-ordinator) in strategic 

discussions within the central middle ground institution. These community interactions have 

also led to innovation in activities beyond traditional modes of engagement, such as the 

development of creative arts activities in Project Twin Streams. This has enhanced the capacity 

and social learning capability of local groups, enabling local people to be active participants in the 

governance frameworks underpinning each intervention. It was also recognised that 

communities don’t just want to sit at a ‘talk shop’; it is important to provide spaces of action, for 

example, through planting days, stream clean-ups, developing community gardens (Cook et al., 

2011). It is pivotal that there is a mixture of spaces for engagement (which are more knowledge 

and strategy focused), and spaces of action, to maximise community scale buy-in.   
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While these institutions have been seen to build capacity at the scale of the local, they also play an 

important role in linking separate pieces of legislation and policy across different arenas (e.g. 

water quality, flood risk, land use planning, economic development). As these pieces of 

legislation can be created at different scales of formal government, such institutions provide a 

way to link these laws and policies with broader catchment goals. An example of this was Project 

Twin Streams being in part shaped by national policy (in particular, the RMA (1991) and the 

Local Government Act (2002)), while also being informed by a number of regional and local 

policies and strategies.    

 

8.3.2.3 Summary: Scalar politics and the catchment 

The above insights support a recasting of the notion of the catchment as an appropriate scale for 

governance interventions to support sustainable river management. As Howitt (1998) states, 

scale is not only ‘size’ but encompasses spatial and temporal relations. As outlined in Chapter 3, 

MacKinnon (2011) suggests a move from ‘politics of scale’, to ‘scalar politics’, as “it is often not 

scale per se that is the prime object of contention, but rather specific processes and 

institutionalised practices that are themselves differentially scaled” (pg. 21). Sayre (2005) 

contends that “it is obvious that social and ecological phenomena are intimately linked across 

scales; it follows that the problems of one cannot be resolved in isolation from those of the other” 

(Sayre, 2005:286). Each of the interventions examined here are active agents of the reconstruction 

and reconfiguration of scale relationships within given catchments (McCarthy, 2005). As they 

intervened within the biophysical, political and socio-economic landscape, each intervention was 

able to alter relationships between scales, belying a nature-culture dualism. Existing social 

networks, formal networks and biophysical interpretations fashioned, through time, a co-

construction of biophysical, socio-economic and political understandings of the catchment, 

informing the governance framework of each intervention. 
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8.3.3 Temporal scale: the only constant is change 

The environmental governance literature has also placed strong focus upon the notion of 

reflexive framework, adding a temporal dynamic to the analysis of governance. This follows the 

premise that governance frameworks need to be flexible to survive in a changing socio-ecological 

context and institutional landscape (Galaz et al., 2008; Hillman and Howitt, 2008; McGinnis, 

2000). In each of the institutional interventions, notions of reflexivity have been vital to the 

longevity of the intervention, allowing momentum to be maintained in light of change. A 

number of attributes of such framework reflexivity can be drawn from the interventions 

examined.  

It was observed through tracing the institutional trajectory of each intervention that relationships 

can shift, highlighting their polycentric nature (McGinnis, 2000). Throughout each of the 

interventions, institutions from different scales played a role in maintaining the momentum of 

the intervention. Such shifts were triggered by key moments in which networks were disturbed. 

In the cases of Project Twin Streams and the Grand River Conservation Authority, key moments 

producing transitions occurred due to changes in the institutional landscape. For example, 

Auckland local government restructuring meant Project Twin Streams became embedded within 

the community; and in the case of the Grand River Conservation Authority, when municipalities 

took on increased responsibility after the Province pulled a large portion of its funding of 

Conservation Authorities. A key moment of transition for the Mersey Basin Campaign was when 

the Campaign ‘pulled away’ from central government to engender increased engagement of 

regional institutions. Spaces of engagement (Section 8.3.2) not only provided an arena for 

catchment knowledge to be shared and developed, but allowed ownership and responsibility for 

the intervention to spread across scales and between institutions rather than being solely 

embedded into a single central middle ground institution. As institutions met within these 

spaces, their individual capabilities grew as the rest of the network provided a resource which 
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they could draw upon. This meant that a wider range of institutions were able to ‘step up’, taking 

ownership and responsibility during periods when others stepped back.  

Each of the interventions demonstrated an ability to maximise opportunities as they arose, 

coupled with an acceptance that there would be ‘low periods’ when the intervention would not be 

as active. A specific example of this was the opportunity recognised by Project Twin Streams to 

tap into financial resources accessible to community groups but not to local government; thereby 

allowing the Project to be financially viable despite local government restructuring across 

Auckland. Moreover, there was an acceptance by all interventions that periods where very little 

action would be observed, but that these should be expected and are not a sign of ‘failure’, as 

sometimes enabling conditions are not met for a period of time.   

There was recognition that leaders can provide an important role in reading and anticipating 

change, and are able to steer interventions to avoid ‘turbulent’ situations. It was the insight of the 

Chairman that led the Mersey Basin Campaign to become an ‘arms length’ institution from the 

government, broadening the range of institutions engaged with the Campaign. Such insightful 

leadership can find alternative niches within the governance space available, reducing the 

number of barriers to creating an enabling environment for the intervention. This was further 

exemplified when the Mersey Basin Campaign ended in 2010. It was the foresight of those 

leading the central middle ground institution, reading the catchment landscape, concluding that 

it would be most appropriate for a new intervention moving forward. 

Emerging from this insight, there is a key role for institutions supported by, but not formed 

solely by, legislation. The degree of flexibility, network generation, support and freedom from 

not being ‘locked in’ to certain procedures allows these institutions to be efficient and effective, 

making the most out of available resources and adjusting to circumstances. However, it is vital 

that they are supported by effective policy (Allan et al., 2008). Insight from each of the 
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institutional interventions suggests legislation which supporting the work of these networks, but 

not binding interventions within particular frameworks and to specific goals, is required. 

 

8.3.4 Justice 

The promotion of any governance framework should assess whether it is just, providing 

equitable and fair procedures and distribution of resources and environmental outcomes 

(Hillman, 2005). This is one of the core principles of sustainable river management (Chapter 2). 

The ethical underpinning of such goals was justified in Chapter 4, underlying the importance of 

governance frameworks that support management to foster just processes and outcomes. While 

this research did not explicitly assess the justice implications of middle ground governance 

frameworks, it does flag practices under these frameworks which could serve to enhance or 

decrease prospects for justice.  

The dimensions of the interventions explored through this research differ to many reported in 

the environmental justice literature. Commonly notions of justice have been explored through 

deeply asymmetrical power relations. Notions of justice portray themselves more clearly in such 

situations, as there can be clear ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, and actions by institutions may serve to 

lead towards deliberate just or unjust situations (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003). The perceived 

benefits of healthy environments at the centre of each of the interventions vision were thought to 

be inherently ‘good’, with positive processes and outcomes for all those living within, and 

dependent upon, catchment resources. The networked structure of their governance frameworks 

sought to enable and add capacity to different institutions; therefore empowering groups rather 

than disempowering others. As a result, fairness and equity asymmetries may be more nuanced 

through these processes.  

One process which may give rise to inequity in both procedural and distributional terms is the 

emergence of networks in which the institutions included are largely opportunity-driven. While 
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some institutions were engaged directly by the central middle ground institution (for example, 

the Action Partnerships in the Mersey Basin Campaign, the Farmers Action Group in the Grand 

River Conservation Authority and the Community groups within Project Twin Streams), further 

institutions joined if they had the capacity to, if opportunities emerged through sporadic 

funding, or through opportunities for innovative practices (e.g. the Sustainable Cities funding 

provided to Project Twin Streams). While this approach may garner the greatest resource base, 

the fact that these interventions are funded through one-off grants and are able to influence other 

practices may privilege those who have the capability to access resources (Ribot, 2002). 

Mechanisms to identify potential unequal distribution of outcomes at the catchment scale could 

be put in place to ensure different parts of the network are not competing for the same resources, 

and to adjust flows of funds through the network to ensure that actors who are unable to access 

external sources of funding are not disadvantaged (Wolch, 2007). Such mechanisms could also 

identify marginalised groups, ensuring these groups are fairly represented through the network.  

The initial power of ‘visionaries’ in shaping the governance space and fashioning governance 

frameworks (Section 8.3.1) also brings the potential that power asymmetries may be embedded 

from the outset of the intervention (Hillman and Howitt, 2008). The knowledge and intuition of 

visionaries is privileged through this process, and possibilities arise that this power may be mis-

used. There is also potential that unintentional injustices may arise within these positions, as 

visionares mis-read the social climate of the landscape (e.g., Eden and Tunstall, 2006). It should 

be not merely be assumed that these positions inherently lead to unjust outcomes: unless the 

foresight of these individuals is privileged, it is unlikely that such initiatives will emerge.  
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8.3.5 Creating, knowing and imagining notions of place 

What  begins as undifferentiated space  

becomes place as we get to know it  better  

and endow it with value (Tuan, 1977:7) 

A final lens used to examine middle ground governance frameworks is the process of creating, 

knowing and imagining notions of place. The ‘imagination’ theme was touched upon at the 

beginning of this section, where the vision was used as a tool to imagine environmental futures 

within each of the catchments. Following Tuan (1977), this section uses the notion of ‘sense of 

place’ to identify how notions of place have shaped the governance frameworks for each of the 

interventions.  

 

8.3.5.1 Creating place 

Each of the interventions have been active in grounding their governance frameworks into their 

local context. As noted by Isley and Scheer (2003), even if an initiative is not based within the 

community to begin with, it should become so. This is based on the premise that the subjective, 

emotional and symbolic meanings ascribed to natural places will fashion commitment to 

engender ownership of catchment issues and a will to enact positive environmental change 

(Section 2.4.3; Lane et al., 2008; Williams and Vaske, 2003). Each of the interventions 

demonstrate evidence of building these value-laden meanings through providing a range of 

activities which capture and develop notions of place (Table 8.2).  These activities enabled local 

people to discover themselves what the catchment meant to them, rather than being ‘preached 

to’.  
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Table 8.2 Examples of activities undertaken by each of the interventions to build ‘sense of place’ in communities 
within each catchment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This provides insight for building upon the existing literature on social learning to develop 

community capacity (Fabricius et al., 2008). Reviews of social learning by Bull et al. (2008) and 

Muro and Jeffrey (2008) raised questions over participatory platforms for fostering social 

learning, suggesting any claims of social learning through participatory processes may be largely 

aspirational. Much of this criticism is aimed at the difficulty and expense of developing 

appropriate participatory platforms often leaving limited opportunities for social learning (Bull et 

al, 2008).  Pahl-Wostl et al. (2007) challenge this frame of thinking, suggesting that ‘informal 

platforms’ for learning are critical. These move beyond the typical ‘stakeholder forums’ as 

emphasised by Bull et al. (2008) and Muro and Jeffrey (2008) to encompass a broader range of 

activities. Pahl-Wostel et al. (2007) warn that these informal networks must be interlinked with 

networks involving formal institutions. Through activities embedding and developing a ‘sense of 

place’ (Table 8.2), a process of learning by mobilising notions of place through local networks 

began. When linked with the spaces of engagement identified in Section 8.3.2, locally embedded 

Intervention Examples of embedding ‘sense of place’ in communities within 
catchment 

Project Twin 
Streams 

• Installation of artworks along stream banks 
• Community planting days, with educational stands; ‘themed’ 

planting days such as the ‘Don Buck’ (historical figure) 
planting day   

• Production of book ‘Our Streams Our Dreams’ by local 
primary school 

Grand River 
Conservation 
Authority 

• Production of book ‘Grand Sense of Place’  
• ‘Heritage Day’ held annually 
• Community education days held within Conservation Areas 
• Promotion of Conservation Areas as place for recreation 

Mersey Basin 
Campaign 

• Production of book ‘Mersey: The river that changed the world’ 
• Mersey Basin Campaign River week 
• Environmental awards for businesses and volunteers 
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networks through which knowledge and learning flow can intersect with formal networks, 

linking formal and non-formal spheres.   

Building adaptive capacity through social learning was demonstrated through moments of 

disturbance along each intervention’s trajectory. The capability of local communities to hold the 

vision has been shown to be vital in light of change, particularly when interventions are disturbed 

by national or international policy change. Such changes have the potential to alter the path of 

the intervention through re-aligning goals or resources, potentially alienating communities from 

participation in river management activities (e.g. Blackstock, 2009; Page and Kaika, 2003; 

Steyerart and Olliver, 2007). Disturbances were observed within each of the interventions; for 

example, with Project Twin Streams and the restructuring of local government, the Grand River 

Conservation Authority through the province ‘pulling out’ in the 1990s, and with the 

introduction of the Water Framework Directive within the Mersey Basin Campaign. While these 

all could have had impacted the vision and goals for each intervention, local level support for the 

vision was strong enough to maintain momentum, as described more fully in Table 8.3. 
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Table 8.3 ‘Disturbances’ identified within each of the institutional interventions, with potential and realised 
consequences outlined with regards to embedding the intervention locally. 

Initiative Disturbance Potential consequence Realised consequence 
Project Twin 
Streams 

Local government 
restructuring within 
Auckland 

New goals for river 
management of new council 
had potential to not align of 
those with Project Twin 
Streams, disempowering 
communities and fostering a 
command-and-control 
ethos. 

Waitakere City Council, with local 
community coordinators 
developed a governance structure 
which saw the community 
coordinators taking on 
responsibility for the Project once 
council was dissolved. This was 
only possible through local 
support and their understanding 
of catchment issues. 

Grand River 
Conservation 
Authority 

Province ‘pulling 
out’ (funding) of 
Conservation 
Authorities, and 
reducing their 
legislated mandate 
through the mid-
1990s. 

Conservation Authorities 
limited to maintaining 
physical infrastructure 
(dams etc.) 

Local municipalities increased 
funding (through rates increases – 
required support of ratepayers). 
This enabled the Grand River 
Conservation to maintain its wider 
vision. 

Mersey Basin 
Campaign 

Introduction of the 
European Water 
Framework 
Directive 

Has been shown in other 
catchments to alienate 
communities as it defines 
catchment goals for them 
(e.g. Blackstock, 2009). 

Goals for the Mersey Basin were 
well embedded and understood by 
local communities involved in the 
Campaign. There were 
mechanisms in place to translate 
the ‘scientific’ nature of the WFD 
into lay terms (e.g. through local 
forums). This transition was also 
aided by the opportunities for 
European funding to examine 
relevant participatory processes to 
support the implementation of the 
Directive. 

 

8.3.5.2 Knowing place 

Place considerations have also highlighted the catchment-specific nature of issues each 

intervention is framed within, and the processes employed to develop and perform their 

respective governance frameworks in light of this uniqueness (Ferreyra and Beard, 2007; Hillman 

and Brierley, 2005; Toussant, 2008). Recognising uniqueness of place requires a move away from 

prescriptive approaches, or ‘averaged solutions’ (Brierley et al., 2006). This has implications for 
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how institutions within the middle ground frame the production of knowledge. Each 

intervention revealed a temporal element of knowledge production pertaining to the catchment. 

These ideas are entwined with change through time outlined above, as notions of place will be 

situated in time as well as over space; therefore, there is a conceptual shift from with the 

catchment place being represented as something that you ‘know’ (Brierley and Fryirs, 2005), 

rather, a process of ‘knowing’ your catchment is required. 

How each of the institutions came, and continued, to know their catchment is emergent from a 

number of processes. Legislation guiding river management has a role to play, providing 

direction as to what needs to be known (e.g. for reporting/monitoring purposes and flood risk 

assessment). Funders for the initiatives also require certain types of knowledge to be produced; 

for example, reporting procedures of the Mersey Basin Campaign to the state government 

required specific factors to be monitored and reported. Atop these more mechanical ‘way of 

knowing’, each of the institutions demonstrated the inclusion of knowledge from different 

formal and non-formal institutions, providing multiple knowledge frames through spaces of 

engagement defined above. These were constituted quite differently within each intervention, 

representing a plethora of ways in which local communities related to their river. 

Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign 

demonstrate that middle ground frameworks do not merely perform sustainable river 

management; they are also performative of management practice through this process of 

knowing (e.g. Lavau, 2011). This is an important distinction, demonstrating that these 

interventions are not just responding to ideals emerging from the academy and through policy 

over what actions and processes should be undertaken through their performance; rather, 

knowledge and practice are being co-constituted. This follows the critique of performance and 

performativity by Gregson and Rose (2000): 
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…our argument is that performance - what individual subjects do, say, ‘act-

out’ - and performativity - the citational practices which reproduce and/or 

subvert discourse and which enable and discipline subjects and their 

performances - are intrinsically connected, through the saturation of 

performers with power (pg. 434). 

Performativity is manifest through a number of processes. The central middle ground 

institutions themselves are affected through their performance of management, as they were all 

shown, to varying degrees, to be reflective upon the actions in which they had undertaken. Past 

practices shaped their future practices, providing contingency to their trajectories.   

These interventions were also performative of river management narratives which were 

translated out into the networks the interventions were embedded within. While many of the 

community groups which Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and 

the Mersey Basin Campaign worked with were already involved in environmental action, their 

practices were transformed, even if in subtle ways. Many of the participants across the three 

interventions spoke of the awareness of the broader catchment scale which these interventions 

emphasised. The practices of the individual community groups are then altered as they are 

cognisant of their actions within a wider catchment framework.  

These interventions are also performative as their experiences are directly shaping river 

management in other catchments. The Grand River Conservation Authority in particular is 

demonstrative of how management interventions are performative at the national and provincial 

level in Canada. While support for Conservation Authorities has altered over time with political 

shifts at the provincial scale, the Grand River Conservation Authority continued to strive 

towards their vision even when all facets were not mandated by the province. The province is 

now looking at the Grand River Conservation Authority to provide insight as to how to best 

transform river management in Ontario into the future. The Mersey Basin Campaign 
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demonstrated this clearly through their involvement in European Union projects, such as 

ENMaR, where their experiences are now shaping how the Water Framework Directive is being 

applied in other catchments. In some instances, central middle ground institutions have a role in 

directly translating their learnings to other interventions; for example within Conservation 

Ontario, where experiences of Conservation Authorities are translated between one another. 

Their collective experience has now gone on to affect how river management is practiced in other 

provinces (Conservation Authorities are now being established in Quebec (Cohen and Davidson, 

2011)). A further example is in their role as winners of the Theiss River Prize, Grand River 

Conservation Authority have undertaken a ‘twinning’ initiative, working with a catchment 

intervention in Argentina, providing them with advice from their experience.  

It is important to note here that there have been warnings that such performative work should be 

‘screened’ before its application to other catchments (Lave et al., 2010). For example, Mitchell 

and Shrubsole (1992) teased apart the conditions which enabled the Conservation Authority 

model in Ontario, consequently warning about its uptake particularly in lower population 

density areas of Canada. Performative work has the potential to be detrimental, reinforcing 

particular models which have been deemed ‘successful’ in to areas where there may not be 

institutionally, socio-economically or biophysically appropriate (Hillman and Brierley, 2005; 

Swainson and de Loë, 2011).  

It is also important that the academy learns from such experiences, and is part of the 

performative process. There needs to be an awareness that the academy are co-producers of 

knowledge, and that such institutions do not simply react to knowledge produced from the 

academy. This transforms the positioning of science in relation to management. While it has 

been recognised that there needs to be a ‘reconciliation’ of science supply and demand (e.g. 

McNie, 2007; Sarewitz and Pielke Jr., 2007), the academy needs to think about how such 

knowledge is used, given that these institutions are swept up in an array of differing, and 
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sometimes competing, narratives for river governance and management (Gregson and Rose, 

2000).   

 

8.3.5.3 Imagining river futures 

A final place consideration is the work of positive imaginaries of place. Dimensions of 

environmental challenges, including addressing river health, are dominantly characterised by 

despair, disrepair, fear, injustice and distrust (Wolch, 2007). Rarely are narratives of hope able to 

emerge, picturing positive notions of environmental futures. Activism of small community 

groups have been recognised to offer narratives of hope through mediums of poetry, song, 

media, stories, and artwork; providing counter-culture messages to the fear and despair common 

in imagined environmental futures. It is argued that for these narratives to have transformative 

power, they need to be adopted into the mainstream (Wolch, 2007). Through such mediums, 

each of the interventions fostered not only local communities, but the private sector and formal 

government institutions to imagine different environmental futures, as they were encouraged to 

look beyond their policy-bound responsibilities. Narratives of improved environmental futures 

within each of the catchments were mobilised through networks, as each of the interventions 

created space for such imaginaries to coalesce (Abers, 2007; Olssen et al., 2006). Critically, this 

has been coupled with spaces for action, whether this action is directly ‘on the ground’ or more 

lobbying-based action aimed to influence policies. This provides the translation of ideas to 

embodied practices at multiple scales, ensuring these narratives remain not only as imaginaries 

but can be realised. 
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8.4 Making the most of the middle ground: what makes an effective central 

institution? 

The previous section examined the work of networked governance spaces, providing a nuanced 

understanding of how governance frameworks within these spaces fashion relationships between 

different institutions. This section focuses explicitly upon the role of middle ground institutions 

in shaping governance frameworks within these spaces, highlighting how they can enact 

sustainable river management. This section is divided into two parts. First, an examination of the 

role of middle ground institutions is provided, given the extended understanding of the 

governance spaces and frameworks above. This is followed by suggesting attributes underpinning 

middle ground institutions which enable them to effectively fulfil this role. This list is not 

intended to be exhaustive, but rather to provide insight from the interventions examined.  

 

8.4.1 Role of middle ground institutions 

While discussion in this chapter has focused upon viewing each of the interventions as 

networked spaces of governance, the role of the central middle ground institutions in fashioning 

these networks needs to be examined further. Figure 8.2 provides a schematic representation of 

shifts in thinking from a top-down/bottom-up dichotomy, towards current understandings of 

middle ground institutions. Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and 

the Mersey Basin Campaign can all be shown to have attributes of central middle ground 

institutions from current understandings (Figure 8.2(b)). They provide a focal point for 

assembling networks from multiple scales (integrating top-down and bottom-up approaches) 

with the purpose of reconciling top-down policy with bottom-up aspirations to achieve the broad 

elements of sustainable river management (c.f. Medd and Marvin, 2008). However, the 

discussion above points to middle ground institutions, such as the interventions examined, doing 

greater work than merely integrating top-down and bottom-up perspectives (Figure 8.2(c)). The 
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traditional top-down and bottom-up dichotomy of appropriate instigation of action at a 

biophysically appropriate scale (the hydraulically-defined catchment) may be too simplistic to 

capture the array of these cross-scalar relationships (Gregory et al., 2011a; Moss, 2004). If we 

restrict our frames of knowing and understanding how these emerge and are supported through 

time, we may very well be hamstringing them from achieving what they can from an emergent 

set of relationships.  

 

Figure 8.2 Schematic representations of shifts in thinking from a top-down/bottom-up dichotomy, towards 
current understandings of middle ground institutions: a. top-down/bottom-up dichotomy; b. current 

understandings of middle ground; c. understanding of middle ground through a networked governance lens. 
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With this insight, there can be moves towards a revised definition of ‘middle ground’. A central 

middle ground institution develops a range of networks, with both formal and non-formal 

institutions from a variety of scales. While many of these networks are formed directly through 

the central institution, it may also act as a ‘gatekeeper’ for relationships between other 

institutions involved in the network, bypassing the central institution itself. Through this 

network, a governance space is forged which encapsulates a biophysical imaginary of the 

‘catchment’, while recognising socio-economic and political processes and meanings that are 

intrinsic to, and transcend, the catchment. Thus, the ‘catchment’ is, over time, brought into the 

imagination of all institutions involved. A central middle ground institution is active in 

mobilising flows of knowledge, capacity and power through the network by creating 

collaborative spaces for institutions to interact. The middle ground institution is also active in 

steering network changes which arise in response to broader institutional landscape changes. 

This definition is expanded upon in the following paragraphs. 

Central middle ground institutions are vital in shaping the governance spaces available for 

sustainable river management, which have been identified to span across formal and non-formal 

spaces (Bulkeley, 2005). Such spaces are very messy, shaped by the array of institutions 

responsible for, and dependent upon, catchment resources, and existing policies which shape 

these interactions. Cook et al. (2011) recognise that while there are often a number of non-formal 

institutions (such as environmental NGOs) with a desire to contribute to notions of sustainable 

river management, they are generally segregated with limited links to formal government 

institutions. Adding to this messiness, policy is rarely created at the catchment scale, leading to 

policy gaps and overlaps with multiple policy programmes within and beyond the catchment 

(Cohen and Davidson, 2011). The middle ground institutions examined in Chapters 5-7 have 

demonstrated potential to foster coherency at a catchment scale by creating an emergent path 

rather than an imposed process. Such an emergent process is sensitive to historical practices and 

shared understandings of the catchment, as well as socially constructed scales of overlapping and 
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interacting biophysical, political and socio-economic landscapes (Ferreyra et al., 2008). In Project 

Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign, this 

involved not only the middle ground institution itself being the sole site at which relationships 

between institutions intersected; they facilitated relationships between various institutions 

intersecting different scales.  

Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign 

did not seek to create new networks for the sole purpose of river management; rather, they 

recognised that river management inherits pre-existing socio-economic and political practices, 

which have their own networks weaved throughout them. The interventions were able to 

mobilise ideas of sustainable river management through these networks, and alongside the 

mobilisation of these ideas flowed local knowledge, resources and narratives of hope. It was also 

identified that there were already a number of key institutions within each catchment responsible 

for river management policy, or guided by policy (for example, the Environment Agency and 

United Utilities with the Mersey Basin Campaign), who needed to be engaged if the intervention 

was to affect river management practices. This allowed efficiency, limiting duplication of effort, 

allowing institutions throughout the network to provide mutual support.  

While the literature has focused upon the catchment bearing no meaning to social and political 

landscapes, central middle ground institutions have been shown to inscribe meaning to the 

catchment. Such an endeavour is promoted through the work of biophysical scientists, who 

highlight that any attempt to improve the health of river systems is destined to fail if catchment 

scale linkages and processes are not given due consideration (e.g. Fryirs and Brierley, 2009). 

While working within an array of formal government policies, central middle ground institutions 

have been able to build local ownership and facilitate the creation of value and identity of local 

stream reaches, which are etched within broader catchment awareness. While local scale groups 

are empowered through accepting devolved responsibility for local reaches, middle ground 

institutions are able to posit these local institutions within a wider network; allowing them to 
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become cognisant of wider catchment scale biophysical, social and political processes. While the 

catchment may not be a scale initially identified by different institutions, fashioning networks 

through the identity of the catchment can bring this scale into their frame of thinking. This does 

not mean every institution involved focuses their action at the catchment scale; rather, they 

become aware of the catchment-scale implications of their efforts.   

Central middle ground institutions facilitate these networks through creating spaces for 

collaborative knowledge generation, decision-making and the implementation of management 

actions, such as those identified as spaces of engagement in Section 8.3.2. Such spaces are 

strategically designed, providing spaces relevant to the range of institutions, and are aware of 

levelling asymmetrical power relations which may exist between those involved. Middle ground 

institutions can also steer these spaces through time in response to the continually altering socio-

ecological context and political landscape. For example, this may be in response to changing 

policies shifting centres of responsibility. This was most strongly emphasised by the experience of 

the Grand River Conservation Authority, where through wider processes of decentralisation at 

the provincial level, the Authority began to create new, and strengthen existing networks as the 

province pulled away from their responsibility towards river management. 

The positioning of these middle ground institutions within the political landscape was shown to 

be both problematic and advantageous for shaping the middle ground framework. A common 

theme arising was that it was difficult to implement certain actions as central institutions lacked 

the political ‘teeth’ to convince change. They remained largely as ‘lobbying’ bodies, with little 

political power over formal institutions. However, this positioning was also a great enabler of 

action. The Mersey Basin Campaign in particular reported that because they were not a 

government body, they had a greater degree of freedom from cumbersome procedures which 

detract energy and resources from the work of engaging institutions. It also provided notions of 

reflexivity: institutions are able to adapt to changes in the institutional landscape much more 
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easily than if they were locked within prescriptive policies. They were also able to engage with a 

wider range of institutions than would be possible for a legislative body alone (Cook et al., 2011).  

 

8.4.2 Attributes underpinning central middle ground institutions 

Certain organisational attributes support middle ground institutions to shape governance 

frameworks. Attributes were identified emerging from the experience of each of the institutional 

interventions explored. These are outlined in the following sections.  

 

8.4.2.1 Entrepreneurial  

As recognised in the previous section, efficiency with resources is a key strength of such middle 

ground institutions, as there are fewer ‘bureaucratic hoops’ that need to be ‘jumped through’ 

compared with a formal government institution. Engaging community groups and 

environmental NGOs also provides the potential to access additional forms of monetary 

resources over what could be gained from formal governing institutions alone. The Mersey Basin 

Campaign and the Grand River Conservation Authority also developed charitable organisations 

as a means of gaining funds from local communities and the private sector. However, it is 

recognised that if an institution has access to these funds they need to be able to use them 

meaningfully, encouraging the interventions to run in a professional, business-like capacity. 

Prospects for success will be maximised if there is strategic guidance for funding, to ensure that 

there is ‘bigger bang for the buck’.  

There were periods within the interventions that portraying a business-like capacity was 

strategically beneficial to either engage a greater number of institutions, or to increase 

institutional reflexivity; for example, when the Mersey Basin Campaign realised it needed to 

became stand-alone (at ‘arms length’ from the government) to connect with the private sector. 
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Similarly, Project Twin Streams had to put forward a ‘business case’ to justify why the Project 

should be continued through local government reforms.  

Learning from literature on non-profit organisations (e.g. Dollery and Wallis, 2003), it appears 

there is a role within middle ground institutions for those with skills to maximise the financial 

inputs into the middle ground framework, and to use these funds strategically. This could allow 

approaches which are more strategic (as opposed to opportunistic to develop), maximising 

environmental and social outcomes, and sustaining funding (as opposed to sporadic 

investments). Such strategies must not be at the expense of emergent, innovative approaches 

collectively developed through the network, as Lave et al. (2010) warn from lessons arising from 

the ‘privatisation’ of stream restoration in the United States. Market processes promoting 

efficiency have come to dominate decision-making, privileging ‘ready-made’ science at the 

expense of other ways of knowing.  

 

8.4.2.2 Leadership 

The importance of leadership of interventions has been highlighted in the literature (e.g. Ali-

Kahn and Mulvihill, 2008; Ferreyra and Beard, 2007), and exemplified through these 

interventions. Each intervention highlighted a different aspect of leadership, demonstrating that 

there is no one ‘perfect’ definition of a leader. Differing qualities will be appropriate in different 

contexts as well as to steer through different key moments.  

In Project Twin Streams, it was noted that leadership within the Waitakere City Council was 

integral to the emergence of Project Twin Streams. As was stated in Chapter 5, a key formative 

event was that the Mayor of the city allowed ‘staunch’ women with a vision to establish the City 

as a leader in sustainable development. This laid the foundation for Project Twin Streams, with 

the City leader allowing visionaries institutional space within the formal local government space, 

but also created non-formal spaces through contracting within the community to enable action 
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in improving the health of the streams. A key characteristic of the leadership within the Grand 

River Conservation Authority was that the Chief Executive was instrumental in creating an 

interactive work environment. The Grand River Conservation Authority is fortunate to have a 

number of experts ‘in house’, and the opportunities for sharing and engaging with the work of 

others (driven by the Chief Executive) was identified as influential in ensuring coherency of the 

intervention. 

In contrast, the leadership quality identified as most important throughout the Mersey Basin 

Campaign was the succession of leaders and their differing qualities as ‘steering hand’; guiding 

the Campaign through its lifespan. Particularly in its second half, the Campaign was identified as 

having benefited from more of a business-like approach to steer the direction of the campaign in 

new directions and increase efficiency (see section above). Critical to this shift was a change in 

Chariman who directed the ‘ethos’ of the Campaign from its local government focus. This was 

followed by a Chairman who was able to maintain momentum of the Campaign until its end in 

2010 and had the foresight to ensure an appropriate legacy. 

 

8.4.2.3 Professional considerations 

Each intervention provided insights into the personal skills required of individuals working 

within central middle ground institutions. Each intervention demonstrated that while 

institutional structures are important, it is the people working within these structures who enable 

the benefits of a middle ground framework to be realised. Everyone working within the middle 

ground appeared passionate about the vision and goals for each intervention. Working in the 

middle ground also requires individuals to see and respect multiple ways of knowing the 

catchment, recognising what Higgs (2005) refers to as the ‘moral centre’. This allows for 

recognition, respect, and an incorporation of different points. Higgs goes on to state that this is 

“anchored to a compassionate understanding of place” (2005:163). Passion and respect were tied 
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to an institutional culture which fostered such a work ethic. Participants noted as members of a 

learning institution, they needed support to attempt new ideas, for example, developing and 

resourcing new spaces of engagement. The promotion of this culture is vital, as in its absence 

employees may be less willing to engage in cross-disciplinary dialogue or experiment with new 

ideas (Poff et al., 2003). There was also a personal, as opposed to hierarchical and corporate 

nature to the interaction between staff, and with institutions throughout the network observed.  

Secure positions, job opportunities and structures within these middle ground institutions are 

vital to the sustainability of efforts, so aspirations may continue through periods of change 

(Brierley and Fryirs, 2008; Newson, 2009). This does not replace the work of volunteers; rather, it 

recognises the skills of individuals who are able to weave differing aspirations together effectively, 

linking these with top-down policies. The security of these positions allows institutional memory 

to develop, further enhancing prospects for reflexive organisations (Jacobs, 2002). 

The experience of the Grand River Conservation Authority demonstrated the need for succession 

planning relating to staff turnover. While the above skills and attributes (particularly seeing and 

respecting other ways of knowing and working in interdisciplinary teams) are largely developed 

while ‘working on the job’, institutional knowledge should not be locked up within a ‘cohort’ of 

staff, who are likely to leave within a short time period of each other. There need to be 

mechanisms in place which allow for transfer of this knowledge between staff, either through 

ensuring that staff retirements are staggered, or developing systems for this knowledge to be 

passed on to future staff. If these initiatives are not taken, institutions risk losing experience 

gained ‘through the job’. 

 

8.4.2.4 What’s in a name? 

Current literature fails to attend to the power of the names given to environmental management 

institutions. The name of an institution was demonstrated to have a powerful effect upon the way 
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in which the middle ground framework is perceived. The inclusion of the river name or 

catchment name does important work, drawing notions of place and feelings of being part of a 

catchment ecosystem. Within the Mersey Basin Campaign, the ‘campaign’ part of the name was 

also identified as important due to its evocation of action. Those working within Project Twin 

Streams identified that ‘Project Twin Streams’ is now almost recognised as a ‘brand’ within 

Waitakere City (Gregory, 2007). It has become an agent of place-making; while the river names 

aren’t mentioned specifically, it has shaped identity around Waitakere City. It has also been 

identified as a brand which people can trust. The name ‘Project Twin Streams’ has become 

synonymous with action to improve the community and environmental health of the city 

(Gregory, 2007).  

The name of the Grand River Conservation Authority was more problematic. It has retained its 

name since the Grand River Conservation Commission and Grand Valley Conservation 

Authority were amalgamated in 1966. While the term ‘conservation’ is now seemingly out of 

date, and not used in the same manner as it was in the mid-20th Century; nevertheless it provides 

a link to the heritage of the institution. More problematic was the use of the word ‘authority’. As 

was mentioned in Chapter 6, the identification of the Grand River Conservation Authority as an 

‘authority’ has made complicated relationships with local communities and the private sector. To 

address this, the Grand River Conservation Authority has begun a marketing campaign to give a 

consistent holistic view of the Authority’s work.  

These experiences highlight that defining a name for an intervention is no trivial matter; it does 

important work in engaging or disengaging actors and institutions. The inclusion of place names 

and defining terms of the intervention (e.g. ‘campaign’, ‘authority’) should be given careful 

thought.  
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8.5 Contribution to geographical ideas: scale; space-time; and place 

At the outset, this research was firmly positioned within core interlinked geographical concepts 

of scale, space-time and place. Governance for sustainable river management has highlighted 

tensions around scale. While scale offers a point with which biophysical and socio-economic 

process can constructively engage (Sayre, 2005), ideas of scale around governance for sustainable 

river management have been caught in a ‘scalar impasse’ (c.f. Jonas, 2006). The biophysical 

literature has emphasised the hydraulically defined catchment as the most appropriate scale for 

management and therefore governance frameworks (e.g. Hillman and Brierley, 2005). This does 

not match socio-economic and institutional scales (e.g. Blomquist and Schlager, 2005); rendering 

the institutional prescriptions of the hydraulically defined catchment fraught with difficulty. This 

research has underlined the importance of relational scale (Howitt, 1998), with scales of networks 

and knowledge weaving within traditional biophysical, political and socio-economic scales (Kok 

and Veldkamp, 2011). This research has demonstrated how catchment-scale institutions develop 

emergent networks through acting as a coordinator, facilitator and enabler as opposed to an 

institution established through more formal sets of rules and norms dictating catchment defined 

practices (Saravanan et al., 2009). This has paralleled emerging themes in the wider scale debate, 

particularly of the ‘freeing of narratives’ around scale as an ontological framework (Jonas, 2006).  

This opening up of scale also has implications for the spaces (along with their temporal element) 

which governance frameworks define and occupy. This research has provided empirical evidence 

supportive of Massey’s (2005) lively assertions of ‘space’, through illustrating the development of 

‘governable spaces’ (c.f. Rose, 1999) for sustainable river management. In particular, it has 

highlighted three themes central to Massey’s (2005) claims: (1) that space is a product of 

interrelations; (2) that space gives rise to multiplicity, that multiple trajectories may emerge; and 

(3) that space is always under construction. The networks forged within each of the institutional 

interventions explored throughout this thesis have shown that governance spaces for sustainable 

river management are emergent out of a reconfiguration of relationships between formal and 
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non-formal institutions. Institutional trajectories are multiple, unique and continually 

constructed and reconstructed as relations are mobilised through networks. This conceptual 

thinking of space and governance spaces allows the opportunity to imagine ways in which formal 

and non-formal institutions engage (Bulkeley, 2005), which can lead to opening of new practical 

spaces, as exemplified by spaces of engagement identified within each of the institutional 

interventions. 

These spaces are not abstract. They are able to be transposed into any given catchment; they are 

anchored within attachment to their situated place. The centrality of the unique biophysical 

processes inherent to each catchment (Fryirs and Brierley, 2009) and the locally-embedded place 

associations with rivers could become lost or mis-translated within the web of relationships 

spanning multiple scales (Tuan, 1977). Place values have shown to be powerful in contributing to 

challenging dominant river management views through: querying how rivers are valued (and 

therefore, who invests and how much in improving their health); the rhetoric weaved through 

policy and management plans; and fashioning who is incorporated into governance frameworks 

(e.g., each of the institutional interventions here have shown inclusion of community groups). 

This ensures that frameworks do not fashion management practices which are ‘out of context’. 

As Creswell (2004) states, place is “a way of seeing, knowing and understanding the world” (pg. 

11). Each of the interventions explored here demonstrate a situated development of governance 

frameworks, emerging through a set of place-inscribed understandings of the world. Place 

‘invests’ catchment spaces with meaning (Creswell, 2004), recognising the unique biophysical 

setting aligned with its socio-economic and institutional context. 

 

8.6 Three overarching messages 

This section outlines three overarching considerations for developing middle ground governance 

frameworks for enabling sustainable river management. These lessons provide underpinnings for 
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thinking about the development of middle ground governance frameworks which have emerged 

from the preceding analysis of the experience of Project Twin Streams, the Grand River 

Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign. 

 

8.6.1 Diversity in governance spaces, therefore central middle ground institutions and their 

governance frameworks 

As described in Section 8.3.2, when governance is opened up to formal and non-formal spaces 

the institutional landscape which constitutes such spaces is often highly complex. Such spaces are 

produced by a variety of institutions and by policy imperatives shaping people-nature 

interactions at a variety of scales. Some express concern over attempts to force a catchment-scale 

framework upon this space (e.g. Blomquist and Schlager, 2005; Cohen and Davidson, 2011; 

Ferrerya et al., 2008). There is potential for ‘intervening’ middle ground institutions to work with 

existing policies, practices and networks, combined with recognising and developing locally 

situated aspirations (Gibbs and Jonas, 2000). Such institutions are framed within the catchment 

context, providing a networked governance framework which acknowledges the biophysical, 

political and socio-economic context of the catchment. This extends previous scholarship 

addressing the coordination of institutions through highly diverse political landscapes, where 

opportunities for partnerships and cooperation emerge to deliver catchment management 

objectives through a variety of governing modes (e.g. Mitchell, 1990; Moss, 2004; Plummer and 

FitzGibbon, 2004). 

As such, there is going to be no ‘cookie cutter’ governance framework which will enable notions 

of sustainable river management in every catchment (Moss, 2004). Middle ground governance 

frameworks will only be successful if they are ‘emergent’, stemming from networks arising 

between formal and informal institutions. This draws attention away from enforcing a direct 

catchment-frame upon institutions; instead, it opens up imagination and opportunity to develop 
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precise network structures which are appropriate for the given catchment. Such a focus embraces 

the complexity of the catchment landscape, rather than aiming to suppress it (Smith, 2008). As 

observed between Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the 

Mersey Basin Campaign, these can take on a variety of middle ground framework shapes, with 

the central middle ground institution being positioned within the governance landscape in quite 

different ways (Gregory et al., 2011a). Each could be seen to be positioned relative to the policies 

from multiple scales and across many river-related fields (e.g. from water quality to community 

development to land-use planning), attributes of non-formal institutions (e.g. existing 

community groups, community capacity to act, pre-existing NGOs), and to past governance 

frameworks for river management. A variety of strategies were also taken to develop these 

networks through time, reflecting institutional culture, the capacity of community groups within 

the catchment and the skills of individuals working within each of the sectors to develop 

practices which forge and maintain relationships.  

 

8.6.2 No one ‘grand narrative’  

Following from the notion that there is great diversity in the middle ground, the trajectory of 

middle ground frameworks will be unique. The biophysical, socio-economic and political 

landscape within which each central middle ground institution is intimately embedded is far 

from static. It was shown that middle ground institutions are reflexive, not only responding to 

change, but strategically positioning themselves to maximise the potential of collaboration. This 

means that no single ‘grand narrative’ can encapsulate the trajectory of a middle ground 

institution. Rather, varying narratives will emerge from the unique reconfiguration of the 

catchment landscape through time.  

Changes in the institutional landscape may be manifest either externally, through policies 

affecting the roles and responsibilities of different institutions to deliver river management; or 
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internally, as the willingness and capacity for institutions to be involved in the network changes 

through time. In light of external change, how such changes are manifest within the catchment 

can be translated through the network, with the work of each of the institutions being altered 

accordingly, if required. This allows the momentum of the intervention to continue in light of 

such changes, particularly in cases where policy changes may not need to affect all areas of the 

network (for example, the work of community scale groups can continue, while the formal 

sphere may be reshuffled). Institutions such as ‘River Trusts’ in the United Kingdom (Newson, 

2010) or NGOs (Orr et al., 2007) have been identified to fill this role, allowing community action 

to continue within an evolving formal political landscape.  Middle ground institutions differ 

from these institutions, as they provide direct strategic networks spanning formal and non-

formal spheres, enabling easier flow of information between formal and non-formal institutions 

during periods of change.  

Internal change reflects the evolving capacity of institutions to be active network members. 

Prescribed, fixed frameworks fail to recognise the changing capacity of interventions, locking 

them into particular structures and responsibilities (Harich, 2010). Over time, this could restrict 

what the interventions are able to achieve; on the other hand, if a particular network institution 

enters a period of reduced capacity, other institutions are not able to cover their responsibilities. 

Prescribed frameworks also fail to consider the effect of institutions changing their perception of 

the advantages of being involved in the middle ground (Moss, 2004). Reflexive networked 

approaches allow for shifting of perspectives and capacity through time. This also recognises that 

networks are not built quickly, with transitions occurring over long periods. Walker and Shove 

(2007) and Shove and Walker (2010) highlight that interventions for sustainability do not consist 

of one moment where managers instigate change, then ‘sit back’ and await the desired result, 

rather it is an on-going, contingent process, involving change incorporating a plethora of 

institutions. 
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Particular concern is raised over the increasingly common transfer of ideas between river 

management interventions. There needs to be careful consideration about how these stories are 

mobilised, so they are not taken ‘out of context’ and inappropriately applied to another 

catchment. This extends from work by Duit and Galaz (2008) and Swainson and de Loë (2011) 

who recognise that customs, scale relationships, governance capacity, and resource conditions 

vary across space and time; as a consequence, narratives and structures cannot just be transferred 

across catchments. Further work could examine how experiences can be meaningfully shared 

between catchments, given that institutions gain a wealth of experience.   

 

8.6.3 Work of the structures 

Finally, it is not only the governance framework itself that is important in enabling sustainable 

river management. The work that these structures do in maintaining and creating networks 

within governance spaces which span formal and non-formal spheres in crucial. While the river 

governance literature has tended to focus on finding the ‘right’ structure, the performance and 

performative work of these structures is often ignored (Lavau, 2011). There needs to be greater 

emphasis placed upon examining the performance of structures, and how they are performative, 

recognising that it is through these processes which river management is enacted and enabled, 

not through the structure itself. 

Network development has led to diffusion of power relations, through building responsibility for 

river management by developing capacity of non-formal institutions who have traditionally not 

been players within the governance arena. It was not the structures themselves which enabled 

this to happen; rather, it is argued that it was the spaces of engagement created from these 

structures which provided a springboard for the sharing of knowledge and resources. The 

creation of these spaces allowed different actors and institutions to come to know one another, to 

learn to communicate with one another, and create capacity through collaborative advantage of 
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collective effort and aspiration. In addition to these spaces were the positioning of certain actors 

within the central middle ground institution who were skilled at facilitating and maintaining 

network connectivity.  

Rather than dichotomising ‘governors’ and those ‘being governed’, institutions involved in the 

network were able to see how their actions fit into the broader evolving patterns which they are 

embedded within. While Rip (2006) suggests these patterns cannot be modified substantially, this 

study, along with Shove and Walker (2010) suggests that deliberate interventions can be more 

effective when they mobilise different institutions, compared with a focus upon refining 

particular structures to steer change. Through spaces of engagement, opportunities for change 

and action could be identified and these networks could be mobilised to intervene in specific 

situations.   

The work of these structures was fashioned by, and allowed for, emergence and contingency. Not 

being focused upon a particular structure freed up networks to learn from practices and respond 

to emergent lessons, allowing interventions to be performative. Each central middle ground 

institution sought to expand the array of institutions involved in the governance framework, and 

to build capacity of each of these institutions to perform sustainable river management. This 

meant that the heart of the work of the intervention was to transform both who is undertaking 

practices and value and meaning ascribed to river systems. This necessitates the inclusion of new 

institutions and the mobilisation of new and altered values, while respecting the past.  

 

8.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has positioned the experience of Project Twin Streams, the Grand River 

Conservation Authority and the Mersey Basin Campaign within the wider environmental 

governance literature, allowing examination of the work and possibilities offered by middle 

ground frameworks to enable sustainable river management. This has shown that the scalar 



Discussion 

332 
 

relationships, both spatially and through time, are much more complex than the initial top-

down/bottom-up dichotomy as proposed by current literature. These frameworks attempt to be 

just, providing resources for the typically marginalised and silenced actors and institutions 

within river governance frameworks. They open up geographic imaginaries, allowing 

environmental futures to be explored through visioning processes and notions of place to be 

created as we know our rivers though a variety of lenses. This positioning re-frames the role of 

central middle ground institutions, enabling a more nuanced understanding of how sustainable 

river management may be enabled through these governance frames. The overarching messages 

for these institutions are that middle ground frameworks should reflect their unique catchment 

context; that there is no ‘grand narrative’ of the trajectory of interventions; and outcomes may be 

improved by focusing on the work of structures rather than their form. 
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9. Conclusion 
 

As active subjects in the evolutionary game  
we have accumulated massive powers  

to transform the world.  
The way we exercise those powers is  

fundamental to the definition of  
what we as a species will become. 

(Harvey, 2000:213) 

 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides concluding messages to this thesis. It begins by highlighting key 

contributions to the literature and the practice of governance for sustainable river 

management by reflecting upon the aims and objectives of this research. A reflection on the 

geographical positioning of this research and the methodological approach undertaken is 

provided. The chapter closes with an appreciation of the limitations of this research and 

suggested avenues for future research.   
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9.2 Retracing the governance problematic 

As introduced in Chapter 1 and extended upon in Chapter 2, river ecosystems across the 

globe represent one of the most degraded ecosystem types on the planet (Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Rivers have become transformed in light of widespread land 

use change over centuries (or in some localised instances, millennia), or may have 

experienced rapid change in light of New World settlement (Brierley et al., 2006). Indirect 

influences were coupled with direct channel change, with the widespread belief that humans 

could control river systems for resources and to reduce flood and drought risk. The 

command-and-control management paradigm, which promoted goals to control river 

systems, peaked in the mid-20th Century. This was supported through top-down governance 

frameworks, where Western scientific and engineering ‘experts’ informed governments who 

then drove decisions concerning the management of river systems (Holling and Meffe, 1996). 

The steady decline of river health through both direct and indirect impacts went largely 

unnoticed. As outlined in Chapter 2, this became problematic when loss of goods and services 

which society depended upon began to occur at a pace it could potentially threaten human 

health (Karr and Chu, 2000; Postel and Thompson, 2005). There was also a sense of societal 

disconnection from local river systems, marking a loss of cultural and recreational values 

traditionally attributed to rivers (Haslam, 1991; Leuven et al., 2000).   

This thesis has traced the development of ideas to address concerns over the deterioration of 

river systems under the umbrella of sustainable river management (c.f. Hillman, 2009). As 

stated in Chapter 2, notions of sustainable river management have emerged in the literature 

through elements of catchment scale visions; ecosystem based management; participatory 

processes; and adaptive management applications. These elements are underlain by principles 

of integration, place and justice. This represents the initiation of a paradigm shift away from 

command-and-control management applications (Hillman, 2009). However, there is growing 

appreciation that the elements and principles of sustainable river management have been 

difficult to achieve in practice. Focus within the literature has turned towards notions of 

governance, as it is suggested that governance frameworks facilitate sustainable river 
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management through the reconfiguration of responsibility between formal and non-formal 

institutions, enabling change to management practices. As alluded to in Chapter 3 and 

reflected in Table 9.1, there are profound changes to the configuration of formal and non-

formal institutions and their power relations, the scale of management focus, framing of river 

management issues, conceptualisation of uncertainty and range of  management applications 

considered, which are necessitated through a transition from command-and-control to 

sustainable river management practices. 

Table 9.1 Governance problematic for sustainable river management, as illustrated by the juxtaposition of 
the requirements of governance for sustainable river management and legacies of command-and-control 

governance frameworks. 

Requirements of governance 
frameworks for sustainable river 
management 

 Governance framework legacies of 
command-and-control  

Integrated catchment scale focus; 
combining array of socio-ecological 
values 

 Siloed approaches; typically reach-scale 
focus; nature-culture dualism 

Participatory processes – diffusion of 
power 

 Power remains almost exclusively with 
central/local governments 

Reconceptualisation of uncertainty 
through embracing complexity 

 Desire for stable systems, minimising risk  

Considers management applications 
spanning wide variety of knowledge 
practices 

 Promotes technological management 
applications 

 

This thesis has therefore focused upon the geographical literature pertaining to governance to 

provide a frame of analysis for enabling transitions in river management practices. Paralleling 

advances in river management literature, which has predominantly emerged out of physical 

geography and ecology, there have been emerging threads in human and environmental 

geography literature which have sought to understand dimensions of governance to support 

characteristics of sustainability with regards to environmental systems (e.g., Bridge and 

Perreault, 2009; Jordan, 2008). Analysis focused upon four themes identified within the 

environmental governance literature: scale; nature-society coherence; adaptive governance; 

and imagining, challenging and performing environmental futures. These themes were 

identified to provide insight as to how governance frameworks fashion management 
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processes and outcomes; thereby providing insight into how governance frameworks can 

support transitions from command-and-control towards sustainable river management.  

This approach informed the main aim of the thesis, as stated in Chapter 1: 

• Examine the development of governance frameworks which have enabled the emergence 

of sustainable river management initiatives, through the interrogation of three exemplar 

institutional interventions. 

With underlying objectives: 

o Explore how biophysical, social and institutional scales are reconciled 

within governance frameworks. 

o Explore processes involved in negotiating social and biophysical goals 

for the initiative. 

o Examine how participatory processes are incorporated in each of the 

interventions.  

o Examine how reflexivity in governance structures emerges to support 

notions of adaptive management. 

o Explore how frameworks support notions of middle ground 

governance.  

To achieve these aims, this thesis employed a methodological framework fashioned in 

response to Bulkeley et al.’s (2007) call for methodological approaches to environmental 

governance which engage with processes through which governing occurs. This involves 

being attentive to the dynamic and multiple nature of governing, and the ways in which 

management practices are structured, mediated and evolve. Therefore, interrogation of three 

exemplar institutional interventions took an inductive approach (Lawson, 1995; Gibson-

Graham, 2004), using ‘key moments’ of the institutional trajectory of each intervention, 

alongside contemporary relationships between formal and non-formal institutions to inform 

analysis (Chapter 4). This was explicitly a situated approach, giving recognition to the place-



Conclusion 

337 
 

specific emergence of each of the interventions.  It is not the intent here for these diverse 

experiences to be reducible to a set of normative assumptions to underpin governance 

frameworks, but their collective experience can inform governance frameworks which have 

the potential to enable transitions from command-and-control towards sustainable river 

management.     

 

9.3 Reflection upon aims of thesis 

The primary aim of this thesis sought to understand governance frameworks which have 

enabled the emergence of sustainable river management initiatives. From a reading of the 

experience of Project Twin Streams, the Grand River Conservation Authority and the Mersey 

Basin Campaign, a plethora of factors have determined the development of governance 

frameworks which have enabled the emergence of each intervention to deliver notions of 

sustainable river management. Emergence has been dominated by (among further nuanced 

factors) the legacy of historical management practices, institutional ethos of formal 

institutions responsible for river management and resource opportunities (funding and 

human capacity/capability) available to ‘do something differently’. Each of these interventions 

displayed a unique configuration of institutions embodied within governance frameworks, 

born out of a variety of differing management issues and governing processes unique to each 

catchment setting. 

Project Twin Streams, a local government initiative arose from the opportunity to attract 

funding to support ecosystem-based and participatory approaches to river management in 

the Henderson and Swanson catchments. National environmental policy in New Zealand 

delegates responsibility for river management to local and regional governments. Approaches 

within Waitakere City Council to river management were fashioned by its commitment to 

Agenda 21, particularly as funding afforded the opportunity for a river management project 

to be the ‘flagship’ demonstration for their ‘Eco City’ principles. Consequently, a council-
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community partnership was fostered, reflective of the institutional ethos of the Council in its 

relation to community development and environment initiatives.  

The Grand River Conservation Authority has inherited a governance framework developed 

over the past century, emerging out of concerns that local municipalities within the 

catchment would need to respond collectively to address flooding and drought risks. While 

this framework has a legacy of command-and-control approaches, it has evolved in response 

to changing provincial delegation of river management responsibilities, which has given rise 

to additional institutions becoming players within the institutional landscape, while the 

Grand River Conservation Authority itself has decreased formal responsibility for river 

management. The Conservation Authority has looked to practices of sustainable river 

management to steer through change to this institutional context in particular. This has 

enhanced networks between a broader range of institutions through the recognition of 

biophysical, heritage and recreational values, and by attempting to enhance participatory 

processes.  

The Mersey Basin Campaign emerged with the foresight of a government minister who saw 

the opportunity to concurrently address environmental, social and economic deterioration 

within North West England. This intervention emerged through its placement in the context 

of the United Kingdom in the early-1980s, being characterised as the most polluted river, and 

the dire social conditions of those communities within the catchment. State funds were 

therefore injected into the region, sparking the initiation of the Mersey Basin Campaign. The 

governance framework was fashioned through this funding structure, but was embedded 

within the ‘partnership’ ethos prevalent within the North West.  

Experience of each of the interventions has highlighted that enabling of sustainable river 

management elements has been dependent upon the ability of these interventions to maintain 

their ability to mobilise practices which support sustainable river management. The 

governance frameworks supporting each of the interventions have been subject to 

reconfiguration in response to varying internal and external disturbances through time. 
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Therefore, it is not only emergence that is paramount; just as important are the processes 

which enhance the fluidity  of the framework through time.  

Each of these interventions can be described as a ‘middle ground’ institution, creating 

governance frameworks effective in supporting sustainable river management (e.g., Cohen 

and Davidson, 2011; Epanchin-Niell et al., 2010; Hillman and Brierley, 2005). The middle 

ground within these examples comprise of a network of formal and non-formal institutions, 

promoted by a central institution which provides a catchment-scale focus to interactions. 

These networks are comprised of a reflexive set of relationships, which seek to embed 

practices of sustainable river management. The central institution provides an overall strategy 

for practices, while also providing opportunities for innovative practices. Importantly, these 

relationships capitalise upon existing networks, which have inherent governance capacities. 

The underlying objectives of this research sought to shed light on specific practices of 

governance frameworks which enabled each of the four elements of sustainable river 

management. Table 9.2 presents an overview of the key arguments in the literature pertaining 

to each of the analytical framings. Insight from each of the institutional interventions is 

positioned in relation to these arguments, and these are subsequently related to the elements 

and principles (integration, place and justice) underpinning sustainable river management. 

These ideas are expanded upon below. 

The promotion of catchment-scale management applications has been the most contested 

element of sustainable river management. As displayed in Table 9.2, analysis of the 

institutional interventions has demonstrated that a cognitive shift in the conceptualisation of 

‘catchment’ boundaries beyond their pure biophysical delineation is possible. It is recognised 

that the catchment is also made by socio-economic and institutional contexts, through their 

impact upon biophysical processes which are manifest across a given catchment. Therefore, 

middle ground governance frameworks give explicit recognition to socio-economic and 

institutional processes intersecting biophysical processes. Middle ground governance 

frameworks promote catchment-scale management applications, while capturing cross-scalar 



Conclusion 

340 
 

dynamics. Aiding this shift in the re-conceptualisation of scalar relationships has been the 

development of visions which have enabled freeing of imaginaries to picture how 

relationships and their practices can be modified, removing thinking which is bound up in 

current site-specific practices.  

Imaginaries of place are also used to mobilise particular nature-society narratives, enabling 

notions of ecosystem-based management. Sustainable river management practices seek to 

respect biophysical processes acting within a given river system, while understanding societal 

values attached to the system. In seeking to transform nature-society relationships along 

more sustainable trajectories, each of the interventions capitalised on the use of hopeful 

imaginaries, as opposed to mobilising ideas of fear and doom. This enabled reconfiguration 

of catchment goals which promoted moves towards improving ecosystem health alongside 

opportunities for enhanced societal connections with river systems (for example, recreational 

and cultural activities; economic gains from healthy river systems; decreases to flood/drought 

risks). 

Opportunities to enhance participatory processes within river governance have also been 

debated within the literature. These interventions have signalled that participation by local 

communities needs to be positioned within the broader institutional setting of the catchment. 

Participatory processes will be fashioned within the roles and responsibilities of formal 

institutions, rendering some communities seemingly more active within a given catchment 

(e.g., the Council-Community partnership of Project Twin Streams) compared to another, 

where there are formal rules which delegate particular responsibilities to given formal 

institutions (e.g., the role of the Water Framework Directive in the Mersey Basin Campaign). 

Each of the interventions highlighted the importance of creating spaces of engagement for 

formal and non-formal institutions to interact. This provides space for community capacity 

to develop, and allows communication between the range of institutions involved; thereby 

developing mutual respect and understanding between formal and non-formal institutions. 

An opening up of the range of institutions incorporated into the framework through these 

spaces of engagement have the potential to lead to enhanced justice in processes and 
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outcomes of management practices, as they provide spaces for diverse and divergent voices to 

be heard and openly debated. 

Lastly, insight into governance processes which support adaptive management practices 

signals attributes of frameworks which enable a ‘learning by doing’ ethic. The positioning of 

networks outside prescriptive policies enabled the governance frameworks to respond to 

change and adapt management practices. Underlying this responsiveness by each of the 

interventions was the recognition that the catchment is not something that can be known, 

rather, there is a process of continual knowing in light of biophysical, social and institutional 

change. Beyond the positioning of the networks, adaptive practices have been enabled by the 

ability of those guiding the frameworks to challenge ‘locked in’ mentalities and facilitate 

opportunities for change. A long-term perspective, spaces for learning and institutional 

culture are also all instrumental in promoting adaptive practices.  

   



 

 
 

Table 9.2 Insight into how middle ground governance frameworks enable elements and principles of sustainable river management, emerging from analytical themes 
of scale, nature-society coherence, adaptive governance, and imagining, challenging and performing environmental futures.   

Analytical 
theme 

Environmental 
governance 

Specific relation to river 
governance 

Insight emerging from interventions in 
thesis 

Effect upon enabling elements and 
principles of sustainable river 
management 

What this insight reveals about 
elements and principles of 
sustainable river management 

Scale • Interplay and 
connectedness between 
institutional, social and 
biophysical systems 
(Galaz et al., 2008). 
• Scaling (Lovell et al., 
2002) or multi-scalar 
(Watson et al., 2008) 
• Shift from ‘politics of 
scale’ to ‘scalar politics’ 
(MacKinnon, 2011). 

• Large literature developed 
critiquing the primacy of the 
‘catchment’ (e.g., Blomquist 
and Schlager, 2005). 
• Top-down/bottom-up 
dichotomy developed, 
‘middle ground’ purported to 
facilitate multi-scale networks 
(e.g., Carr, 2002; Cohen and 
Davidson, 2010; Epanchin-
Niell et al., 2010; Hillman and 
Brierley, 2005). 

• Interventions emerged through a 
catchment lens, through carving a 
governance space within the institutional, 
social and biophysical landscape. 
• Middle ground institutions were active 
agents in recasting relationships between 
actors and institutions, creating a 
polycentric governance framework. 

• More nuanced understanding of the 
‘catchment’ – not just as a set 
biophysical scale placed upon social 
and institutional processes, but a 
more ‘fluid’ notion of the ‘catchment’ 
is deployed, whereby the biophysical 
catchment intersects social and 
institutional worlds 

• Viewed in light of encompassing 
not only biophysical processes, 
but extended to incorporate social 
and institutional processes, the 
catchment is an appropriate scale 
of intervention. 

Nature-society 
coherence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Recognition of 
human and non-
human actors (Folke et 
al., 2007; Plummer and 
Armitage, 2010). 
• Promotion of non-
hierarchical networks 
(Ferreyra et al., 2008; 
Folke et al., 2005; 
Huitema et al., 2009); 
which transcend formal 
and non-formal 
governance spaces 
(Bulkeley, 2005). 

• Development of ‘fluid space’ 
where differing values of 
rivers are negotiated, 
(re)represented and 
translated (Medd and 
Marvin, 2008). 

• Ecosystem narratives informed the 
frameworks, combined with local meanings 
of the river – spaces of engagement learning 
together, co-generating new understandings 
of the catchment. 

• Through time, narratives of 
interconnectedness between social-
biophysical systems are mobilised, 
providing for development of an 
ecosystem approach, recognising 
uniqueness of place. 
• ‘Whole of ecosystem’ perspectives 
also emerge from the integration of an 
array of formal institutions that have 
responsibility for river resources, 
alongside non-formal institutions 
who use river resources and have a 
‘duty of care’.   
•  Spaces of engagement engender 
participation, positioning local 
communities in the governance 
frameworks whereby their 
responsibility is enhanced and social 
capacity and capability are increased 
through time. 

• Notions of what an ‘ecosystem’ 
embodies evolves over time as 
different actors and institutions 
engage in the network 
• Activities promoting 
participation can take on a variety 
of approaches. A range of spaces 
of engagement attract a wider 
sector of the community. These 
spaces also empower 
communities through connecting 
them with formal institutions. 



 

 
 

Table 9.2 cont.  
• Range of values and knowledge 
traditions respected, encompassing 
notions of justice 

Adaptive 
governance 

• Governance through 
a ‘resilience lens’ (Galaz 
et al., 2008), supporting 
adaptive capacity of 
formal and non-formal 
institutions in light of 
institutional, social and 
biophysical change and 
uncertainty (Plummer 
and Armitage, 2010). 

• Efforts to move adaptive 
management from traditional 
technical endeavour towards 
incorporating learning across 
networks (Dewulf et al., 2007) 
• Focus upon longevity of 
frameworks so learning can 
be fed back with 
organisational learning 
through time (Collins et al., 
2007). 

• Temporal evolution of networks: key 
moments triggered reconfiguration of 
relationships. This was supported by 
engendering of ownership and 
responsibility through spaces of 
engagement. 
• Positioning of interventions within 
institutional landscape allowed quick 
response to change 
• Social learning embedded within place, 
linked to other non-formal and formal 
actors/institutions through spaces of 
engagement.  
• Institutional culture supported the notion 
of a learning organisation; institutional 
memory stored in those who worked in 
intervention 

• Change and learning were 
embedded at the heart of each of the 
interventions, providing a platform 
for adaptive management to enhance 
socio-ecological resilience.  

• A range of factors, from ability 
as an institution to change, 
institutional culture, social 
learning, long-term perspective of 
change all interweave to enable 
adaptive management 

Imagining, 
challenging and 
performing 
environmental 
futures 

• (re)imagine novel 
actor and institutional 
configurations (Olsson 
et al., 2006; Abers, 
2007). 
• Recognition that 
innovation is ‘nipped’ 
(Allan and Wilson, 
2009; Bakker and Cook, 
2011). 
• Governance 
frameworks perform 
nature-society 
relationships (Lavau, 
2011). 

• Use of vision statements in 
collective exploration of 
possible river futures. 
• Frameworks have the 
potential to challenge and 
perform various narratives of 
river futures (Lavau, 2011). 

• Use of vision statements to (re)imagine 
relationships between formal and non-
formal institutions; used as a boundary 
object to draw in range of formal and non-
formal institutions. 
• Catchment is always becoming, it is not 
something that is known, rather a process of 
knowing is employed.  
• Institutional interventions move from 
performing environmental futures to being 
performative of environmental futures.  
• Mobilising of ‘hopeful’ futures to challenge 
dominant ‘crisis’/‘doom’ narratives  

• Vision statements as a space for 
developing integrated perceptions of 
the catchment. 
• Interventions can challenge top-
down legacies through their 
performative work, and create spaces 
for innovative management practices 
which reinforce elements of 
sustainable river management 
• Involvement in the middle ground 
network can cement and/or generate 
place attachment.  

• Catchment-scale vision 
statements can do work beyond 
stating a desired future.   
• ‘Place’ and attachment to place 
are not static. 
• All elements challenge existing 
dominant processes and 
outcomes for management, 
transitions take place where 
interventions identify and 
facilitate opportunities for change 
• Transformation of place values 
tied to rivers 
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9.4 Reflecting upon middle ground  

The final objective of this thesis sought to extend current understandings of the ‘middle ground’. 

To date these have commonly centred on the integration of top-down and bottom-up 

frameworks with the purpose of translating top-down policy with bottom-up aspirations to 

achieve the broad aims of sustainable river management. The analysis presented in Table 9.2 

suggests that central middle ground institutions play a role with greater depth. Summarising the 

themes contained in the above table, to support the development of sustainable river 

management practices, middle ground institutions: 

• Carve out a governance space within which an integrated network is developed, with 

formal and non-formal institutions at a variety of scales.  

• Support the biophysical imaginary of the ‘catchment’, however, recognise institutional, 

social, economic and cultural processes and meanings which are intrinsic to, and 

transcend the catchment. 

• Facilitate the mobilisation of knowledge, power, capacity and hope through the network 

by creating collaborative spaces for institutions to interact.  

• Are active in steering network changes which arise in response to biophysical change and 

broader institutional landscape change.  

The development of middle ground frameworks by these central middle ground institutions 

must be framed in light of: 

1. Diversity of governance spaces, therefore middle ground 

o Reflecting situated political, socio-economic and biophysical context within which 

each intervention interjects.   

2. No one grand narrative 

o Trajectory of each institutional intervention within the middle ground will be unique 

due to disturbance and change within the political, socio-economic and biophysical 
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context. 

3. Work of the structures more important compared with the structures themselves 

o Relationships within each of the networks perform and are performative of river 

management, therefore have the ability to do work, enabling practices of sustainable 

river management. Emphasis should be placed upon this relational quality, rather 

than the creation of the ‘perfect’ framework.   

Summarising these insights, an enabling middle ground framework may be defined by a set of 

fluid relationships facilitated by a central institution, creating linkages between formal and non-

formal institutions which are affected by, and affect, the health of a given river system. 

Sustainable river management is enabled as these relationships mobilise practices which 

contribute to the attainment of catchment-scale visions or goals which are shared by all 

institutions, as well as the network as a whole. These visions, and consequent practices, need to 

be reflective of the specific catchment context, giving regard to historical and contemporary 

biophysical, socio-economic and institutional processes. This networked middle ground becomes 

more effective in delivering these practices when they are supported by enabling policies of the 

state and any relevant international policies, supported by funding, and embrace opportunities 

for innovation. It also requires of participating institutions to embrace collaborative practices, 

recognising the dimensions other institutions can provide to the collective effort. The central 

middle ground institution needs to be able to facilitate and foster relationships, identify spaces 

for experimentation and innovation, and steer direction and clarity of the overall effort, altering 

where required.  

Insight provided by this research also has implications for wider environmental governance 

frameworks which fashion management practices that relate to a number of contemporary 

environmental concerns, for example, waste (e.g., Davies, 2009), coasts and oceans (e.g., 

Costanza et al., 1998), climate change mitigation (e.g., Bulkeley, 2010) and water (supply) (e.g., 

Bakker and Cook, 2011). Inherent tensions within these management domains parallel many of 
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those experienced within river management, including multi-scalar tensions; blending together 

‘expert’ and lay knowledge to understand complex systems; and promotion of participatory 

processes. The development of middle ground institutions, therefore, could be applicable to 

enabling initiatives in wider environmental management applications, as they have been shown 

here to appreciate and work within scalar complexities, engender local participation, and seek to 

continually understand the complex of ecosystem processes and the impact of society’s action 

upon these processes. The transfer of such thinking can also be accompanied by the three key 

emerging lessons identified in Chapter 8 and earlier in this section. These lessons would aid in 

revealing nuances of management practices and the carving out of governance spaces to develop 

innovative governance frameworks to address contemporary understanding of environmental 

issues.  

 

9.5 Reflection upon geographical approach 

The positioning of this research within the geographical literature deeply coloured the nature of 

the aim of the research and its analytical themes. Building upon the ‘geographical home’ of this 

research, the methodological framework employed was developed in response to the call by 

Bulkeley et al. (2007) to “capture the dynamic and multiple nature of governing, attending to its 

forms and processes, and the ways in which policy and everyday practices are structured, 

mediated, and evolve” (pg. 2734). Such an approach allowed a reading which was sensitive to the 

situated emergence of middle ground governance frameworks, revealing (not constraining) 

complexity which arises through governing for a coherent nature-society landscape. Evolution of 

institutional trajectories through time catalysed understanding of how policy and practice are 

shaped, and shape each other, giving rise to acknowledging multiple forms of governing. This 

analytical freedom allowed complexity and place nuances to be embraced, rather than being 

straight-jacketed by pre-prepared normative checklist. Vitally, this allowed an emergent and 

inductive approach to analysis, where enabling structures and practices were able to be revealed. 
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I would join Bulkeley et al. (2007) in highlighting the need for methodological frameworks to 

which seek to uncover the forms, practices and sites within which river systems are governed.   

I also offer some final thoughts upon my personal positioning in relation to this research 

(following from Chapter 4). I feel that the literal journey through undertaking this research 

helped me to position each of the institutional interventions in relation to one another, revealing 

a richer analysis of the experience of each in enabling sustainable river management. Making this 

a literal journey across the globe was important (despite my carbon-guilt), as talking, in person, 

helped enrich this experience. I do realise that there is some personal license over the 

choreography of each of these trajectories into a ‘joint’ discussion, but I hope that I have retained 

the integrity of each of the ‘lines of difference’ of each intervention. 

  

9.6 Limitations of this research and future research avenues 

Delving into a more nuanced reading of the middle ground has opened up an array of fresh 

questions at the interface of river governance and management. This thesis has reflected upon 

the broader work that middle ground institutions do in shaping governance frameworks to 

deliver sustainable river management. Two key limitations of this research have been defined. 

The broad focus of this research meant there was limited focus able to be placed on each of the 

elements of sustainable river management. While this research was able to identify broadly how 

each of the elements and principles of sustainable river management are enabled, there is room 

for a more nuanced understanding of how governance frameworks fashion how each of these 

elements are performed. It is also recognised that each of the interventions examined within this 

research were purposely chosen for their recognition as ‘exceptional exemplars’, allowing an 

enabling reading of their experiences. As alluded to in Chapter 1, many interventions have not 

enjoyed the same success; indeed, biophysical degradation and social disconnection continues. 

Another limitation is the temporal bounds of my research. I was only able to capture the 
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trajectory of each intervention to a given point as a means of ‘closing’ this research for practical 

reasons. I am aware that these trajectories have continued since my research took place, and I 

have not been able to include these stories. In light of these limitations, a number of areas were 

identified for areas of future research which were beyond the scope of this thesis. Here, six 

pertinent areas emerging from this research are outlined, which would serve to enhance 

understandings and practices within the middle ground.  

The first relates to knowledge informing, and flowing from, middle ground institutions. Middle 

ground frameworks have been shown to reconfigure how the catchment is known. This alters the 

role of ‘experts’ informing management decisions. While their knowledge is still valued, it is 

disseminated in non-traditional fora. Further research could examine how biophysical ‘experts’ 

have transitioned their practices of conveying their knowledge to inform management within 

middle ground frameworks. This research suggests that this requires skills beyond writing and 

presenting technical publications, to being able to communicate effectively with the lay 

community. Such analysis could take the form of examining the ‘reconciliation’ of science supply 

and demand (e.g., McNie, 2007; Sarewitz and Pielke Jr., 2007). While such work would be similar 

to that on the role of scientists working within communities, such as ‘boundary organisations’ 

(e.g., Carr and Wilkinson, 2005), in relation to ICM (e.g., Falkenmark et al., 2004), or through 

public ecology (Robertson and Hull, 2003), the networked governance space promoted here 

would require experts to be active in a number of relationships and engagement spaces, therefore 

there would be greater pressure to translate and supply messages in a plethora of non-traditional 

ways. As already alluded to in Chapter 8, further research should examine how ‘lessons learned’ 

from each middle ground framework can be effectively translated to other catchments. As 

cautioned earlier, there is a danger in blanket translation of knowledge from one catchment to 

another in ignorance of context. Further research could explore appropriate lines of similarity 

and associated caveats to ensure that experiences can appropriately inform other interventions 

(c.f. Swainson and de Loë, 2011).  
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A second theme which could be explored in future research is that of conflict and justice. Justice 

concerns were raised in Chapter 8 (Section 8.3.4). Here, concern was raised that emergent 

network development may privilege those who have the capability and access to resources; 

therefore are more likely to participate in the network (Ribot, 2002). Future research could look 

at this perceived injustice in greater depth, examining the extent to which it is actualised, and 

actions which can be implemented to reduce the potential for unjust processes and outcomes. 

There is also awareness that such emergent network development may not be achievable in every 

catchment. It is identified that there are many catchments characterised by deep-seated conflict 

over resources (e.g., Weber et al., 2011). Such instances are often met with a social impasse, 

where collaborative, emergent network development as described within this thesis would be 

much more difficult (or impossible) to achieve. Future research could highlight alternative 

network development strategies employed within these situations, as it is unlikely that network 

development would erode embedded feelings of mis-trust.   

A third theme for future research is that of the potential of participation to build community 

capacity under such frameworks. While there is initial recognition that middle ground 

frameworks are effective in placing community participatory processes within the broader 

institutional context (e.g., Gregory et al., 2011b), thereby attempting to practice participatory 

approaches which are fit for purpose and place (Petts, 2007); it was beyond the scope of this 

research to provide a nuanced understanding of the extent to which local communities built 

capacity through middle ground networks. This capacity has been identified as a key component 

of a given communities ability to contribute meaningfully within any governance framework 

(e.g., Fabricius et al., 2007), and while a number of the structural aspects of these authors’ 

descriptions of communities as ‘adaptive co-managers’ can be identified in the analysis of middle 

ground frameworks above, further research could identify whether these structures translate into 

capacity.   
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The legacy of middle ground institutions and frameworks is identified as a fourth area of further 

research. As exemplified by the Mersey Basin Campaign, there may come a time when it is 

perceived to be more beneficial for an intervention to exit a given catchment landscape. Some 

initial insight was provided by the participants from the Mersey Basin Campaign of its legacy; 

however, this was from the vantage point of within only six months of the Campaign’s end. As 

‘exiting’ is not identified as a sign of failure, and recognition that governance spaces may close 

over time, there could be a focus upon the imprint (or ‘landscape memory’, (c.f. Brierley, 2010)) 

such interventions cast upon catchments.  

Stepping back from middle ground frameworks themselves, the insights provided by this 

research have implications for policy development and the strategic fashioning of institutions at 

multiple scales. Further research is required to examine how policies can aid in steering political 

narratives to support goals and practices of sustainable river management. This research has 

revealed middle ground frameworks have emerged working within an array of policies which 

have both supported and challenged their development. Further research could explore how 

policies can achieve their mandates through such frameworks; in particular, how policies can 

walk the tightrope between providing guidance and direction on one hand, and stipulating 

precise institutional mechanisms on the other. Further research could also provide a more 

nuanced focus upon coordination mechanisms between institutions within middle ground 

frameworks. It is recognised that each institution retains some level of responsibility for river 

management; therefore generates their own goals and visions around river futures. Insight could 

be provided around the precise mechanisms acting to translate these goals and associated 

practices between institutions.     

Finally, an undue emphasis upon research with a ‘critical impulse’ can emerge if there are studies 

with a ‘constructive impulse’ emerging in tandem (Pickett et al., 1999). Future efforts of research 

into governance underpinning sustainable river management should maintain a balance between 

these two impulses. This research has shown that a nuanced constructive reading of efforts 
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towards sustainable river management can reveal subtleties of how such institutional 

interventions can help to construct more positive environmental futures, which would go 

unfounded through critique alone. Together, with more critical readings, which would reveal 

different sets of possibilities, the performative work of research can hope to more effectively 

engage with constructing different worlds (c.f. Laws and Urry, 2004).   

 

9.7 Conclusion 

As the quote at the outset of this chapter alludes, we, as humans, are very active in shaping the 

world around us (Harvey, 2000). While past governance frameworks have directed river systems 

along unsustainable trajectories, with declining measures abound (for example, deteriorating 

river ecosystem health and societal disconnection to these systems), there are emerging signs of 

constellations of institutions which will aid in redirecting these socio-ecological systems along 

more sustainable trajectories. It is these institutions, along with the biophysical environment 

which we will bequeath to future generations (Redclift, 1997). I am hopeful that the insights 

provided within this thesis provide a small part of the puzzle towards realising sustainable river 

futures. 
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 Email: env@auckland.ac.nz 
 www.env.auckland.ac.nz        
  
 The University of Auckland 
 Private Bag 92019 
 Auckland 1142, New Zealand 
 

 
 

Participant Information Sheet 
 
 
Project Title: Enabling sustainable river futures 
 
My name is Claire Gregory, and I am a PhD student within the School of Environment at the University of Auckland. My research 
is looking at the processes involved in enabling river management with a sustainability focus at the catchment scale. Recent 
shifts in river management thought promote the move away from single-focused, reach scale, top-down driven management 
applications, towards holistic, catchment scale and participatory approaches. This represents increasing concern for river 
health, emerging through a sustainability focus. There have been few management initiatives which have been able to emerge 
with this focus, and there has been much criticism raised in the academic literature pertaining to the governance processes 
which support such initiatives. This has largely centred around the ‘mismatch’ of social, biophysical and institutional scales, and 
an inability to effectively merge community aspirations with biophysical goals. The primary aim of my research therefore is to 
examine the processes which are effective in enabling sustainable river management at a catchment scale. I am using a case-
study approach, to explore the experiences of three initiatives identified as being ‘successful’ in implementing such an 
approach. The data collection methods used in this study will be semi-structured interviews with managers, planners and 
community coordinators involved in each of the case study organisations, and analysis of planning, policy and evaluation 
documents pertaining to the organisation. All transcripts and other documents will be analysed using discourse analysis. It is 
not my intent to critique the effectiveness of any particular river management initiative, rather I aim to address a gap in the 
literature and highlight the real concerns managers face when trying to implement projects of this nature. This research is in 
part being funded through a ‘Top Achiever Doctoral Scholarship’, through the Tertiary Education Commission (New Zealand). 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in my research. I have identified you as a potential participant through your involvement 
with the Mersey Basin Campaign. Your participation will take the form of a semi-structured interview, with duration of 
approximately one to two hours. This will take place at a location of your choice. You have the right to withdraw from the 
research at any time without giving reasons. You may also withdraw your data until one month following the interview. I would 
like to audiotape the interview to aid in my note-taking, however you may choose not to have your interview recorded. If you 
agree to being recorded, you may choose to have the recorder turned off at any time. You may request a copy of the recording 
and transcript of your interview, and you will have the opportunity to edit the transcript up to four weeks following the 
interview. With your consent, direct quotes from your interview transcript may be used in the final thesis and related academic 
publications, to help illustrate and substantiate themes which emerge during discourse analysis. After a period of six years, all 
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interview transcripts and recordings, along with consent forms will be destroyed. Should you be interested in the results of my 
research, an electronic copy of my thesis and any related academic publications will be made available to you. 
 
Your confidentiality will be maintained through the research process. No third parties will be involved in the transcription of 
these recordings. You will not be referred to by your name at any stage unless you give specific approval for this to occur. You 
will be referred to by the nature of your job, and you may request that this pseudonym may be known to you. You may alter 
this if you wish, up to eight weeks following your interview. 
 
I have obtained permission from your employer to carry out this research. I have explicitly gained assurance that your 
participation, or non-participation will in no way affect your employment status. Your employer will not have access the 
transcript of your interview or to the identity of your pseudonym. They have been offered an electronic copy of the final thesis 
and related academic publications if they wish. 
 
Thank you very much for your consideration of being involved in this project, and helping to make it possible. Please contact me 
on the details provided below if you have any further questions. 

 
Postal address:    C/- School of Environment,  

The University of Auckland,  
Private Bag 92019,  
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

Email address:   c.gregory@auckland.ac.nz.  
Phone:   +64 21 1462149 
    

You may also contact my academic supervisor, Prof. Gary Brierley: 
Postal address:    C/- School of Environment,  

The University of Auckland,  
Private Bag 92019,  
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

Email address:   g.brierley@.auckland.ac.nz.  
Phone:    +64 9 373 7599 Extension: 88956 

 
Or alternatively, the Head of School, Prof. Glenn McGregor: 

Postal address:    C/- School of Environment,  
The University of Auckland,  
Private Bag 92019,  
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

Email address:   g.mcgregor@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone:    +64 9 373 7599 Extension: 85284 
 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact The Chair, The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 
Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, New Zealand. 
Telephone +64 9 373 7599 Extension 87830. 
 
Yours Faithfully, 
 
Claire Gregory 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE for 3 years on 30 June, 2009, 
Reference Number 2009 / 253 
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Participant Consent Form 

 
This consent form will be held for a period of six (6) years. 

 
Project Title: Enabling Sustainable River Futures 
Researcher: Claire Gregory 
 
I have read the ‘Participant Information Sheet’ provided, and I understand the nature of the research and why I have been 
selected to participate. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had such queries answered to my satisfaction.  
 
I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary, and have the opportunity to withdraw at any stage, without giving 
reason. 
 

• I agree to take part in this research. 
• I understand my employer has given assurance that my participation/non-participation will in no way affect my 

employment. My employer will not have access to the transcript of my interview or to the identity of my pseudonym. 
• I am/am not willing for our interviews to be tape-recorded. I may choose to have the recording device turned off at 

any stage of the interview. Upon request via email, I have the opportunity to edit the transcripts of the recordings up 
to four weeks following the interview. I acknowledge any recordings will not be processed by a third party. (Please 
cross out option that doesn’t apply) 

• I consent/do not consent for the use of the general nature of my job title in the final thesis. I understand that while 
my name will not be used in the publication of the findings, this may nonetheless mean that I am identifiable. I have 
the opportunity to request and subsequently edit my pseudonym if I wish up to eight weeks following the interview. 
(Please cross out option that doesn’t apply) 

• I am/am not willing for direct quotes from my interview transcript to be used in the final thesis and related academic 
publications. If quotes are used, they will be identified using my pseudonym. publications (Please cross out option 
that doesn’t apply) 

• I would/would not like an electronic copy of the final thesis and any other related academic publications. (Please cross 
out option that doesn’t apply)  

 
Signed: ___________________________  
 
Name (Please print clearly): _____________________________________________ 
 
Date: ________________ 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE for 3 years on 30 June, 2009, 
Reference Number 2009 / 253 
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Participant Consent Form (Employer) 

 
This consent form will be held for a period of six (6) years. 

 
Project Title: Enabling Sustainable River Futures 
Researcher: Claire Gregory 
 
I have read the ‘Participant Information Sheet’ provided, and I understand the nature of the research and why my 
organisation has been selected to participate. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had such 
queries answered to my satisfaction. 
 

• I understand that providing access for the research to take place within my organisation is entirely 
voluntary. Participants must provide their individual consent, and I cannot consent on their behalf.  

• In no way will participant’s participation, or non-participation affect their employment status.  
• The identity of participants will remain anonymous to me, and I will not have access to participant’s 

transcripts. 
• I agree for the researcher to carry out interviews with employees of my organisation. 
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