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Summary
This Briefing Paper presents one of six analyses of crosssectoral coordination challenges that were conducted as part
of the STEER research project and on which separate Briefing
Papers are available.
South Africa’s water legislation is internationally recognised
for its ambitious implementation of integrated water
resource management (IWRM). IWRM is a concept that
was developed to address complex water challenges by
considering the connections between land and water, and
widening the knowledge space to other water-using
sectors and actors. Stakeholder participation and
coordination – key aspects to IWRM – represent a network
governance style, which contrasts with the hierarchical
governance style that most governments embody. We
find three challenges regarding the implementation of
IWRM in South Africa: Firstly, a dual governance system:
The landscape of South African organisations relevant to
catchment management consists of organisations from
the western administrative and traditional governance
systems. The western administrative governance system
includes organisations such as the Department of Water
and Sanitation (DWS), which is mandated to manage
water resources, and the Department of Cooperative
Governance and Traditional Affairs, which mediates with
traditional authorities regarding various issues, including
land management. Currently, these organisations do not
cooperate on land-water issues as needed. Secondly, a
lacking implementation of water legislation: The South
African National Water Act of 1998 outlines Catchment
Management Agencies (CMA) as network governance
structures that should manage the catchment at a local scale

and include all water users. However, after more than 20
years, these structures have not been implemented. This is
also due to a conflict in governance styles between the
stakeholder-integrating CMAs and the expert-driven,
hierarchical DWS. Thirdly, conflict between governance
styles: In the absence of the CMA, several informal or nonstatutory network governance structures have developed in
the uMngeni catchment (e.g. Catchment Management
Forums and the uMngeni Ecological Infrastructure
Partnership). In several instances, actors representing these
structures and government representatives are in conflict
over the different approaches to knowledge management
and decision-making; these differences are rooted in their
respective governance styles. In the last few years, the
DWS started the process of a Catchment Management
Strategy, which requires stakeholders to participate and
formulate their needs. This process could become a
mediating tool for the conflicts that arise between the
actors when using the different hierarchical and network
governance styles.
We propose the following recommendations:
1. Integrating traditional authorities into planning
processes in a culturally sensitive way is crucial in
supporting IWRM.
2. Network structures – designed by government or
self-organised – may provide the social capital
needed at the local and regional governance levels to
implement IWRM.
3. In order to mediate between the existing hierarchical
and network governance knowledge, management
strategies should represent a hybrid governance style.
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IWRM calls for significant coordination and
integration between government and citizens
Complexity and uncertainty are inherent problems of water
resource management and governance. Managing and
governing water resources is a multi-sectoral and multilevel task. Several frameworks, including IWRM, have been
developed to address these challenges and improve
resource management outcomes. A crucial aspect of IWRM
is coordination between actors and the use of coordination
structures. The widespread lack of such coordination
constitutes a considerable governance gap and obstacle to
IWRM implementation (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2020). Therefore,
the research underlying this Briefing Paper focussed on how
coordination supports the actual implementation of IWRM.
It was conducted under the umbrella of the research project
STEER, which set out to identify innovative solutions for
solving highly complex water problems. The uMngeni
catchment in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, was a case study
of STEER and is used in this paper to explore IWRM
implementation and the role of different governance styles.
Governance styles are characterised by a certain logic of
governing and the role and relationship of different actor
groups (see Pahl-Wostl, 2019). For a long time,
governments have embodied the hierarchical governance
style, for example by setting strict rules that citizens must
follow. Often the involvement of non-governmental actors
in governmental processes has been limited, which has led
to poor information exchange and the exclusion of critical
reflection. Network governance describes the cooperation
of multiple organisations and sectors with a variety of
knowledge responding to current and emergent issues. It is
in the deliberation of multiple – and often conflicting –
Figure 1:

views that the creative ideas and novel solutions needed to
address complex problems can emerge. In this context,
relationships are built on mutual trust (Pahl-Wostl, 2019).
In practice, governance bodies represent elements of
various styles. This enables hybrid styles to mediate
between two ideals, thereby enhancing and combining
their strengths while compensating for their weaknesses.
The principles of IWRM were adopted in South Africa under
the National Water Act of 1998, which sets out to ensure
that the nation’s water resources are protected, managed
and used in a sustainable way. The Water Act is
administered by the DWS, which is required to implement
effective policies, procedures and planning strategies for
water resources and services. In implementing IWRM, the
Water Act calls for a strong participatory process in the
development of water-related planning documents and
water resources standards (Claassen, 2013). It also calls for
the integrated management of land and water resources.
Land resources in South Africa are managed under a dual
governance system, a combination of both western
administrative governance systems coupled with
traditional governance systems (represented by local,
provincial and national Houses of Traditional Leaders). The
Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional
Affairs oversees and supports these traditional governance
structures in accordance with legislation. The inclusion of
traditional representatives in water governance and
catchment management is crucial, as traditional authorities
administer one-third of the land in KwaZulu-Natal, and with
that its land-use. Questions of spatial planning and
sustainable resource management can therefore only be
addressed jointly. Although traditional leadership is

Examples of coordination bodies in the uMngeni catchment (western administrative bodies on the left and
traditional on the right)
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enshrined and recognised in the Constitution and other
legislation, it lacks a clarified role in state governance and is
largely absent in water governance structures (Figure 1, no
line indicates no relationship).

In the uMngeni, many structures are emerging to
fill voids of non-implementation
We investigated governance styles and coordination structures
relevant to South Africa’s water governance landscape in the
uMngeni catchment. We found that the formal governance
landscape is strongly characterised by a hierarchical style. This is
evident in the way the DWS designs water management
structures and develops strategies and plans. The DWS also
dominates the governance landscape at the provincial and local
levels. The Department of Cooperative Governance and
Traditional Affairs and the Houses of Traditional Leaders
dominate matters related to the customary use of land and
resources. This is also done in a strongly hierarchical style with
very limited coordination at the catchment and local levels.
The Water Act outlines several other structures that embody a
more network governance approach (Claassen, 2013). For
example, it enables the establishment of CMAs, coordination
bodies envisaged to manage water at a regional level. CMAs are
required to seek cooperation and agreement on water-related
matters from various actors and interested stakeholders.
However, due to conflicting governance styles in the DWS and
the promulgated CMA, the CMA for the regional area in which
the uMngeni catchment is located has not been implemented.
Instead, a hybrid organisation, the proto-CMA, was created as
a division within the regional DWS (Figure 1). Both the protoCMA and the regional DWS embody a hierarchical governance
style and were designed to extend this style to the regional
level. Furthermore, the proto-CMA only started work a few
years ago without formal representation of catchment water
users. As a result, a key tool for implementing IWRM, the
Catchment Management Strategy, which includes plans for
allocating water, has still not been developed. This strategy will
define management practices and decision-making for
managing the catchment. It presents a collaboration
opportunity to anchor knowledge from self-organised
structures and joint elaboration within the strategy. As such,
the strategy would be an example of hybrid governance,
bridging the hierarchical governance style of the government
and the network governance style of non-state actors.
In view of the provisions of the Water Act for multi-sectoral and
multi-level stakeholder representation, several coordination
bodies constituting network governance style emerged in the
uMngeni catchment to fill this gap. The uMngeni Ecological
Infrastructure Partnership is an informal stakeholder platform
that brings together a diverse array of actors, including
municipalities, government departments, environmental
organisations, industry associations and water boards with the
common goal of investing in ecosystem services that
contribute to enhanced water security in the catchment.
Catchment Management Forums provide another example of
network governance style. Catchment Management Forums
are non-statutory coordination platforms for local
stakeholders dealing with issues at hand. These structures were
originally introduced to prepare for the establishment of CMAs

and, although they are run by stakeholders, they are also used
by the DWS for informing stakeholders.
Four Catchment Management Forums exist in the uMngeni
catchment and provide governance bodies in which traditional
leadership figures could potentially take part. However, this
connection is fragile because of a conflict in governance styles
between the traditional authorities (hierarchy) and the
Catchment Management Forums (network). Examples of
conflict include the lack of acknowledgement of – and an
appropriate invitation to – the traditional authority by an
appropriate authority of the Catchment Management Forum.
As these forums are an egalitarian representation of
stakeholders, such authority does not exist. In some cases,
when Catchment Management Forums were planned in the
area of a traditional authority, the traditional authority
cancelled them on short notice. This action reflects their
hierarchical approach to cooperation.
A further example of network governance style in the uMngeni
catchment is the Virtual State Programme, which is a voluntary
and apolitical structure that operates at a local level. It supports
communities under traditional leadership in understanding
how government works to deliver services. The programme
provides contact with the traditional authorities, but this is
limited to an information approach and is not a collaborative
partnership built on mutual trust. Although the programme
set out to enhance coordination between the traditional
authority and the wider community, to date the traditional
authority still makes unilateral decisions on community
involvement. This might be an indicator of a conflict between
the hierarchical governance style of the traditional authorities
and the network governance style of the programme.
Despite this plethora of structures and opportunities, these
have so far not yielded sustainable outcomes, and hence severe
socio-ecological problems in the catchment persist. We
identified three key challenges around water governance that
need to be addressed to enhance governance capacity.
Firstly, conflicts in governance styles are evident between
the hierarchy of the government and the network
governance embodied by the Water Act. This is also true in
relation to the traditional governance structures of South
Africa. Actors who are used to hierarchical governance in
government agencies and actors from non-governmental
organisations used to network governance have differing
ideas about how resources such as knowledge should be
used. The existing multi-stakeholder platforms are a place
where a variety of knowledge and ideas exist. However,
these are not utilised by the hierarchical governance actors,
which leads to conflict. This shows how South Africa is still
struggling to create synergies between the established role
of the state and the effective network approaches that are
necessary to achieve sustainable outcomes.
Secondly, although these network governance bodies hold
promise for the necessary transformation to implement IWRM,
a failure to acknowledge and incorporate aspects of traditional
governance systems undermines the ability of the government
to achieve the objectives of the Water Act. The absence of
traditional governance structures in water governance further
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exacerbates existing asymmetries in participation and power.
Currently, mainly urban citizens participate in water
governance, whereas individuals living in townships or remote
rural areas are often excluded, as they lack the capacity to access
or participate in forums. Hence, the opinions and needs of the
country’s Black majority concerning water governance are not
well represented. Furthermore, land-use matters in relation to
water are not being addressed adequately.
Thirdly, the South African government continues to struggle in
implementing the foreseen policies and coordinating
structures of the water sector. Although the arising network
governance structures may help to fill some structural gaps,
without effective coordinating tools and practices these are
unlikely to achieve the integrated management or collaborative
governance needed. Here we found that more emphasis needs
to be placed on the well-coordinated procedural aspects of
governing, including planning, management and decisionmaking. Hybrid structures in the hands of the government, such
as the Catchment Management Strategy, would represent just
such a procedural structure, which could shift the network
knowledge into actual implementation.
Urgently needed innovations are to be found beyond
the state and its current practices
In conclusion our recommendations for dealing with
complexity and uncertainty in water resource management,
especially under resource-scarce conditions, are:

1. The implementation of IWRM as an international,
institutional blueprint requires the careful adaptation of
institutions to local conditions regarding capacities, culture
and governance styles. This is particularly important when
implementation is difficult due to lacking capacities on the
side of the authorities. The social capital at the local and
regional governance levels may deliver support and should
be harnessed. Network structures – be they designed by
government or self-organised – provide critical resources
and enable the emergence of novel solutions, which are
needed to implement IWRM.
2. In order to sustainably manage land-water resources, the
power of traditional authorities (where they exist) must
be acknowledged. Integrating traditional authorities into
planning processes at all levels of the governance
landscape through appropriate structures that are
sensitive to culture is crucial to achieve more sustainable
and IWRM.
3. Without anchoring knowledge from the regional and
local levels in governmental procedures and strategies,
coordination bodies cannot effectively manage land
and water resources. In order to mediate between the
existing hierarchical and network governance
knowledge, management strategies should represent a
hybrid governance style. These strategies are crucial for
implementation and must be given priority.
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