
 

3

1   Transitions in water management: positioning 
this book
Dave Huitema and Sander Meijerink

1.1  Water management: a fi eld in fl ux
Water is a resource that man cannot do without. The functions it fulfi ls for humans 
range from direct support of our biological systems and of agriculture, to serving as a 
repository for waste, as a medium for recreation and as a political and cultural symbol, 
to mention some of the most important. Given its indispensability to humans it is no 
surprise that managing water, taking care that users have a suffi  cient amount of the nec-
essary quality at the right time, has preoccupied human societies since they formed.

Obviously, methods of water management have changed considerably since human 
beings began to intervene in the natural water cycle. The fi eld of water management 
continues to be in fl ux. Climate change has brought predictions of an increase in extreme 
water events and of rising sea levels (see for example, Easterling et al., 2000; Vellinga and 
Van Verseveld, 2000; Cabanes et al., 2001; Gleick at al., 2001; Alley et al., 2005). Serious 
fl aws in the traditional engineering approach to water management have become clear 
in the past few decades, including the massive social and ecological damage caused by 
dams (see for example World Commission on Dams, 2000; Gleick, 2003; Stone, 2008). 
There has been much poorly planned development in arid and semi-arid areas, which 
has increased demand for water and resulted in considerable, often unanticipated envi-
ronmental eff ects (see for example Schlesinger et al., 1990; Genxu and Guodong, 1999; 
Turner et al., 2007). Today sees a worldwide drive for the privatization of services such 
as the provision of drinking water, but this push now fi nds increasing opposition (see for 
example Wolff  and Hallstein, 2005).

Actors contribute to water problems and bear the burden of their consequences in 
largely asymmetrical ways, creating a signifi cant collective action problem (Conca et 
al., 2006; Meinzen-Dick, 1997, 2007). Institutions able to overcome or address this are 
mainly in a formative stage. The interrelation of water problems with many other issues, 
including political tensions between countries and groups within countries, complicates 
the situation (Burchi and Spreij, 2003; Blomquist et al., 2005; Kemper et al., 2005). 
Water managers as a result fi nd themselves pressed to act by protagonists with widely 
diff erent values, worldviews and understanding of the problem at hand (Falkenmark et 
al., 2004).

Water issues can thus constitute yet another example of ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel 
and Webber, 1973). In seeking resolution water managers face relatively high levels of 
uncertainty about the consequences of their actions, since they deal with socio-ecological 
systems that exhibit, among other qualities, complexity, non-reducibility, spontaneity, 
variability and collectivity (Dryzek, 1987, pp. 28–33; Young et al., 2006). This makes 
it likely that water managers do not and will not completely understand the ecologi-
cal systems in which they intervene. Yet they often have little room for error as much 
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depends on them fi nding the right answers (Clark, 2002). One way out of this situa-
tion is to increase the capability to change, the adaptability, of water management. In 
explaining this concept we can refer to Young et al. (2006), who contrast adaptability 
with adaptation and adaptedness. Adaptation refers to the process of structural change 
in response to structural circumstances. Eff ective adaptation results in adaptedness, 
meaning that a certain dynamic structure is eff ective in dealing with its current external 
environment. Adaptability, then, is about the capacity of water management for change 
and to adapt to future variations in the environment. Some researchers suggest that 
adaptability is enhanced by an emphasis on ‘soft solutions’, such as fl ood retention areas, 
community-scale infrastructure, decentralized and open decision-making systems, and 
their like (Gleick, 2003; Tàbara and Pahl-Wostl, 2007). Whether or not these measures 
actually are of the type needed to advance adaptability is open to debate, but the fact is 
that most authors agree that the capability to change will be an important feature of any 
water management system, given the uncertain context in which water managers operate 
in these times.

This book aims to increase understanding of the way in which water management 
changes and how such change can be directed. The starting point of our journey is the 
fact that government, government regulations and government policies play an impor-
tant role in water management. In simple societies, the individual water user or group 
of water users can alter the way in which water is managed. However this is not the case 
in modern and complex societies. Even in countries where private property rights over 
water are strong and relevant, such rights are only valid if supported by government and 
only as far as they have not been superseded or pre-empted by a publicly established 
system of rights and obligations. It follows that changes in water management will often 
be preceded by changes in government policy and regulations, or must receive govern-
ment confi rmation and sanction after the fact. Therefore, to understand changes in water 
management, we need to understand policy change and its opposite, policy stability. In 
this book, we are interested specifi cally in radical policy change, which we refer to as 
a transition. We are also interested in the extent to which and through what strategies 
individuals or organizations can manage change.

1.2  Policy change
The world watched as Barack Obama was elected in 2008 as President of the United 
States of America (USA). The dominant theme of his campaign was ‘change’, expressing 
an intention to reverse many of the policies of his predecessor. Considerations of a politi-
cal nature aside, Obama’s rhetoric on policy change is noteworthy because it indicates 
the importance of credible alternative policies – ‘Change we can believe in’ – and suggests 
that the achievement of change through a coordinated eff ort is possible – ‘Yes we can’.

The case of the US elections involves the concept of policy change. Obama promised 
not only substantively new policies, he also promised a new approach to policies, one 
to hinge less on executive authority and more on consultation and collaboration. This 
stance recognizes two diff erent types of possible change. Substantive change sees govern-
ment start on a new course in addressing a policy issue, such as water management. Some 
governments, for example, have become less keen on building large dams for safety or 
power generation and some have installed policies that forbid the use of groundwater 
where it was previously freely accessible. Other changes are governance transitions, 
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where alterations occur in the way in which decisions are reached and water organiza-
tions are set up. Examples include the introduction of new decision-making techniques, 
such as cost–benefi t analysis, and new decision-making procedures, like stakeholder 
participation methods. Organizational change can be seen, for example, in the increas-
ing number of river basin management organizations. In this volume we deal with both 
types of policy change, concentrating particularly on what we call transitions, described 
basically as radical change.

The US election rhetoric serves as a contrast with the type of discussions about change 
considered in this book. The elections were ‘high politics’, and as such their outcomes 
will provide a context for US water management in the years to come. Viewed from the 
subsystem of policy, the elections themselves were not the change, but rather refl ected 
a changed political mood that potentially off ered a window of opportunity to change 
water policies. We adopt this perspective as we focus on the water policy subsystem, ana-
lysing events external to the system as opportunities for or constraints on change.

It is not clear at the time of writing in April 2009 what an Obama government will 
mean in terms of water management. We propose that external events, from elections to 
disastrous events such as fl oods, are open to diff erent interpretations in terms of policy. 
Their meaning viewed retrospectively for the water domain tends to be less obvious than 
is often assumed. Even if accounts of history portray the response to external events 
as ‘natural’ or ‘unavoidable’, such accounts often ignore the fact that other responses 
were possible and were considered (see Birkland, 1998). It becomes necessary, then, to 
examine the way external events were perceived and the responses they generated from 
those in a certain policy subsystem. In addition, change does not necessarily stem from 
an outside stimulus. It can also be triggered by events within the policy subsystem includ-
ing, for instance, changed leadership, the emergence of new visions, the evaluation and 
monitoring of progress, and so on.

We need to be aware, too, that policy change in itself is often not directly connected to 
the situation ‘on the ground’. This is partly a matter of implementation, partly a matter 
of the changed position of government. Policies may change on paper, but this does not 
necessarily produce change in the approach of those involved in implementation. In this 
book, we look at policy change on paper, but where possible also at the way in which 
such changed policies are implemented – or not.

In terms of the changed position of government, this book’s emphasis on water policy 
rather than the more fashionable topic of ‘water governance’ is somewhat related to the 
personal interest of the authors. However it is also based on a substantive position in the 
debate on governance. Strictly speaking, governance is not a new term, although it has 
certainly grown in popularity in the 1990s and 2000s (Pierre and Peters, 2000, p. 2). The 
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defi nes ‘to govern’ as to guide, direct or steer society. 
Political scientists used to treat governance as a synonym for government (Stoker, 1998, 
p. 17), but the majority now consider them to be analytically distinct terms. Bevir and 
Rhodes (2003, p. 45) recently defi ned governance as ‘a change in the nature or meaning 
of government’. Governance and government are often regarded not as discrete enti-
ties, but as two poles on a continuum of diff erent governing types (Finer, 1970). If the 
extreme form of government was the ‘strong state’ in the era of ‘big government’ (Pierre 
and Peters, 2000, p. 25), then the equally extreme form of governance is an essentially 
self-organizing and coordinating network of societal actors (Schout and Jordan, 2005). 
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In focusing on change and stability in government policy we do not necessarily deny the 
changed position of government in many countries as an example of governance. We do, 
however, contend that government continues to be a very important factor in the way 
water is governed. In this way we connect to Pierre and Peters (2000, p. 25) who are cir-
cumspect when they argue that government endures in the new era of ‘governance’, but 
that its form and function can vary in several important respects.

This book focuses mainly on policy change at the level of the nation state, comple-
mented by two chapters on ‘higher’ levels – policy change at the global and the European 
Union (EU) level – to contextualize the analysis. Why such a focus? Governance experts, 
in disagreement about many things, do agree that the importance of the nation state has 
decreased considerably in past decades because of privatization, globalization and often 
also decentralization (for example Jordan et al., 2007). This is undeniably true, with no 
exception for water management, but the nation state still holds a lot of sway, if not by 
controlling – with other nation states – the actions of international organizations, then 
by controlling ‘lower’ levels of government or by sanctioning the outcomes of private 
governance. Governing in reality has become more of a multilevel game, and the empiri-
cal chapters in our book highlight this phenomenon. We reiterate, however, that the 
nation state does play an important role and thus warrants a good deal of attention.

1.3  The central questions and position of this book
This book analyses 15 cases of national water policy change. The additional discus-
sion of policy changes at the global and EU levels provides some sense of the interna-
tional context for the cases studied. Map 1.1 shows the countries in which the cases are 
located.

The authors were asked to consider the following questions about radical changes in 
water policy they had observed in their country in the past three or four decades:

1. Who were the main policy entrepreneurs in the cases studied, and what strategies 
have they used to realize change; and likewise, who were the main defenders of the 
status quo and what strategies have they used to block change?

2. How do institutions constrain or enable policy entrepreneurs’ eff orts to either realize 
or block change?

3. What are the implications of these fi ndings for those who aim to direct change?

We have been trained as policy scientists, and our inspiration as editors for this book 
came from our academic discipline. In further positioning the book, we address several 
issues, including our own position vis-à-vis the state of play in the policy sciences and our 
relationship to the emerging literature more generally on transitions. In a later section we 
address the issues of country selection and methodology.

The issue of policy change has been studied extensively in the policy sciences, as our 
treatment in the next chapter shows in more detail. For now it is suffi  cient to note that 
the established theories on policy change cast much doubt on whether policy change 
can be deliberately eff ected, although for diff erent reasons. A strong current of thought 
contends that policy change is a random process (Kingdon, 1995), one not much due to 
direction and planning. One stream of studies suggests that policy subsystems are resist-
ant to change and that radical policy change only happens when the existing paradigm 
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succumbs under external pressure and is ‘punctuated’ (see Baumgartner and Jones, 1991 
for the foundation study of this stream). Yet another fl ow of studies (inspired by Sabatier 
and Jenkins-Smith, 1993) proposes that change is next to impossible without external 
shock events.

Given the need for adaptability and change, the emphasis in studies on resistance to 
change and the impossibility of planning change are worrying signs. The stakes are poten-
tially high, particularly when the problem concerns ecological systems involving ‘tipping 
points’ beyond which their state fundamentally alters, resulting in serious consequences 
(see for example Lenton et al., 2008). Rapid and radical policy change may be key to the 
survival of societies as we know them today (see for example Duit and Galaz, 2008), but 
we need to distinguish between the normative and the positive. Even if it is normatively 
desirable that change can be managed, this might not be possible in reality. This book 
emanates from a more optimistic view than that taken, it seems, by the policy sciences in 
general. We can see quite clearly that policy change is usually not just a coincidence, policy 
paradigms do not simply break down on their own, and fundamental policy beliefs actu-
ally do change. It is also clear that some individuals and organizations are more successful 
than others in achieving policy change under similar circumstances. Indeed, more recent 
scholarship, such as work by Birkland (1997, 1998) and Olsson et al. (2006), indicates that 
policy change perhaps cannot be managed in the sense of being pre-planned and centrally 
controlled, but that it can at least be prepared for and ‘steered’ from point to point.

This gave us reason to revisit the various theoretical models mentioned above, and 
to fi nd what they have to say about agency in policy change. The results of this exercise 
are explained in detail in the next chapter. Here it suffi  ces to say that each of the models 
we examined does contain clues suggesting that certain individuals and organizations 
potentially eff ect policy change (‘change agents’) and about how they may achieve such 
an enterprise (‘strategies’). The type of individual we are interested in is recognized in the 
policy sciences and other literatures as the change agent, usually one of a certain kind, 
such as a ‘boundary worker’, ‘policy advocate’ or ‘visionary leader’. Subtle diff erences 
distinguish the meaning of such terms, but these are not the subject of discussion here, 
the various descriptions serving only to indicate the type of players that we have in mind. 
All such change agents will be referred to throughout this volume as ‘policy entrepre-
neurs’ (for example Kingdon, 1995). Our analysis in the next chapter produces a set of 
strategies that policy entrepreneurs may use, and which have been applied to the various 
cases in the book.

Because we use the term ‘transition’, we need to say a few words about the way in 
which our book relates to the burgeoning literature on socio-technical transitions and 
transition management (see for example Schot et al., 1994; Kemp et al., 2001; Rotmans 
et al., 2001; Geels, 2002; Smith et al., 2005; Kemp et al., 2007). A recent review of the 
transitions literature (Dewulf et al., 2008) suggests that the transition management litera-
ture has drawn a series of concepts and methods from several other theories, several of 
which emanate from the policy sciences (such as network governance and agenda-setting 
theories). The overview also indicates that the transition management literature, like this 
book, starts from the idea that radical change is necessary from an environmental per-
spective. In its approach to change, the transition management literature takes a perspec-
tive that reconciles planning and incrementalism in the sense that the best aspects of both 
approaches to change – the vision-providing aspect of planning and the uncertainty-
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handling aspect of incrementalism – are combined in what is labelled as ‘goal-oriented 
modulation’.

Dewulf et al. (2008) criticize transition management theory on two grounds. First, 
they suggest that the transition management literature underestimates the complexities 
associated with goal-setting processes in goal-oriented transitions. Sustainability issues 
involve such a level of complexity and such a multitude of perspectives on problems and 
solutions, according to Dewulf et al., that the appropriateness and suitability of a transi-
tion goal (‘a single outcome parameter’) cannot be easily established, let alone allow a 
single person or organization (the ‘transition manager’) to set such a goal. We concur, 
which is one of the reasons why we speak here not just of change, but also about adapt-
ability, necessary for further change if goals, means and results of change prove insuf-
fi cient or unsatisfactory.

A second criticism developed by Dewulf et al. concerns the eclectic nature of transition 
management theory. Instead of striving for an integrated theory, Dewulf et al. (2008) 
suggest that multiple theories continue to be needed because they provide a set of concep-
tual tools to analyse situations and design interventions. Rather than merging theories, 
they advocate the distinctness of each theory and the exploration of zones where theories 
overlap or can inform each other. In the same vein, this book is intended as a contribution 
to the transition management literature from one discipline, the policy sciences. Within 
this discipline we look at various theories of policy change and check the extent to which 
they overlap in specifying a role for policy entrepreneurs in achieving policy change.

In this way we aim to contribute to the transition management literature, but take a 
somewhat diff erent approach to that typical of the literature. As already indicated, we 
are less concerned than the transition management literature with the endpoint of transi-
tion processes. We are instead interested in a mechanism of change – policy entrepreneurs 
and their strategies – which has value regardless of the type of endpoint achieved by the 
change. Change will always be necessary and intermediate endpoints in policy develop-
ment often need later adjustment (‘adaptability’). In addition, by looking closely at policy 
change, our approach is much more limited than the one taken by the transition man-
agement literature so far, which essentially addresses a range of aspects, of which policy 
is only one. This book does not concern itself so much with socio-technical changes, 
although these obviously provide context for eff orts to change policies. Many authors 
touch upon socio-technical regime factors, but our core interest is rather in the role of 
policy entrepreneurs across a range of such contexts, leaving a systematic exploration of 
context to others. We note also that the transition management literature has developed a 
scale that suggests that transitions can occur at three levels: the niche, the regime and the 
landscape (see for example Dewulf, 2008). Our approach is based on what can be called 
a ‘jurisdictional scale’, which distinguishes between various government levels (local, 
regional, national, transnational and global). Our principal interest lies in the national 
level and to some extent its interactions with lower and higher levels of government.

1.4  Methodology and case study selection
The selection of 15 case studies of national policy change in a range of countries (see 
Map 1.1) and of two cases of transnational policies requires attention to the method of 
selection, of analysis and, in our fi nal chapter, of comparison.

In terms of case selection the plan to write this book originated from two panels on 
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water policy transitions held at the Amsterdam Conference on the Human Dimensions 
of Global Environmental Change (May 2007) and the General Conference of the 
European Consortium for Political Research (ECPR) in Pisa (September 2007). A fi rst 
version of the chapter on theory (Chapter 2) was presented at both events. In the course 
of organizing the panels, the fi rst connections were made to other authors with an inter-
est in water policy transitions. Further contacts were established at the Conference on 
Adaptive and Integrated Water Management (CAIWA) in Basel (December 2007). The 
positive response and the level of interest led to the organization of an open meeting on 
Transitions in Water Management in July 2008. As editors we actively sought contribu-
tions from diverse countries, aiming to include at least two contributions from Africa, 
Australasia, Europe and the Americas, and to feature stories based in world-leading 
countries such as China, India and the USA. This was largely accomplished although we 
regret not being able to include more case studies from Africa and South America.

No plan existed beforehand to include specifi c countries and the case study selection 
was not theory-led. This does not invalidate comparison of the cases presented. Hopkin 
(2002) holds in his treatment of state-of-the-art comparative international research that 
the ‘most diff erent systems approach’ to international comparison is preferable. Such an 
approach works on the understanding that:

[I]f a hypothesised relationship between two or more variables is replicated across a wide variety 
of diff erent settings, then there are strong grounds for arguing that there is a causal link between 
the variables. This implies that attention should be shifted from the ‘intersystemic’ level, where 
variables such as the type of political regime are often examined, to the ‘intrasystemic’ level, 
in the hope of eliminating system-level variables (such as the political regime) from the inquiry 
and establishing generalisations across diff erent settings. (Hopkin, 2002, p. 255)

We have indeed approached international comparison in this spirit. We present a great 
diversity of countries within the cases selected. If our hypothesized relationship between 
policy entrepreneurs and policy change mediated through policy entrepreneurs’ strate-
gies can be found across this diversity of settings, this will support our claim that policy 
entrepreneurs are key to policy change. We asked our authors to keep discussion of 
‘intersystemic’ variables, such as the political regime, and of the national environmental 
situation, to a minimum. We are interested in the degree to which the ‘intrasystemic’ var-
iable of institutions constrained or enabled policy entrepreneurs to bring about change. 
This singles out only one aspect of the many ways in which the countries are diff erent, 
but holds relevance because it accounts for the possibility, for instance, that a policy 
entrepreneur operating in the autocratic policy system of China could be more con-
strained than a policy entrepreneur in the American system, which is relatively open.

Hopkin (2002) proposes that research techniques can vary according to the number 
of cases involved in a comparison, with quantitative strategies usually preferred for a 
large number of cases and qualitative strategies for a smaller quantity. Here, the number 
of cases is neither small nor large, but the authors have essentially followed a qualita-
tive approach in an attempt to mine the richness of the policy change stories they have 
observed. Typically, the authors have used secondary analysis of the existing literature, 
documentation analysis and a set of interviews to assess and describe the dynamics in 
a particular country. In most cases, the authors have years of experience in analysing 
water management in the country concerned. Several measures have been taken to 



 

Transitions in water management   11

enhance comparability of the case studies. All authors were asked to read the chapter on 
theory (Chapter 2) as a basis for their analysis. This eff ectively meant that authors would 
identify policy entrepreneurs and their strategies and assess the eff ectiveness of these 
strategies in terms of policy change. The meeting in July 2008 clarifi ed and improved the 
chapter on theory, and brought about an internal review process, which increased the 
coherence of this volume.

At the outset of the project we assumed that some of the policy entrepreneurs we 
would encounter operated at both national and international levels. Apart from a desire 
to contextualize our fi ndings about policy change at the national level with a clear under-
standing of what is happening internationally, this was a major reason to include the 
international level in the book, represented by a chapter that focuses on the global water 
policy level and another centred on the EU level.

A few further remarks about the various country studies are in order. First, as the 
emphasis is on explaining change, most authors have analysed instances where transi-
tions have been made – more or less – successfully. This approach largely precludes 
the analysis of failed transitions, which could be equally interesting from an analytical 
perspective. We found this a price worth paying as part of our research agenda (general 
question 3) inquired about lessons on how to direct change, which is where examples 
of the most successful changes can be very instructive. It should be clear, however, that 
policy processes tend to go in cycles, often bringing a second round for those who at fi rst 
lost the battle over ‘policy on paper.’ Such players may attempt to infl uence the appli-
cation of policy. We were minded initially to be satisfi ed with radical policy change on 
paper, but it became increasingly clear that opponents of change use the implementation 
process to block change on the ground. We have therefore reviewed implementation as 
part of our overall analysis.

Second, some remarks on the term ‘case study’. Our collective interest in policy 
change at the national level since the 1960s and 1970s anticipated a relevant case in every 
country. Several authors, however, go ‘below’ the national level and analyse one or more 
(regional) situations that eff ectively constitute sub-case studies from the perspective of 
this book. For ease of reading, however, we use only the term ‘case study’. We also take 
care, though, to identify the jurisdictional level of each transition featured in the book. 
The selection of such sub-case studies calls attention to the way national policy change in 
many cases is aff ected or exemplifi ed by decision processes at the regional level. We asked 
the authors to base any selection of a sub-case study on its capacity to demonstrate either 
of these aspects and preferably as paradigmatic examples. Previous research indicated 
that this would entail cases characterized by high levels of media attention. Through 
our discussions at the various workshops, we came to realize that this approach leaves 
open a key question relating to the position of sub-case studies in the wider ‘case study 
universe’ in the various countries. It is diffi  cult for most authors to answer this question, 
but we contend that limiting the topic to radical policy change and including mainly 
paradigmatic sub-case studies constrained the universe of instructive cases considerably, 
although probably less so in large countries than small ones.

1.5  Following chapter summaries
In Chapter 2 of this volume Meijerink and Huitema provide an overview of the way in 
which the policy science literature has explained policy change, focusing on the role of 
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individuals, groups and organizations that advocate change. Although the policy sci-
ences suggest that radical policy change is a rare phenomenon, a close reading of various 
infl uential theories of policy change suggests that policy entrepreneurs play a role in 
nudging policy in certain directions. Meijerink and Huitema skim these theories for 
descriptions of the way in which change can be eff ected, an eff ort that results in the iden-
tifi cation of fi ve strategies that policy entrepreneurs can apply: the development of new 
ideas; building coalitions and selling ideas; the recognition and exploitation of windows 
of opportunity; the use of multiple venues; and the orchestration and management of 
networks. These fi ve strategies form the basic categorization applied to the featured 
cases, noting that they are not necessarily for use in any particular order and not neces-
sarily all used in every change process.

In Chapter 3, Gupta sketches the way in which the law and policy regarding fresh 
water have evolved globally, thus describing the emerging fi eld of global water govern-
ance. This chapter seeks to relate the context for many of the case studies of national 
change and the direction of such change as it interacts with what occurs at the global 
level. Such interactions are not necessarily ‘top-down’ in the sense that global develop-
ments steer national change. Rather, it seems that the global discourse on fresh water is 
heavily infl uenced by a limited number of rich countries (the ‘global North’) and that the 
poorer countries (the ‘global South’) – once they are accepted in the multitude of global 
fora – do not have much choice but to accept the institutional implications, including 
prescriptions such as water privatization. The acceptance of such ideas is often a condi-
tion for receiving international aid.

Gupta shows that a number of discourses fl ow at the global level, some of them water-
specifi c. Every discourse has diff erent proponents, but by comparison with some of the 
national case studies, it stands out that academics and other experts are prominent in 
shaping global discourses. Gupta distinguishes types of discourse as general-ideological, 
governance, environment-specifi c and water-specifi c. Of the water-specifi c discourses, 
many of the readers will recognize the following: the ‘hydraulic mission’, focusing on 
large-scale infrastructure; ‘integrated water resource management’, focusing on policy 
coordination and integration; and ‘human rights to water’, focusing on issues such as 
access to clean water. All of these discourses remain infl uential, propagated by diff erent 
elements of the emerging and relatively fragmented global water governance system. 
The water-specifi c discourses interact with others, of which the general-ideological and 
the governance discourses fi gure most prominently. The general ideological discourse is 
one of neoliberalism, resulting in proposals for privatization and marketization (Ingram 
and Lejano speak of ‘water as a commodity’ in Chapter 4). In the discourse on govern-
ance, the term ‘good governance’ is very popular and ideas such as ‘decentralization’ and 
‘stakeholder participation’ are advocated. As the rest of the book shows, many of these 
global ideas are enmeshed in discussions of water at the national level.

In Part II of this book, we follow some of the water transitions that have taken place 
in the US and Mexico. For Ingram and Lejano in Chapter 4 on a US transition, the 
concept of ‘ways of knowing’ takes centre stage. Ways of knowing are ‘dynamic social 
sense-making systems’ that are ‘created through communication, discourse and relation-
ships’. They distinguish, among others, ways of knowing based on economics, ecology, 
equity and sense of place. Each of these ways of knowing emphasizes diff erent aspects of 
water, ranging from its status as a commodity to the importance of water for local identi-
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ties. Most of these ways of knowing are also recognizable at the global level, as Gupta’s 
chapter demonstrates. Ingram and Lejano suggest, on the basis of three case studies, that 
transitions occur when dominant ways of knowing water meet other ways of knowing, 
and that policy innovation is forged when a ‘novel synthesis’ is achieved. Ingram and 
Lejano not only address how policy change happens, but they also suggest a direction for 
such change. In their opinion, the challenge in times of climate change is to foster policy 
designs that incorporate or transcend diff erent ways of knowing. This implies an impera-
tive to build bridges across networks and for collective learning from problem-solving 
eff orts, a theme also taken up by Olsson and Galaz in Chapter 17 based in Sweden.

In her case from Mexico, Wilder in Chapter 5 uses the concept of aperture as a per-
spective for the study of water policy change and to describe the breaking open of broad 
political and economic processes. Mexico is an interesting case because it has emerged, 
according to some, as a ‘successful new globalizer’. The transitions discussed originate in 
Mexico’s economic troubles in the 1980s. The reform of Mexican water law dates to 1992 
and was in line with the ideas then advanced by the World Bank and Inter-American 
Development Bank, with the intention of achieving marketization, centralization and 
sustainability of the water management system.

Wilder focuses on the border state of Sonora and tracks the progress of these transi-
tions by narrowing in on the functioning of irrigation districts and river basin councils. 
She contends that the water transition in Mexico cannot be regarded in isolation, but as 
part of a broader democratic transition working itself out in diff erent parts of society, 
including water institutions. The chapter highlights the work of policy entrepreneurs, 
such as Julia Carabias Lillo who engaged in ‘venue manipulation’ by relocating water 
management in a diff erent ministry, and Ulises Ruìz who proposed further legal amend-
ments in 2003, remarking: ‘Mexico’s water policy appears stuck in a transitional phase.’ 
The reason, according to Wilder, is that Mexico has seen alternating political parties 
take control since 2000, and that the political system operates in a way qualifi ed by 
confl ict and lack of consensus over the direction of Mexico’s water policy, but radical 
policy change has occurred: the transition to a market logic and effi  ciency principles 
has been well consolidated, but the decentralization and sustainability policy proposals 
have become mired due to political fragmentation and the lack of strong political will. 
Decentralization presents a serious challenge to the status quo, and the galvanizing eff ect 
of the advocacy coalition pushing the change is fading as time passes since the focusing 
event that set the changes in motion. Policy entrepreneurs need time in such an environ-
ment, and run the risk of being replaced or ignored as administrations change.

In Part III, we look at transitions in several countries in Australasia. Te Boekhorst, 
Smits, Yu, Li, Lei and Zhang in Chapter 6 tell the story of the way China has moved 
towards integrated river basin management (IRBM). They relate the contribution made 
by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) to China’s transition. The WWF as a policy 
entrepreneur was also active in policy transitions in the Netherlands, Hungary and 
Germany (see Chapter 19 by Huitema and Meijerink, Chapter 14 by Werners et al., and 
Chapter 18 by Becker, respectively, in this volume).

In China, WWF launched two major programmes: the Yangtze: Partnership for a 
Living River and the WWF–HSBC Yangtze Programme. Both programmes encom-
passed a governance and a substantive transition, as they were developed in interactions 
with stakeholders and were geared toward restoring biodiversity. The WWF engaged 
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in the strategies of development and selling of new ideas, coalition-building and venue 
manipulation. The willingness to consider alternative approaches to water management 
increased considerably when fl oods occurred in 1998. Pilot sites formed an important 
part of the strategy to use this window of opportunity, allowing the WWF to show on 
a small scale that its alternative approach was eff ective and viable. After much positive 
media attention for the pilot projects, the WWF used the success to start promoting 
IRBM at the highest political level in order to change the legal framework. A window 
of opportunity opened when the China Council for International Cooperation on 
Environment and Development (a high-level non-governmental advisory organiza-
tion) launched an IRBM task force in which the WWF could engage directly with 
the Ministry of Water Resources and the Changjiang (Yangtze) Water Resources 
Commission (CWRC). Among the recommendations of the IRBM task force was the 
idea to found a Yangtze Forum, where issues pertaining to the river as a whole could 
be discussed. The consideration of these and other recommendations by the premier of 
the State Council was greatly expedited through the contacts with the Chinese bureauc-
racy.

In Chapter 7 on India, Narain traces the origins and eff ects of participatory irrigation 
management (PIM) on water management in several Indian states, such as Haryana, 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Karnataka. His analysis suggests that the origin of PIM 
in the form of the founding of water user organizations can be found, at an abstract 
level, in several global discourses: on good governance (see also Gupta’s Chapter 3 in 
this volume); on the analysis that institutional factors rather than technical factors are 
key in irrigation; and on public participation in water management. Ideas on PIM have 
strongly aff ected offi  cial policies in several Indian states as a result of the work of multi-
lateral organizations such as the World Bank, certain non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), and high-ranking public offi  cials sympathetic to PIM.

Narain fi nds that NGOs especially have used pilot projects as a strategy to show that 
water user organizations might work, but that such NGOs lack the capacity to scale 
up such ideas. One reason for their ineff ectiveness is the fact that they tend to exclude 
water management offi  cials and farmers from their pilots, making these groups relatively 
passive receptors of the idea. Where the idea of PIM has been scaled up, this has been 
possible mainly through the help of high-ranking public offi  cials. However these offi  cials 
have not engaged with ‘street-level bureaucrats’ and the farmers themselves. This has had 
a major eff ect on the implementation of PIM in India. Offi  cial agreements are still needed 
and offi  cials quote a lack of resources as reason to delay rehabilitation of the irrigation 
infrastructure before transfer of its management to water user groups. Several farmers, 
particularly those benefi ting from the current situation, resist the increased role of water 
user associations and sometimes resort to threats and violence to undermine NGOs 
advocating PIM. In addition, the political support needed for successful implementation 
of PIM has sometimes waned as a result of changes in political leadership.

Lebel, Garden, Subsin and Na Nan in Chapter 8 on water management in Thailand 
focus on the Upper Ping basin in the north of Thailand. They analyse three transitions 
that have taken place since the late 1950s, referring to the transitions as ‘wet to dry’, ‘farm 
to city’ and ‘good to service’. The fi rst transition was aimed at increasing agricultural 
productivity, the second at assigning greater priority to urban interests in water manage-
ment, and the third transition to shifting emphasis from consumable quantities of water 
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to the service-rendering quality of water. Thailand’s long experience ‘lurching towards 
democratization and then retreating into centralized, elite rule’ was an important context 
for all three transitions. The authors also point to the importance of the regional context. 
While periods of democratization have resulted in a well-organized opposition to dams, 
Thai investors and the government nowadays pursue their interest in water and energy 
projects in neighbouring countries under more authoritarian rule.

Each of the transitions described by Lebel et al. has its own origins, narrative, windows 
and arenas. Regarding the origins, the authors fi nd that policy change at the national 
level in Thailand has often followed changes in actual practice on the ground, thus codi-
fying practice rather than modifying it. Lebel et al. refer to various powerful narratives, 
such as the ‘water is a natural right’ and the ‘price is right’, which we also encounter in 
other countries. The narratives serve as pulling forces, directing change their way. Lebel 
et al. suggest that windows of opportunity are important, but that: ‘not all windows are 
recognized beforehand, and sometimes actors only realize that they existed after they 
have been passed through. Some windows are not seen as opportunities for all the rel-
evant actors, but as threats or looming crises – for some actors a window, for others a 
brick wall.’ They distinguish between predictable windows, such as those depending on 
seasonal changes in the weather, and windows that become obvious only with hindsight. 
As for arenas, they fi nd that in the Thai situation, where new institutions often overlay 
old ones, creating institutional density, complexity and redundancy, the result is alter-
native platforms for deliberation and policy infl uence at multiple levels. Consequently, 
negotiations over water are never over.

Bhat and Mollinga in Chapter 9 analyse the attempted change in Indonesian water 
policies, specifi cally policies concerning the operation and maintenance of the irrigation 
infrastructure. Attempts to reform the Irrigation Operation and Maintenance Policy 
(IOMP) in Indonesia were premised on the idea that the malfunctioning of the irriga-
tion infrastructure was based not so much on failure at the construction stage, but in 
the sphere of maintenance. Governance of the infrastructure was to change to more 
participatory, intersectoral and integrated means. Proponents of these ideas included 
the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, reform-minded middle-level bureau-
crats, the National Planning Agency and several politicians. The Directorate General 
of Water Resources Development (DGWRD), however, saw the proposed reforms as a 
threat to its position because it would lose control over irrigation funds. Opponents of 
change managed to undermine consensus on the alternative approach, blocking reform 
through several bureaucratic regulations that kept irrigation projects eff ectively under 
their control.

Bhat and Mollinga show that the Asian fi nancial crisis of 1997 and 1998 off ered 
a window of opportunity for the reformers as the centralized top-down Suharto 
regime toppled. A new reform-minded government came to power, supported by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank and seeking to end nepotism 
and corruption. The proposed reforms became offi  cial government policy, and a new 
legislative and organizational framework for irrigation emerged, which took away many 
of the central government responsibilities in this domain. Despite support from the 
public and lower government levels, and despite a certain level of institutionalization 
in various provinces, the ‘crisis reform’ has since then largely been overtaken by ‘non-
crisis’, ‘politics as usual’. Opponents of the reform, supported by a new minister, have 
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skilfully manipulated venues and thwarted the gist of the reforms, despite the strategic 
manoeuvering of proponents of the reform, who exist largely at the provincial level.

Hughes and McKay with Chapter 10 conclude the section on Australasian water tran-
sitions by analysing two innovations: the creation of environmental water allocations 
in the Murray River basin, and the regulation of water use by the forestry industry in 
the southeast of South Australia. In both cases they point to the importance of ‘bureau-
cratic entrepreneurs’, who used windows of opportunities in the problem stream, mainly 
related to a growing awareness of water scarcity, to move Australian water management 
towards a new phase where the environment is taken into account along with develop-
ment interests. In both cases analysed, Hughes and McKay fi nd that scientifi c communi-
ties and the knowledge they produce play a key role in developing new ideas for policies, 
and that the uncertainties surrounding scientifi c insights become important focus points 
in the debate on policy innovations. The potential for the ‘politicization of science’ and 
the ‘scientifi cation of policy’ is great in such a context, which explains why both oppo-
nents and proponents could agree to the introduction of an independent environmental 
manager for the Murray River. Both proponents and opponents of policy innovations 
acted strategically by forming coalitions and orchestrating the network within which 
decisions were made about water. The forestry regulation case shows that the achieve-
ment of water transitions in Australia is a multilevel game, with discussions about the 
regulation of water use in a province always perceived from the perspective of interstate 
water transfers, and with innovations in one state being watched by other states and 
presented as a potential model.

Part IV of this book moves to Africa, where we present a story on water transitions 
in South Africa and the tale of water management in Tanzania. Turton describes in 
Chapter 11 how South African water management is changing from the paradigm of 
extraction to a paradigm of redistribution. This change is deeply embedded in the wider 
political context, particularly the end of the apartheid regime. Turton takes up the case 
of waste (radioactive and hazardous materials) related to gold and other forms of mining 
in South Africa. Whereas it is clear that the overall water regime has been changed signif-
icantly, with land ownership and the ownership of water now being separated, the issue 
of mining waste has not been addressed so well. Turton suggests that this is partly to do 
with the quality of the political leadership, which was indispensable, but not available 
everywhere. One consequence is that the apartheid legacy of mining waste still lingers.

Turton analyses how the ‘liberation leaders’, the mining industry itself, civil society and 
the scientifi c community with its funders, are struggling to change the current situation. 
He suggests that their attempts to create a transition have not gone further than idea-
development and certain forms of networking. Complications arise over the liability of 
mining companies as they relocate away from South Africa, bringing a risk of collusion 
between the newly emerging political elite and the mining industry. The envisaged transi-
tion towards more sustainable forms of waste management remains in the balance.

Goldin and Kibassa in Chapter 12 describe the development of water policy in 
Tanzania in recent years, while highlighting the historical context that has led to a hybrid 
mix of formal institutional settings and customary traditions. Here too some of the 
international discourses that Gupta sketches in Chapter 3 can be seen at play, as change 
agents such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund collude with 
national and local elites, driving forward a water agenda that emphasizes expropriation 
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of common property by the state and subsequent privatization. The reforms proposed in 
Tanzania are, on paper, in line with the ideals of integrated water resources management 
(IWRM). In reality, though, this is only partly true, as water users now need to pay, but 
do not have much of a say in the development of water policies.

Goldin and Kibassa show that national elites, which they refer to as the ‘cunning 
state’, stand to gain from privatization because the most important change agents in the 
Tanzanian context, the World Bank and IMF, make their fi nancial contribution to the 
state coff ers contingent upon adoption of these principles. In doing so, they ignore 
the customary institutions, such as the chiefs. Goldin and Kibassa show that they also 
ignore the democratic principles of IWRM through the organization of very selective 
participatory processes that serve to co-opt only local elites by promising them part of 
the gains created by privatization. Although Goldin and Kibassa thus describe a very 
successful transition, they fi nd fault with the direction the transition has taken and 
suggest an alternative route that integrates and builds upon customary traditions and 
entails the social-adaptiveness embedded in these elements.

As the book moves to Europe, Partzsch kicks off  Part V with Chapter 13 by comparing 
the way the European Water Framework Directive (WFD) came about with the devel-
opment process of the EU Water Initiative. She asks whether the diff erence between the 
two policies in terms of water pricing and cost recovery – an issue also touched upon by 
Goldin and Kibassa – can be attributed to diff erences in advocacy coalitions involved in 
their production. She fi nds that the discussions on water pricing in the WFD were domi-
nated by environmental concerns and that a successful coalition of the water industry 
and a broad range of NGOs managed to instil this piece of legislation with a philosophy 
of charging polluters. By contrast, water pricing in the Water Initiative context drew 
much criticism and came to be framed as charging users, especially poor users. This ruled 
out a large coalition of water industry and NGOs. Partzsch suggests that this has led ‘to 
the failure of the initiative to begin a transition to water pricing and full cost recovery’. 
Based on the comparison of the two cases, Partzsch concludes that the diff erence in the 
composition of advocacy coalitions present in both processes explains the diff erence 
in outcomes, suggesting that advocacy coalitions are indeed key in explaining policy 
change.

Werners, Flachner and Matczak, in Chapter 14 on Hungary, describe how policy 
entrepreneurs such as the Bokartisz coalition, jointly with several innovative water 
experts such as Géza Molnár, scientists in the National Water Resources Research 
Center (VITUKI), municipalities and high-ranking national water offi  cials, changed the 
management of the Tisza River. Water policy for this tributary of the Danube changed 
fundamentally from the year 2000 onwards. Whereas fl ood protection through hard 
engineering had previously dominated, fl ood plain rehabilitation and land use change 
became the prime focus of the new policy. The analysis of Werners et al. points to the 
importance of major fl oods and the cyanide spill in the year 2000. In themselves these 
events were not suffi  cient to change policy, but advocates of change successfully framed 
them as signs of fundamental problems with the dominant paradigm. The alternative 
approach gathered steam through a range of deliberate steps by local NGOs and munici-
palities (the Bokartisz coalition). These strategic steps included small pilot studies, the 
solicitation of scientifi c research to support the viability of the new approach, cement-
ing local support by coalition-building and presentation of the plan to various fora. 
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Members of the coalition also tried to block an emerging plan that was based on more 
traditional ideas.

Their moment came when a dyke break and fl ood occurred in 2001, and elections 
brought a new government to power in 2002, one keen to distinguish itself from the 
previous administration. Water management issues were transferred to a new ministry 
(Environment and Water), creating opportunities for new linkages and bringing new 
and more open decision procedures. Accession to the EU brought a need to harmonize 
Hungarian water policies with EU policies that emphasize ‘greener’ water management 
(see also Chapter 13 by Partzsch and Chapter 17 by Olsson and Galaz in this volume). 
EU accession also implied that Hungary would gain access to EU funds that would 
help fi nance implementation of the new plans. Werners et al. conclude that a relatively 
complex constellation of factors and developments brought about policy change in the 
Tisza basin. They add, however, that up to April 2009 implementation of the new poli-
cies has been slow and incomplete.

Font and Subirats detail in Chapter 15 how Spanish water policy has changed in 
recent years. The traditional supply-based approach, with its heavily subsidized hydrau-
lic projects, has been complemented by ‘sustainable’ policy innovations such as water 
markets and, to a limited extent, water demand restrictions. Font and Subirats deter-
mine that environmental NGOs, the scientifi c community, and the Socialist Party are 
especially responsible for this transition. The fi rst signs of the transition became visible 
in the early 1990s when free-market economists and environmentalists (see also Partzsch, 
Chapter 13 in this volume) started questioning the existing paradigm, attacking its 
redistributive nature. The resulting debates formed the seed of a large-scale movement 
consisting of environmental NGOs, scientists such as Pedro Arrojo, and certain politi-
cians from the Socialist Party. These groups formed a blocking coalition against the 2001 
National Water Plan. In achieving their goals, they especially used the supranational 
venues off ered by the EU (Parliament, Commission, Court of Justice) to challenge the 
National Water Plan, undermining potential EU fi nancial contributions to its implemen-
tation and inviting regulatory scrutiny.

The outcome of the 2004 elections, which brought the Socialists to power, and the 
appointment of a minister with strong environmental credentials, opened a window for 
the coalition to advocate the alternative vision. The implementation of the EU’s WFD 
appears structurally to have opened up the water sector to environmental interests, 
although the long-term eff ects remain to be seen.

The water transitions in Turkey described in Chapter 16 by Kibaroglu, Baskan and 
Alp relate to hydropower and irrigation water. Although these are clearly two diff er-
ent domains, they have in common the fact that the era of state provision has ended, 
replaced with an emphasis on private sector delivery. In the case of hydropower, private 
involvement has taken the shape of build–operate–transfer and build–own-and-operate 
schemes, with large private companies becoming responsible for hydropower generation 
and delivery. In the case of irrigation systems, privatization has taken the shape of devo-
lution of responsibilities to water associations. These transitions did not originate within 
Turkey, but rather from water management ideas promoted by the World Bank (see also 
Chapter 3 by Gupta, Chapter 5 by Wilder and Chapter 12 by Goldin and Kibassa, in 
this volume).

A window of opportunity came with the economic and political crises of the late 1970s 
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and early 1980s, which brought high-level politicians like Turgut Ozal to the fore. Well 
connected to the World Bank and supported by a bureaucracy that believed in neoliberal 
reform, such politicians pushed the transition through. Opposition came mainly from 
professional organizations, such as the Union of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and 
Architects, and to some extent from public offi  cials in several government agencies and 
some academics. The opponents used a range of strategies to try and block the transi-
tions, notably bringing about a set of court cases, starting critical societal debate and 
commenting on government documents. They tried to frame the transition as against the 
public interest and as a surrender of critical national infrastructure to foreign powers. 
The World Bank heralded the Turkish practice of establishing water associations as 
a success story. Kibaroglu et al., however, observe many shortcomings in the model, 
notably a capture of these organizations by local groups. This is in line with observations 
made by Goldin and Kibassa on the transition seen in Tanzania.

In Chapter 17 on water policy transition in Sweden, Olsson and Galaz fi nd support 
for the notion that transitions in water management need to enhance the adaptive capac-
ity of institutions, that is, to increase their ability to deal with uncertainty and abrupt 
change. They sketch the emerging characteristics of adaptive institutions and indicate 
that such institutions should allow for interactions across organizational levels, experi-
mentation, new policies, and fl exibility. As most current institutional set-ups do not 
meet these criteria, they use the Kristianstads Vattenrike Biosphere Reserve in southern 
Sweden as an example of how transitions towards adaptive institutions can be achieved. 
Olsson and Galaz suggest that the related transition hinged on three elements: changing 
peoples’ perceptions and mental models by reframing the problems (water as an oppor-
tunity rather than water as an obstacle); the development of new institutional structures 
(particularly a ‘bridging organization’); and fi nally the development of structural and ad 
hoc learning networks.

After detailing the secrets of this success story, they focus on the introduction of the 
EU’s WFD, which they describe as the biggest ever transition in Swedish water manage-
ment. An assessment from the perspective of adaptive capacity unfortunately suggests 
– at least in the Swedish implementation of the WFD – that the Directive does little to 
enhance adaptiveness because the directive does little to promote the learning process 
deemed necessary across government levels by Olsson and Galaz.

Becker, in his account of German water policies in Chapter 18, focuses on fl ood 
measures in four diff erent states (Länder). The transitions that have occurred there, 
with slight variations between the states, move from what Becker labels ‘a traditional, 
technocratic safety discourse’ to ‘an ecological risk perspective’. As in Hungary, Spain 
and the Netherlands, the transition specifi cally entails a replacement of hard engineering 
solutions by soft approaches that give more space for water. Important drivers of these 
transitions were the report of the International Commission for Research on Floods of 
the Rhine River, and the subsequent 1982 decision by France and Germany to attain 
fl ood safety standards by creating additional retention space. As Germany is a federal 
country, and water management tasks rest largely with the states, the implementation 
of this agreement fell largely upon the states. In each case, the idea of creating retention 
space was a breach with the past approach. The state bureaucracies trying to sell the idea 
needed to engage in coalition building.

Although WWF Germany and its Auen Institute were important in underpinning the 
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new approach, Becker observes that the German environmental NGOs more generally were 
not very involved in water management issues. The policy entrepreneurs were thus mostly 
offi  cials who had to operate with variable political and societal support. Flood events in 
1993 and 1995 helped to prime the political scene in the various states, whereas the 2002 
fl oods in the Elbe and Donau (Danube) rivers brought to light shortcomings in the various 
state approaches and interstate coordination. The ‘ecological retention’ and ‘risk-based 
approach’ pioneered at the state level were then scaled up to the federal level. Becker points 
to various problems that are currently surfacing in implementation of the new ideas.

Huitema and Meijerink detail in Chapter 19 how the transition towards ‘greener’ 
water management in the Netherlands is taking shape. The greening of water manage-
ment started in the 1960s and 1970s and continues today. Initially, ambition was moder-
ate as energy focused mainly on amelioration of the negative environmental impacts of 
the hard engineering approach to water management. In the 1980s and 1990s players 
raised their aim, as a more fundamental critique of the existing paradigm ensued, calling 
for the replacement of hard engineering by an agenda of ‘living with water’, with the 
attendant fl ood management strategies of river rehabilitation and water retention.

The two cases discussed, the Eastern Scheldt dam and the decision process on the 
large river policy, exhibit an interesting pattern. The main conclusion is that a persistent 
group of entrepreneurs (collective entrepreneurship) steered the transition along a rela-
tively unpredictable path of natural, societal and political events. As in other chapters 
the importance of changed ideas in the scientifi c community, the selling of these ideas 
to relevant politicians with the power to muscle the new ideas through, the creation of 
coalitions of actors with diverging interests and the role of pilot projects are highlighted. 
Both case studies underpin the argument that fl oods and near fl oods provide windows 
of opportunity, highlighting problems with water management strategies. However, as 
the belief in traditional water management is deeply engrained in the Dutch psyche, such 
events do not necessarily help those who seek to advance alternative approaches. The 
large river case eff ectively shows how much ingenuity it takes for policy entrepreneurs to 
overcome standard societal refl exes in such situations.

Part VI of this book brings the book to a close with Chapter 20 by Meijerink and 
Huitema, a summary, fi ndings and the conclusions drawn on the basis of the various 
cases presented. As noted above, the intention is for these to serve as a contribution to 
the transition management literature from the policy sciences and as a practical perspec-
tive on ways to bring about major change in water policy.
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