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Abstract 

The paper discusses reasons why stakeholder identification and stakeholder 
participation have become important issues in water management in recent times. 
Three levels of possible application of these concepts are described: in accounting 
for the uses of water; in analysing the legal and institutional frameworks within 
which water is used and managed; and in addressing problems of exclusion (and 
inclusion) of specific and especially of disadvantaged social groups. In conclusion 
the general inadequacy and imprecision of the stakeholder concept are discussed, 
while noting its main value as a way of linking analyses based on the physical 
resources with those based on social goals, and of resolving some of the tensions 
between these approaches. 

1. Introduction 

Stakeholder identification and participation in basin-level water management, if 
taken literally, encompasses nothing less than water, people, and society. "Being 
a stakeholder" expresses an interest of a person, a social entity, or even an entity 
like "environment," vis-a.-vis water. "Identification" relates to a systematic effort to 
spot the range of entities with stakes, according to a specific definition. 
"Participation" is equally broad, ranging from passively being informed to core 
decision-making (Pretty 1995). So the concept of stakeholder identification and 
participation remains as nebulous as concepts like sustainability. 

Analytically, there are two solutions for too broadly defined concepts: either one 
defines the concept more precisely or one replaces it by better ones. This paper 
presents some arguments that would justify either choice. Firstly, a sketch is given 
of three more concrete definitions and applications of "stakeholder identification 
and participation," which are relevant in the context of this workshop on basin-level 
water management: identifying all water users in a basin; stakeholder identification 
and participation in basin-level water governance; and poverty and gender analysis. 
Secondly, it is argued why "stakeholder identification and participation" could be 
replaced by other approaches to link the resource and the people that lead to more 
insightful analysis and more realistic policy recommendations. 

2. Identifying all water users in a basin: water accounting 

Water use is an obvious stake in water. Identification of people from that perspective 
is meaningful. Stakeholder identification along these lines builds upon and refines 
what is assessed in water accounting: current water use, water demand and 
(emerging) competition. Water accounting itself usually does not extend beyond 
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averages and sector levels, while making crude assumptions about future 
demand. Extended and deepened stakeholder analysis can further elaborate intra
sector distribution of water and unmet water needs, which would be important 
for poverty analysis. It can better analyse the broader developments in society 
in which water is used and future demands can be assessed, etc. Existing or 
expected competing demands and conflicts that are brought to the surface by 
water accounting are also important pointers for in-depth analysis of the water 
users involved, the nature of the conflict, ways in which negotiations take place, 
or not, etc. 

More sophisticated stakeholder analysis of water use, demand, and conflict is 
basically endless; it covers all historical, economic, social, technical, cultural and 
political dimensions of water use. This will also highlight other boundaries than 
basin-boundaries (Schlager and. Blomquist 2000) and not only include the stakes 
of end-users of water, but also those with stakes as water managers, service 
providers, technology developers, regulators, policy makers etc. In fact, the very 
concept of stakeholder identification becomes rather redundant for such in-depth 
social analysis. 

Such all-basin identification of "stakes" of water use is mainly analytical and 
informs policy or decision-making at best indirectly; the "partiCipation" part is 
elaborated less, or not at all. This is the opposite of the next application. 

3. Stakehold!"r identification and participation in basin-level water 
governance: legal and institutional issues 

The emphasis on "stakeholder participation" is paramount in the context of water 
governance. Here stakeholder identification and participation are part of the 
institutional and legal analysis. Related to this are financing issues: stakes in water 
are the basis for charges. "Stakeholder identification and participation" are the 
business of water policymakers, managers, and others; researchers would 
address the underlying issues of governance and inclusion and exclusion 
processes. Possible topics are the following. 

"Stakeholder identification and participation" is a typical endeavour in situations 
in which new forms of governance are explored which often entail new 
relationships between the state and other stakeholders. Today, there are many 
such ventures in which the roles, networks, and powers of governmental and non
governmental actors are newly negotiated and articulated, up to the basin level. 
They are induced by new water-related problems, such as pollution or upstream
downstream competition. Or the devolution of state tasks to private entities and 
pricing policies, or general claims for more democratic decision-making require 
new forms of water governance. 

At the one end of the continuum of new forms of governance are people's 
initiatives outside the government, if not against the state. Examples where 
individuals take the initiative are the river parliaments in India, or an initiative in 
a small watershed in the USA 10 ensure the breeding of a particular species of 
fish throughout Ihe basin (Heikkila 2000). Such spontaneous initiatives that tend 
to be led by the middle-classes are accompanied by further organisation into 
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NGOs, forums, etc., and by the development of relationships with the various state 
agencies. The claim of being a "stakeholder" justifies the claim for more decision
making power; this is negotiated. 

At the other end of new governance forms are the initiatives taken by international 
or national groupings within or near the state itself, to involve stakeholders in new 
ways, for example to address better the complexities of water problems and ensure 
better informed decisions. An example of state-initiated stakeholder identification 
and participation is the establishment of the Catchment Management Agencies in 
South Africa, for which public consultation is required according to the National 
Water Act 1998. New communication channels are to be structured between the 
government and the public in which governmental decision-making authority is 
shared in new ways. Being recognised as "a stakeholder" is the first step of inclusion 
in the new decision-making networks. Stakeholders are defined as "anyone 
interested in or affected by a proposed undertaking" (Department of Water Affairs 
and Forestry, South Africa, 1999). 

Although representation along class, race, and gender lines in these new structures 
initiated by the state is often a pertinent goal, there are major bottlenecks to achieve 
this objective. New forms of governance build upon existing forms and networks, 
which often are already biased. Moreover, especially when time schedules are tight, 
there is the strong tendency, also for legitimate reasons, to include de facto the 
more resourceful, and leaders among newly entering groups. A poor black woman 
is still not reached. This practical issue is illustrated in the Guide Four for Public 
Participation for Catchment Management Agencies and Water Users' Associations 
of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, South Africa (1999): 

"... every sector has what can be termed 'key' stakeholders. They are 
either influential people, respected people, spokespeople for their 
sectors, people with authority to say 'yes' or 'no,' people whose local 
knowledge is important, people who want to derail the process for 
personal gain, and all those who think that they are key stakeholders." 

Even if expansion of existing networks is actively promoted in an initial stage, there 
is the moment when the networks are consolidated and less open to new entrants. 
However, if representation is the aim, continuous efforts for further inclusion need to 
be deSigned and institutionalised. The following, third application of stakeholder 
identification and participation tries to fill this gap. 

4. Inclusion of specific water user groups: poverty and gender analysis 

Stakeholder identification and participation can also focus on specific water user 
groups that tend to be marginalised. Such analysis would ultimately contribute to 
their more effective inclusion. This is a route to go if goals like poverty alleviation or 
gender eqUity through water management are to be reached. Water is perhaps the 
most critical resource, besides land, for the agriculture-dependent poor-the world's 
majority of poor people. Improved water management probably represents the 
most ignored and untapped potential for agriculture-based poverty alleviation, in 
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combination with improved seeds (as Upton (1999) argues for tropical food 
staples) and marketing (Shah et al. 2000). 

In this application of stakeholder identification and participation, the links between 
the resource water, people, and the ultimate beneficial goals for society (a world 
with less poverty) are most explicit. While the current and potential stakes are 
convincing for this group of stakeholders, concrete stakeholder identification has 
only just started in global debates, whereas participation is still at the initial stage 
of establishing communication, especially in the productive water use sector. It is 
clear that simply reducing poor people to "water users" will not do the analytical 
job needed. Poverty and water deprivation are issues of taller order both in analysis 
and policy and intervention. Some of the topics of poverty and gender analysis are: 

identifying poor people and assessing the nature of poverty 
processes and gender inequities; 

assessing poor women's and men's potentials and constraints in 
accessing appropriate technologies for managing water and making 
more productive use of water for higher incomes, in the wider socio
economic, cultural, and political context; 

analysing class- and gender-based conflicts and competition in water 
use and possible axes of action for more effective inclusion in existing 
or new forms of decision-making networks regarding water; 

designing integrated support systems to alleviate water-related 
poverty. 

5. A people focus, or a resource focus? 

The three above mentioned applications illustrate the variation of interpretations 
of stakeholder identification and participation. For any other application, the 
concept of stakeholder identification and participation would become much more 
useful if 'stakes', 'participation' and the purpose and context within which 
stakeholders are identified for participation are made explicit. 

The question remains where further specifications of stakeholder identification 
and participation finally would lead. Even with the best specifications, the concept 
of stakeholder remains a-historic and individualistic and easily assumes equality 
among all stakeholders and their participation. Vague concepts may give good 
space for creative use, but as a tool for social analysis stakeholder identification 
and participation is weak. In all above mentioned applications, the whole concept 
of "stakeholder' quickly evaporates, except as an object of study in governance 
and inclusion and exclusion processes. 

The main merit of the concept of "stakeholder" may be that it links resources 
with people. Having a stake in resource use and management says something 
about the two completely different "animals": natural resources and people. This 
link between the resource focus and the people or livelihood focus is a variation 
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age-old theme of the tension between technical and social perspectives. But even 
in this respect, the concept is not very helpful, as already become clear for poverty 
analysis. Reducing people to individual users or managers of a natural resource, 
however important that use is, is inadequate to capture the many other 
dimensions of society in which water use and management are embedded. The 
concept of "stakeholder" is also unlikely to trigger the search for more creative 
ways to deal with this tension. Non-trivial issue-based analysis and dialogue from 
various perspectives and disciplinary angles do better. 
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