Can water planning improve water governance?
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I. Argument: Strengthened Regional Water Planning organizations and Regional WaterPlans are needed to ensure that the public priorities of regions are accounted for in water right transfer decisions. 

A. In many parts of NM a gap exists between the ability of the natural hydrological system to produce a sustainable supply of water (the water resource) and the aggregate demand for water (the substance).

B. If plans lack clear Public Welfare criteria, based on good science and public values, when shortages occur decisions may be forfeited to the state or federal government by default.

C. Without active multi-stakeholder representation in developing these criteria, public officials may feel little incentive to implement regional water plans that base their recommended actions on them, rather than on political and economic pressures from more powerful interests at local and state levels

D. If the above are true, it is important to identify the “missing conversations” that have made RWPs and the SWP less useful than they could be.  [This is not to denigrate the work done by regional planners in many instances in understanding the hydrological realities of their regions, producing justifications for infrastructure projects, etc., but to put these planning efforts into a larger context – that of “governance.”]

II. Multi-stakeholder dialogue among contending parties is a key to having a workable plan. 

A. Missing elements in the first iteration of regional water planning (not all of these pieces are missing in all regions!):

· Missing or unrepresented “interests” – whether by choice or exclusion

· Missing science – lack of data, conflicting data, uncertainty about meaning of data, and/or refusal to explore implications of data contrary to one’s ideology or preferences

· Missing conversations about things that matter deeply to people – value differences that become great divides; recognition of the importance of water rights

· Missing outputs – lack of priorities, vague goals without strategies

· Missing commitments to take action, to monitor what’s happening, and to assess progress

B. Assumptions

· People have multiple values regarding water.

· Face to face dialogue can narrow value differences and enable individuals to identify shared values.

· For this to be useful all affected parties must be at the table.

· Creating a politically neutral dialogue space can help bring parties to the table.

· Developing a shared understanding of the relevant biophysical situation can narrow value differences and contribute to resolving conflicts.

C. What is this “dialogue space”? Simply, it’s any arena where all parties to a problem are able to examine and reach common understanding of the factual situation they face, explore their divergent and common interests, appreciate (if not agree with) the others’ value perspectives, and develop a measure of trust that can allow for agreements.

III. The process can be thought of in terms of an Input-Output model. In considering how water planning can lead to better governance of the water resources, these are some of the elements:

A. Inputs

· Water right holders including tribes (mostly agricultural) 

· Consumptive use water seekers (mostly urban)

· Non-consumptive use water seekers (environmental, recreation)

· Scientists and technical experts 

· Water managers 

· Regulators and elected officials (state, federal, tribal, local)

· Collaborators (including “process” experts and “disinterested leaders”)

B. Processes and activities

· Reconstitute/reactivate multi-stakeholder based planning committees

· Identify missing elements in plans

· Mobilize needed data/expertise

· Analyze data and reach agreements on nature of hydrologic and biophysical realties in region

· Openly and thoroughly discuss values, diverging and shared, including values associated with water rights

· Agree on common priorities and values, and create or amend Public Welfare statement for the region

· Involve public officials in all stages of the process to ensure political commitment 

· Develop negotiated agreements with jurisdictions sharing a water source (“upstream-downstream”)

C. Desired outcomes

· Revision of Regional Water Plans to strengthen Public Welfare statements reflecting learning about shared values, place-specific realities

· Strengthened implementation and monitoring strategies in RWPs

· Adoption of upstream-downstream agreements by political authorities 

· Creation of representative body to provide input to a revised SWP (long term)

IV. Larger concerns: long-term impacts on governance; democracy

A. Priorities in RWPs do not create or alter property rights. They identify impacts of changes in water use in a region that planners agree should be given weight in considering an application’s effect on the public welfare. (Garcia 1991: I-89) 

B. Plans are not static; planning is iterative, learning constantly, using the best science and local understanding available at a given point, and being able to adapt to changes.

C. Working rules must evolve to take account of what is learned through planning, and to give “standing” to community values. This is the essence of adaptive governance.  
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