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In the 1980s – unrelated to climate 
change – Australia made major economic 
reforms, including in the water sector 



Climate change has already happened in Australia 



The water trading system means that water moves – from 
willing sellers to willing buyers --  from low-value to high-

value crops… 

National Water Commission 2010.  The impacts of water trading in the Southern Murray Darling Basin.  Data for Murrumbidgee 
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What actually happened? 
Water Use and Gross Value Added (GVA) in 

Agriculture in MDBasin  

Little  impact on GVA in agriculture 

Source:  Natl Water Commission 



In Australia, great advances, but “all 
solutions are provisional..” 

A current war over reconciling 
human and environmental needs…. 
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What the practitioners 
discuss… 

• Sober learning from experience… 



Mississippi River Commission  
1927 2010 



Sayano-Shushenskaya 
Hydropower Station in Russia 
 



What the “thinkers” discuss 

• Soft paths and other roads untravelled 

• New paradigms 

• The press loves it … 

 

 

• And the twain seldom meets…. 
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A current 
example – 

should the US 
support 

construction 
of a large dam 
on the Indus? 



Infrastructure disparities… 
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• Strong environmental 
concerns in the US… 

• Rich people who have a 
lot of dams (remember 
1000 days of storage 
on Colorado?) don’t like 
dams any more… 

• And oppose dams even 
in quite different 
circumstances (e.g. 
Pakistan which has 30 
days of storage on the 
Indus…) 
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World Bank lending for hydropower in US$ millions 

..rich countries and rich-country dominated IFOs 
have largely withdrawn from financing “the water 
platform” 







Potential and development of hydropower 
in different regions 



But the world is changing.. 

The Middle Income Countries (India, 
Brazil and especially China) are filling the 
gap left by rich countries who used to 
help…. 



Whereas the World Bank now finances about 5 dams, 
the Chinese finance over 200 outside of China in the 

developing world 
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The example of the US… 

• Then (later!) came the 
economists laying down 
rules which would have 
precluded all of these 
transformative 
investments 

• In the heroic days… 
decisions made “to 
transform the country” 

• Then came the 
environmental 
community… 



Paraphrasing, slightly, the US has passed 
through three era: 

• The era of heroic building of the water 
platform for growth 

• The era of marginal economic analysis 

• The era of planning by environmental 
and social constraints 

• The next era?  Back to the future????? 
 





My experience 

• In these “transformative” contexts 
narrow advice is not helpful 
– Narrow-focussed economic analyses 

• Eg “don’t count multipliers” 

– Advocacy approaches 
• No environmental impact 

• NIMBY 

• Political leadership must have a broader vision 
of transformation 

• The great challenge is then implementation 
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Despite much heterogeneity 
(even within regions and 

countries…) there are some 
general “rules for 

reformers”  



Initiate reform where there is a 
powerful need, and demonstrated 

demand, for change 

  



Involve those affected, and address 
their concerns with effective, 
understandable information 

  



Develop a sequenced, 
prioritized list of reforms… 



Pick the low-hanging fruit first -- 
nothing succeeds like success! 



Keep your eye on the ball -- 
Don’t let the best become  

the enemy of the good! 



   Don’t throw the 
baby out with the 
bathwater… 

.. When good 

ideas “fail” 

(to perform 

perfectly), 

that is the 

danger….  



Reforms must provide returns for 
the politicians who are willing to make 

the changes…. 

“Good water 

management 

is good 

politics” 



river 

+ 

+ dyke 

= 

Political 

order 
= 

Water is always deeply political… 



Thus Three Gorges is as much about political symbolism as it is 
about flood protection and hydropower… 
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Less weight to: More weight to: 
Academics practitioners 

Single-issue NGOs or sector 
specialists 

Policy and political leaders with broad 
responsibilities 

Those who are telling others how 
to live 

Those who have to live with the 
consequences of their decisions 

Those who advocate “new 
paradigms” like the MDGs 

The road travelled by every country 
that has become rich 

OECD (and the World Bank, and 
foundations and……) need to give 
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In conclusion… 

• The need for water reform is great in many 
parts of the world 

• We must be very careful about “era 
centricism” 

 



 

 
 

“the state of art (of 
water management) is 
always provisional….”. 

And each succeeding 
generation looks back 
on the past 
generation as stupid… 
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In conclusion… 

• The need for water reform is great in many 
parts of the world 

• We must be very careful about “era 
centricism” 

• And very careful about reductionist 
approaches which see only one part of a 
complex world 

 



Principles matter: 

• Cost recovery 

• Transparency 

• Valuing water 

• Cost-benefit analysis 

• Environmental 
sustainability 

• Etc etc 

 

 

 

But important to recognize complexity and important 
that water policy respect  “principled pragmatism” 

 



Water reform is complex and 
context-dependent – be very 

careful of simplistic reductionism! 

EO Wilson: 

We have 
– God-like 

technologies 

– Medieval 
institutions 

– Paleolithic 
emotions… 



Thank you! 


