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Abstract
Establishment of catchment management agencies (CMAs) is central to South Africa’s new policy vision for achieving decentralised, participatory integrated water resource management. However, CMAs cannot directly engage every individual
stakeholder – inputs will need to be channelled via a hierarchical representation system. The issue of ‘connectedness’ is
crucial: how do interest groupings interact across and between scales? Research in the Inkomati catchment suggests that
current levels of organisation, communication and capacity could result in inequitable, unsustainable participatory decisions.
Large imbalances in degree of organisation and negotiating power exist between different sectors and regions. Though some
cooperative initiatives exist, there appears to be a greater focus on engaging government or legal processes, contrary to the
intentions of the new water policy. Suggested interventions include: capacity building for disadvantaged groups; facilitation
of catchment-based fora as vehicles for co-learning and relationship-building; and educating all stakeholders about the new
water policy. All must create awareness of benefits of engaging other stakeholders and the future CMA, and thus an imperative for resource users to align themselves towards this goal.
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Introduction
In order to make water resource management more responsive
to local needs, South Africa’s new water law, the National Water
Act (no. 36 of 1998), is based on a policy of decentralisation
and participation. Devolution of power to a local, catchmentdelineated scale is to be achieved through the establishment of
a catchment management agency (CMA) for each of 19 water
management areas (WMAs). CMAs will be governed by a
board containing both stakeholder representatives and technical expertise, and will be tasked with seeking ‘co-operation and
agreement on water-related matters from the various stakeholders and interested persons’ (National Water Act, Ch.2). A large
part of the CMA’s role will involve engaging various stakeholder
groupings, to build cooperative relationships, and to generate
shared vision for the goals and strategies of resource use.
Achieving a truly ‘bottom-up’, participatory management
system is, however, chiefly dependent on the initiatives of the
lower levels of the management hierarchy. This begs the question: to what extent are water resource users in South Africa
able to take the initiative to participate meaningfully in resource
management decisions, and in a way that enhances the equity
and sustainability of resource use? This readiness most likely
stems from a suite of attributes, including stakeholder knowledge, attitudes and behaviours, as well as systems of organisation and communication which enable them to engage govern* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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ment, the CMA, and each other. Further questions then arise:
How can government facilitate the development of stakeholders and their organisations toward this ideal? How can CMAs
catalyse the organisation and activities of systems of stakeholder
representation, and also develop a culture of cooperation in the
interests of a shared resource?
Several challenges exist, particularly the tensions experienced in attempting the top-down implementation of a bottomup ideal. As McKay (2004) pointed out: ‘While the opportunities for initiating, encouraging and supporting transparent,
consensus-based processes are significant, the challenges and
pitfalls of institutionalising this approach from national level
downwards are equally significant’.
The research reported in this paper was inspired by these
questions and challenges, and attempted to investigate these
through the lens of stakeholder ‘connectedness’. In turn, this
exploratory study hopes to inspire further awareness and work
in this field.

Connectedness and social capital
Connectedness refers to the existence of groups of individuals
in society and the connections both within and between these
groups, from micro to macro levels. Many different types of
connection exist (e.g. mutual help, exchange of information,
trading of goods, providing loans, common celebrations) which
may be two-way or one-way, and either long-established or ‘subject to regular update’ (Pretty and Ward, 2001). Though more
complex categorisations exist (e.g. Pretty and Ward, 2001) this
paper distinguishes only between ‘vertical’ (between different
spatial scales within a single sector) and ‘horizontal’ connected-
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