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Abstract
This paper outlines elements of best practice integrated river basin management and explores a procedure to implement
IRBM. The procedure identifies a ‘road map’ for improved governance based on a best practice approach, with initial trialling
in a UNESCO HELP basin in North America showing some application. But even with best practices understood, action is
often only minimal and flexible, adaptable institutions are needed to underpin basin management. The covenant concept is
one such institution, based on the idea of harnessing mutual trust and obligation between stakeholders. A covenant is ‘signed’
as a social contract and the idea of covenant described in this paper results from observations of intractable water sharing
problems. This paper also outlines the components of a covenant, the factors which require consideration for implementation
and ways forward.
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Introduction
Integrated river basin management involves the coordinated
management of land and water resources for multiple purposes
and across different sectors. It is a subset of integrated water
resource management (IWRM) operating at the basin scale.
This paper draws on previous work in the development of basin
organisation performance indicators for IWRM (Hooper, 2006)
and extends that work, focusing on the role of covenants as an
enacting mechanism.
The paper is dividend into two parts: firstly, a discussion on
IWRM which reports the development of functional measures
of relevance and effectiveness, and secondly, an exploratory
discussion about a covenant of mutual obligation, a suggested
institution to implement IWRM in river basins. The first section provides insight into the array of functional elements of
IWRM. This checklist is valuable as it demonstrates the complex and related tasks required to establish and maintain land
and water resources management. Accepting this array of tasks,
the second section outlines a mechanism to implement actions
using a covenant of mutual obligation. This will not be a first
task for a basin organisation but one which evolves through
time after trust and respect have been established between
stakeholders and agreement reached regarding required natural resources management actions and water shares in a river
basin. This is more likely to occur when basin organisations
have reached a mature level of functional development, which
includes stakeholder participation, ongoing funding, basin
advocacy and political support. The paper concludes with a
discussion of ways forward.
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Integrated water resource management
effectiveness
The management of water resources at basin scales continues
to be a challenge. One of the critical issues is the coordination
of management between different sectors and across different
disciplines and groups. IWRM is one method which articulates
this approach to coordinated management (Fig. 1).
The decisions made to manage land and water resources
using this integrated approach involve many stakeholders
operating at different scales. Stakeholders include individual
water users, government agencies, private sector interests, non-
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Figure 1
Integrated water resources management, conceptualised as a
cross-sectoral dialogue (Global Water Partnership Technical
Advisory Committee, 2000)
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