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Abstract
South Africa’s National Water Act and National Water Resource Strategy set out an ambitious vision for Integrated Water
Resources Management including a strong focus on the redistribution of water resources towards the poor and on empowering
historically disadvantaged communities. To achieve this vision the Department of Water Affairs & Forestry (DWAF) has been
pursuing a programme for devolving powers to 19 stakeholder-led catchment management agencies (CMAs) and more locally,
transforming irrigation boards into more inclusive water user associations (WUAs), as well as creating new associations.
Co-operative governance is a core principle of this programme. As well as being enshrined in South Africa’s constitution,
this principle is seen as key to enabling CMAs to implement their core functions, which include co-ordinating the activities
of water users and water management institutions within their water management area. For WUAs also, the principle of
co-operative governance is key to building engagement between White commercial farmers and emerging Black farmers,
as well as (in some cases) engaging with a wider set of stakeholder interests including local government and environmental
interests.
Despite a commitment to the principle of co-operative governance, individual and institutional capacity for facilitating
co-operative development processes is in relatively short supply within the South African water sector. This paper describes
work-in-progress to build capacity in this area, working with:
• DWAF’s national Institutional Governance team
• The Inkomati CMA (ICMA), the first of South Africa’s new catchment management agencies
• Two  irrigation boards and a number of other stakeholders in the Mvoti catchment – with a view to the development of an
appropriate institutional arrangement (WUA or otherwise) for the co-operative governance of this catchment.
This paper focuses on the development of an interactive approach to capacity building in each of these three sites, drawing
from a broad portfolio of approaches variously described as social learning, social appraisal, or whole system development.
In the Inkomati we have worked primarily with the whole system approach known as Future Search, whereas in the Mvoti we
have used the U-process and social appraisal as guiding metaphors and design principles.
This paper describes some of our achievements, challenges and reflections to date, and argues that the interactive
approaches we have been taking are better suited to the implementation of DWAF’s institutional reform processes than the
more established, top-down approaches, which involve issuing guidance, supported by training programmes. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications for scaling up these types of approaches across the South African water system as
a whole, and for the practice of integrated water resource management.
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Introduction
Revised version. Originally presented at the International Conference on Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) entitled:
Lessons from Implementation in Developing Countries which took
place from 10 to 12 March 2008 in Cape Town, South Africa, at the
Cape Town International Convention Centre.
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In ensuring the social and economic wellbeing of any nation,
water plays a key role. In a water-stressed nation such as South
Africa, the effective management of water resources is even
more pivotal; South Africa’s economic successes over the past
century have in no small part been due to the ingenuity of its
water managers. Thus considerable feats of engineering, dam
building and inter-basin transfers have enabled South Africa to
maximise use of its water resources and in particular, to grow
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