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Abstract
Research has played an important role in water resource management and a consensus on research objectives would
increase the efficiency of these practices. In this paper we aimed to elicit the views of attendees of the 3rd Orange River
Basin Symposium regarding water-related research, by using both quantitative and qualitative responses to a questionnaire
survey, and purposeful sampling methods. Overall, research was perceived to play an important role in water resource
management and there was significant agreement on which sectors are responsible for carrying out this research. Although
clear strengths in water resource management in southern Africa were identified, we found that most perceived weaknesses
related to the lack of enforcement or to human resource constraints. Despite this fact, the identified research priorities,
which were aligned to those of the Water Research Commission, tended to be technical in nature and would not address
these perceived weaknesses. Our recommendations were that, by incorporating previously ignored sectors into research,
such as private consultants and non-governmental organisations, and addressing human capacity and enforcement issues,
unique and unexplored research opportunities could improve water resource management.
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Introduction
The availability of water underpins the very social and economic fabric of the southern African sub-region (Hirji and
Molapo, 2002; Toerien and Seaman, 2010). As a consequence,
there are obvious incentives for effective water resource management. Research has, in the past, played an important role in
addressing issues relating to water management, both nationally (Walmsley, 1992) and internationally (National Research
Council USA, 2004). Scientists and practitioners have often
identified human perceptions as primary determinants of success and failure of environmental plans (Mascia et al., 2003);
so it would be beneficial for future water-related research to
be aligned with these perceptions. Interdisciplinary research
and cross-sector collaboration in integrated water resource
management will only be possible if there is collective buy-in
from all stakeholders. A shared understanding of the need and
purpose of research, will better prepare all sectors for research
outcomes, leading to more effective diffusion and adoption of
knowledge (Breen et al., 2004). Since consensus on objectives
and/or methods increases performance by promoting interdisciplinary collaboration (Dess, 1987), this paper aims to provide
some clarity on the perceived research priorities of various
stakeholders involved in water resource management in southern Africa.
The Orange River Basin Symposium is hosted annually in
central South Africa; individuals who carry out water-related
research and management convene to report on activities
within the region. South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Lesotho
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and other non-SADC countries were represented by the 2011
conference attendees, who were deemed to have a specific
interest in water resource management and, as a consequence,
were viewed as a reliable source of opinions on the issues in
question.
A questionnaire, specially designed for this survey, was
distributed among symposium attendees, the purpose of which
was to assess the views of the attendees with regard to the
following:
• The perceived importance of water-related research by various sectors of assorted levels of experience
• Identifying which sectors were perceived to play a leading
role in water-related research
• Eliciting the perceived strengths and weaknesses of past
water resource management
• The categorisation of future research directives as a prioritised hierarchy
There is a general perception that positive attitudes towards
environmental practices (in this case, research) are likely
to elicit pro-environmental behaviour (St John et al., 2010).
Research in water resource management is not simply a means
of knowledge generation, but is, instead, a value-based tool
for improving the wellbeing of the country and its citizens
(Offringa and de Wet, 1996). This survey could assist research
organisations in identifying positive synergies with other
stakeholders in integrated water management because research
needs to deliver public value (especially when it is state funded)
and not just research papers (as pointed out in a recent editorial
published in Nature (Anonymous, 2011)).

Methods
We compiled a questionnaire, according to the best practices
prescribed by White et al. (2005), to assess the perceived
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