Implementing the South African water policy:
Holding the vision while exploring an uncharted mountain
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Abstract

This paper discusses the long-term implementation of the South African National Water Policy of 1997, and addresses some of
thedifficultissuesof themanagement and | eadership of large change processes. Although thevision established by thewater policy
isclear, actually achieving that vision on theground will requirearobust, flexible, long-term implementation plan that is supported
by all therole players responsible for water management in South Africa: Government, water services authorities, water services
providers such aswater boards, catchment management agencies (CMAS), water user associ ations, research organisations and the
private sector. In this paper, we advocate a strategic, adaptive approach to policy implementation, which equates to “learn-by-
doing”, to meet the challenge of maintaining sufficient forward momentum in policy implementation, while still making sound
decisions that take account of technical, environmental, economic, social and political factors.
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Introduction

The South African water policy (DWAF, 1997) sets out a far-
reaching vision, making provisionfor theuse of quite sophisticated
policy tools for working towards sustainable, equitable and effi-
cient water resources management. Thevision for water manage-
ment in South Africaisthe product of radical changesinthesocial,
political and water policy environments. It is considered inter-
nationally to be progressive, forward-thinking and ambitious. The
vision is challenging, but has engendered considerable pride in
those who helped develop it and those who are working to imple-
ment it.

Achieving thisvision will require dramatic changesin theway
inwhichwater resourcemanagersconduct their everyday business.
We will need new institutions, new tools, a new mindset and a
robust implementation plan toimplement thewater policy over the
next 20 yearsand achieveitsfully matureform. Theimplementa-
tion plan needs to set out the necessary steps, schedule and
resourcesto be deployed. A wishlistitemising all the nice things
wewishtohaveortobeinsomany years' timeisnot thesamething
and will not achieve the desired outcomes.

The challenge facing the water sector in South Africa is
daunting inits magnitude, and we have only just begun to take the
first few stepsof implementation. Whilethevisionitself isexplicit
and attractive, clearly showing us what we would like to achieve,
the big question remains: how arewe going to achievethisvision?
With limited human resources, limited finances, limited expertise
andmost of all, limited water resources, how will wemovefromthe
old tothe new over the decadesto come? What kind of implemen-
tation processwill generatethe necessary changeand take uscloser
to the vision set out in the 1997 water policy, which has been
paraphrased as “ Some, for all, forever”?
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The change cycle

Thedegree of changethat isrequired to move from previouswater
policy to thisnew policy issignificant. Changeisalwaysdifficult
- for a major change initiative to succeed it has to be carefully
managed and strongly led. Changeinitiativestend to passthrough
atypical cycle(Fig. 1): theearly stagesare characterised by doubt,
fear and resi stance, which needto beovercomeby strong, visionary
|eadership and acareful, stepwise approach toimplementation. At
some point in the cycle, if the change initiative isto succeed, the
promoters of the change have to ensure that the danger zone is
passed; that a critical mass of people becomes positive and enthu-
siastic about the change and wholly espouses the new vision, in
order for sufficient momentum to be built to carry the change
through. Failure to build this critical mass and pass through the
danger zonewill resultin reversal and afall-back into old ways of
doing business. Although a group is strongly influenced, nega-
tively or positively, by the position of the group’s leader or
leadership, the position of an organisation or group in the change
cycletendsto bethe average of theindividual positionswithinthe
organisation or group. Thismakesitimperativeto dea with people
asindividuds, and to recognise the need to effect behavioura changes
inindividualsin order to advance the organisation’s position.

In the case of water policy implementation, the group which
will implement the policy includesthelead agent, the Department
of Water Affairsand Forestry (DWAF), aswell asseveral support-
ing organisations and institutions, including catchment manage-
ment agencies (CMAS), water user associations, water services
institutions and the private sector. This collaboration amongst
many organisations to form the institutional framework for water
policy implementation makes managing the change cycle even
more complex, since one is no longer dealing with the issue of
change within a single organisation.

An adaptive approach to policy implementation

Implementation of any major change initiative, such as the new
water policy, isbest effected by astepwise, adaptive processwhich
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Figure 1
The cycle of organisational change (Brock & Salerno, 1998)

allowsfor learning to be gathered along the way and fed back into
improving the process. One benefit of this approach is that each
step resultsin anchoring of incremental changein theinstitutional
environment, so thereislesslikely to be afall-back to the original
situation. Implementing the new policy in astepwise manner can
be likened to climbing a mountain — although impatience might
tempt usto reach for thetop of themountaininone“bigjump”, this
islikely tobefollowed by a“bigfall” back tothebottom. Installing
new processes, new systems and new ways of thinking overnight,
or inavery short time frame, leaves them inherently unstable and
vulnerableto collapse. Climbing the mountain onestage at atime,
establishing a camp as a firm anchor at each stage and moving
forward in small steps, exploring from a stage camp, ensures slow
but steady upward progress, and promotes safety since the degree
of fall-back islimited to the previously established stage camp.

The mountaineering metaphor is apt, since implementation of
thenew water policy requiresmany of thesamelifeskills: wehave
avision of the top of the mountain that we want to climb, but the
route is uncharted. No maps exist, and there are no easy well-
travelled routes since the scope and breadth of the South African
water policy’s vision are unique in the world. |f we proceed
according to sound mountaineering technique, we will move
gradually, establishing stage camps and making short exploratory
expeditions from each stage camp, working with prototype tools
until wefully understandtheterritory ahead. WWemust expect some
failures—someroutesfromacampwill turn out to bedead-endsand
wemust learnfromthese. Therewill benofreelunchesintheform
of instructions for easy routes, although we can stay open to
learning from others who may have tried out similar routes or
similar mountains and have the skills and experience to know
which routes might be less likely to fail.

Sustainable management of water resourcesisajourney with-
out an end. We cannot stop managing once we have reached a
comfortable position. New challenges and changeswill face usall
thetime, asthe political, social, economic and ecological environ-
mentsaround uschange. We, inthisgeneration, aretackling only
thefirst mountainin arange: oncewereach thetop of thispeak, we
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will see more mountains for the future. Even if we wished to, we
could not hand over afully achieved goal to thenext generation, for
them to sit back and reap the benefits. The best we can hand over
isasound process for climbing mountains, and the tools to climb
the mountains that lie ahead.

What would an adaptive policy implementation process |ook
like, and what principles should be followed inits application? If
we continue the mountai neering metaphor, we can uncover aset of
“mountaineering rules’ to guide the process.

Mountaineering Rule 1: Pick your mountain, and try to get as
good aview of thesummit aspossible. Inour case, thewater policy
which we have devel oped and chosen to implement is our “moun-
tain”, and the vision of “Somefor all forever” isthe clearest view
of the summit yet provided.

Mountaineering Rule 2: Pick your team, and make sure you
include the right blend of skills and experience. Adaptive policy
implementation is a process that incorporates multi-skilled teams,
each member of which has a clear role to play in scaling the
mountain — the expedition leader, the map-maker, the camp cook,
specialist climbers who can deal with ice, rock or snow, loyal
supporters who keep reminding the team of the vision, a camp
manager to ensure smooth running of each camp on adaily basis
even while al the climbers are out scouting on the mountain,
reliable porters, and creative trouble-shooters. In water resource
management, the necessary blend of expertise cannot be provided
by DWAF aone, no matter how high the level of enthusiasm.
Experts from the private sector, the academic sector and other
government agencies will be needed on the team.

MountaineeringRule3: Takeit step by step: don’t gofor the* big
jump” approach. The process requires the establishment of safe
stagecamps, fromwhich small proto-teamsmakeshort exploratory
expeditions to scout the terrain, endeavouring to find the right
directionfor thenext stagecampby trying afew different directions
first, expecting some to fail. Taking small steps and expecting
possible failure is very difficult in the public sector. However, a
great deal of security and credibility can be achieved if theimple-
menting agency is open and explicit about the short-term goalsit
sets, the actions to be taken towards these goals and the learning
that occurs as goals are achieved, missed or revised. See aso
Rule 4.

M ountaineering Rule4: Communicate, communicate, communi-
cate. Linesof communication betweenteam membersmust bekept
open, and various forms of communication are used depending on
the weather. In good conditions, where visibility is adequate,
verbal communication may besufficient tokeeptheteamstogether;
in stormy weather, they must be roped and move very slowly
forward. Theremust betrust and dial ogue between all members of
the team, for each relies on all the other members for the overall
success of the expedition. 1t would not work if the leader simply
issued ordersfrom base camp. Maintai ning communication across
the full breadth of the water resources management “team” needs
tobeanexplicit function of thepolicy implementation, and haveits
own strategy and goals.

Mountaineering Rule5: Learn from exploration before commit-
tingtoaparticular route. Each eveningtheproto-teamsgather back
at the stage camp to discuss what they have learned, reflect on the
best options and make decisions regarding the next phase of
exploration. Advicefrom expertsand experienced travellersplays
arolein these decisions, as does the judgement of the expedition
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leader. Strong leadership is needed
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a regular basis and send them out
again in new directions. A learning
process balances looking at the
vision (the summit) with looking at
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Figure 2

Simplified road map of an adaptive policy implementation process

To follow a more conventional

explanation, there is a cycle of learning and adapting that takes
place as the expedition makes its way towards their vision, the
summit of the mountain. There is a growing body of knowledge
from the fields of ecosystem management (e.g. Aley et al., 1999;
Rogers and Besthier, 1997; Walters, 1997) and business manage-
ment (Pieters, 1999; Roling and Wagemakers, 1998) which can
demonstrate how an inherently ordered process of learning and
adapting canbeuncovered and applied with understanding toguide
those responsible for the protection, control, management and
allocation of natural resources such as water. When applied in
ecosystem management, the process is considered as “learn-by-
doing” and providesaway to ensure proactivity evenintheface of
uncertain consegquences and future. In business, the approach is
used to create organisations which can rapidly adjust to changing
circumstances by making learning an explicit step in everything
that they do (Fulmer, 2000; Haeckel, 1999).

A simplemodel hasbeen derived from thisbody of knowledge
(Fig. 2). Themodel presents a series of basic steps which can be
applied in water resource management or any other form of
management. Each of these steps and the linkages between them
are described, al ong with some examplesdrawn from recent South
African experiences, which apply particularly to the aquatic eco-
system protection aspects of the water policy.

Step 1: Learn about the range of possible futures

open to us

Thissteprequiresusto gather knowledgeabout the possiblefutures
open to us, depending on where we are now and what kind of
trgjectory we are presently on. Focusing on the future helpsusto
build consensus on a shared future, rather than becoming miredin
conflictsover the current situation. Learning about the future may
involve collection of new data or the synthesis of existing datain
order to clearly establish the present situation and the trajectory.
Thereafter comesthebuilding of scenariostorepresent orillustrate
possible futures based on our present status and tragjectory.

The water resource equivalent is the selection and considera-
tion of a range of possible management classes that could be
assigned to a water resource (such as a river), depending on its
present state, trajectory, and desired future protection status. The
water resource classification system, prescribed by law and cur-
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rently under development, will provide clear ruleswhich apply in
each management class, and which can be applied to maintain or
move the water resource to a situation where the desired level of
protection is being achieved.

The mountaineering equivalent isthe discussion at base camp,
advised by experts, of possible locations for the next stage camp
and routes that might be taken to reach each of those possible
locations. Imagine the chance of success if the team was not
explicit about this process of researching where the potential next
steps should lead and how to get there.

Step 2: Decide which direction to move in

Not al possible futures may be desirable to society. We need to
take adecision on which futureswe will discard as optionsfor us,
and which futures are desirable or consistent with the values on
which our society isbased. Thisdecision must usually betakenin
anenvironment of widedebate, consultation and participation from
all sectorsof civil society. Thelearning generatedin Step 1isused
to inform the decision, so that people can understand theimplica-
tions surrounding their choice of possible futures, and feel confi-
dentintheir decision. Thewater resource equivalent of thisstepis
the decision on the class which will be assigned to the water
resource.

It isimportant to note that it is not usually possible to specify
the exact future, its characteristics and appearance, in great detail
(it shardto clearly seethe summit of amountain from the bottom).
Rather we may select ageneral directioninwhichwewouldliketo
move, which will take us towards a sub-set of possible endpoints,
though these endpoints may share the same general values and
characteristics (the water resource classes themselves are quite
broad bands, trangl ating for exampleinto rangesfor instream water
quality, rather than single fixed concentrations). Even in moving
towards the chosen subset of endpoints, there may be severa
different trgjectoriesthat we could follow. Frequently wecanonly
map out thefirst few stepsof atrajectory inany detail, and the path
becomes more fuzzy aswe look further along it.

There is a useful analogy from ecological theory which can
illustrate this idea (Fig. 3). From the same starting point in the
present, multipletrajectorieswith differing characteristicscantake
an ecosystem towards the same set of possible endpoints. An
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important feature of thisecosystem theory probably also appliesto
resource management: in the early stages of moving from the
present point towardsthe future, it isfairly easy tointroduce small
shiftsor tochangetrajectoriesif wefind wearenot ontheright path,
sincethetrajectoriesarenot all that different. Later on, eventhough
weare still moving towards the same set of endpoints, the distance
between trajectories may be substantial, and mid-course correc-
tions may be much more difficult and/or expensive.

Step 3: Learn about how to get there

Having decided on where to go, we should spend some time
learning about how to get there: whichroadtotake, what theterrain
will belike, what equipment and suppliesmay be needed. Isthisan
iceroute, arock routeor asnow route? Wherewill the stage camps
be and how far apart? Stage camps represent interim objectives
aong theway to thefinal objective of the water resource manage-
ment class: theseinterim objectivesneedtobeclearly specifiedand
understood by all parties.

Asmentioned above, there may be multipletrajectorieswhich
can take usto the future we have selected. Thetrajectories may be
longer in duration or shorter, expensiveor lesscostly, exploitiveor
restorative—thischoiceisstill ours, depending onwhichtrajectory
society considers to be the most suitable.

In mountaineering, as in water resource management, the
general directionismoreimportant than the exact endpoint of each
day’s efforts.  The overall direction must at least be steadily
upwardsif we areto eventually reach the summit of the mountain.
Messing around inthevalley or on contour pathsjust because they
areeasy will not be useful if wedo it for too long in order to avoid
the tough parts of the climb.

Step 4: Design/Adapt the strategy for getting to the
future

Inthisstep, wemust find an appropriateway totakeactionsin order
toget ontoanew trajectory or tomakebetter progressonour current
trajectory. Thisprovidesuswith astrategy for travelling along the
desired trgjectory, and influences our daily business procedures
which must become operational as we manage ourselves and our
resources onto the chosen trajectory.

The National Water Act provides for the development of
catchment management strategies, which will specify the objec-
tives, timeframesfor achieving objectives, actionsto be taken and
responsibilitiesof thevariousparties, including water management
institutions aswell aswater users and stakeholders. However, we
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Possible multiple trajectories for reaching
the neighbourhood of a desired endpoint
from the same starting point.

need to do thisin an adaptive
manner that ensures achiev-
able goals, small steps and
explicit learning opportuni-
tiesalong the way.

Large adjustments
needed to effect
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Step 5: Take the first
few steps

We implement the strategy,
takingthefirstfew stepsalong
the chosen trajectory. Atthe
sametimewecarefully moni-
tor the effects of those first
few steps. Often, thefirstfew
stepsinvolvetheuseof work-
ing prototypes, rather than
fully operationa technolo-
gies. However, early demon-
stration using a prototyping
approach can be extraordinarily powerful in convincing people of
the achievability of change, increasing their understanding of the
visionandtrajectory, overcoming resistanceto changeand encour-
aging adoption of new ways of doing things. Early prototypingis
preferable since a large new, supposedly operational system is
likely to scare people back across the danger zone of the change
cycle.

This is the equivalent of setting out on a short journey and
reaching the next stage camp. It will not help if only the specialist
climbers reach the next camp — al the necessary team members
must comealong if thecampisto beproperly established and serve
as a base for the next part of the climb. Likewise, in policy
implementation, all the organisations and groups which are in-
volved need to come along to the next stage camp, and should be
doing so from the beginning of the expedition, or early on in the
trajectory (Fig. 3). It must be emphasised that the whole water
management institution (and not only the DWAF) must takepartin
every stage and must reach every stage camp. This includes the
various water user sectors (e.g. forestry, agriculture, tourism,
suppliersof potablewater), relevant research agencies and conser-
vation bodies. Thosewho hang back, waiting to seewherethefinal
trajectory will lie, or those who are left out of planning steps, are
likely to be left too far behind and will lack the capacity, knowl-
edge, skills and technology to catch up with the rest of the
expedition. Leadership and communication play critical rolesin
keeping all the team members together on the same trajectory:
thosewho moveonto different trgjectoriesfromtherest of theteam
may never makeit to the neighbourhood of the endpoint, sincethe
effort requiredto changetrajectory at alater stagewill betoo great.
Leaving some members of the “virtual” water resource manage-
ment team out in the cold coul d seriously jeopardise successinthe
middle and later stages of implementation.

Figure 3

Step 6: Going deeper: Pause, reflect and learn.

Afterthefirst few stepsalong our trajectory, itiswiseto pause, and
reflect on the results of our implementation in order to learn (in
mountaineering terms, this is where the team gathers to have tea
under the camp flag at the end of each phase, and talk about all that
has happened thus far). Here we want to learn about whether our
actionsarehaving (or areshowing thepotential to have) thedesired
effects: arewe dtill ontheright trgjectory? Arewe still headed for
theright endpoint? Through monitoring, we learn more about the
resources we are managing and how they respond to various
actions, to seeif we need to adapt our strategy in order to stay on
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thistrajectory. Andfinally, havingtakenthefirst few stepstowards
our chosenfuture, wemay now beableto seethefuturemoreclearly
and need to decide whether, in this light, we should confirm,
modify or refineour original decision about wherewewanted to go
and how we wanted to get there. So we return to the beginning of
thecycleat Step 1.

Thistime, however, webeginthe cyclewith deeper knowledge
and understanding, and hence an ability to do things better the next
time around, including making better decisions, designing better,
more detailed strategies for action, and instituting monitoring
programmes which are better tailored to help uslearn.

Thislast step of reflection and learning isabsolutely critical to
the expedition, and if we do not give it sufficient attention the
expedition islikely to fail to progress to the next stage camp and
finally to the summit. Y et how often isthe step of strategic review
and reflection neglected in aprocess of implementation? Inanera
and society where everything takes placein fast-forward, time for
reflection isoften regarded as an unnecessary luxury. Y et, making
timeto look back at progressto date, to instil a sense of ownership
with those that participated and to jointly celebrate achievements,
tolook forward and appreciatethe vision from anew vantage point
and with new understanding and insights, can haveenormousval ue
fromapsychological and communications perspective. Reflection
must become aplanned and explicit step in the adaptive process. It
is the leader’ s responsibility to make sure this happens, that the
right people participate in the exercise, and that all the right
information istaken into account in making the decision about the
next day’ sroutes.

Guiding principles for adaptive policy
implementation

Anadaptivepolicy implementation process, whilebeinginherently
flexible, needsat thesametimeto bequitedeliberateand measured.
Becausetheprocessisbased on“learn-by-doing”, thereisadanger
that adaptations made along the way will become random, mid-
course corrections made simply for the sake of making achangein
order to “look busy”. Any change or selection of an adapted
trajectory must be made on the basis of careful consideration and
reflection upon learning obtained in prior implementation. Adap-
tive processes are not ad hoc, nor are they an excuse for doing just
anything, or for adopting a laissez-faire attitude. Adaptive proc-
esses should also not be seen as providing excuses to correct
mistakesthat arise becausetheoriginal goal or planwasnot clearly
thought out.

Three tiers of adaptive policy implementation

The process of adaptive policy implementation (Fig. 2) occursin
paralel at different levels, nested within each other. Eachtimewe
walk through the cycle, we descend into greater detail aswe move
from fairly general statements about principles and policy, to
quantitative, everyday operating rulesfor water resource systems.
Three main tiers can be identified:

e Thebroadesttier, at thepolicy level, which may be national or
regional policy

e The second tier, at the strategy level, which may be at water
management area or catchment scale

e Thethirdtier, at thelocal operational level withinacatchment.

Thetimetakentotraversethecyclealsovariesbetweentiers. The

changing of policy at thelevel of national constitutionsmay take50
to 100 years; response of national sectoral policy, such as water
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policy, may operate on time scales of 20 to 30 years; strategiesat
water management or catchment scale can typically take 5 to 10
years to move through the cycle, while everyday operation at the
local level canbeadapted withinamatter of weeksif necessary. An
important aspect of holding the vision is keeping the larger time
horizons and process functional and alive in the maelstrom of
everyday activity.

A role for everyone in adaptive policy
implementation

An adaptive implementation process is not al or only about
changing what we do. It is about recognising the need for change,
about envisioning afuture and planning to get there. Most impor-
tantly though it is about implementing the plan and anchoring the
visioninreality to ensureitisachieved. Different peopleand skills
areneeded for thedifferent steps of an adaptive management cycle
(Fig. 2). Since few people have the ability to do more than one of
thesetasks, adaptive management needs ateam with many players
in different positions.

The National Water Act has gone through theinitial recogni-
tionand envisioning phasesand wearenow planning itsimplemen-
tation. Throughout these phasestheidea gatherers’ and“ planters’
have been busy assembling the bricks and mortar. The “systems
thinkers’ have captured theideas and integrated theminto plans of
what to do. Some natural “adapters’ have begun building the new
system, and experimenting with ideasand plans. In someinstances
they feed their experiencesback tothe“ planners” in good adaptive
management mode. In others the “idea gatherers’ do it for them.

Soonthe“finishers’ will tietheloose endstogether to generate
line functions and reporting systemswithin CMAsor their precur-
sors. Then the “anchors’ will faithfully provide the services and
products that successfully anchor the visionin reality.

All thewhiletheworld ischanging, societal values are chang-
ing. Inresponsethe“learners’ are finding waysto do it better and
the“loyal heretics’ start questioning the vision and whether it will
be reached on the trgjectory chosen. At some point they influence
the“visionary” to the extent that anew or modified visionisheld
up and tested against societal values.

But all the while there must be “vision keepers’ who watch to
see that the political, economic, natural and socia “crises’ of the
day to not side-track the team.

Enabling conditions for an adaptive policy
implementation process

There are several enabling conditions which support the imple-
mentation of policy in an adaptive, stepwise process.

e We will need willing, capable adaptive organisations which
can field ateam with the right skills and resources, although
they might not have explored this territory before. The Na-
tional Water Act providesfor the establishment of CMAs, and
the need for these to be adaptive, learning organisations has
been discussed elsewhere (Rogerset a., 2000). While CMASs
will bethe primary water management institutionsinvolvedin
policy implementation, they will need to work in partnerships
with several other types of organisation, including all spheres
of government, water users and the private sector, in “virtual”
institutions which share the responsibilities associated with
water resources management. Keeping such virtual institu-
tionstogether onthesametrajectory will requiretrust, commu-
nication and dovetailed business processes. Taking too big a
step at atime and not pausing to learn will lose team members.
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e The vision which &l are trying to achieve must be explicit
enough, and should be communicated to all concerned on a
continuous basis, being made more explicit as more informa-
tion becomes available. For example, at awater management
arealevel, avision for awater resource might be encapsul ated
inthe classwhich is assigned to that resource, and made more
explicit by the setting of quantitative resource quality objec-
tives linked to the class. The water alocation plan provides
detail on how water will be utilised, while the catchment
management strategy setsout actions, responsibilitiesandtime
frames.

e Animplementation plan must be in place that is robust, well
understood by all, and designedtoallow small stepstobetaken,
evolving the plan in an adaptive manner. The plan need not be
final, nor does it need to contain details on each and every
contingency, but explicitlearning opportunitiesshould bebuilt
into each step in order to improve the process as the plan
evolves. The proposed National Water Resource Strategy
(DWAF, 2002), arequirement of the National Water Act, sets
out broad time scales and priorities for implementation at
national level, providing at least some guidance on which
particular mountains to climb first.

Progress to date

What progressis being made in establishing an enabling environ-
ment for adaptivepolicy implementation? Toanswer thisquestion,
we need to step back from the current processes and evaluate the
situation from an outsider’ s point of view.

In terms of adaptive water management organi sations or insti-
tutions, the CMA establishment processisinitsearly stages. Itis
expected that fiveor six CMAsmay beformally established within
the next two to three years (DWAF, 2002). While there is
recognition of the need for collaborative partnerships with other
players from within the water sector, we in South Africa have not
had much practice at making such partnerships work. Responsi-
bilities are till held along deeply divided organisational bounda-
ries, even within single organisations such as DWAF. Significant
steps must still be taken to make the boundaries more permeable
and to facilitate partnerships on abasis of mutual trust and shared
responsibility. The current restructuring of DWAF may advance
the situation somewhat, but it will take time to change the behav-
iour of individuals to achieve truly collaborative partnerships
amongst inherently flexible and adaptive organisations.

Efforts to communicate the vision encapsulated in the water
policy havetailed off since the heady days of policy devel opment
between 1996 and 1999, when groupsfrom acrossthe water sector
and indeed from across South African society wereinvolved on an
everyday basisin clarifying the vision and helping to draw out the
details. Policy development and implementation efforts seem
recently to have been drawn back within the boundaries of thelead
agent, DWAF, with only limited communication reaching the
“second circle” of interested members of the water sector. With
reference to Fig. 3, it is worth repeating that if all parties in a
collaborative partnership for policy implementation areto befully
committed and taking up their responsibilities, then they must all
be on the sametrajectory asthelead agent and at the same level of
understanding, or their commitment will fail and their ability to
participate willingly will be greatly reduced asthey get | eft farther
and farther behind.

Animplementation plan, in theform of the proposed National
Water Resource Strategy (DWAF, 2002), is currently in develop-

ment, and was published in draft for comment during 2002.
Hopefully thiswill contribute positively to guiding policy imple-
mentation over the next 20 years.

Perhaps the biggest challenge is changing the mindsets of
people, both officials and water users, to support atruly adaptive
process of policy implementation. We still have nowhere near the
critical mass of peoplethrough the“danger zone” (Fig. 1) andinto
the positive side of the cycle of change. Many people, including
those in government and water users, are firmly stuck in the
discomfort zone, while only afew pioneers have moved ahead to
seewhat liesontheother sideand arenow workinginthediscovery
zone.

Concluding remarks

Isitassimpleasthis? The principles of strategic adaptive manage-
ment aresimpleenough, but toimplement these principlesrequires
quite sophisticated policy tools, a supportive environment, and
implementing organisations which are appropriately designed to
undertaketruly adaptivemanagement. South Africa swater policy
and National Water Act have provided a set of tools which will
contribute greatly to achieving strategic adaptive management of
water resources, and thenew political dispensation providesamore
supportive culture for learning and adapting. However, it will
be crucial that the Catchment Management Agencies (including
DWAF as the default interim CMA) are designed to be, in them-
selves, learning organisations which are able to foster a culture of
adaptive management and truly implement the principles of adap-
tive management. There is much to learn, but there is much
knowledge available from sources in the business world to which
weas scientistsand engineersmay not have hitherto paid sufficient
attention.
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