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Summary 
 
In 1992, the international regime ‘Agenda 21’, which amongst others established the 
Dublin Principles, was agreed upon. Accordingly, countries worldwide have been 
undergoing reforms in their water management into a more holistic approach known as 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM). The implementation is promoted by 
international actors such as the Global Water Partnership, the European Commission, and 
other international donor agencies. The main institutional aspects of IWRM are the river 
basin approach, clear property rights allocation, and application of economical instruments. 
In former centrally planned economies, the process of IWRM implementation has been 
coincided with transformation for the market economy. Countries undergoing such 
transition are under the pressure to catch western countries up, often compromising 
environmental protection and social equality. The implementation of institutional aspects 
of IWRM in countries under transition is most likely connected with high transaction costs. 
Against this background, the comparative empirical study was initialised in order to 
analyse institutional change of water management towards IWRM in Vietnam and in 
Poland.  

Two models of river basin organisations were examined. Consequently, pros and 
cons of decentralised polycentric and hierarchical unicentric river basin organisations have 
been evaluated. For a profound analysis of institutional settings, the study applied 
SCHARPF’S approach of actor-centred institutionalism coupled with the present scholars’ 
discussions on governance. Formal institutions were studied with the use of an in-depth 
review of legislation regarding water management and its public administration in Vietnam 
and in Poland. The EU Water Frame Directive (EU WFD) and other international policies 
were also examined. For the empirical study in Vietnam and in Poland, actors who play 
active roles in water management were interviewed as experts. The results of the study on 
both countries were discussed separately, and conclusions were drawn in a comparative 
manner. The different states of water management systems in Vietnam and in Poland at the 
beginning of IWRM implementation were considered due to their particular development 
paths. They have been examined from the 1960s to date. 

Water management reforms towards IWRM in Vietnam and in Poland have been 
generating multi-level governance processes including international, national and sub-
national levels. The implementation of IWRM in Vietnam is supported by international 
donor agencies. In Poland, the implementation of the EU WFD is coordinated by the 
European Commission in a hierarchical manner. In comparison to international joint-
development projects in Vietnam, the European Commission enforces international IWRM 
policy more effectively.  

Since the resumption of ODA in early 1990s, water resources management has been 
institutionalised in Vietnam by international support. In 1998, a Water Law was 



 

established in Vietnam for the very first time. The intended separation of water resources 
management from water service provisions caused fragmentation between the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment, and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development, respectively. This ‘silo-effect’ has been intensified by the competition for 
international ODA. The power struggles affect even agencies within ministries. Polycentric 
river basin committees have been established as entities subordinated to the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development, as well as the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment. However, because of weak property rights allocation and the absence of 
administrative powers, the river basin organisations work ineffectively. The river basin has 
not yet been established as a sub-national area of political action. Decisions sustained to be 
made at central level and are affected by the information problem due to largely centralised 
organisations of Vietnamese water management. The sub-national level is characterised by 
very low planning and management capacities. 

In Poland, unicentric river basin organisations were established in 1991. They are 
aligned with hydrological borders. Water resources planning and management are carried 
out according to river basins and water regions in order to implement the EU WFD. The 
river basin has been established as a new area of decision-making. The hierarchical tier of 
water management boards ranges from the central level, working according to river basins, 
to water region and sub-catchment levels. It resulted from deconcentration of 
administrative powers. Conflicts between local-governments, mainly on the basis of 
problems between upstream and downstream owners, have been resolved after the reforms. 
Nevertheless, spatial management planning, environmental protection planning, water 
service delivery, etc., are further carried out by local self-governments. To integrate water 
resources planning and management with these services, horizontal coordination is of 
critical importance. However, this is hampered by problems of ‘spatial fit’. Moreover, a 
high degree of horizontal cross-border communication increases information problems in 
hierarchical organisations. Thus, features of polycentric governance models become 
increasingly important in order to fully implement the EU WFD in Poland. 
 
 



 

Zusammenfassung 
 
Das internationale Regime ‛Agenda 21’, in welchem unter anderem die Dublin Prinzipien 
verankert sind, wurde 1992 verabschiedet. Dementsprechend unterliegt die Wasserwirt-
schaft von Staaten weltweit Reformen in Richtung eines holistischen Ansatzes, bekannt als 
integriertes Wasserressourcen-Management (IWRM). Die Umsetzung von IWRM wird 
von internationalen Akteuren wie der Globalen Wasserpartnerschaft (Global Water 
Partnership), der Europäischen Kommission oder internationalen Geberorganen 
vorangetrieben. Hauptaspekte des integrierten Wasserressourcen-Managements aus 
institutioneller Sicht sind der Flussgebietsansatz, klare Zuweisung von Eigentumsrechten 
sowie die Anwendung von marktwirtschaftlichen Instrumenten. In ehemaligen Planwirt-
schaften überschneiden sich die Prozesse der IWRM Umsetzung und der Trans-formation 
zur Marktwirtschaft. Diese Transformationsländer stehen unter dem Druck westliche 
Volkswirtschaften einzuholen, wobei Umweltschutz und soziale Gerechtigkeit 
beeinträchtigt sind. In solchen Ländern ist die Umsetzung institutioneller Aspekte eines 
IWRM sehr wahrscheinlich mit hohen Transaktionskosten verbunden. Vor diesem Hinter-
grund wurde eine vergleichende Studie initialisiert, um den institutionellen Wandel in den 
Wasserwirtschaften von Vietnam und Polen zu untersuchen. 

Zwei Modelle von Flussgebietsorganisationen einer genauen Betrachtung 
unterzogen. Entsprechend wurden Vor- und Nachteile von dezentralisierten 
polyzentrischen und hierarchischen unizentralen Organisationsmodellen untersucht und 
bewertet. Für eine tiefgründige Analyse von institutionellen Kontexten stützte sich die 
Studie auf SCHARPF’S Ansatz des ‛Akteurszentrierten Institutionalismus’ in Zusammen-
hang mit aktuellen Diskussionen bezüglich Governance. Formale Institutionen wurden an 
Hand tiefgründiger Studien von rechtlichen Texten zu Wasserwirtschaft und öffentlicher 
Verwaltung in Vietnam und Polen untersucht. Darüber hinaus wurden die EU 
Wasserrahmenrichtlinie und weitere internationale Richtlinien und Strategien studiert. Im 
Rahmen empirischer Untersuchungen in Vietnam und Polen wurden Akteure, welche eine 
aktive Rolle in der Wasserwirtschaft spielen, in Experteninterviews befragt. Die Resultate 
wurden für jedes Land diskutiert, Schlussfolgerungen wurden aus dem Vergleich gezogen. 
Den unterschiedlichen Ausgangssituationen der Wasserwirtschaftssysteme in Vietnam und 
Polen wurde durch die Darstellung von entsprechenden Entwicklungspfaden Rechnung 
getragen. Diese reichen zurück bis in die 1960er Jahre. 

Die Reformen der Wasserwirtschaft in Richtung eines IWRM haben in Vietnam und 
Polen Governance-Prozesse in Mehrebenensystemen ausgelöst, welche die internationale 
und nationale Ebene, sowie sub-nationale Ebenen umfassen. Internationale Geberorgane 
treiben die Umsetzung von IWRM in Vietnam voran. In Polen wird die Umsetzung der EU 
WRRL durch die Europäische Kommission hierarchisch koordiniert. Verglichen mit den 



 

gemeinschaftlichen Entwicklungshilfeprojekten in Vietnam, fördert die EU Kommission 
internationale Richtlinien zu IWRM auf deutlich effektivere Art.  

Seit der Wiederaufnahme der Entwicklungshilfe in der frühen 1990er Jahren wurde 
das Wasserressourcen-Management in Vietnam mit internationaler Unterstützung 
institutionalisiert. Zum ersten Mal in der Geschichte Vietnams wurde 1998 ein 
Wassergesetz erlassen. Die beabsichtigte Teilung des Wasserressourcen-Managements von 
der Wasserwirtschaft im engeren Sinne führte zu Fragmentierung zwischen dem 
Ministerium für Naturressourcen und Umwelt, sowie dem Ministerium für Landwirtschaft 
und Ländliche Entwicklung. Durch den Wettstreit um internationale Entwicklungshilfe 
wurde dieser ‘Siloeffekt’ intensiviert. Macht- und Verteilungskämpfe finden sogar 
zwischen Agenturen innerhalb von Ministerien statt. Polyzentrische Komitees zum 
Planungsmanagement auf Flussgebietsebene sind unterhalb des Ministeriums für 
Landwirtschaft und Ländliche Entwicklung, sowie unterhalb des Ministeriums für 
Naturressourcen und Umwelt installiert worden. Aufgrund unzureichender Allokation von 
Eigentumsrechten sowie dem vollständigen Fehlen von Verwaltungsbefugnissen arbeiten 
diese Komitees uneffektiv. Das Flussgebiet konnte bisher nicht als politischer 
Handlungsraum auf sub-nationaler Ebene etabliert werden. Entscheidungen werden 
weiterhin durch hochgradig zentralisierte Organisationen der vietnamesischen 
Wasserwirtschaft auf zentraler Ebene getroffen. Diese Entscheidungen sind durch das 
Informationsproblem beeinträchtigt. Die sub-nationale Ebene zeichnet sich durch sehr 
schwache Planungs- und Managementkapazitäten aus. 

In Polen wurden 1991 an hydrologischen Grenzen ausgerichtete unizentrische 
Flussgebietsorganisationen eingeführt. Zwecks Umsetzung der EU WRRL werden 
Wasserressourcenplanung und -management an Hand von Flusseinzugsgebieten und 
Wasserregionen durchgeführt. Das Flussgebiet konnte als ein neuer Handlungsraum zur 
Entscheidungsfindung etabliert werden. Die aus Dekonzentration öffentlicher Verwal-
tungsstrukturen hervorgegangene hierarchische Mehrebenenstruktur der Wasserwirt-
schaftverwaltung reicht von der zentralen Ebene, welche nach Flusseinzugsgebieten 
arbeitet, zu den Ebenen von Wasserregionen und Teileinzugsgebieten. Konflikte zwischen 
lokalen Gebietskörperschaften, vor allem basierend auf Oberlieger-/Unterliegerproblemen, 
konnten nach der Reform gelöst werden. 

Dennoch werden beispielsweise Raumplanung, Umweltschutzplanung oder die 
Wasserwirtschaft im engeren Sinne weiterhin durch lokale Gebietskörperschaften 
durchgeführt. Um Wasserressourcenplanung und -management mit der Arbeit jener 
Behörden zu integrieren ist horizontale Koordination von entscheidender Bedeutung. 
Allerdings ist diese durch Probleme räumlicher ‛misfits’ beeinträchtigt. Darüber hinaus 
verschärft ein hoher Grad an horizontaler Kommunikation, über die Grenzen von hierar-
chischen Organisationen hinweg, das Informationsproblem. Deshalb sind in Polen poly-
zentrische Governance-Modelle für eine erfolgreiche Umsetzung der EU WRRL zuneh-
mend von Bedeutung. 



 

Tóm tắt 

 
Năm 1992, trong khuôn khổ chương trình nghị sự quốc tế ‛Agenda 21’, nằm trong số các 
nguyên tắc được đưa ra bàn thảo và thành lập, nguyên tắc Dublin đã được thống nhất và 
thông qua. Theo đó, các nước trên thế giới đã và đang trải qua quá trình cái tổ quản lý tài 
nguyên nước nhằm mục đích hướng tới quá trình tiếp cận chính thể quản lý tổng hợp tài 
nguyên nước (IWRM). Quá trình thực hiện này được ủng hộ và nâng lên bởi các mạng lưới 
quốc tế như: Cộng tác vì Nước toàn cầu (Global Water Partnership), Liên minh Châu Âu 
(European Commision) hoặc các tổ chức cứu trợ quốc tế khác. Khía cạnh tổ chức chính 
của công tác quản lý các nguồn tài nguyên nước chính là các quá trình tiếp cận lưu vực 
sông, chỉ định quyền sử dụng sạch và áp dụng của các công cụ kinh tế. Trong thời kỳ bao 
cấp, quá trình thực hiện quản lý tổng hợp tài nguyên nước đi ngược lại với thời kỳ chuyển 
đổi sang kinh tế thị trường. Các nước chuyển đổi nền kinh tế này đang trải qua quá trình 
nắm bắt để theo kịp các nước phát triển kinh tế phương tây, nơi môi trường và chất lượng 
xã hội được bảo vệ nhằm không bị tổn thương. Tái xác định vị trí sức mạnh của việc ra 
quyết định hỗ trợ, sự xác định thích hợp các quyền sở hữu và thực hiện các công cụ kinh tế 
hầu như được liên kết với các giá trị quản lý kinh tế cao.  

Nhằm chống lại các lối mòn này, nghiên cứu đối sánh theo kinh nghiệm đã được đi 
đầu để phân tích sự thay đổi chính sách của việc quản lý nước dần hướng với quá trình tiếp 
cận quản lý tổng hợp tài nguyên nước ở Việt Nam và Ba Lan. Hai mô hình tổ chức lưu vực 
sông đã được nghiên cứu. Kết quả là sự chuyên nghiệp và bán chuyên nghiệp của nhiều 
trung tâm không tập trung và các tổ chức lưu vực sông của 1 trung tâm nhưng được sắp 
xếp có trật tự đã được đánh giá. Để phân tích sâu hơn các bối cảnh tổ chức, nghiên cứu 
SCHARPF (một nhà khoa học nghiên cứu về chính trị của Đức) đã được áp dụng vào quá 
trình tiếp cận của nhân viên tổ chức trung tâm với nhau và sự hiện diện để bàn bạc của các 
nhà khoa học liên quan trong các tổ chức. Các cơ quan trước đây đã được nghiên cứu tổng 
quan về luật định liên quan đến quản lý nước và tổ chức hành chính công cộng ở Việt Nam 
và Ba Lan. Ủy ban Châu Âu về khuôn khổ hướng dẫn sử dụng nước (EU WFD) và các 
chính sách quốc tế cũng đã nghiên cứu. Đối với công việc này, các nhân vật đóng vai trò 
hoạt động trong lĩnh vực quản lý nước ở Việt Nam và Ba Lan đã được phỏng vấn: Các kết 
quả đã bàn thảo ở mỗi nước và được vạch ra theo kiểu so sánh. Sự khác nhau của hệ thống 
quản lý nước ở Việt Nam và Ba Lan bắt đầu bằng việc thực hiện quản lý tổng hợp tài 
nguyên nước dựa theo các cách phát triển riêng rẽ khác nhau. 

Các cải tổ về quản lý nước theo hướng quản lý tổng hợp tài nguyên nước tại Việt 
Nam và Ba Lan đã và đang được diễn ra bởi các cấp độ và quá trình quản lý khác nhau bao 
gồm cấp quốc tế, quốc gia và phụ quốc gia. Việc thực hiện quản lý tổng hợp tài nguyên 
nước ở Việt Nam đã đẩy sự ủng hộ của các tổ chức cứu trợ quốc tế lên cao nhưng tại Ba 
Lan, quá trình thực hiện của Ủy ban Châu Âu về khuôn khổ hướng dẫn sử dụng nước được 
điều phối bởi Ủy ban Châu Âu với các cấp độ quản ly khác nhau: So sánh với các dự án 



 

phát triển hợp tác quốc tế ở Việt Nam thì Ủy ban Châu Âu hướng tới chính sách quản lý 
tổng hợp nguồn tài nguyên nước hiệu quả hơn. 

Kể từ khi ODA bắt đầu hoạt động lại trong những năm 1990, ở Việt Nam, quản lý 
nguồn nước đã được thực hiện bởi sự trợ giúp quốc tế. Năm 1998, luật về nước lần đầu tiên 
được đưa ra. Dự định cách ly quản ly tài nguyên nước từ các dịch vụ cung cấp nước gây ra 
việc vỡ vụn giữa các Bộ Nông nghiệp và Phát triển Nông thôn, Bộ Tài nguyên và Môi 
trường. 

Sự ảnh hưởng của các Bộ này là riêng rẽ nhau và đã được tăng cường bởi sự đấu 
tranh cho tổ chức quốc tế ODA. Các cuộc cạnh tranh quyền lực thậm chí ảnh hưởng đến 
bên trong giữa các Bộ. Các ủy ban quản lý lưu vực sông gồm nhiều trung tâm đã được 
thành lập dưới cả hai Bộ. Tuy nhiên, do sự thiếu trang thiết bị và các quyền tái thành lập 
cũng như sự vắng mặt của các thể chế hành chính nên các tổ chức này hoạt động kém hiệu 
quả. Điều này có nghĩa là lưu vực sông chưa được thành lập như những phụ vùng chính trị 
quốc gia. Các quyết định riêng rẽ tiếp tục tạo ra cấp độ ảnh hưởng trung tâm bằng các vấn 
đề về thông tin dựa trên các tổ chức tập trung lớn. Mức độ phụ vùng quốc gia được đặc 
trưng bởi sự quy hoạch và khả năng quản lý rất thấp. 

Ở Ba Lan, các tổ chức lưu vực sông một trung tâm được thành lập năm 1991 và được 
phân định bởi ranh giới thủy văn. Việc hoạch định và quản lý nguồn nước được thực hiện 
dựa trên lưu vực sông và các khu vực nước dưới sự thực hiện theo Ủy ban Châu Âu về 
khuôn khổ hướng dẫn sử dụng nước. Lưu vực sông được thiết lập như là một lĩnh vực mới 
của việc đưa ra quyết định hỗ trợ. Họ độc lập khỏi sự quản lý của các tổ chức hành chính 
và có thể tự chịu trách nhiệm, không phụ thuộc và các tổ chức khác, đặc biệt họ có quyền 
đưa ra quyết định về hoạch định quản lý không gian, hoạch định bảo vệ môi trường, hoạch 
định và quản lý thủy lợi v.v...Hơn hết, ở một cấp độ cao hơn, thương thuyết chéo giữa các 
tổ chức cũng được thực hiện nhằm đưa ra được các vấn đề về thông tin trong các tổ chức 
không gian. Vì vậy, đặc trưng của các mô hình quản lý nhiều trung tâm trở lên quan trọng 
hơn trong quá trình thực hiện đầy đủ của Ủy ban Châu Âu về khuôn khổ hướng dẫn sử 
dụng nước tại Ba Lan. 
 
 
 
 



 

Podsumowanie 
 
W 1992 na w Rio De Janeiro został przyjęty zestaw zaleceń ‛Agenda 21’, w której między 
innymi zostały zastrzeżone zasady Deklaracji Dublińskiej. Zgodnie z dokumentem 
podpisanym na Szczycie Ziemi gospodarka wodna w państwach na całym świecie ma być 
reformowana w kierunku holistycznego podejścia znanego jako zintegrowane 
gospodarowanie zasobami wodnymi (IWRM). Implementacja tego systemu jest 
promowana przez międzynarodowych aktorów, takich jak na przykład Globalne 
Partnerstwo dla Wody (GWP), Komisja Europejska oraz międzynarodowe agencje ds. 
rozwoju. Główne instytucjonalne aspekty zintegrowanego gospodarowania zasobami 
wodnymi to podejście do gospodarowania wodami na obszarach dorzeczy, jasna alokacja 
prawa własności oraz implementacja i używanie instrumentów ekonomicznych. W byłach 
państwach gospodarki centralnie planowej implementacja systemu IWRM występuje 
równocześnie z procesami transformacji do gospodarki rynkowej. W takich krajach po 
transformacji występuje silna presja, by dorównać gospodarczo zachodnim państwom. Z 
tego powodu na dalszy plan odchodzi ochrona środowiska oraz równość społeczna. Jest 
prawdopodobne, że implementacja aspektów instytucjonalnych zintegrowanego 
gospodarowania zasobami wodnymi wiąże się z wysokimi kosztami transakcyjnymi. Na 
tle takiej sytuacji przeprowadzono studia porównawcze w celu zbadania instytucjonalnych 
zmian gospodarstw wodnych i Wietnamie, i w Polsce.  

Dwa wzory organizacji dorzecznych zostały dokładnie zbadane: decentralizowane, 
wielocentryczne oraz hierarchiczne, jednocentryczne. Przeanalizowano i oceniono 
argumenty za nimi oraz przeciw nim. Aby dokładnie zbadać instytucjonalne tła w pracy 
wykorzystano koncepcję: „Actor centered institutionalism” SCHARPF, oraz współczesną 
dyskusję o zarządzaniu (governance). Formalne instytucje były badane na podstawie 
tekstów legislacyjnych dotyczących gospodarki wodnej oraz administracji publiczniej 
Wietnamu oraz Polski. Ponadto Ramowa Dyrektywa Wodna Unii Europejskiej (RDW UE) 
oraz inne międzynardodowe dyrektywy i strategii były zgłębiane. W ramach empirycznych 
badań i w Wietnamie, i w Polsce przeprowadzono wywiady eksperckie z aktorami 
odgrywającymi aktywną rolę w gospodarce wodnej. Wyniki zostały omówione dla 
każdego kraju osobno, z porównania wyciągnięto wnioski. Różne stany zarządzania 
zasobami wody w Polsce i Wietnamie na początku implementacji były rozważane ze 
względu na ich poszczególne ścieżki rozwoju, poczynając od lat 60. 

Reformacja gospodarki wodnej w kierunku IWRM w obu krajach zainicjowała 
procesy zarządzania wielopasmowego obejmującego szczeble międzynarodowy i krajowy, 
oraz szczeble lokalne. Międzynarodowe agencje rozwoju popierają implementację IWRM 
w Wietnamie. W Polsce implementacja RDW UE jest koordynowana w sposób 
hierarchiczny przez Komisję Europejską. W porównowaniu do wspólnych projektów 



 

rozwoju w Wietnamie, międzynarodowe dyrektywy i strategie dążące do wdrożenia 
IWRM są bardziej efektywne koordynowane przez Komisję Europejską. 

Od wznowienia pomocy rozwoju (ODA) w latach 90. zintegrowane gospodarowanie 
zasobami wodnymi było instytucjonalizowane z międzynarodowym poparciem. W 1998 
roku w po raz pierwszy w historii Wietnamu zostało wydane prawo wodne. Zamierzone 
oddzielenie zarządzania zasobami wodnymi od gospodarki wodnej w wąskim znaczeniu 
doprowadziło do wyodrębnienia Ministerstwa Zasobów Naturalnych i Środowiska z 
Ministerstwa Rolnictwa i Rozwoju Obszarów Wiejskich. ‘Efekt silosu’ został wzmocniony 
przez rywalizację o pomoc rozwoju ODA. Do walki o władzę i dochodziło nawet między 
agencjami podlegającym temu samemu ministerstwu. Wielocentryczne komitety ds. 
zarządzanie planowania w obszarach dorzecznych zostały założone jako jednostki 
podlegające Ministerstwu Zasobów Naturalnych i Środowiska oraz Ministerstwu 
Rolnictwa i Rozwoju Obszarów Wiejskich. Z powodu braku alokacji prawa własności oraz 
zupełnych braków władzy administracyjnej takie komitety pozostały nieefektywne. 
Dorzecza do tej pory nie były implementowane jako przestrzeń polityczna na szczeblu 
lokalnym. Decyzje nadal są podejmowane na szczeblu centralnym przez organizacje, które 
są w wysokim stopniu scentralizowane. Tak zwany ‛problem informacji’ ma wpływ na 
takie decyzje. Szczebel lokalny jest charakteryzowany jako mający małe możliwości 
planowania i zarządzania. 

W Polsce jednocentryczne organizacje dorzeczy powstały w granicach 
hydrograficznych w roku 1991. W celu implementacji RDW UE planowanie i zarządzanie 
zasobami wodnymi odbywa się zgodnie z obszarami dorzeczy i regionami wodnymi. 
Dorzecza zostały implementowane jako przestrzeń do podejmowania decyzji. 
Hierarchiczna struktura wielopasmowa gospodarki wodnej, rozwijająca się z procesach 
dekoncentracji administracji publicznej, obejmuje szczebel krajowy, pracując według 
obszarów dorzeczy, szczebel regionu wodnego oraz zlewnie. Po reformach konflikty 
między terytorialnymi samorządami lokalnymi, zwłaszcza problemy między górnym i 
dolnym biegiem, zostały rozwiązane.  

Mimo tego planowanie przestrzenne, planowanie ochrony środowiska oraz 
zaopatrzenie w wodę nadal jest wykonywane przez jednostki samorządów lokalnych 
teritoryalnych. Dla zintegrowania planowania i zarządzania zasobami wodnymi z pracą 
tych jednostek, decydujące znaczenie ma horyzontalna koordynacja. Jest ona jednak 
utrudniana przez problemy przestrzenne (‛spatial misfits’). Co więcej, wysoki stopień 
komunikacji horyzontalnej przekraczający granice hierarchicznych organizacji pogłębia 
problemy informacji. Dla pełnej implementacji RDW UE w Polsce coraz większego 
znaczenia nabiera wielocentryczne modele zarządzania. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The last century was characterised by enormous changes of water use for domestic, 
production, and other economic purposes. The world’s population in 1950 was about 2.5 
billion. By the year 2000, after only 50 years, the human population grew by 150% to over 
6 billion. Taking into consideration that food production for one person requires between 
2,000 and 5,000 l of water per day, it is self-evident that the use of water for agricultural 
production has enormously increased. However, the huge and ongoing human population 
growth, especially in developing countries, is also coupled with urbanisation and 
industrialisation processes. The improved living style is connected with growing water 
consumption, generating more and more wastewater. The need for more energy and flood 
protection of populated and utilised areas caused an increased number of large dams (see: 
MOLDEN et al., 2005).  

This development is threatening freshwater environments and thus the basis of 
human life since clean water resources are basic for human life (see: MOLDEN et al., 2005). 
This consideration gave rise to the term ‘water crisis’ which determined the international 
discussion on water resources management since the end of the twentieth century. 
Nevertheless, the attention is not focused on the physical scarcity of the water resources, 
but on the demand for improved water resources management. 

1.1 The Water Management Crisis 
 

“There is a water crisis today. But the crisis is not about having too little water to 
satisfy our needs. It is a crisis of managing water so badly that billions of people – and 
the environment – suffer badly.”1 

 
Pursuant to the second “United Nations World Water Development Report”, it is widely 
accepted among development agencies that water scarcity problems, whether in quantity or 
quality, are socially and politically induced to a high extent. Derived from that common 
cognition, the focus is increasingly on demand management and water policy reforms. 
Currently, many countries around the world undergo water sector reforms, following the 
growing call for management approaches, integrating both water and land management 
known as integrated water resources management (see: UNESCO, 2006). But what 
actually is the problem of current water management? 

According to SERAGELDIN (1995, p. 5) and his experiences with the World Bank, 
water management is often fragmented among sectors and institutions, and it is done so 
with little regard for conflicts among social, economic, and environmental objectives. To 
water managers, these problems are well known as the so-called ‘silo-effect’ that occurs as 

                                                 
1 World Water Vision: making water everybody’s business, World Water Council, March 2000, retrieved     
22 March 2009, <http://worldwatercouncil.org/index.php?id=961&L=0target%253D_blank%22%20on>. 
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vertical fragmentation from one level of government to another, and as horizontal 
fragmentation within one level of government (MITCHELL, 2005, p. 1341). Furthermore, 
spatial interconnections are often neglected since administrative borders are not equal to 
water system borders (SERAGELDIN, 1995, p. 5). MOSS (2003b) noticed that political 
scientists, economists and geographers have already been dealing with problems of spatial 
‘misfits’ for a long time. Those problems occur when the spatial reference of an institution 
does not recognise the spatial dimension of the biophysical system to be managed (see: 
OSTROM, 1990). The consequences of such spatial ‘misfits’ are negative externalities and 
the problem of free-riding.  

The unequal relation between upstream and downstream riparian owners is a 
continuous problem of water managers. Water and land users upstream pollute the water 
body and do not bear damage costs. The downstream riparian users have to take measures, 
inasmuch as they do not influence the origin of the problem upstream. For internalising 
negative and positive externalities, river basin management is considered a convenient 
approach. Effectiveness of this theoretical concept in practice depends on how river basin 
management is institutionalised (MOSS, 2003b, p. 25).  

1.2 Institutional Change of Water Management 
The boundaries between water management agencies known as ‘silo-effect’ are the major 
challenge for integrated water resources management. The boundaries or edges are situated 
between government levels, States, agencies or even between sub-units within departments 
(see: EDDISON, 1985, p. 149). EDDISON (1985) argues that it is futile to remove the ‘silo-
effect’ by restructuring organisations because boundaries or edges are moved, but cannot 
be removed. The problem of vertical and horizontal fragmentation should be resolved, 
achieving integration by coordination and cooperation (MITCHELL, 2005, p. 1341). 
MITCHELL (2005, p. 1342) concludes that institutional arrangements, the “rules in use” 
(see: YOUNG, 2002), are to be addressed to facilitate the integrated water resources 
management approach.  

The institutional framework of water management, in addition to organisations and 
sets of rules, comprises amongst others behavioural patterns, logics of action, problem-
solving strategies. Thus, institutional change towards an integrated water resources 
management cannot be limited to the restructuring of water management agencies (MOSS, 
2003b, p. 31). According to SHAH et al. (2005, p. 31), the term ‘institutional change’ 
describes the change of behaviour and interaction patterns in order to cope with water 
resources scarcity and its negative socio-ecological effects. Institutions change either due 
to evolutionary processes of mutual adaptation or to goal-oriented adaptation. The starting 
point has a big influence on the achievable goals. It is difficult to reform or abolish 
institutions even if the circumstances that once caused their creation and legitimated their 
existence are not available anymore (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 41). 
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A change of laws and legislation, for example, happens at a particular time with certain 
intentions to change a previous formal institution. Compared to such intentional changes of 
formal institutions, the creeping change of informal institutions (conscience, perception, 
etc.) is difficult to control. Water resources management in river basins can be recognised 
as a concept that has been established within the last centuries as an informal institution 
among water management actors. The worldwide promotion of IWRM, especially the river 
basin approach, can be seen as a process giving that informal institution the characteristics 
of a formal institution (MOSS, 2003b, p. 30). 

1.3 The BMBF Funding Priority “Integrated Water 
Resources Management” 

At present, many international water management development projects are being run 
under the buzzword of integrated water resources management. Thus, the river basin 
approach is of certain importance for development cooperation (KEITZ and KESSLER, 
2008). However, in Germany, water management in river basins did not play a decisive 
role until the enforcement of the EU WFD (KEITZ and KESSLER, 2008, p. 354). German 
research and development’s support on water management reflects the focus on water 
management approaches based on state-of-the-art technologies (see: MOSS, 2003a; KEITZ 
and KESSLER, 2008). Water technologies ‘made in Germany’ are also of a particular 
importance in an international scale (MOSS, 2003a, p. 151). 

With its framework programme called “Research for Sustainability”, (BMBF, 2005) 
the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) addresses the 
Millennium Development Goal No. 7: “Environmental Sustainability” (see: UNESCO, 
2006). In order to reduce the number of people who are without access to clean water and 
hygienic sanitation, the BMBF supports the development of sustainable water technologies 
and planning tools to assure a location embedding on these technologies is adapted 
(BMBF, 2005). Since 2004, the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF) has been developing the funding priority “Integrated Water Resources 
Management – including necessary transfer of technologies and know-how” (SUTHHOF, 
2005). The development and expansion of sustainable water and wastewater infrastructures 
are considered a growing investment market. Thus, the five currently running international 
IWRM development and research projects2 (Vietnam, Middle East, Mongolia, Namibia, 
and South Africa) are characterised by the balancing act of development support, by 
improving the market access for German water technologies, and by interdisciplinary 
research. A key challenge is to develop management structures (e.g. self-regulation, 
stakeholder participation) apart from strong command and control mechanisms (e.g. 
emission policies) as applied in Germany in order to implement German water 
technologies in developing and newly industrialised countries in a sustainable way. 
                                                 
2 “Background”, Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) Funding Priority, BMBF,            
retrieved 9 March 2009, <www.wasserressourcen-management.de/en/18.php>. 
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1.4 Joint research project “Integrated Water Resources 
Management Vietnam” 

The joint research project “Integrated Water Resources Management Vietnam” consists of 
four parts. The umbrella project is running at the Ruhr University Bochum, developing a 
Decision Support System (DSS). The Ruhr University Bochum is also coordinating the 
three sub-projects (“IWRM Nam Dinh Province”, University of Greifswald; “IWRM Lam 
Dong Province”, Ruhr University Bochum; “IWRM Can Tho Province”, University of 
Bonn). The projects are conducted in cooperation with German companies and Vietnamese 
partners. The main goals are the development of a DSS as planning tool and the adaptation 
of water technologies to local conditions. The design of sub-projects reveals no, or only a 
weak, association to river basins as they are aligned with province borders.3 

The present doctoral thesis was developed in frame of the sub-project “IWRM Nam 
Dinh Province”. The project is coordinated by the University of Greifswald, realised in 
cooperation with the Fraunhofer Institute UMSICHT and private companies for 
engineering and GIS solutions, as well as Vietnamese partners. The project is aimed at the 
adapted implementation of water technologies for treatment of industrial and domestic 
wastewater in a craft village and in the capital of Nam Dinh province.4  

1.5 Research Objectives of the Study 
Due to the 1992 internationally agreed ‘Agenda 21’, many nations have been conducting 
reforms of their water management towards an integrated water resources management 
(see: KLUGE, 2005). For former centrally planned economies, this process coincides with 
socio and economic transformation. Most of transition countries are characterised by rapid 
economic growth and changes of living standards in both social and political life (see: 
SŁOTA, 1997; GWP, 2007). Such countries are under the pressure of catching western 
economies up and so are often compromising environmental protection and social equality. 
Among others, sustainable water resources management systems suitable to the real 
conditions and needs are critical for their further development.  

In recent years, institutions have been a subject of growing interest to political 
scientists, economics and sociologists. Although institutional rules in the governance of 
common resources as e.g. water are concerned, still there is little known about relevant 
spatial aspects of institutional change. Literature on multi-level problems in particular 
gives a lot of attention to international and national relations, often disregarding sub-
national institutions (MOSS, 2003b, p. 27). 
The study shall serve to clarify the spatial effects of institutional change in transition 
countries with special regard to the river basin level. The analysis of water governance 
systems shall help to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the institutional change 
                                                 
3 IWRM Research Vietnam, Subprojects, retrieved 9 March 2009, <www.iwrm.vn/index.php?page=3>. 
4 IWRM Research Vietnam, Local IWRM in Nam Dinh: Objectives and Activities, 10 June 2008, retrieved 9 
March 2009, <www.iwrm.vn/index.php?page=3&id=24&id1=101>. 
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following the implementation of IWRM as agreed in ‘Agenda 21’. Integrated water 
resources management implies a new way of thinking for political actors in former highly 
centralised countries. The river basin approach in particular implies a revaluation of the 
sub-national level. Therefore, the key objective is to review and analyse governance 
models for river basin management while considering the pros and cons of different 
approaches.  

In its comparative approach, the study focuses its attention on institutional changes 
of national water resources management systems in Vietnam and in Poland. Both countries 
are currently undergoing a transformation from a centrally planned economy to a market 
economy. Vietnam and Poland represent transition economies in Asia and Eastern Europe, 
respectively. Taking into special consideration that both countries have recently opened 
their economies to the international community, the empirical research in Vietnam and 
Poland shall figure out 
 

 How IWRM, especially its river basin approach, has been implemented so far; 
 

 How both countries cope with multi-level governance processes; 
 

 Which river basin governance model has been implemented, if any; and, 
 

 Whether the particular river basin governance model meets the real need. 
 
In this work, socio and political scientific approaches for institutional research serve to 
clarify the spatial effects of institutional change towards IWRM. The empirical study 
comprises governmental and non-governmental key actors being engaged in water 
resources management on supra-national, national, and sub-national levels. In the 
following chapter, applied methods and used materials are introduced in detail. 

1.6 Methods and Materials 
The study is based on a comprehensive literature survey covering appropriate technical 
literature, legal texts, and grey literature (e.g. project reports). Legal texts from Poland 
were solely studied in Polish language. Vietnamese legal texts were studied in English 
language when available. In order to avoid mistaken translations or generalisations, the 
texts were studied in the original Vietnamese language version, too. Partial legal texts from 
Vietnam were only available in Vietnamese language. For translations from Vietnamese 
into English, the translation software ‘mtd2002 Version 4.0’ was used. The legal texts 
studied are summarised in catalogues for Vietnam and Poland, chronologically ordered and 
presented in the Annex of the study. Additionally, international legislation was studied, of 
which the European Water Frame Directive was the first.  
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The empirical work is based on in-depth interviews with experts. The set of interviewed 
actors comprises water administration, scientific-research institutes, developing agencies, 
and non-governmental organisations. Some experts were interviewed several times. This 
facilitated familiarity with the interview situation. At the time of the interview, all experts 
were actors in water resources management in Vietnam and in Poland. All of them have 
also had leading positions, while some of them have been decision-makers.  

In Vietnam, the interviews were held in English; several terms were also discussed in 
Vietnamese language. Nevertheless, a certain degree of simplification could not have been 
avoided when the Vietnamese expert did not possess sufficient vocabulary to modify 
statements. Thus, some comments from Vietnamese experts may be exceptionally 
straightforward. Beside interviews in the capital Hanoi, experts were interviewed in Nam 
Dinh, Phu Ly and Dai Lai. There, experiences and contact persons from the project 
“IWRM Nam Dinh Province” could be used. Almost all interview partners in Nam Dinh 
and Ha Nam province could not speak English. Thus, the interviews VN9, VN12, and 
VN15 (see Annex) were carried out with the assistance of an interpreter. The Head of the 
provincial Department of Science and Technology in Nam Dinh acquainted with the 
interviewed experts and interpreted the conversation. He is the Head of the Vietnamese 
partners co-operating in the project “IWRM Nam Dinh Province”. In order to protect 
several Vietnamese interview partners, their names, positions, and their working 
organisations are not published in the study. To keep the data nevertheless comprehensible, 
the main organisation that they work for is listed. A chronologically ordered catalogue of 
all the 16 in-depth interviews with experts held between 20 April 2007 and 12 December 
2008 in Vietnam is presented in the Annex of the study. 

The interview campaign in Poland was solely independent from the background of 
any ongoing project. Thus, contacts were built up exclusively for the study. The in-depth 
interviews with experts were held in Polish language all through. Except for the first 
interviewed person (PL1), all the interview partners were working at national and regional 
water management administrations. A chronologically ordered catalogue of all seven in-
depth interviews with experts held between 2 July 2008 and 4 March 2009 in Poland is 
presented in the Annex of the study. 

1.7 Thesis Structure 
In Chapter 2, the development of the integrated water resources management approach will 
be illustrated as a historical, evolutional process, beginning from the ‘engineering 
approach’ of the first half of the twentieth century. Special focus is put on the river basin 
approach, particularly on its challenges and opportunities. Contrasted to this historical 
perspective, institutional change in water management will be observed from the hydraulic 
engineering point of view. A more sophisticated understanding of integrated water 
resources management and institutional change is aspired to be achieved by bringing both 
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approaches together. Summarising conclusions for water management reforms, especially 
in developing and transition countries will be drawn.  

In Chapter 3, the theoretical framework is presented. The chapter begins with an 
introduction to micro-economy, followed by a profound insight into the actual discussion 
of governance. The third part of the chapter provides a detailed presentation of the actor-
centred institutionalism as a method in considering political processes as outputs from 
interactions among actors in institutional settings. Chapter 3 closes with summarising 
conclusions for the institutionalisation of river basins management in multi-level 
governance systems. On a solely theoretical basis, river basin governance models are 
discussed while taking into consideration different approaches, conditions, and needs. 

In Chapter 4, the development and current status of the Vietnamese water resources 
management system are described in depth. The presentation of key policies and actors is 
structured according to governance levels and based on data from literature study and 
empirical data. The subsequent chapter, Chapter 5, provides a discussion of water 
resources management in Vietnam, focusing on institutional change towards the 
achievement of IWRM, especially on the implementation of the river basin approach. The 
discussion is drawn on the analyses of the IWRM concept (Chapter 2) and the theoretical 
framework (Chapter 3). 

Corresponding to the above described structure, Chapter 6 presents the development 
and present status of the water resources management system in Poland. Moreover, this 
description bases on literature study and empirical data. In Chapter 7, the discussion of 
water resources management in Poland is presented. It focuses on institutional change 
towards the achievement of the EU WFD. The implementation of the river basin approach 
takes centre stage. This discussion is based on analyses of the IWRM concept presented in 
Chapter 2 and the theoretical framework (Chapter 3). 

Finally, Chapter 8 contains the conclusions drawn from the comparison of water 
management institutions in Vietnam and in Poland, and the resulting changes during the 
process of striving for the achievement of integrated water resources management.  
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2 THE CONCEPT OF INTEGRATED WATER 
RESOURCES MANAGEMENT 

2.1 Water Resources Management in the 20th Century 
The last decade of the twentieth century was characterised by new institutions for the 
management of water resources. Of course, to name only two early period examples of 
utilising water resources for human development, the history of water resources 
management can be traced back to the ancient irrigation systems of the Nile in Egypt or the 
Yangtze in China. However, only in the last century was the river basin the focus of water 
managers, recognising the fundamentals of water for humans and the ecosystems (HOOPER, 
2005, p. 2).  

HOOPER (2005, pp. 2-8) gives an overview of paradigm changes in water resources 
management that can be seen as changes of informal institutions (see: MOSS, 2003b). At 
the beginning of the twentieth century traditional approaches of water resources 
management were essentially hydro-centric. They were based on single sector oriented 
views, in which the river basin is a complex physical system. From 1930s to 1960s, this 
approach had been common among water engineers and economists. The river basin was 
recognised as a system providing resources that were to be exploited for economic 
development. The prevailing action was to maximise the yield from the river basin. Later, 
multi-objective developments included hydropower, recreation, navigation and irrigation. 
But these approaches were still water-centred, and still regarded water as an infinite 
resource. At that time, the first river basin organisations, like the Tennessee Valley 
Authority (TVA) in the USA which has been affecting the discussion on the right form of 
river basin organisation to this very day, were set up. 

In the 1970s, the environmental movement questioned these approaches. With the 
rise of ecological science, a new focus on ecosystems challenged the single sector 
management approach. According the ecological approach, river basins are large, complex, 
integrated ecological systems. However, the traditional environmental management had 
been reactive and was based on limited purposes. Therefore, an approach integrating water 
resources development and exploitation, and environmental protection was needed. At the 
end of 1980s emerged the concept of integrated water resources management (IWRM). 
This approach was an answer to the potential for conflict of water use and protection that 
began to paralyse the government’s decision-making powers (HOOPER, 2005). 

2.2 Integrated Water Resources Management 
2.2.1 The emergence of integrated water resources management 
The International Conference on Water and the Environment held in Dublin 1992 set out 
four guiding principles associated with water use (see: RAHAMAN et al., 2004; see: KLUGE, 
2005). The Dublin Principles are presented in Box 2-1. 
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Box 2-1 The Dublin Principles5 

Principle No. 1: Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain 
life, development and the environment  
Since water sustains life, effective management of water resources demands a holistic 
approach, linking social and economic development with protection of natural 
ecosystems. Effective management links land and water uses across the whole of a 
catchment area or groundwater aquifer. 
 
Principle No. 2: Water development and management should be based on a 
participatory approach, involving users, planners and policy-makers at all levels 
The participatory approach involves raising awareness of the importance of water among 
policy-makers and the general public. It means that decisions are taken at the lowest 
appropriate level, with full public consultation and involvement of users in the planning 
and implementation of water projects. 
 
Principle No. 3: Women play a central part in the provision, management and 
safeguarding of water 
This pivotal role of women as providers and users of water and guardians of the living 
environment has seldom been reflected in institutional arrangements for the development 
and management of water resources. Acceptance and implementation of this principle 
requires positive policies to address women’s specific needs and to equip and empower 
women to participate at all levels in water resources programmes, including decision-
making and implementation, in ways defined by them.  
 
Principle No. 4: Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be 
recognized as an economic good 
Within this principle, it is vital to recognize first the basic right of all human beings to 
have access to clean water and sanitation at an affordable price. Past failure to recognize 
the economic value of water has led to wasteful and environmentally damaging uses of the 
resource. Managing water as an economic good is an important way of achieving efficient 
and equitable use, and of encouraging conservation and protection of water resources. 
 
Since the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio 
de Janeiro 1992, the Dublin Principles had been included in ‘Agenda 21’. Among the 
seven water management programs of ‘Agenda 21’, the first is integrated water resources 
management (IWRM) (BANDARAGODA, 2006, p. 2). 

                                                 
5 “Dublin Statements and Principles”, Global Water Partnership, Library, 2008, retrieved 9 March 2009, 
<www.gwpforum.org/servlet/PSP?iNodeID=1345>. 
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The three key objectives for national integrated water management are priority for 
satisfying basic human and ecosystem requirements, the river basin as basis for managing 
water resources and preparation of national action and sustainable water use programs by 
2000 (RADOSEVICH, 2003). The term IWRM was to imply “an inter-sectoral approach, 
representation of all stakeholders, all physical aspects of water resources, and sustainability 
and environmental considerations” (SAVENIJE and VAN DER ZAAG, 2000). Since the 1990s, 
IWRM has been promoted worldwide by the Global Water Partnership (MITCHELL, 2005, 
p. 1335). According to information given on its website, the Global Water Partnership 
(GWP) was founded by the World Bank, the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), and the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) in 1996.6 It is a 
network used by government institutions, UN agencies, development banks, professional 
associations, research institutions, NGOs, and the private sector. Financial support is 
provided by European and North American governments (e.g. United States, Canada, 
Denmark, The Netherlands, UK, and Germany) and the European Commission. The GWP 
network has become active in over 70 countries in 13 regions (e.g. Central and Eastern 
Europe, Southeast Asia, South America, and West Africa) excluding North America, and 
Western and Northern Europe. 

In order to support the worldwide process of IWRM implementation, the GWP 
provides a tool box.7 The design of the tool box is set up in three main modules: 
 
(1) Enabling environment (government legislation, policies, and rules) 

(2) Institutional roles (policies and programs of organisations) 

(3) Management instruments (direct action) 

 

This concept considers a widely accepted theory where decision making occurs at three 
different institutional levels. It was developed by GREGG et al. (1991) on the basis of an 
earlier work of OSTROM (1986). Institutional settings are described at (1) policy, (2) 
implementation, and (3) operational levels (see also: HOOPER, 2005; MARGERUM, 2008). 
Furthermore, the GWP (2000) has established a definition according to which integrated 
water resources management is: 
 

“...a process which promotes the coordinated development and management of water, 
land and related resources, in order to maximize the resultant economic and social 
welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital 
ecosystems.”  
 

                                                 
6 “A Water Secure World Global”, Water Partnership, AboutUs, 2008, retrieved 9 March 2009, 
<www.gwpforum.org/servlet/PSP?chStratupName=_about>. 
7 ToolBox Integrated Water Resources Management, Global Water Partnership, 2008, retrieved 9 March 
2009, <www.gwptoolbox.org>. 
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This IWRM concept of the GWP, widespread throughout the literature concerning IWRM, 
was criticised by BISWAS (2004) who argues that the adaptation of this theory into 
successful planning is not feasible. For BANDARAGODA (2006, p. 2) the IWRM, definition 
by GWP consolidates two broad conceptual bases, namely ‘integration’ and 
‘sustainability’. Integration is one of the interpretations of the holistic approach. The 
holistic approach is desired for water resource management because of a high number of 
interrelationships between water resources and land-based activities. The integrative 
interpretation emerged in the mid-1980s and focuses on key variables and relationships 
that significantly contribute to variation in a system, and therefore should be managed 
(MITCHELL, 2005, p. 1337). Sustainability is emphasised as a concept of ‘sustainable 
resources development’ in the 1987 report of the ‘Brundtland Commission’ (World 
Commission on Environment). It announces that sustainable development “implies 
meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs” (BRUNDTLAND, 1987).  

 

2.2.2 The river basin approach and the ‘Problem of Spatial Fit’ 
A central challenge of IWRM is to organise water management within physical-ecologic 
borders of river basins or catchment areas. Consequently, political thinking and action have 
to take place in a new spatial context as a landscape unit is declared as an area of political 
action. This new spatial policy is contradictory to previous national water management 
policies that were traditionally aligned with territorial administrative borders mainly based 
on hierarchical steering. For this reason, the new action area causes overlaps of decision 
areas which is referred to as “problems of spatial fit” (FICHTER, 2003, p. 177; MOSS, 
2003c). When previous political actions are insufficient to pace with new challenges, new 
forms of governance develop within gaps that are not covered by traditional institutions 
(FÜRST, 2003). According to FICHTER (2003, p. 203), the new forms of governance that are 
based on coordination of actors within a river basin change the spatial references of water 
management. HEINRICH (2003, p. 215) points out that conflicts of interests due to 
contradicting water usages may furthermore arise within administrative borders. However, 
when these units are entities of a river basin, they can be coordinated and managed basin 
wide. 
 

2.2.3 The participatory approach 
For the implementation of IWRM in practice, a diverse array of stakeholders have to come 
together to collaboratively manage their activities and impacts. Stakeholders that get 
together within a river basin include government agencies, community organisations, 
businesses, industries and other organisations, as well as individuals with particular 
concerns in water resources management. The most common of all is the ‘stake’ which 
they have on water management issues. It means that they are either affected by or have 
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some influence over the outcomes. All non-governmental stakeholders are considered 
public stakeholders (HARMONI COP, 2005, p. 2; HOOPER, 2005, p. 7). In other words, 
stakeholders of a river basin management are individuals and groups having a legitimate 
interest in water resources management within a catchment area. They may either play an 
active role in the water management process or not. However, only individuals or 
organisations that take actions in water management within the catchment area are the 
actors in river basin management (SVENDSEN, 2005, p. 7). Hence, IWRM is essentially to 
galvanise stakeholders into action, and let them play their roles as actors.  

Often, national governments try to take over leadership in stakeholder’s involvement 
by creating water-user or watershed groups. In any event, such top-down approach fails to 
understand and manage the complex and dynamic local stakeholders within a river basin 
(SARAVANAN et al., 2008, p.10). According to KOLAVALLI and KERR (2002), the ability of 
actors to make and sustain collective decisions is necessary to reduce transaction costs. In 
this regard, transaction costs are time, efforts, and resources involved in obtaining 
information necessary for negotiating and enforcing, e.g. reforms (SALETH and DINAR, 
2004).  
 

2.2.4 The river basin approach and the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ 
According to HOOPER (2005, p. 59), the river basin is an area of action where common-
pool resources are managed. In the catchment area, natural resources are frequently shared 
among multiple users. If in this process of interdependent action problems appear, they are 
everyone’s, but no-one’s, problems. The metaphor of HARDIN (1968) about two herders 
grazing one common pasture became popular as the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’. It 
symbolises environmental degradation which is expected when aggregate actors use a 
scarce resource in common. The ‘Commons Dilemma’ is especially relevant for water 
resources management (OSTROM, 1990, p. 2; MOSS, 2003b, p. 29). The ‘Tragedy of the 
Commons’ and the ‘collective-action problem’ (OLSON, 1965) can be understood as         
n-person Prisoner’s Dilemma games (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 76).  

OSTROM (1990) showed that structures and processes of interaction permitting the 
adoption and enforcement of collectively binding decisions are necessary to stabilise 
cooperation in multi-actor Prisoner’s Dilemma constellations. However, effective 
management of ‘common resource problems’ avoiding the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ 
depends on modes of interaction having a high level of coordinative capacity (SCHARPF, 
1997, p. 112). 

 

2.2.5 River basin organisations 
Innovations in water governance are galvanised in the establishment of catchment 
management organisations; more specifically, it is increasingly associated with 
institutional innovation through the establishment of river basin organisations (HIRSCH, 
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2006, p. 192). Because interdependent usages can be integrated within one entity, river 
basin organisations are considered the solution to the ‘Commons Dilemma’ (HEINRICH, 
2003, p. 214; HOOPER, 2005, p. 26).  

River basin organisations are not a new concept of the IWRM era. Between 1904 and 
1958, eight water resources associations8 had already been established, operating in the 
densely industrialised Ruhr area of Germany. Generally referred as Genossenschaften, they 
are worldwide the only organisations that have been designed, built and operated to 
manage wastewater disposal and water supply as regional systems (KNEESE and BOWER, 
1985). In the GDR in 1958, Water Management Directorates (Wasserwirtschafts-
direktionen) were established. These directorates were aligned with hydrological borders 
(APOLINARSKI, 2003, p. 70). Pursuant to the new water law from 1964, river basin 
organisations were set up also in France, known as Agences de l’eau. In the same year, 
Regional Water Management Directorates, aligned with hydrographical borders, were 
established in Poland (KNEESE and BOWER, 1985; GWP, 2007, p. 48; KEITZ and KESSLER, 
2008, p. 355). The very recent approach of water governance in an integrated manner sees 
integrated river basin management (IRBM) as a subset of integrated water resources 
management (IWRM). On that background, the GWP suggests that river basin 
organisations (RBOs) provide mechanisms to integrate land use, and demands in the 
planning and management of water resources in a catchment area (HOOPER, 2005).  

River basin organisations all over the world vary in their roles and functions as there 
is no standard model for their constitution. Governments and their public administrations 
play a leading role in the formation of such organisations. The area of action can cross the 
borders of local, regional, or national governments, and thus presents administrative, 
political, and cultural challenges. According to MILLINGTON (1999), river basin 
organisations can be classified as river basin committees, river basin commissions, and 
river basin authorities (see also: BURCHI, 1985).  

SVENDSEN et al. (2005b) distinguish two basic organisational patterns (Tab. 2-1). 
The unicentric model provides a single unified organisation which centralises authority. In 
contrast, the polycentric model suggests that actions of existing organisations and 
initiatives are coordinated to cover an entire basin or sub-basin (see also: BARROW, 1998). 
Furthermore, when new coordinating structures are created, the bulk of routine work is 
done by existing organisations not concerned to the basin. Separation between 
management, regulation, and service provision is a characteristic for both organisational 
models. Nevertheless, the borders are stronger in the coordinative polycentric model in 
which separated organisations are involved. Although the two models represent polar 
extremes, actual arrangements in the real world are often blends of the two.  

For effective water governance the capacity of the RBO as the leader in the decision-
making process within a river basin is critical. Strengthened coordination mechanisms 
                                                 
8 Ruhrverband, Emschergenossenschaft, Ruhrtalsperrenverein, Lippeverband, Wupperverband, Niersverband, 
Linksnieder-rheinische Entwässerungsgenossenschaft, and Erftverband 
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(administrative stability and/or role specification), ongoing funding, well-trained staff, 
local and regional planning capacities, and information exchange are prerequisites for the 
planning and management capability of a RBO (HOOPER, 2005, pp. 39-46). 

 
Tab. 2-1 Taxonomy of river basin organisations, based on SVENDSEN et al. (2005b) 

Governance 
type 

Organisation 
type Main characteristics 

Unicentric 
(centralised) 

River Basin 
Authority 

+ Operational span coincides with basin boundaries 
+ Internalises upstream/downstream conflicts 
+ Decision-making authority  
 
- Exclusive focus on water issues 
- Authority prevails over agreements and coordination 
- Difficult stakeholder representation and accountability 

Polycentric 
(decentralised) 

River Basin 
Commission 

 
or 
 

River Basin 
Committee 

+ Strong political base for action by voluntary agreement 
among jurisdictions 

+ More responsive governance process by coordination 
+ Provides a base for decentralisation 
 
- Cumbersome decision-making 
- High coordination costs 
- Instability in single jurisdictions can upset agreements 

 

2.2.6 Pathways of river basin development 
To improve water resources management, it is important to understand how the human 
effort to satisfy needs is affecting the physical water resource base. From the hydrological 
point of view, river basins provide the logical unit to analyse the interaction of the use of 
fresh water and of land resources by humans (MOLDEN et al., 2005).  

Emphasising the dominant role of agriculture, and exploiting water and land 
resources, MOLDEN et al. (2005) divide the development of river basins into three general 
phases. Accordingly, river basins go through the phases of ‘development’, ‘utilisation’, and 
‘reallocation’ with growing water depletion due to increased water consumption. In the 
development phase, water management is primarily about expanding facilities for human 
use. Later, in the utilisation phase, management deals with sectoral issues as irrigation or 
drinking water supplies. Finally, in the reallocation phase, water resources management is 
about reallocation of water. Conflict resolution between competing demands becomes a 
major issue in order to achieve sustainable uses. Environmental protection and restoration 
is an important issue in this reallocation phase. It is referred to as ‘closed basins’. It is 
emphasised that each river basin has its particular development pathway.  
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Concerns of water management organisations depend on the phase of river basin 
development (Tab. 2-2). Also, these issues may exist all the time since their importance is 
changing. For every function (construction, allocation, pollution control, etc.), different 
sets of rules and skills are required. Demand management for example, a main purpose of 
integrated water resources management, becomes a critical issue in the reallocation phase. 
Thus, organisations have to adapt to changing concerns and the change of their importance 
during different development phases. The effectiveness of water management 
organisations depends on their ability to recognise important changes and to adapt their 
institutional pattern fast enough. 
 
Tab. 2-2 Development phases of river basins, according to MOLDEN et al. (2005) 

Development phase Utilisation phase Reallocation phase 
• Expansion of agricultural 

land 
• Planning and construction 

of new infrastructure 
• Single multi-task organi-

sations dominated by civil 
engineers 

• Water savings 
• Improved management of 

water deliveries 
• Construction and main-

tenance activities 
• Within sector allocation 

and conflicts 
• Emerging pollution 

• Increasing productivity 
‘more crop per drop’ 

• Cross-sector reallocation 
and conflicts 

• Restoration of environmen-
tal damage 

• Demand management 
• Inter-basin water transfers 
• Basin management recog-

nising importance of local 
level operations 

2.3 Summary and Conclusions for Reforms of Water 
Management 

The historical review of water management development in the twentieth century focuses 
mainly on western industrialised countries. In most countries, river basins passed the 
development phase at around 1950, when water resources management was coined by the 
‘engineering approach’. The subsequent utilisation phase with the emerging multi-sector 
approach was characterised by the appearance of pollution problems in the 1970s. 
Accompanied by the pressure of environmental groups and the awareness of resource 
scarcity, conflicts between sectors appeared. Finally, at the end of the 1980s, integrated 
water resources management appeared as a management approach to deal with problems of 
the reallocation phase. Throughout all the process, river basin organisations played an 
important role with only their function changing with the development phases of river 
basins. Due to the increasing number of stakeholders, opportunities for their involvement 
and for conflict resolution became necessary. River basin organisations either had to learn 
to coordinate water issues with land management as both became more and more 
interdependent in the reallocation phase. However, if integrated water resources 
management is recognised as a management approach to deal with the reallocation phase, 
many clients for IWRM, especially among developing countries, would be nothing more 



Chapter 2: The Concept of Integrated Water Resources Management 16 

than ones on the waiting list. Nevertheless, ‘Agenda 21’ adopts integrated water resources 
management as an approach which is of particular importance to cope with problems of 
developing and newly industrialised countries. It is a fact that in the development phase, 
far-reaching decisions for the future development are made. Hence, governments of most 
newly industrialised and transition countries now have to make decisions in order to assure 
sustainable development of their countries. Yet, it took western countries decades to 
develop advanced and resilient institutional systems for integrated water resources 
management as an outcome of an evolutionary process. SHAH et al. (2005) critically 
assessed differences between developed countries and developing countries regarding 
water resources management institutions. Numerous experiences are given as the 
Australian Murray-Darling River Basin management model has been exported to several 
developing countries since 1990. Potential outcomes of such an export were evaluated as 
poor e.g. in Vietnam (see also: MALANO et al., 1999).  

According to SHAH et al. (2005), institutional reforms in developing countries which 
are aimed at the implementation of water management at basin level are nearly totally 
limited to the establishment of river basin organisations. The assumption that river basin 
management starts as a result of the creation of a catchment organisation was disproved 
several times. River basin organisations shall create the frame for coordination. However, 
it is proved that coordinating mechanisms among poor parties operate mostly at suboptimal 
levels. The leaders are just under the pressure to maximise their jurisdictions. On the other 
hand, side cooperation and coordination are necessary for an effective decentralised 
strategy. BISWAS (2004, p. 254) notes that, in the real world, disputes over jurisdictions (for 
example between two ministries) hamper the achievement of integrated water resources 
management. However, the ‘silo-effect’ cannot be removed by restructuring organisations 
(see: EDDISON, 1985). For resolution to the problem of fragmentation, coordination and 
cooperation are needed (see: MITCHELL, 2005). 

Hence, it is most important to take a broader view of institutional change as it is 
counterproductive to impose organisational structures of developed countries on 
developing and transition countries. It will take a decade to a century before an adequate 
institutional environment is developed. The establishment of an appropriate governance 
structure can be fulfilled within a decade ( SHAH et al., 2005, p. 47). However, playing the 
game (governance) needs rules (institutions); thus, short-term and medium-term goals can 
only be reached successfully if the long-term goal is taken into the account. Nevertheless, 
it will take a hundred to a thousand years before institutions can be embedded within 
customs, traditions, and norms (SHAH et al., 2005, p. 47). Altogether, the starting point has 
a big influence on the achievable goals (see: SCHARPF, 1997). 
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Environmental Economics 
A world of water resources scarcity is characterised by conflicts about the scarce resource. 
Water scarcity exists when the water resources are not enough, either in quantity or quality, 
to cover the demand of the people (see: ENDRES, 1994, p. 1). Conflicts about water 
resources are not a new problem of our era, but have been a part of human history. They 
even influenced the western language as the word ‘rival’ originated from the Latin word 
rivalis. This originally means a ‘person using the same stream (rivus) as another’ (SOANES 
and STEVENSON, 2005; JAKUB, 2006).  

According to ENDRES (1994, p. 2), there are plenty of mechanisms to allocate scarce 
resources among a group of people. Pursuant to the ‘Law of the Jungle’, a company would 
discharge wastewater into a water body, acting as an aggressive emitter prevailing over the 
defensive water use of residents. Other possible allocation mechanisms are ‘grassroots 
decision processes’, authoritarian allocation, and negotiated market based allocation 
mechanisms. Most societies use a mixture of these mechanisms with different weighting of 
components.  

 

3.1.1 Externalities and market failure 
Externalities exist when the resource use of one party is affected or controlled immediately 
without market mediation by a third party. Wastewater discharges by a company to a water 
body is an example of externalities. The internalisation of externalities is given when the 
external costs (environmental costs) are paid by the polluter. The allocation decisions of 
the polluting party would be made now according to the social costs, including the 
production and the environmental costs. In order to continue outcome maximising, the 
pollution activities would be minimised (ENDRES, 1994, pp. 14-22).  

The polluter pays principle can be seen as a basic market mechanism. At best, the 
polluter is charged directly for the consequences of scarcity borne by third persons. Each 
injured party has a strong position of power because of the possible veto against emissions. 
A market failure is constituted by the interruption of the polluter pays principle when third 
parties are affected by externalities without the polluter being charged. Thus, the 
internalising of externalities is considered to be fixing the market failure. The available 
variants internalising externalities are negotiations, regulating institutions, and Pigou-taxes. 
However, the success of economic environmental policy based on the autonomy of 
individuals depends greatly on the degree of information of the single decision-maker 
(ENDRES, 1994, p. 20).  
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3.1.2 The Coase-Theorem 
According the Coase-Theorem (COASE, 1960), the problem of resources allocation can be 
solved by direct interaction among the affected parties based on a State provided 
fundamental regulative decision. Accordingly, the parties come to a solution of at least 
improving the situation of one side without compromising the situation of the other, and 
thus increasing welfare. The cooperation of the involved parties is about negotiations for 
the degree of externalities. It is assumed that no transaction costs incur (costs for 
identification of actors, negotiations, agreements, implementation, monitoring). The State 
grants property rights to the resource, e.g. the river. According the Coase-Theorem, the 
market is extended to the environment, leaving the State with the allocation of property 
rights (ENDRES, 1994, p. 35; BERNACIAK and SPYCHAŁA, 2008b).  

3.2 Governance 
The concrete meanings described by the governance term vary according to the 
characteristics of the application area (BENZ, 2004a, p. 21). Similar to terms like ‘State’ or 
‘democracy’, the term ‘governance’ belongs to the most complex terms in social sciences. 
Thus, there is no single definition for the term ‘governance’ (BENZ, 2004a, p. 15). 
Nevertheless, from the analytical point of view, governance is a term used to describe 
aspects of regulation in complex structures, including both the external regulation and self-
regulation (MAYNTZ and SCHARPF, 1995b, p. 16). Governance does not only describe the 
practice of governing, steering and coordinating, but it also describes its manner (BENZ, 
2004a, p. 15). Moreover, the term ‘governance’ expresses an interacting development 
process of a new view on the reality and a changed or changing reality (BENZ, 2004a, p. 
13). For RHODES (1996), governance “refers to self-organizing, interorganizational 
networks”.  

BENZ (2004a) presents the specific perspective connected with the usage of the term 
‘governance’ in social and political sciences. Aspects that are highlighted when someone 
analyses reality with regard to governance in a systematic way are different to those 
highlighted when analysing reality with regard to government. In the government 
perspective, the State is an institution different from the institutions of market or society. 
The interest of the political scientist is focused on the institutions of the State. In the 
governance perspective, State, market and society are considered institutional regulatory 
mechanisms. The interest of the scientist is in regulatory and coordinative functions of 
these institutional structures. A growing number of territorial, functional and sectoral 
boundary crossings in political processes are aspects of the changing reality (BENZ, 2004a, 
p. 14). The act of governing and administrating is happening increasingly in horizontal 
network-like relations between public and private actors (BENZ, 2004a, p. 18).  
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3.2.1 Governance and public administration 
In the applied context of public administration, JANN and WEGERICH (2004, p. 194) 
understand governance as a new concept of policy making. It especially challenges the 
traditional role of public administration as central authority for preparation and 
implementation of policies. Governance in the public administration is used as a 
normative, not as an analytical concept. It can be considered the answer to new public 
management (NPM) that emerged in the 1980s (see: RHODES, 1996; 2000). The private 
sector transformation of NPM involved managerialism and new institutional economics 
(OSBORNE and GAEBLER, 1992). By managerialism, private sector management methods 
were introduced to the public sector. New institutional economics are about incentive 
structures introduced to the public service provision (RHODES, 1996, p. 655). According to 
RHODES (1996), the multiplying of self-organised networks erodes the centre, and is 
“hollowing out the State”. Networks arose as an alternative to markets and hierarchies, 
spanning the boundaries of the public, private and social sectors. For FRANCES et al. (1991) 
price competition is the central coordinating mechanism of the market. In hierarchies, the 
main mechanisms for coordination are administrative orders; whereas in networks, it is 
trust and cooperation. The importance of institutionalising networks for modern 
governance is evident in the present financial crisis. The recent burst of the real estate 
bubble caused a global loss of trust among financial institutes, resulting to a breakdown of 
cooperation between banks. The difficulties of governments to solve the crisis reveal that 
“integrated networks resist government steering, develop their own policies and mould 
their environments” (RHODES, 1996). 
 

3.2.2 Multi-level governance 
 

“Because externalities arising from the provision of public goods vary immensely – 
from planet wide in the case of global warming to local in the case of most city 
services – so should the scale of governance. To internalize externalities, governance 
must be multi-level” (MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003, p. 16).  

 
Multi-level governance appears when political processes go beyond a single level. In this 
context, levels illustrate that organisational units are responsible for larger or smaller areas. 
Multi-level systems develop from fragmentation of responsibilities on territorial-defined 
organisations. When the tasks of organisations are interdependent, decisions have to be 
coordinated between various levels. As the term ‘level’ circumscribes a certain 
organisation of politics (e.g. a regional authority) it means a complex configuration. This is 
composed of structures and processes within levels (intra-governmental) and between 
levels (inter-governmental). Therefore, the multilevel system results from a combination of 
institutional regulating systems of the levels and the relations between them (BENZ, 2004b, 
pp. 126-127).  
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For analytics, there are two quality features to measure the quality of governance in a 
multi-level system. The first is whether and to which extent policy is able to change an 
existing status quo to a strived status. Furthermore, the degree of acceptance of political 
decisions by concerned persons is critical. The basic problem in the multi-level system is 
that those two features are to be fulfilled in two different arenas.9 The change of status quo 
requires the coordination of the policies between the levels or entities. However, the 
acceptance is to be reached within the levels with its territorially limited perception (BENZ, 
2004b, p. 132).  
Intra-organisational rules tie the actors in the intergovernmental policy. The outcome of 
this is difficulties in the decision-making in a multi-level system. The only actors that are 
autonomous are independent experts. Thus, they often play an influential role in multi-
level systems (BENZ, 2004b, p. 133). 

MARKS and HOOGHE (2003) systematise multi-jurisdictional governance concepts 
and differentiate two contrasting types of multi-governance (Tab. 3-1). The first type (type 
I) refers to the dispersion of authority to a limited number of levels (e.g. national, 
provincial, and local levels). Jurisdictions are multi-functional and their activities at each 
level and between the levels do not intersect. ‘Type I governance’ systems are 
characterised by durability. Reforms are normally about reallocation of policy functions. 
The adjustment of new structures is connected with high transaction costs. According to a 
large number of scholars, ‘type I governance’ fits more or less to ‘government’ but not to 
‘governance’ (see e.g.: RHODES, 1996; BENZ, 2004a; FINGER et al., 2006). The second type 
(type II) is constituted by a large number of jurisdictions acting task-specifically, coming 
and going with flexible demands for governance. ‘Type II governance’ systems are 
polycentric as they are constituted of multiply independent decision-making centres. “In 
this conception, there is no up or down, no lower or higher, no dominant class of actor; 
rather, a wide range of public and private actors who collaborate and compete in shifting 
coalitions” (MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003, p. 11). Hence, ‘type II governance’ is similar to 
the concept of inter-organisational networks described by RHODES (1996).  
 
Tab. 3-1 Multi-level governance concepts according to MARKS and HOOGHE (2003) 

Type I governance (hierarchical) Type II governance (polycentric) 

Limited number of jurisdictional levels Large number of jurisdictional levels 

General purpose jurisdictions Task-specific jurisdictions 

Non-intersecting memberships Intersecting memberships 

 

                                                 
9 The term ‘arena’ describes a political context defined by institutional rules. In compliance with specific 
functions, different actors in this context cooperate. Arenas exist in form of negotiation systems, where actors 
from different organisations cooperate (BENZ, 2004b). 
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The key driver for ‘type I governance’ is the dispersion of authority to sub-national 
governments. At the international level, the ‘type II governance’ concept dominates. So 
far, the EU has been the only example of ‘type I governance’ in the international arena. 
The polycentric governance type is typical for inter-regional networks which cross 
territorial borders.  
 

3.2.3 Distributed governance 
Distributed governance is the empirical manifestation of State adaptation to a changed 
external environment (ROGERS and HALL, 2002, p. 13). The distribution of public 
institutions is one of the basic administrative techniques in the adaptation to multi-level 
governance processes. It means the transfer of some public government elements to 
organisations which have been specially established for this purpose. Those entities are 
diversified in terms of their legal status on and degree of dependence from the 
administrative centre (SZCZERSKI, 2005, pp. 112-116). For SZCZERSKI (2005, p. 113) it is 
“a new dimension of de-concentration of public government rather than a mere 
decentralisation method”. In contrast to the decentralisation processes, in which decision-
making power is transferred from central government administration to local self-
government administration, decision-making power in the deconcentration processes is 
transferred to organisations with another legal-person status.  

Distributed public governance deals with the protection of the public interest in the 
growing variety of governmental organisational forms (OECD, 2002, p. 9). For ROGERS 
and HALL (2002, p. 10), the essence of distributed governance is about the ability of the 
society to coordinate and manage itself. JANN and WEGERICH (2004), emphasise that 
countries which have high problem solving capacities available in the civil society are able 
to hand back the solutions of social problems to the people.  

According to OECD (2002), distributed public governance is embodied in agencies, 
authorities, and other government bodies. They are defined as parts of national 
government, excluding all traditional and vertically integrated ministries. Thus, excluded 
are private firms and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Furthermore, government 
companies, bodies resulting from decentralisation, local government, and constitutional 
bodies are excluded. Especially in Europe, governments did create a lot of such bodies: 
those provided with a wide spectrum of differentiated governance structure and a 
management board, and sometimes even a differentiated control environment (see Tab. 
3-2). The rather incoherent set of created bodies does not give evidence of a well-thought 
process of power delegation to separate government bodies. In transition and developing 
countries, the creation of such bodies has flourished in the recent years (OECD, 2002, p. 
15). 

The ad hoc establishment of government bodies in the 1980s and 1990s led to a 
dispersion of governmental entities and a lack of readability of the administrative system. 
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Consequently, monitoring and controlling all of these agencies by central government 
became more difficult. An erosion of citizens’ trust in the administration was impeded as 
responsibilities and systems of accountability became more and more unclear (OECD, 
2002, pp. 24-27).  

 
Tab. 3-2 Classification of agencies, authorities and other government bodies based on GILL (2002) 

Ministerial 
department 

Departmental 
agency Public law administrations Private law bodies 

Indivisible from the State Partly or fully legally separate Legally separate 
entities 

Public law bodies Private law bodies 

Minister Mixture of public and private customers Mostly private 
customers 

Civil servants Partly civil servants Private law 
employment 

Tax funding Some fee, some sales, some 
tax Sales revenue funded 

 
As governments are striving to improve institutional clarity in recent years, distributed 
public governance has emerged as a specific challenge. In order to improve governance, 
choosing the right differentiated organisational form for government is a very important 
management tool. In most countries, departmental agencies prevailed upon public law 
administrations and private law bodies as the way of providing managerial autonomy to 
government bodies (OECD, 2002, p. 22). Departmental agencies do not have a radically 
differentiated top-governance structure. They are still part of the ministry and do not have 
governing boards or differentiated control environment. Nevertheless, departmental 
agencies have been considered as the organisational form to perform output/outcome-
focused budgeting and management, or multi-year budgeting (OECD, 2002, p. 24). The 
main governance’s challenge for the central government is to maintain government and 
policy coherence across an increasing variety of government organisational bodies (OECD, 
2002, p. 27). 
 

3.2.4 Good governance 
In political practice, the term ‘governance’ is provided with normative matters. The World 
Bank established the term ‘good governance’ in the late 1980s. It defines the criteria for 
State and administrative praxis as efficiency, rule of law, and participation. Since then, 
good governance has become a precondition of many international agencies in the loan 
provision to developing and transition countries (LEFTWICH, 1993; RHODES, 1996; 2000; 
BENZ, 2004a, p. 18). According LEFTWICH (1993) the three strands of good governance are 
systemic, political and administrative. The last one is concerned with efficiency, 
accountability and audits of public service. In order to reach efficient public services, the 
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World Bank encourages competition and markets, public enterprises privatisation, 
reduction of over-staffing, budgetary discipline, decentralisation, and greater use of NGOs 
(WILLIAMS D. and YOUNG T., 1994). Good governance is used to address politically 
sensitive questions of State reforms in developing and transformation countries. Promoting 
investments and growth and thus defining governance in a mere technocratic concept, 
international financial organisations, such as the ADB, the World Bank or the IMF, may 
indirectly interfere in political and social issues of particular countries. Actually good 
governance promotes the Western democracy model, providing non-democratic countries 
with appropriate democratic institutions. Thus, the obvious goal of good governance is the 
definition of State organisations operating in a way to develop institutions “favourable for 
foreign direct investments” (FINGER et al., 2006, pp. 7-8). For RHODES (1996, p. 656; 
2000, p. 57), “good governance marries the new public management (NPM) to the 
advocacy of liberal democracy”.  

According to the GWP ToolBox (see also: HOOPER, 2005, pp. 237-243), the first step 
to good governance in water resource management is the creation of an enabling 
environment. It comprises national or international laws, investments, and policies which 
form the framework for natural resources management and development. The second step 
is to establish an institutional framework to specify the institutional arrangements and 
organisations. The process of institutional capacity building should be ongoing. The third 
step is the application of management tools for improved governance. These instruments 
include education, awareness rising, communication, community participation, water 
resource assessment and modelling, river basin plans and local government plans, 
information exchange, and economic tools.10 

Considering the number of advice given by GWP in its ToolBox, good water 
governance models “must fit the prevailing social, economic and cultural particularities of 
a country”. Typically, the approach for good water governance is that it “should be 
transparent, inclusive, coherent and equitable”. Good water governance system should be 
“accountable, efficient and responsive”.11 
 

3.2.5 Water governance 
 
“Many countries face a governance crisis, rather than a water crisis. Good water 
governance requires effective and accountable socio-political and administrative 
systems adopting an integrated water resources management (IWRM) approach with 
transparent and participatory processes that address ecological and human needs.”12 

 
                                                 
10 ToolBox Integrated Water Resources Management, GWP, 2008, retrieved 9 March 2009, 
<www.gwptoolbox.org>. 
11 Tool B1.01, “Reforming institutions for better governance”, ToolBox IWRM, GWP, 2008,            
retrieved 9 March 2009, <http://gwptoolbox.org/index.php?option=com_tool&id=9>. 
12 The Third World Water Forum, 16-23 March 2003, World Water Council. 
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According to the GWP, water governance “refers to the range of political, social, economic 
and administrative systems that are in place to develop and manage water resources, and 
the delivery of water services, at different levels of society” (ROGERS and HALL, 2002). To 
internalise externalities of organisations and other actors within a river basin, e.g. 
upstream/downstream conflicts, water governance must be multi-level. The analysis of 
water governance therefore should recognise complex decision-making systems at 
different levels. It is expected that water governance is also going to affect the perception 
of space since hydrological borders are becoming borders of a new-policy area. Thus, the 
policy area of water management is to be restructured in the sense of functional or spatial 
relations (FICHTER, 2003). This policy area, according to BENZ et al. (1999), constitutes 
itself due to processes of cooperation of actors that concentrate their actions and resources 
for the common goal of regional development. As a consequence, the region can be 
considered a system of social networks with overlapping relations. 
 

3.2.6 Problems of coordination and cooperation 
Coordination can be recognised as the interaction among several actors heading for the 
common goal, and is thus a welfare-theoretical concept (see also: ENDRES, 1994). The 
GWP definition of integrated water resources management presented above stresses the 
coordinative character of that approach, assuming that integration is achieved by 
coordination. Accordingly, the goal of the coordinative process is the rise of welfare. In 
water resources management, coordination takes place as a horizontal coordination (e.g. 
between jurisdictions of the same level) and as a vertical coordination (e.g. between 
jurisdictions of different levels) (DOMBROWSKY, 2005, p. 61). Thus, the coordinative 
approach is to be seen one way to overcome the ‘silo-effect’ in water resources 
management. 

Problems of coordination appear when the interaction of different actors does not 
lead to an increased degree of welfare. The provision of commonly used infrastructure 
often has the structure of a coordination problem. The use of water resources frequently is 
a cooperation problem with the structure of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, dominated by free-
riding. Therefore, cooperation agreements between parties are not self-enforcing, unlike 
agreements of coordination (DOMBROWSKY, 2005, pp. 63-67). In the following chapters, 
an analysis of interaction forms considering the institutional framework known as actor-
centred institutionalism is presented (see: MAYNTZ and SCHARPF, 1995a; SCHARPF, 1997). 

3.3 Actor-Centred Institutionalism 
According the governance approach, policy outcomes cannot be seen as the exclusive 
product of action by central government. For KOOIMAN (1993), governing is the process of 
goal-directed interventions, and governance is the result of the governing process (see: 
RHODES, 1996). The order in the policy area emerges from the negotiations among the 
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involved parties. According to KOOIMAN (1993), the interactions among actors in the 
policy area are 
 

“based on the recognition of (inter)dependencies. No single actor, public or private, 
has all knowledge and information required to solve complex, dynamic and diversified 
problems; no actor has sufficient overview to make the application of needed 
instruments effective; no single actor has sufficient action potential to dominate 
unilaterally in a particular governing model.” 
 

Actor-centred institutionalism treats policy as the outcome of interactions of resourceful 
and rational actors whose capacities, preferences, and perceptions are largely - but not 
completely - shaped by the institutionalised norms within which they interact. The 
approach uses the game-theoretic conceptualisation to model constellations of actors 
engaged in actions of which the outcomes are joint products of their separate choices. 
Thus, it is contrary to substantive policy research in which policy choices are rather seen as 
a product of an unitary ‘policymaker’ than as a product of strategic interactions among 
independent actors (SCHARPF, 1997). Institutional arrangements for integrated water 
resources management based on the actor-centred institutionalism were discussed in-depth 
by DOMBROWSKY (2005).  

 

3.3.1 Institutions 
The term ‘institution’, as used in this study, describes sanctioned rules that effectively 
change costs and benefits for an actor following certain behaviour (NORTH, 1990; OSTROM 
et al., 1994). Therefore, it is nothing else than a set of rules that structures available 
strategies for a group of actors, encompassing legal rules and social norms (SCHARPF, 
1997, pp. 38-43). In other words, “institutions provide structure and regularity by reducing 
uncertainty and providing a guide to human interaction” (SVENDSEN et al., 2005b, p. 4). 

Games actually played in political processes are highly affected by institutions. 
Institutions make predictable the intentions of actors for other actors. Thus, when we know 
the institutional context of interactions, we know a lot about the involved actors, their 
options, perceptions and preferences (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 40).  

 

3.3.2 Actors 
Game theory as a variant of rational-choice theory assumes perfectly rational actors (Fig. 
3-1). The actor can be thought of as a single individual or as a group functioning as a 
composite actor (OSTROM, 1986, p. 463; SCHARPF, 1997, p. 52). In that understanding, 
organisations are composite actors. Because they are created intentionally within an 
existing web of institutions, organisations can be seen as a subset of institutions 
(SVENDSEN et al., 2005b, p. 4). SCHARPF (1997, p. 38) prefers to use the term 
‘organisation’ to describe social entities that are able to act in a goal-oriented manner.  
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Fig. 3-1 The internal world of individual choice according to OSTROM (1986) 
 
Individual and composite actors take action in a particular context and fulfil expectations 
and tasks associated with their particular function (SVENDSEN et al., 2005b, p. 7). SCHARPF 
(1997, p. 54) distinguishes collective actors that are dependent on the preferences of the 
members from corporate actors in which interests of members are neutralised by contracts. 
The distinction of the distribution of critical action resources and the choices of 
preferences among members results in a typology of collective actors including 
‘coalitions’, ‘movements’, ‘clubs’, and ‘associations’ (Tab. 3-3). 
 
Tab. 3-3 Aggregate, collective, and corporate actors, from SCHARPF (1997) 

Collective actors   Aggregate 
actors Coalition Club Movement Association 

Corporate 
actors 

Action Individual Joint Joint Joint Joint Organisation 

Purpose Individual Individual Individual Collective Collective Organisation 

Resources Individual Individual Collective Individual Collective Organisation 

Decisions Individual Agreement Voting Consensus Voting Organisation 
 
Corporate actors typically are ‘top-down’ organisations controlled by a hierarchical 
leadership (e.g. ministry). Strategic decisions of corporate actors are therefore independent 
of the members’ preferences and of the final beneficiaries. Thus, the degree of 
effectiveness and efficiency is higher than that at collective actors. A special significance 
in political decisions should be assigned to the self-interest of corporative actors. The self-
interest is about the assurance of the continuity, autonomy, and growth of the organisation; 
depending on the institutional environment in which the organisation is acting. Pivot in that 
context is the assurance of financial support (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 56-57) . 
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3.3.3 Actors constellations and modes of interaction 
According to SCHARPF (1997), the policy outcome is not determined by the single actor 
with its capabilities, perceptions, and preferences; but by the constellation among the 
plurality of actors involved in interactions. The game is described by the combination of 
actor constellation and the mode of interaction (Fig. 3-2).  
 

 
Fig. 3-2 The domain of interaction oriented actor-centred institutionalism approach; from SCHARPF (1997) 
 
The four basic modes of interaction assumed by the actor-centred institutionalism are 
unilateral action, negotiated agreement, majority vote, and hierarchical direction. 
Regarding the problem, each constellation has a specific problem-solution capacity 
(SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 44-46). As presented in Tab. 3-4, the mode of interaction is affected 
by the institutional setting.  
 
Tab. 3-4 Modes of interaction; from SCHARPF (1997) 

Institutional setting Mode of 
interaction Minimal 

institutions Network Association Hierarchical 
setting 

Unilateral action x X x x 

Negotiated 
agreement (x) X x x 

Majority vote - - x x 

Hierarchical 
coordination - - - x 

 
As explained above, problems of water resources management in river basins are 
considered as ‘Commons Dilemma’ (OSTROM, 1990, p. 2; MOSS, 2003b, p. 29), and can be 
understood as n-person Prisoner’s Dilemma games (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 76). According to 
SCHARPF (1997, p. 196), problems in the nature of Prisoner’s Dilemma game can only be 
solved in a satisfactory fashion (efficient, equitable, and legitimate) by negotiations under 
structural conditions of networks, regimes, and joint-decision systems. Nevertheless, the 
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achievement is handicapped by high transaction costs. Hierarchical coordination produces 
outcomes that achieve welfare efficiency and distributive justice for all social problems. 
The characteristics of real interactions within hierarchical authority structures can be equal 
to negotiations or unilateral action. The interaction modes unilateral action in minimal 
institutions, negotiated agreements in networks, regimes, and joint-decision systems, as 
well as hierarchical coordination, are presented below. 
 

3.3.4 Unilateral action 
In the absence of institutions (anarchic fields) or in the case of minimal institutions 
(existence of enforced criminal and civil law systems), only unilateral action is permitted. 
Actors are free to use every strategy; they may communicate and conclude agreements, but 
they can break the agreements if it favours their own interests. In Prisoner’s Dilemma 
games (see: Fig. 3-3), free-riding is the dominant strategy for each individual actor leading 
to collectively suboptimal outcomes. The only endogenously available sanction is to 
punish defection by defection. However, if a single defection would be answered by a 
collective defection, cooperation would never have a chance. Otherwise, more and more 
actors would choose free-riding if single defections would be ignored (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 
97-114).  

 
Fig. 3-3 Prisoner’s Dilemma game (C – cooperation, D – defection); visualisation according to SCHARPF  
(1997)  
 
Under the assumption of minimal institutions, negative coordination can prevent welfare 
losses in comparison to status quo resulting from unilateral action. Negative coordination 
also plays a significant role in relations between actors in the public sector. It is based on 
the ability of an actor to protect the position of his interest, blocking contrary action of the 
other player by a veto. From the welfare-theoretical point of view, it is attractive since it 
avoids outcomes that cause losses of welfare. However, it is a quite conservative 
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instrument that prevents any changes as long as these violate status quo interests of a single 
veto actor (SCHARPF, 1997).  
 

3.3.5 Negotiated agreements 
Under the assumption of institutions that guarantee the binding force of negotiated 
agreements, the Coase-Theorem (COASE, 1960) assures that negotiations among rational 
actors will lead to agreements maximising welfare. Nevertheless, in order to produce 
outcomes according the Coase-Theorem, negotiators face several problems being parts of 
the transaction costs. They include problems of reaching an agreement and its proper 
implementation agreement.  

In negotiations, the non-agreement point is similar to the ‘Nash equilibrium’ (NASH, 
1951); that is defined as the constellation of individual strategies in which no actor could 
improve the own outcome by switching unilaterally to another available option (SCHARPF, 
1997, p. 100). Negotiations are understood here as the cooperative attempt to capture the 
point beyond the non-agreement point, offering a higher outcome for all actors (3/3)       
(Fig. 3-4). Nevertheless, the real situation is complicated by the Coase-Theorem, 
postulating that negotiators will adopt the solution with the highest welfare (COASE, 1960). 
The joint search for this point induces a general requirement for an acceptable solution to 
the problem of cost and benefit distribution (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 120-124).  

The result is a new Prisoner’s Dilemma situation. On one hand side, creativity, 
effective communication, and mutual trust are required for a successful joint search for a 
better overall solution; but the distribution of costs and benefits depends on strategic 
communication, withholding of information, and distrust against potential misinformation 
(SCHARPF, 1997). Describing these asymmetries LAX AND SEBENIUS (1985) coined the 
term ‘Negotiator’s Dilemma’. 

 

 
Fig. 3-4 Matrix and negotiation diagram of prisoner’s dilemma game (C – cooperation, D – defection, NA – 
non-agreement point); visualisation according to SCHARPF (1997)  
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According to SCHARPF (1997, pp. 135-145), negotiations can take place in all institutional 
settings (see Tab. 3-4). The type of setting affects the outcomes. Minimal institutions offer 
only limited conditions for efficient, equitable, and legitimate agreements which depend on 
effective and demanding institutional arrangements.  
 

3.3.6 Negotiation in networks 
Negotiation networks can be defined as:  
 

“informal and self-organising structures that evolve from the frequency of voluntary 
dyadic interactions” (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 141). 

 
In the interpretation of SCHARPF (1997, pp. 137-141), a network is a semi-permanent 
structure embedding individual interactions. It is capable of reducing the transaction costs 
of a negotiated agreement. Network relationships have a high social capital, as the 
involved actors have a memory of earlier agreements and expectations of future deals 
based on trust. However, the trust can also be misused by a party gaining a self-interested 
advantage. In addition, networks can be misused as opportunity and power structures; 
especially, if ego has resources which alter needs, an asymmetric power situation is 
constituted. This unilateral dependence will only be resolved if alter finds another partner 
to obtain the resource, or when ego is also becoming dependent on a resource of alter. In a 
more normative view on public governance, RHODES (1996) regards networks as a self-
organising and autonomous “third governing structure”, an addition to bureaucracy and 
market solutions. 
 

3.3.7 Negotiation regimes 
Negotiation regimes are defined by SCHARPF (1997, p. 141) as: 
 

“purposefully created normative frameworks governing negotiations among a formally 
specified set of actors that have explicitly undertaken to respect certain procedures in 
their future interactions.” 

 
Regimes constitute the rules of the game, but not yet the contents of interactions. Examples 
within the international level are negotiations for skeleton agreements of a convention. 
More specific protocols will be agreed later on. Linked to this is the expectation that 
further negotiations can be conducted more easily. Certain unilateral and harmful strategies 
can be excluded. Examples for regimes concerning water resources management are the 
1963 Agreement concerning the International Commission for the Protection of the Rhine 
against Pollution (DOMBROWSKY, 2005). 
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3.3.8 Joint-decision systems 
Joint-decision systems can be seen as:  
 

“constellations in which parties are either physically or legally unable to reach their 
purposes through unilateral action and in which joint action depends on the (nearly) 
unanimous agreement of all parties involved” (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 143). 

 
Examples of joint-decision systems are international negotiations for infrastructure, or 
environmental protection projects between two sovereign countries (e.g. about the 
construction of a waste incineration plant in the border area). Joint-decision systems are 
cumbersome, and it is easy to block them as they are based on unanimous or near-
unanimous agreements between the involved parties (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 143-145). 
 

3.3.9 Hierarchical direction 
Hierarchical direction is defined as a mode of interaction in which ego is able to specify 
alter’s choice or, more precisely, some of alter’s decision premises (SIMON, 1957; MARCH 
and SIMON, 1958). This possibility is based on the superior capacity of ego to offer 
rewards, to threaten deprivations; otherwise, it rests on legitimation. Under modern 
conditions, negotiated agreement and democratic accountability are likely to be the most 
important sources of legitimacy (SCHARPF, 1997). Nonetheless, legitimacy may also be 
based on religious beliefs, tradition, or charisma (WEBER, 1947). In modern political 
systems, votes of the citizens should be considered as institutional arrangements for the 
legitimation and control of hierarchical government authority. However, the decisions of 
the State are still imposed on the citizens by hierarchical authority and enforced by 
superior force (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 171).  

For substantive policy analysis, hierarchical interaction is desirable due to limited 
transaction costs compared to negotiated agreement. The hierarchical coordination offers 
the possibility to coordinate political decisions from an inclusive, welfare-maximising 
perspective. The precondition for welfare maximising outcomes is an idealised benevolent 
and omniscient decision-maker, using his power only for welfare maximising and justice 
securing, but not for the maximising of own private interests (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 172-
174). On the other hand, real hierarchical direction systems are not effective if they are not 
able to solve the information and motivation problem.  

 

3.3.10 The information problem 
The information problem of hierarchical direction depends on the number of decision 
premises are substituted by hierarchical directions, and the amount and variability of local 
information necessary for optimal decision premises. However, according to the concept of 
nearly decomposable hierarchical structures, interdependences between levels appear 
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selective (see: SIMONS, 1962); that allows a construction of multi-level hierarchical 
structures in which internal interactions in entities on each level are superior to interactions 
between the levels. THOMPSON (1967) differentiates between pooled, sequential, and 
reciprocal interdependence (Tab. 3-5). According to SCHARPF (1997, p. 176), the structure 
is nearly decomposable if the interdependence is reciprocal. They allow multi-level 
hierarchical structures in which conflicts between levels are resolved by a common chief. 
Thus, negotiations - generating transaction costs - are avoided. This decreases the 
possibility that relevant local information is ignored at higher levels. Moreover, an 
information overload at the top of hierarchy is less probable. Nonetheless, the efficiency of 
hierarchical coordination looses power if interdependent internal and external interactions 
exceed a certain degree that is manageable for a single chief. 
 
Tab. 3-5 Types of interdependence in hierarchical multi-level structures according to THOMPSON (1967) as 
presented by SCHARPF (1997) 

Interdependence Coordinative demand Solution 

Pooled Several actors use a common resources pool Common rules 

Sequential 
Input of one actor becomes the input of the 

next actor 
Planning 

Reciprocal 
Decision of each actor depends on the 

decision of the other actor 
Direct interaction among 

actors 

 

3.3.11 The motivation problem 
It is necessary for safeguarding welfare increase that actors in hierarchical structures act in 
a norm-oriented manner. In reality, norm oriented and self-interest actions coexist. The 
degree of each differs from country to country and is prevalent in countries with high 
corruption rates. It is necessary to solve conflicts to increase welfare and not merely the 
private situation of single actors, thus misusing their power. Thus, based on consensus on 
values and goals (rule of law), supervision bodies are needed. Although they cannot avoid 
them, a free media (freedom of press and speech) can be useful to reveal cases of 
corruption (SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 178-183). 
 

3.3.12 Negotiations in bureaucratic hierarchies 
Negotiations that are embedded in a hierarchical structure are significantly different from 
negotiations in institutional settings as described above. Similar to the democratic 
responsibility, the hierarchical authority can also influence the interactions at the lower 
levels. In practise, decisions are prepared by horizontal negotiations among actors at lower 
levels between ministerial level entities or between ministries. In these debates, external 
stakeholders can be involved. Decisions are then proposed to the minister or prime 
minister, and are enforced when accepted. During the horizontal self-coordination process, 
each party is also involved in a vertical dialogue to the higher level; it is there political 
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concerns (downwards), as well as feasibility and suitability issues of options (upwards), are 
communicated (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 198). 

The pressure to find agreements by horizontal negotiations at the lower levels is high 
because of potential overloads at the higher level and the risk to lose reputation at the 
higher level, bothering the minister with issues that can be solved at the lower level. The 
actors at the lower level are normally well-informed about the expectations at higher level. 
Thus, in case horizontal agreements fail, e.g. between two ministerial departments, it can 
be known for which solution they would get support from the minister. Therefore, in 
negotiations under the hierarchical authority, either party has an additional threat option 
(SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 198-200). Thus, negotiations embedded in hierarchical structures are 
more likely to come to an agreement than negotiations not taking place in such structures. 
The negotiations are also influenced systematically by the anticipation of the potential 
decision-making at a higher level (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 200). 

 

3.3.13 Negotiations in the shadow of the State 
According to SCHARPF (1997, pp. 200-201), the mechanisms described above also apply to 
the interaction between the hierarchical State authority and social actors involved in the 
negotiations. This is obvious when the regime or joint-decision system is intentionally set 
up by the State in order to regulate certain economic or social problems. Such self-
organisation in the shadow of the State is developed especially in corporatist States. 

When public administration implements agreements resulting from negotiations 
between interest groups in the shadow of the State, the regulatory capacity is far higher 
than that of solely self-organised interest groups. Due to the power and influence of 
associations in civil society, welfare theoretical advantages of self-organisation and 
negotiation can be used to increase welfare benefit. In addition, limitations of negotiation 
systems can be balanced by artificially created bargaining power (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 205).  

3.4 Summary and Conclusions for River Basin Governance 
Since the agreement of ‘Agenda 21’ and its claim for integrated water resources 
management, the worldwide development of the holistic water resources management 
approach has been affected by this international regime (see: SCHARPF, 1997, p. 142). With 
the Dublin Principles and ‘Agenda 21’, the demand for water governance in river basins 
was established. Worldwide river basin organisations are now installed, especially in 
developing and transition countries by international development agencies (see: 
BANDARAGODA, 2006).  

Analysing river basin organisations as actors, river basin authorities are corporate 
actors; whereas polycentric river basin committees or commissions represent collective 
actors. Problems in river basins can be solved by negotiations embedded in a sophisticated 
institutional setting or by hierarchical coordination. Given the institutional setting, 
negotiations are permitted for collective and corporate actors, but only corporate actors 
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have the ability for hierarchical coordination (see: SCHARPF, 1997). River basin 
management establishes multi-level processes, and thus challenges decision-making at the 
central level.  

Considering governance processes in river basins, the centralised river basin 
authorities represent the hierarchical ‘type I governance’ in which the river basin may be 
divided into a tier of sub-basin units managed by a small number of jurisdictions. In 
contrast, decentralised polycentric river basin committees or commissions are constituted 
according to the multi-centred ‘type II governance’. The river basin is managed by a rather 
large number of jurisdictions as the administrative units manage the basin in a coordinative 
manner (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003). In this understanding, polycentric RBOs 
represent management bodies institutionalising negotiations among actors in river basins. 
On the other side of the spectra, river basin authorities coordinate actors in catchment areas 
mainly by the top-down approach.  

The main problem of hierarchical river basin organisations is the “information 
impoverishment” and/or “information overload” of the top (see: SCHARPF, 1997). The 
information problem could be decreased by the deconcentration of authorities and power to 
specialised units at lower levels which are subordinated directly to the top of hierarchy. 
Distributed governance bodies resulting from deconcentration can be independent of 
decentralised sub-national jurisdictions. Consequently, it is possible to align specialised 
sub-national entities with river basin borders. Because such entities are subordinated to the 
national level, they could make binding decisions for local governments. Thus, distributive 
governance bodies theoretically can use hierarchical coordination mechanisms to steer sub-
national administrations within river basins. This explains why river basin authorities are 
able to deal with inter-jurisdictional spill-overs as e.g. the upstream/downstream problem. 

Nevertheless, because river basin authorities deal exclusively with water resources 
management, which is sometimes also with water management (utilisation, operation and 
maintenance of infrastructure, etc.), they have to coordinate their activities with external 
entities regarding spatial land management planning and those analogous. Especially in 
closing and closed river basins, such horizontal linkages become more important. Hence, 
transaction costs can only be limited but not excluded by hierarchical organisations. In the 
earlier phases of river basin development, problems may be solved better by a central 
authority. Nevertheless, in closing or closed basins horizontal coordination between a high 
number of actors and issues, as well as accountability, become more important. Especially 
in the reallocation phase, the main concern is to find a good institutional setting for 
coordination in order to avoid too much external communication which would exceed the 
capacity of the hierarchical basin authorities.  

The river basin point of view essentially changes the spatial reference of water 
management (see: FICHTER, 2003). Hence, also in countries that deal with multi-level 
processes by ‘type I governance’, mature integrated water resources management is 
realised in a ‘type II governance’ (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003). In closing or closed 
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basins when good coordination between multi actors and sectors becomes decisive, 
polycentric river basin organisations have advantages. The information and motivation 
problems as of the hierarchical coordination are not assumed. Moreover, decentralised 
polycentric organisations may be perceived by local governments as a fitting 
organisational form. This will rather not apply to centralised authorities.  

However, negotiations being effective for problem solution in river basins must be 
embedded in a sophisticated institutional setting. If the preconditions of the Coase-
Theorem (allocation of property rights, nearly insignificant transaction costs) are not 
provided, polycentric river basin organisations may not work properly. To apply the 
institutional setting to real conditions and needs, it will take at least a decade up to a 
century (see: SHAH et al., 2005, p. 47).  

In transition countries, river basins rather go fast through their development phases, 
especially if economic centres are situated in the catchment area. Hence, fast and effective 
decisions are of critical importance. Thus, to solve rapid emerging problems (e.g. water 
resources pollution by industrialisation and improved lifestyle) in transition countries, river 
basin authorities seem to be more comprehensive. However, as most of those countries 
also undergo the decentralisation processes, polycentric RBOs will probably substitute 
central RBOs if the institutional setting for negotiations is constituted. 
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4 WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT IN 
VIETNAM 

4.1 Country Overview 
The territory of Vietnam has an area of 331,212 km² (GSO, 2008). The country borders in 
the north to China, in the west to Laos and Cambodia, and in the east and south to the 
South China Sea. Mountains and hills in the north, west, and central Vietnam cover about 
three-quarters of the country. The rest are alluvial plains and deltas, as built up by the Red 
and Mekong Rivers in the north and south, respectively (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, p. 10). 
 

4.1.1 Demography 
By 2007, the population of Vietnam was 85,154,900 people. The mean population density 
was 257 persons per km². The highest population density has got the Red River delta 
region (1,238 persons per km²). The South-East region (408 persons per km²) and the 
Mekong Delta region (432 persons per km²) show population densities exceeding the 
national average. The Northwest and Central Highlands have population densities below 
the national average, with 71 persons per km² and 90 persons per km², respectively (GSO, 
2008).  

Vietnam’s population has been growing between 1995 and 2007 by 13,159,400 
people. Since 1995, the growth rate has declined from 1.65% to 1.21% in 2007, making 
Vietnam the country with third lowest population growth among ASEAN countries. The 
population growth in Vietnam is characterised by a difference between urban and rural 
regions, being always considerably higher for urban population. For comparison, in 2007, 
urban population growth was 2.53%, and rural population growth at 0.72% (GSO, 2008). 

 

4.1.2 Climate 
The average of annual rainfall is about 2,000 mm. Most rainfall accumulates in the rain 
season from May to November (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, p. 10). In the central and 
southern parts of Vietnam, the dry season starts later in January. In central Vietnam, the 
dry season is the longest with 6 to 9 months in average (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 15). Due to the 
location and topography of Vietnam, the country is one of the most disaster-prone of the 
world. Typhoons and tropical storms, followed by floods, droughts, seawater intrusions, 
landslides, and others have the most remarkable impact (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 18). 

Climate change will cause higher annual temperatures and higher rainfalls, 
concentrated in the rain season. Because rainfalls are expected to be intensified, the risk of 
severe floods rises. The higher temperatures together with only slightly increased rainfalls 
will intensify water shortage problems in the dry season due to higher evaporation rates 
(KBR LTD, 2008, p. 27). Worldwide, Vietnam is one the five countries that is most 
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vulnerable to the sea-level rise due to climate change. Coastal regions would be affected by 
remarkable land losses, directly affecting the homeland of substantial population, 
agricultural production, water quality by salinity intrusion, etc. (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 28). 

 

4.1.3 River systems 
The mountainous topography and tropical monsoon climate of Vietnam affect the quantity 
and distribution of water. Rainfall is highly uneven in a season, causing frequent floods 
and water shortages. About 70-75% of the annual total flow is generated in 3-4 months 
during the rainy season. In the dry season, the minimum monthly flow of most basins is 
only 1-2% of the annual flow. Vietnam has 10 major river basins13 (> 10,000 km²) that are 
dominated by the catchment areas of Red River in the north and the Mekong River in the 
south (Map 4-1). Red River and Mekong basins alone carry 75% of the annual runoff. 
Theoretically, Vietnam has an advantageous water situation with an extensive network of 
rivers, favourable topography, and rainfall patterns (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, pp. 10-13).  

The total mean annual runoff is 830 BCM. Nearly 57% is discharged in the Cuu 
Long basin, more than 16% in the Red-Thai Binh River basin, and more than 4% in the 
Dong Nai basin. However, Vietnam lies downstream of largest rivers. Totally, more than 
60% of the surface water of Vietnam is generated outside the country, with only about 309 
BCM generated within the borders of Vietnam. In the Cuu Long basin, only about 5% of 
the runoff is generated in Vietnam; 40% of the runoff of Red-Thai Binh surface water 
originates from China; 30% of Ma basin, and 22% of Ca basin flows come from Laos; and 
nearly 17% Dong Nai River basin surface water flows in from Cambodia (KBR LTD, 2008, 
p. 14). Thus, water availability, especially during the dry season, is often beyond 
Vietnam’s control. This results locally in seasonal water shortages, particularly as demand 
increases (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, pp. 10-13). 

The mean annual surface water discharge in Vietnam amounts to 9,856 m³ per 
person. However, by taking only the renewable surface water sources within the territory 
into account, the annual discharge amounts only to about 3,630 m³. In the dry season, 
particular river basins like Dong Nai or Ma are under water stress with a water availability 
of little more than 1,000 m³ per person (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 16). Vietnam wide, 82% of 
surface water is used for agriculture, 11% for aquaculture, 5% for industry, and 3% for 
domestic use. Nevertheless, in the Dong Nai basin for example, industry uses up to 14% of 
total water; agriculture has a far smaller portion than the national average (KBR LTD, 2008, 
p. 17). 

                                                 
13 In the Vietnam Water Sector Review (GOV, 2004) there are listed 10 river basins exceeding 10,000 km² 
(Bang Giang – Ky Kung, Red – Thai Binh, Ma, Ca, Vu Gia – Thu Bon, Ba, Dong Nai, Cuu Long, Sre Pok, 
and Se San). 



Chapter 4: Water Resources Management in Vietnam 38 

 
Map 4-1 Overview of river basins in Vietnam (MONRE et al., 2006, p. viii) 
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4.1.4 Groundwater Resources 
The country’s total groundwater reserves amount to estimated 48 BCM, with annual 
exploitable groundwater at about 6-7 BCM. In the 1990s, the annual withdrawals were less 
than 1 BCM. However, the largest growing municipalities, Ho Chi Minh City, and Hanoi 
rely primarily on groundwater. In Vietnam, 30% of urban water demand is met by 
groundwater. The demand on groundwater is growing in areas where surface water 
shortages have occurred or are anticipated; or where quality is becoming a problem, such 
as in the Srepok, Dong Nai and Mekong basins (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, pp. 13-16). In 
Ho Chi Minh City and in Hanoi, where groundwater tables are falling 1 m per year in some 
areas, overexploitation of groundwater is an issue (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 21). In general, 
except where iron and manganese content are high, the quality of groundwater is good. 
However, seawater intrusion is affecting groundwater quality in some coastal areas of the 
RRD and Mekong Delta (WORLD BANK et al., 1996, pp. 13-16).  
 

4.1.5 Transition to market economy 
In December 1986, the Sixth National Congress adopted the comprehensive renovation of 
the country’s economic system as its guideline. With the renovation process, known as 
‘Doi Moi’ [Vietnamese: đổi mới; renovation], Vietnam should overcome the worsening of 
socioeconomic crisis caused by decades of war and mismanagement (BOOTHROYD and 
PHAM XUAN NAM, 2000). Vietnam was so poor that authorities were dependent on Soviet 
aid and subsidised trade for their ‘industrialisation drive’ (MCCARTY, 2001). The main 
achievements of the renovation were the reduction of bureaucracy and the State-subsidy 
system, the development of a multi-sector market-oriented economy, and the initiation of 
an open-door international policy. The new Constitution signed in 1992 opened a phase of 
development towards a State-regulated market economy (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 22).  

Since then, Vietnam has been undergoing a rapid industrialisation process. Between 
2002 and 2006, the GDP grew at a high level of at least 7.08% (2002) and a maximum of 
8.44% (2005). The high growth rate in GDP is based on very high growth rates in the 
industrial sector (10.37% in 2006). The GDP share of agriculture was declining from 
27.18% in 1995 to 20.30% in 2007; whereas, in the same time interval, the GDP share of 
industry was increasing from 28.76% to 41.58% (GSO, 2008).  

However, an optimal mix of policies that can solve social problems of poverty, rapid 
population growth, or over-exploitation of resources is not yet found (BOOTHROYD and PHAM 

XUAN NAM, 2000). Thus, the transition, a process creating and reconceptualising institutions 
and government organisations, is still ongoing. With the market economy, the ministries 
are responsible for spheres outside of the planned economy and for policies. The Ministry 
of Agriculture and Rural Development is now responsible for, among others, poverty 
reduction and what households grow; while local authorities get introduced to 
participation. Foreign investments play an important role for the Vietnamese government. 
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Financial support provided by donors, although lacking direct financing of 
industrialisation, is welcome. Moreover, the annoying preconditions of good governance 
are accepted (MCCARTY, 2001, pp. 8-9). Nevertheless, the donor promoting fiscal 
transparency is doomed by Vietnam-style consensus governance, and is not compatible 
with public disclosure (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 24). 

 

4.1.6 International development support 
In 1964, the USA imposed economic sanctions against Vietnam; after its unification in 
1975, the country became nearly totally isolated from the international community. After 
the invasion to Cambodia in 1978, even the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank 
suspended loans to Vietnam under the pressure of their largest shareholder, the USA. 
Furthermore, most of the bilateral donors stopped their development supports to Vietnam. 
From that time on, financial support from the Soviet Union and some European Comecon 
Member States had been critical for the Vietnamese economy. After Vietnam withdrew its 
troops from Cambodia in 1989, Japan started efforts to reactivate ODA payments to 
Vietnam. These Japanese efforts, opposed by the USA, were especially driven by economy 
(large oil reserves, labour pool, and market for direct investments) but also political 
interests (support transition in Vietnam). After the Soviet Union’s breakdown, Japan 
became the most important trade partner of Vietnam. Finally by the end of 1992, all major 
bilateral donors resumed aid to Vietnam. Still, the will to resume multilateral ODA to 
Vietnam was further opposed by the USA. Only after Japan and France helped Vietnam to 
pay its debts to the IMF did the World Bank and ADB resume ODA transfers to Vietnam 
in 1993 (MIYASHITA, 2003, pp. 79-80). 

Since then, the operations of the ADB had been focused on the support of economic 
reforms; and since 2002, increasingly on the support of government efforts to reduce 
poverty focusing on, among others, sustainable growth and good governance.14 The 
development support by the World Bank is integrated with the Comprehensive Poverty 
Reduction and Growth Strategy (CPRGS) approved in 2002. The CPRGS became an 
important stepping stone in relation to the planning processes in Vietnam and especially in 
relation to the design of ODA in Vietnam. Being on the seventh place of worldwide 
recipients in 2007, Vietnam is one the countries receiving the most ODA15 (Fig. 4-1). The 
Millennium Development Goals were localised as Vietnam Development Targets to be 
better monitored. Especially in means of economical growth and poverty reduction, the 
extensive transfer of ODA to Vietnam has been successful. Nevertheless, Goal 7 (to ensure 
environmental sustainability), unlike the other Millennium Development Goals, is 
uncertain to be reached by the Government of Vietnam.16 

                                                 
14 Asian Development Bank: Vietnam, 2009, retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.adb.org/Vietnam/>. 
15 Total ODA gross disbursements from all donors in USD, OECD DCD-DAC, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<http://stats.oecd.org/wbos/Index.aspx?DatasetCode=ODA_RECIPIENT>. 
16 The World Bank: Vietnam, retrieved 2 April 2009, <http://web.worldbank.org/vn>. 
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Fig. 4-1 ODA gross disbursements to Vietnam from 2002 to 200717 
 
The development in the water sector focuses currently on management, institutions, 
regulation, conservation and allocation of water as a scarce resource. Physical 
infrastructure is provided by ODA only under the broad umbrella of water governance 
(HIRSCH et al., 2006, p. 1). Recently, real prices of agricultural commodities declined. 
Therefore, real capital costs for water resource development and inefficient water 
management increase. This causes a low return on investment in water resources 
development. Hence, international donors and development agencies react with 
institutional reforms and effective governance systems with distributed governance as a 
key element (SVENDSEN and ROSEGRANT, 1994, p. 78; ROGERS and HALL, 2002, pp. 14-
15; BANDARAGODA, 2006, p. 1).  

Main aspects of first reforms during the last two decades in developing countries 
were to decentralise the irrigation management. However, none of the Asian countries’ 
local stakeholders has taken the initiative for any meaningful management responsibility. 
This encouraged the development professionals and donors to promote institutional 
changes in the whole water sector. Under the prescription of ‘sustainability’, ‘integrated 
water resources management’ and ‘participatory approaches’, attention was drawn towards 
new water policies, laws, and organisations, with particular emphasis on using the river 
basin as a planning unit (BANDARAGODA, 2006, p. 1). 

 

4.1.7 State Structure 
The Socialist Republic of Vietnam does not have a separation of powers since legislature, 
executive, and judiciary are closely interwoven (FREHNER, 2007, p. 8). The administrative 

                                                 
17 Available on OECD DCD-DAC, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<http://stats.oecd.org/wbos/Index.aspx?DatasetCode=ODA_RECIPIENT>. 
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system of Vietnam is embedded in a unitary State structure consisting of central, 
provincial, district, and communal levels (Fig. 4-2; Tab. 4-1). The highest organ of the 
State power of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam is the National Assembly. Members of 
the National Assembly are directly elected by the people every 5 years. The National 
Assembly has the authority to elect the State President, the Prime Minister of the 
Government, the President of the People’s Supreme Court and the Director of the 
Supremes People’s Procuracy (NAOV, 1992). Although the Communist Party of Vietnam 
(VCP) is no official State agency, it is a State leading organisation according to the 
Constitution of Vietnam. Therefore, it maintains its own administrative structure parallel to 
those of the government (MCCARTY, 2001). Since then, interest in revolutionary ideology 
has been decreasing; the legitimacy of the Party became based on economic performance 
(VASAVAKUL, 1995).  
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Fig. 4-2 State structure of Socialist Republic of Vietnam according the 1992 Constitution (NAOV, 1992) 
 
Tab. 4-1 Structures of administrative units in Vietnam18 

Governance level Administrative unit 

Central level Nation 

Provincial level Provinces Centrally-run Cities 

District level Rural Districts, 
Cities Provincial Capitals Precincts 

Communal level Towns, Communes Wards, Communes Wards 

 
                                                 
18 Referring to Decree No. 159/2005/ND-CP of 27 December 2005 (GOV, 1999). 
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The State administration system in Vietnam is formed by the Government and People’s 
Committees at national and local levels, respectively. Chaired by the Prime Minister, the 
Government is the highest administrative body of Vietnam. It is the executive body of the 
National Assembly. The Government consists of ministries, ministry-level agencies, and 
other agencies. The People’s Committees are elected by the People’s Councils that are 
directly elected with 5-year terms by the People. The People’s Committees execute their 
administrative tasks with local departments (provincial level), offices (district, communal 
levels), and governmental agencies (NAOV, 1992; GOV, 2007a).  
 
4.1.8 Organisational Structure of the Public Administration 
Theoretically, administration is managed and is accountable to a single leadership, but 
conflicts with other ministries or local authorities are common (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 12). In 
Vietnam, the functions, tasks, powers and organisational structures of ministries and 
ministerial-level agencies are defined by a governmental decree (latest No. 178/2007/ND-
CP). As a consequence, all ministries of the Vietnamese Government are structured quite 
uniform. An interview partner (VN11) remarked: 
 

The clear definition of functions, tasks, powers and organisational structures of 
ministries and ministerial-level agencies makes the Vietnamese administrative 
system “less flexible” as compared to countries without such austereness or any other 
definition.  

 
Ministries and ministerial agencies in Vietnam consist of State management agencies, non-
business agencies, and business agencies. Agencies assisting the minister performing the 
State management include departments (vụ), ministry inspectorates (thanh tra), general 
bureaus (tổng cục), and professional bureaus (cục). Departments are advisory bodies to 
assist ministers in performing the function of State management. They do not have their 
own seals. Department heads are entitled to sign administrative documents. Professional 
bureaus and general bureaus assist ministers in State management work. They have the 
legal person status, bank accounts, and own seals. Heads of professional bureaus and 
general bureaus may not issue legal documents.  

The organisational structure of professional bureaus consists of offices (phóng), 
standing offices (văn phóng), and attached State-run non-business agencies (tổ chức sự 
nghiệp). Professional bureaus may set up branches (chi cục) at the local level. The 
organisational structure of general bureau consists of departments (vụ), standing offices 
(văn phóng), inspectorate (thanh tra), and attached State-run non-business organisations 
(tổ chức sự nghiệp). For general bureaus, attached professional bureaus (cục) with 
specialised management functions are required to be set up in localities.  

The establishment of State-run non-business organisations under ministries aims to 
serve the ministries State management tasks, or to provide important and necessary public 
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services to be performed by ministries. They have legal person status, own seals, and 
accounts (GOV, 2007d). Research institutes (viện) are common non-business organisations 
under ministries, acting as think tanks in providing advice in policy and decision-making at 
the ministerial level (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 12).  

Salaries far behind with economic realities and weak training systems leave space for 
personalities to dominate, and thus contribute to inefficient practices, divided loyalty, and 
half-heartened civil service performance in Vietnam (MCCARTY, 2001, pp. 16-18). Nearly 
all civil servants need to fill up their incomes with other sources (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 18). 
Conflicts of interest at civil service agencies are usually dealt through internal channels. 
Additionally, lack of transparency prevents information of such conflicts to become public 
(MCCARTY, 2001, p. 17).  

In the consensus, the governance of Vietnam powers is shared as wide as possible. 
Diffused and slow decision-making processes involving many different bodies in a single 
decision frustrates donors (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 21). The Public Administration Reform 
(PAR), supported by UNDP and other donors, is among others forming a clear distinction 
between roles and responsibilities of the Vietnamese administrative agencies and local 
authorities (MCCARTY, 2001, p. 24). However, participation and coordination of interested 
groups and organisations is still shaped and limited by the formal system of organisation 
from national down to communal level (TAYLOR and WRIGHT, 2001). Non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) do exist, but it is the Vietnam Union of Friendship Organizations19 
(VUFO) that makes sure the activities of international NGOs comply with the interests of 
the Vietnamese government. 
 

4.1.9 Legislation 
For a long time, a big lack of coordination and transparency within political processes has 
been a characteristic for Vietnamese policy. Government decrees were hardly open to the 
public. After ‘Doi Moi’, the situation considerably changed, but the political decision 
making process was still more or less a secret (FREHNER, 2007, p. 5).  

The National Assembly of Vietnam is a part-time parliament, meeting regularly 2 
times a year to discuss and enact prepared bills, resolutions, and programmes (ZSCHIESCHE 
and PHAM NGOC HAN, 2008, p. 4). According to the 1992 Constitution (NAOV, 1992), the 
State President, the Standing Committee of the National Assembly, the Ethic Council, the 
Committees of the National Assembly, the Government, the Supreme People’s Court, the 
Supreme People’s Procuracy, the Vietnam Fatherland Front (VFF) and its members, and 
the Deputies to the National Assembly have the right to present bills to the National 
Assembly. The National Assembly can adopt the bill with a single majority of its deputies. 
The law becomes effective after promulgation of the State President (see: Fig. 4-2).  

                                                 
19 The Vietnam Union of Friendship Organizations, retrieved 12 March 2008, 
<www.vietpeace.org.vn/express/express_para_e.aspx?id1=5&id2=13>. 
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Only laws, resolutions, and government decrees have got a general obligation. Legal acts 
below government decrees are obligatory only for the administration. The decisions of the 
Prime Minister apply for all ministries, whereas the decisions of the ministers apply only 
for their line ministry (ZSCHIESCHE and PHAM NGOC HAN, 2008, pp. 6-7). Ministers and 
State agency chairmen have the power to submit drafts of legal documents to the 
Government, and to adopt regulatory documents and other appropriate measures to 
implement State policy at all levels within their field. The National Assembly is entitled to 
abolish legal documents that do not conform to the Constitution, the laws, and resolutions 
of the National Assembly (NAOV, 1992).  

4.2 International Level Policy 
As the economic and the water sector development of Vietnam is also subject to 
international support, it is influenced to a high degree on donor policies and strategies. 
Among these policies, the Water Policy of the Asian Development Bank is with the biggest 
influence on Asian development countries.  

According to its Water Policy “Water for all” as established in 2001 (see: Box 4-1), 
the ADB aims to integrate poverty reduction and water sector development in Asian 
development countries. The policy refers to international agreements of ‘Agenda 21’ and 
the UN Millennium Development Goals (see: ADB, 2001). A key component of the Water 
Policy is an integrated approach to water resource management with a focus on the river 
basin approach (ARRIENS LINCKLAEN, 1996). 

Based on its Water Policy, the ADB supports decentralisation of planning, 
development, and management of water and other related resources in order to guarantee 
the river basin approach. It is emphasised that river basin organisations need to be 
established with monitoring and regulation from higher levels to ensure effective IWRM. 
The approach, followed by the ADB, is to match river basin management with the 
requirements of local government jurisdictions through stakeholder consultation. To 
achieve these goals, the ADB will support the development of organisational structures in 
the developing countries. First of all, the ADB supports the establishment of river basin 
organisations. The primary goal is to facilitate stakeholder consultation, planning 
competences, and advisory services to local and national authorities. For the development 
of such organisations, the ADB will provide technical assistance (ADB, 2001, p. 18), but 
so far, as emphasised by BANDARAGODA (2006, p. 2), “no Asian country could fully 
succeed in introducing institutional reforms as prescribed”. 
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Box 4-1 Principle elements of the ADB Water Policy (ADB, 2001) 

• Promote a national focus on water sector reform 
• Foster the integrated water resources management 
• Improve and expand the delivery of water services 
• Foster the conservation of water and increase system efficiencies 
• Promote regional cooperation and increase the mutually beneficial use of shared water 

resources within and between countries 
• Facilitate the exchange of water sector information and experience 
• Improve governance 

4.3 International Level Actors 
4.3.1 Multilateral donor agencies 
The main driver of water sector institutional reforms in Asian developing countries since 
the mid 1990s is the Asian Development Bank (Tab. 4-2). As the number of donor 
activities increased, leading donor agencies got involved in a competition for projects. 
Consequently, many water sector support projects of international development partners 
conducted in Vietnam overlap or produce duplicated results. In Ho Chi Minh City alone, 
up to six donors independently approached the People’s Committee to deal with 
environmental problems of the city. However, an integrated coordination of major ODA 
investments in the water sector does not exist (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 98). In an interview an 
ADB consultant (VN10) engaged in IWRM development support in Vietnam explained the 
situation from his point of view: 
 

The priority is about hanging on projects. They are banker [ADB; author’s note], and 
the most important thing is getting things done. In Vietnam, the ADB wants to make 
sure that river basin planning is active. There are three levels. There is the 
international strategy, the national strategy, and there is the consultant level, where I 
actually work. And the strategy disappears a little bit from level to level. The ADB 
country leader stays in close contact to the ADB headquarter in Manila. He is the key 
person if it is about the ADB ideology in Vietnam. This ideology is about the role of 
the market, water allocation, and so on. All donors bring with them their own 
ideological approaches. There is a fight for increasing relevance, wealth, and 
meaning of their organisation in a certain field of activity. The main goal for all of 
them is to find projects to reach these goals. Yeah, there is a lack of active 
cooperation between donors, and that is causing passive competition. This passive 
competition between donors makes everything worse. All donors want to get 
domestic commitments from Vietnamese agencies. It is seldom the real commitment 
that appears in the website fact-sheets of projects. The Vietnamese side pays with 
staff and office time. The staff members include key persons to organise contacts and 
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data. As foreigner, you get data much more difficultly. The prices rise if there are, for 
example, two projects searching for data at the same agency. NGO projects get data 
more easily than donor projects. The agencies do not tell the donors openly about 
every planned or ongoing project with other donors. And there is the ‘silo-effect’ 
between Vietnamese agencies, differences in approach, and semantic competition. 
The agencies try to present to the donors broad-working fields and broad 
competences to get projects. 

 
Tab. 4-2 ADB projects on water resources development in Vietnam (1995-2009)20 

Project name Type of assistance Approved ODA 

Vietnam Water Sector Review Technical assistance 1,130,000 USD 

Phuoc Hoa Multipurpose Water Resources 
Project 

Technical assistance 600,000 USD 

Phuoc Hoa Water Resources Loan 90,000,000 USD 

Strengthening Water Resources and Irrigation 
System Rehabilitation 

Loan 101,000,000 USD 

Central Region Water Resources Loan 74,300,000 USD 

Central Region Water Resources Sector Technical assistance 1,514,000 USD 

Second Red River Basin Sector Project Loan 70,000,000 USD 

Second Red River Basin Water Resources 
formerly Water Resources Development 

Technical assistance 600,000 USD 

River Basin Water Resources Management 
and Development 

Technical assistance 800,000 USD 

Capacity Building for Water Resources 
Management 

Technical assistance 3,800,000 USD 

Phuoc Hoa Multipurpose Water Resources Loan 2,600,000 USD 

Red River Basin Water Resources 
Management 

Technical assistance 1,150,000 USD 

Capacity Building in the Water Resources 
Sector 

Technical assistance No data 

Water Resources Sector Review Technical assistance No data 

Red River Delta Water Resources Sector Loan 66,000,000 USD 

 
4.3.2 Bilateral donor agencies 
Besides the ADB and the World Bank, which plays actually a minor role in IWRM 
promotion in Vietnam, other bilateral donor agencies are active in water resources 

                                                 
20 Projects, ADB, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<www.adb.org/Projects/summaries.asp?query=water&browse=1&ctry=VIE>. 
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management development support to the Government of Vietnam. Currently, the most 
influential agencies in promoting IWRM development in Vietnam are the Danish 
International Development Agency (DANIDA) and the Japanese International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA).  

In September 2008, the DANIDA, in cooperation with the Department of Water 
Resources Management of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, started the 
project “Support of integrated water resources management” with a volume of about          
1 million USD (including about 900,000 USD of ODA).21 The goal of the project is to 
build a legal and institutional framework needed for coordination to establish integrated 
water resources management at a national and provincial level in order to assure effective 
water resources management. The project is divided into main scopes of duty: 

 
1. To support the implementation of the Decree on River Basin Management after its 

establishment 
2. To implement priority activities of the National Water Resources Management 

Strategy for 2020 
3. To strengthen capacities of State administration staff while changing to the mode of 

integrated water resources management 
 
In 2008, the JICA and the Vietnamese Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
established a cooperation to improve the water environment in river basins.22 The pilot 
study takes place in the Cau River basin, a sub catchment of the Red-Thai Binh River 
basin. The main goal is to develop capacities for the MoNRE and the provincial level 
Departments of Natural Resources and Environment in developing effective water 
environment management plan on river basins.  
 
4.3.3 Global Water Partnership South East Asia 
In January 2004, the GWP South East Asia23 (GWP SEA) was established. It substituted 
the GWP Southeast Asia Technical Advisory Committee (GWP-SEATAC) that was 
established in 1997. Former GWP-SEATAC was composed of Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. Laos and Cambodia joined in 2000. The GWP SEA 
headquarter is situated in Indonesia. The regional partnership comprises 8 national GWP 
branches of Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Myanmar. The goal of the GWP SEA is to facilitate national institutional changes in the 
SEA region, promoting IWRM principles at various levels especially by workshops 
enabling a dialogue of actors. 
                                                 
21 “Water Sector Support (Water SPS) - Danida Project”, DWRM, 1 April 2008, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<http://dwrm.gov.vn/en/index.php?cires=News&in=viewst&sid=1>. 
22 “The Study for Water Environment Management on River Basins in Vietnam”, JICA,  
retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.jica.go.jp/vietnam/office/pdf/press_080304e.pdf>. 
23 GWP-SEA, retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.gwpsea.org>. 
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4.3.4 Network of Asian River Basin Organisations 
According to information given on its website24, the Network of Asian River Basin 
Organisations (NARBO) was established in February 2004 after an announcement at the 
Third World Water Forum in March 2003. The NARBO Secretariat is situated at the Japan 
Water Agency. The goal of the NARBO is to promote integrated water resources 
management in river basins throughout the monsoon areas of Asia. It is the objective of 
NARBO to strengthen the capacity and effectiveness of RBOs in promoting IWRM and 
improving water governance. The objective shall be reached through training and 
information exchange, experiences among RBOs and their associated water sector 
agencies, and knowledge partner organisations. By 2008, the NARBO had 65 members 
comprising 22 RBOs, 17 governmental organisations, 17 regional knowledge partners (e.g. 
GWP SEA), eight international knowledge partners (e.g. WWF, IUCN), and the ADB as 
development cooperation agency. Vietnam is represented by four river basin organisations 
and four governmental organisations. All organisations are subordinated to the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development. The Head of a Vietnamese member organisation told 
in interviews (VN1, VN2) that the NARBO runs a benchmarking of national RBOs, 
including the Vietnamese Red River Basin Organisation. Japan wants to expand its 
philosophy of water management on the whole SEA region. It is the goal of Japan to have 
the leading economic role in Southeast Asia. Because of its Asian culture, Japan has an 
advantage as compared to other donors. 

4.4 National Level Policy 
The national key policy regarding water resources management in Vietnam is anchored in 
two laws: the Law on Water Resources from 1998 (GOV, 1998) and the Law on 
Environmental Protection from 2005 (GOV, 2005). Both laws present the basin approach, 
but the Law on Environmental Protection focuses on water protection and environmental 
protection in river basins. In the following chapters, both policies and some important 
subsequent legal acts are presented in a chronological order beginning with the Law on 
Water Resources. 
 

4.4.1 The Law on Water Resources 
The Law on Water Resources (LWR), issued in 1998, presents the river basin approach to 
water resource management (GOV, 1998). However, it is heavily dependent on its 
amendments and secondary legislation giving effect to its provisions (UNEP et al., 2006, 
p. 34). The LWR introduces a permit system for both the extraction and use of water for 
production and the discharge of wastewater (GOV, 1998).  

According to the Law, water resources are owned by the entire people of Vietnam, 
and managed by the State in a unified manner. The State management of water resources 

                                                 
24 Network of Asian River Basin Organisations, 31 March 2009, retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.narbo.jp>. 
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includes all activities concerning the protection, exploitation and use of the water 
resources, flood protection, and drought prevention based on river basin zoning. The 
authorities of water resources management in river basins - according the Law on Water 
Resources and the Decree stipulating the implementation of the Law on Water Resources - 
are allocated between the Government, the Ministry of Agriculture and Development, and 
the Provincial People’s Committees (Fig. 4-3).  
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Fig. 4-3 Authorities on water resources management in river basins according Law on Water Resources No. 
8/1998/QH10 (GOV, 1998) and Decree No. 179/1999/ND-CP stipulating the implementation of the Law on 
Water Resources (GOV, 1999) 
 
The Government is assigned to ratify the list and general planning of the major river basins 
and important projects on water resources. On assignment from the Government, the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development shall ratify the general planning on river 
basins and the general planning on water conservancy. The agency managing the planning 
of the river basin is a non-business agency of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development. The chairmen of Provincial People’s Committees are free to establish an 
organisation to manage the water resources planning in river basins that are within the 
borders of their territories. The issuance of water use permits is distributed between the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development and the Provincial People’s Committees. 
As an advisory body to the Government, especially concerning national strategies and 
policies on water resources, the National Water Resources Council shall be established 
(GOV, 1998; 1999).  
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4.4.2 The National Strategy on Water Resources 
The National Strategy on Water Resources to 2020 worked out by MoNRE was approved 
by Decision No. 81/2006/QD-TTg of 14 April 2006 (GOV, 2006b). It stresses the 
integrated management of water resources within river basins, sustainable use, and 
development of water resources. According to institutional and organisational change, the 
strategy formulates clear tasks. A shift from demand satisfaction to demand management is 
desired. Therefore, legal documents, first of all the Law on Water Resources, have to be 
amended. A reform of the administration has to clarify the division of tasks between 
ministries and branches. Functions and tasks of State water management agencies from the 
central to the local levels should be amended. The decentralisation of water resources 
management should be enhanced. To enhance the enforcement of legislation on water 
resources, the establishment of a water resource specialised inspectorate is proposed. 
Social organisations, primarily the Vietnam Fatherland Front (VFF), shall mobilise and 
supervise people enforcing water resource legislation.  

 

4.4.3 The Governmental Decree on River Basin Management 
In December 2008, the long-awaited Decree on River Basin Management was approved by 
the Government of Vietnam (GOV, 2008d). In the register of river basins are given three 
groups of river basins. The large river basins are the Red River, the Thai Binh River, the 
Bang Giang River, the Ky Cung River, the Ma River, the Ca River, the Vu Gia River, the 
Thu Bon River, the Ba River, the Dong Nai River, and the Cuu Long River. The second 
group comprises all river basins that cover the territory of two provinces (including 
provincial level cities). The third group is made up by all river basins that lie totally within 
the territory of one single province (Art. 6 of the Decree). 

Pursuant to Article 19 of this decree, the task of river basin planning is allocated 
heterogeneously to two bodies. The Minister of Natural Resources and Environment is 
assigned to carry out river basin planning for all large and inter-provincial river basins. The 
chairmen of the Provincial People’s Committees are assigned to carry out river basin 
planning for river basins that are located within the borders of the according province (Fig. 
4-4). For the planning, the assigned bodies shall coordinate with all government agencies, 
branches, and regions to be involved in the process. River basin planning worked out for 
10-year terms comprises water resources allocation planning, and water resources 
protection planning (Art. 10 of the Decree).  

As regulatory organisations, river basin committees are introduced in Article 30 of 
the Decree. Their tasks are to supervise and coordinate activities of ministries, branches, 
and local government concerning the performance of river basin planning. Furthermore, 
they shall issue proposals for legislation and petitions for solutions of problems about 
water and hydro-environmental protection, utilisation, use and development of water 
resources in the river basin. They can be set up for large and inter-provincial river basins. 
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For large basins with inter-provincial sub-basins, several sub-basin committees can be set 
up.  
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Fig. 4-4 Authorities on water resources management in river basins according Decree No. 120/2008/ND-CP 
on River Basin Management (GOV, 2008d) and Decree No. 149/2004/ND-CP on the issuance of permits for 
water resources exploration (GOV, 2004) 
 
For the large river basins, the Prime Minister will issue a decision establishing the river 
basin committee on the request of the Minister of Natural Resources and Environment. For 
the inter-provincial river basin committees and sub-basin committees, the Minister of 
Natural Resources and Environment will issue a decision about the establishment on 
request by the Director of DWRM. For committees of large and inter-provincial river 
basin, standing offices will be established by decision of Minister of Natural Resources and 
Environment. The standing offices will be agencies subordinated to MoNRE. 
 

4.4.4 The Law on Environmental Protection 
The first Law on Environmental Protection was issued in 1998. It was only some years 
later that law was revised, and in 2005, a new Law on Environmental Protection (LEP) was 
issued. The new Law on Environmental Protection gives detailed elaborations on water 
source protection and wastewater management and treatment. It anchors the environmental 
protection of river water tightly with exploitation, use, and management of water resources 
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in river basins (Article 59 LEP). Therefore, the Law stipulates inter-provincial 
coordination within river basins on pollution control. Provincial People’s Committees are 
assigned to monitor and pursue polluters (Article 61 LEP). In Article 62, the Law also 
provides the basis of river basin organisations. Such organisations shall comply with river 
basin water environment protection regulations of the Prime Minister. The river basin 
organisation shall coordinate the measures to protect river basin environment executed by 
the Provincial People’s Committees, guided by MoNRE (GOV, 2005). 
 

4.4.5 The National Strategy on Environmental Protection 
The National Strategy on Environmental Protection to 2010 and Orientation to 2020 was 
worked out by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and approved by Prime 
Minister’s Decision No. 256/2003/QD-TTg of 2 December 2003 (GOV, 2003a). The 
strategy formulated different goals regarding water resources. Until 2020, the water service 
sector shall be improved intensively. In order to manage environmental impacts of rapid 
population growth and industrialisation, 100% of residential areas, industrial zones, and 
export processing zones shall have wastewater treatment systems to meet environmental 
standards until 2020. The clean water supply should be guaranteed for 100% of urban 
population and 95% of rural population. 

River basins are explicitly defined as units for environmental management. In each 
river basin, the water quality shall reach at least the national standard for agriculture use 
until 2010. According to the Strategy, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
was assigned to carry out environmental protection planning for Cau, Nhue-Day and Dong 
Nai River basins (GOV, 2003a).  

 

4.4.6 Master plans for Cau, Dong-Nai and Nhue-Day River basins 
On the basis of the National Strategy on Environmental Protection and the Law on 
Environmental Protection, the Government of Vietnam approved Master Plans for 
Environmental Protection in three river basins. The first was approved in 2006 for Cau 
River, a sub-basin of the Red-Thai Binh River basin (GOV, 2006a). In 2007, the Master 
Plan for Dong-Nai River basin was approved (GOV, 2007b), in 2008 followed by the 
Master Plan on Environmental Protection of the Nhue-Day River basin, also a sub-
catchment in the Red-Thai Binh River basin (GOV, 2008a). The scheme of actors and their 
relations in environmental protection in river basins are shown in Fig. 4-5. 
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Fig. 4-5 Authorities on environmental protection in river basins according the Law on Environmental 
Protection (GOV, 2005) and the Prime Minister’s Decisions on approving Master Plans on Environmental in 
Cau, Dong-Nai, and Nhue-Day River basins (GOV, 2006a; 2007b; 2008a) 

4.5 National Level Actors 
4.5.1 The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
Pursuant to the LWR and its amendments, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development is answerable to the Government in carrying out the function of State 
management over water resources and river basin planning. By Decree No. 1/2008/ND-CP 
of 3 January 2008, MARD performs State management in the domains of agriculture, 
irrigation and dyke management, fisheries, salt-making, forestry, and rural development 
(GOV, 2008b). According the National Strategy on Environmental Protection to 2010 and 
Orientation to 2020, MARD is the managing agency of the National Target Program (NTP) 
for Rural Clean Water Supply and Sanitation (RWSS) (GOV, 2003a). In Fig. 4-6, the 
organisational structure of MARD with regard to its water resources management 
capacities including national and local government levels is presented.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4: Water Resources Management in Vietnam 55 

 
Fig. 4-6 Organisational structure of MARD water resources enforcement authority with special regard to the 
national level; pursuant to Decree No. 01/2008/ND-CP (GOV, 2008b) 
 
The key agency to support the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development with State 
management function and performing the State management function of irrigation 
management is the Department of Water Resources (DWR). This department has the status 
of a professional bureau (cục). The department is responsible for irrigation projects, the 
development and utilisation of irrigation networks, and the collective development of 
rivers (for details see Box 4-2, Fig. 4-7). 
 
Box 4-2 Tasks of DWR (Decision 25/2008/QD-BNN) 

• To perform basic investigations and planning of the irrigation networks 
• To manage investments and construction of irrigation and drainage works, dykes and 

rural clean water supply and sanitation infrastructure  
• To manage the activities and operations of all RBOs 
• To manage the operations of the Planning Boards and the Irrigation Network Managing 

Board 
• To manage and steer the Irrigation Drainage Management Companies (IDMC) 
• To host the Standing Office of the RWSS Program 2006-2010 and the General Office 

of Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM) Vietnam 
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Fig. 4-7 Organisational structure of DWR under MARD pursuant to Decision No. 93/2003/QD-BNN 
(MARD, 2003) 
 
With a view to the tasks of the department (see: Box 4-2), it becomes clear that the English 
translation ‘Water Resources Department’ is quite misleading. In actuality, the original 
name of the department is Cục Thuỷ Lợi which means ‘Irrigation Department’ or at the 
most ‘Water Management Department’. However, because of its multi-meaning, the term 
‘thuỷ lợi’ is interpreted and translated sometimes also as water resources. Historically, it is 
a loanword from Chinese (水利; pinyin: shuĭ lì) borrowed by ancient Vietnamese writing 

Chu Nom. According to the Chu Nom Dictionary, the word ‘水利’ (thuỷ lợi) means the 

benefit of water (TRUONG DINH TIN and NGUU, 2007). The entry in the Dictionary of 
Vietnamese Language explains thuỷ lợi as the exploitation of water and the prevention of 
harmful effects caused by water (HOANG PHE, 2007). The equalisation of irrigation and 
water resources in the linguistic development in Vietnam is closely connected to the 
historical development of rice cultivation in the Red River plain - based on highly 
organised irrigation systems. This ancient utilisation can be understood as a rudimentary 
form of river basin management as it also occurred in the Nile, Yangtze or Indus plains 
(see: HOOPER, 2005). Thus, thuỷ lợi extends its meaning as in Vietnam water resources 
were understood as those parts of the hydrological environment to be used for irrigation.  
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Fig. 4-8 Organisational structure of Institute of Water Resources Planning (IWARP) and Southern Institute 
of Water Resources Planning (SIWARP) under MARD 

 
The Institute of Water Resources Planning (IWARP) and its branch in Ho Chi Minh City, 
the Southern Institute of Water Resources Planning (SIWARP), are the water resources 
planning agencies of MARD (Fig. 4-8). These institutes (Vietnamese: viện) are non-
business agencies under MARD and do not have State management functions. Both 
institutes host Offices of River Basin Organisations under MARD. The English title of 
IWARP is again quite misleading, and is rather to be translated as ‘Institute for Irrigation 
Planning’ or ‘Institute for Water Management Planning’. Nevertheless, the IWARP and its 
sub-institute in Ho Chi Minh City formulate water resources planning for the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development in river basins for the whole country. However, the 
focus is clear on water resources exploitation for agriculture, water infrastructure 
maintenance, and flood protection. Nevertheless, due to a number of capacity-building 
programs by international donors, the planning became multi-sector and multi-purpose in 
the last years. First of all, capacities of river basin modelling were developed by Danish 
DHI Group galvanising IWARP and its sub-institute into think tanks of river basin 
planning (IWARP, 2008). Still, the capacities of the IWARP remain widely unused and 
even blocked out to a certain degree by the Minister of Agriculture and Rural 
Development. As described by an interview partner (VN16): 

 
The MARD institution is too narrow. The IWARP has got multi-purpose thinking in 
planning, but the Minister [of Agriculture and Rural Development; author’s note] 
thinks only about irrigation. IWARP gets from the Minister only attention for 
irrigation. That is not good. The Minister does not say directly that IWARP should 
only deal with irrigation, but he is always really only interested in irrigation. He can 
give IWARP many tasks for irrigation, so that there is no capacity for other things or 
he is just funding irrigation projects. So there is little motivation in MARD agencies 
to deal with issues other than irrigation. The Minister says that MARD should do 
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river basin planning, but he does not understand anything about the multi-purpose 
approach that has to be dealt by water resources management.  
 

Other think tanks of MARD are the Water Resources University and the Vietnam Institute 
of Water Resources Research (VIWRR) with its branch in Ho Chi Minh City. The institute 
in Hanoi hosts the Office of the Vietnam Water Partnership, the National Committee of the 
Global Water Partnership (GWP). Another non-business agency under MARD is the 
Centre for Rural Clean Water Supply and Sanitation (CERWASS). Its main task is to 
implement the National Target Program (NTP) for Rural Clean Water Supply and 
Sanitation (RWSS) (GOV, 2003a). 
 

4.5.2 The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MoNRE) was established as part of 
the PAR programme, separating roles in the natural resource and environment sector. For 
the water sector, it means a separation of water resources management and water 
protection from operational water service delivery functions of other Ministries (MONRE 
et al., 2006). The organisational structure of MoNRE with regard to their water resources 
management capacities at national and local government levels is shown in Fig. 4-9.  
 

 
Fig. 4-9 Organisational structure of MoNRE water resources management enforcement authority with special 
regard to the national level; pursuant to Decree No. 25/2008/ND-CP (GOV, 2008c) 
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Pursuant to Decree No. 25/2008/ND-CP of 4 March 2008, MoNRE directs, guides and 
organises the implementation of legal documents, policies, strategies, and plans on water 
resources (GOV, 2008c). The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment has been 
assigned the prime responsibility in coordination with other relevant ministries, agencies, 
and local administration to implement the National Strategy on Water Resources to 2020. 
MoNRE is the managing agency of the project on amendments and supplements to the 
Law on Water Resources (GOV, 2006b). According to an expert (VN11), the revision of 
the Water Law from 1998 should be based on the outcomes of the Water Sector Review. 
The revision of the water law has to be decided by the National Assembly. It is now on the 
agenda of the National Assembly, and in 2010, the Law of Water Resources shall be 
revised. In fact, the work on it should start right now, but the executing agency is waiting 
for funding.  

 
Tab. 4-3 Permits for water resource exploitation and waste water disposal issued by MoNRE25 

Action Limiting Parameter 

Exploitation of groundwater Flow of 3,000 m3/day/night and more 

Exploitation of surface water for agricultural and 
industrial production, mining and daily life Flow of 2 m3/s and more 

Exploitation of surface water for other purposes Flow of 50,000 m³/day and night and more 

Exploitation and use of water for electric power 
generation Output of 2,000 kW and more 

Discharge of wastewater into water source Flow of 5,000m³/day and night and more 

 
Furthermore, MoNRE is assigned the presiding agency to manage environmental projects 
in the river basins of Cau, Nhue-Day and Saigon-Dong Nai Rivers according to the 
National Strategy on Environmental Protection to 2010 and Orientation to 2020 (GOV, 
2003a). The Ministry is also assigned to build, manage and exploit a water resource 
observation network (GOV, 2008c). With Decree 149/2004/ND-CP of 27 July 2004, the 
guidance, examination, and organisation of granting and withdrawal of water resource 
permits were transferred from MARD to MoNRE (GOV, 2004). Details are presented in 
Tab. 4-3. According to the statement of an interviewed expert (VN3) the position of 
MoNRE in the ranking of ministries according to power and influence within the 
government is quite low: 
 

MoNRE is no powerful Ministry because they govern against the cheap economic 
growth by environmental protection standards. Their only powerful measure is the 
Land Administration Department because land is very vulnerable at the moment in 
Vietnam. They can decide where the industrial zone is to be built or not. We have 

                                                 
25 According to Decree No. 149/2004/ND-CP of 27 July 2004 on the issuance of permits for water resource 
exploration, exploitation and use, or for discharge of wastewater into water source (GOV, 2003a). 
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MoNRE development in all South East Asia, in Thailand, Vietnam, in Malaysia, 
Philippines, and in Indonesia. They are all donor-developed. 
 

The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment has got two key agencies to support 
the Minister in the performance on State management of water resources and environment: 
the Department of Water Resources Management (DWRM) and the Vietnam Environment 
Administration (VEA). The first is a professional bureau (cục), the latter a general bureau 
(tổng cục). For organisational structures of DWRM and VEA, see Fig. 4-10 and Fig. 4-11; 
for their tasks concerning water resources management see Box 4-3 and Box 4-4, 
respectively.  

The DWRM supports the Minister as advisor in State management, performs the 
tasks and powers of State management of water resources, and hosts the Standing Office of 
the National Water Resources Council (MONRE, 2008). The VEA concentrates on 
assisting the Minister in performing State management on environmental protection (GOV, 
2008e).  
 
Box 4-3 Tasks of the DWRM (Decision 1035/QD-BTNMT) 

• To submit to the Minister guidelines, policies concerning the cooperation with all 
countries sharing water sources with Vietnam; regulation concerning the exchange of 
information related to the incoming international water sources; propose the 
organisation of realisation after promulgation 

• To submit to the Minister the order, procedure to solve disputes over water sources; to 
preside over, to coordinate all agencies involved in conflicts over water sources 

• To submit to the Minister regulations concerning the supervision of exploitation, 
development of water resources; to define, to promulgate threshold limit for water 
exploitation regarding all rivers and aquifers, reserve zones, groundwater protection 
zones; to guide, to inspect performance after the enforcement; to organise supervision 
of exploitation, development of water resources 

• To submit to the Minister a regulation plan to allocate the water resources among the 
branches, localities on regional and national level, organise the realisation after 
approval 

• To submit to the Minister programs, projects in the field of water resources 
• To report to the Minister or perform on Ministry mandate the issuance, withdrawal of 

water resource permits; to guide, inspect the performance of issuing water resource 
permits in all localities 

• To appraise major planning on water exploitation and development, water projects in 
river basins as developed by ministries, branches, localities 

• To perform the function of Standing Office of NWRC 
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Fig. 4-10 Organisational structure of DWRM under MoNRE 
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Fig. 4-11 Organisational structure of VEA under MoNRE 
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Box 4-4 Tasks on environmental protection in river basins of the VEA (Decision 132/2008/QD-TTg) 

• To control the environmental quality in the river basins according the law 
• To build up and organise the performance of programs, projects on environmental 

protection to repair, to improve the natural landscape of inter-provincial river basins, 
polluted coastal zones, degraded environment according the law 

• To be the standing body of all environmental protection committees of inter-provincial 
river basins, to be leading entity in environmental protection in river basins on the 
national level 

• To be the leading entity in regulating, operating the coordination of all ministries, 
branches and localities to solve environmental pollution issues in the river basins and 
coastal zones in interdisciplinary, inter-provincial and international scales 

 
According to interviews (VN11, VN16), the Department of Water Resources Management 
(DWRM) and the Vietnam Environment Authority (VEA) are involved in a struggle for 
competences that meanwhile even grew to a dispute:  
 

There is to be observed a split up between water resources management in river 
basins as a task of DWRM, and the management of environmental issues on water as 
a task of VEA. The directors of both departments were involved in strong 
discussions about water resources management. The difference was settled when the 
Director of VEA became a vice minister of MoNRE. There is a clear overlapping of 
functions even within one ministry, and the coordination between DWRM and VEA 
is very weak.  

 
Since the former Director of VEA is a vice minister of MoNRE, the chances for VEA 
increased to attract functions from DWRM. Several interview partners commented on that 
issue: 

 
In the near future, the VEA may get the function of issuing licences on wastewater 
discharge. The Division of Water Protection of DWRM was disposed already. They 
were priorly responsible for issuing licences on wastewater discharge. Until the take-
over by VEA, the task is assigned to the Monitoring Division [Bureau of Water 
Resources, Investigation and Supervision under DWRM; author note].  
The VEA was upgraded to a general bureau26 (tổng cục) and will have branch 
bureaus (chi cục) in the provinces. The professional bureau (cục) is smaller in the 
order of staff, budget, and power (more high- ranked personnel) as compared to a 

                                                 
26 The former Vietnam Environmental Protection Agency (VEPA), a Professional Bureau (cục) under 
MoNRE was upgraded to a General Bureau (tổng cục) by Prime Minister’s Decision No. 132/2008/QD-TTg 
of 30 September 2008. The title of the department according the official translation to English is Vietnam 
Environment Administration (VEA). 
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general bureau. Moreover, they do not have branch units in the provinces. I do not 
understand why the Department of Water Resources under MARD [which is a 
professional bureau (cục); author’s note] has got branch bureaus (chi cục) in the 
provinces. It is only the name. The Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development 
sent the proposal of that Department with the branch bureau structure to the 
Government, and they agreed. The DWRM covers only the national level, but VEA 
will also cover the provincial level by branch bureaus.27 DWRM has no power of 
control towards the Departments for Natural Resources and Environment in the 
provinces as these are fully under the control of the provincial People’s Committees. 
The Office of Water Resources Management as part of DoNRE has to report only to 
the provincial People’s Committee. The budget for the offices within DoNRE comes 
from the People’s Committees. No power of DWRM to provincial level, only 
advisory function to Provincial Departments; that is why the power and ability of 
DWRM for management of basin level is weak. The Director of DWRM would like 
to have the tổng cục structure and authority for his organisation in the future. 
 

4.5.3 The National Water Resources Council 
Besides the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development and the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment, further ministries have a stake on water management. An 
overview of ministries and their tasks regarding water management is presented in Tab. 
4-4. To resolve conflicts between ministries and branches, and between central and local 
governments, the National Water Resources Council (NWRC) was introduced by Article 
63 of the LWR (GOV, 1998). The Council was finally established by a Decision from the 
Prime Minister in 2000 (GOV, 2000). Accordingly the NWRC, an advisory body to the 
government, is involved in the development of national strategies and policies on water 
resources and of major basin plans. The office of the NWRC, originally installed within 
MARD, was transferred to the MoNRE in 2002 (GOV, 2002). 

The NWRC has advising role in the implementation of the National Strategy on 
Water Resources to 2020. It shall advise the Government and the Prime Minister on 
decision making concerning water resources and measures concerning the coordination of 
ministries, branches, and localities (GOV, 2006b). According to information from an expert 
(VN11), the Standing Office of the National Water Resources Council was the leading 
organisation of the latest Water Sector Review. The National Water Resources Council 
shall meet twice a year, but in fact in 2007, there was no meeting; until December 2008 
there had been only one meeting. 

 
 

                                                 
27 According the Governmental Decree No. 81/2007/ND-CP of 23 May 2007 the Environmental Protection 
Offices within provincial Departments of Natural Resources and Environment will be replaced by Branch-
Bureaus for Environmental Protection. 
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Tab. 4-4 Ministries and their tasks and functions on water management 
Ministry Tasks and functions in water management 

Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment (MoNRE) 

State management on water resources, meteorology and 
hydrology, integrated and unified management of the sea and 
islands 

Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MARD) 

State management of agriculture, salt making, fisheries, 
irrigation, rural development  

Ministry of Industry (MOI) Development of hydropower, building and operating hydraulic 
works 

Ministry of Science and 
Technology (MOST) Prescription and guidance of wastewater standard application 

Ministry of Construction (MOC) Implementation of planning for water supply and drainage in 
urban areas, industrial zones and densely populated areas 

Ministry of Transport (MOT) Management and development of waterway transportation, 
waterway works and harbours 

Ministry of Health (MOH) Management of drinking and daily life hygiene and safety 
standards 

Ministry of Finance (MOF) Guidance of water resource charges, fees and taxes 

Ministry of Planning and 
Investment (MPI) 

Coordination and submission of plans for investing funds in 
water management projects and for disaster caused by water 

 
4.5.4 The Vietnam Water Partnership 
In 2002, the Vietnam Water Partnership (VNWP) was established. The VNWP is a 
national network within the framework of the Global Water Partnership. The Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development supports the VNWP by assigning the Institute of 
Water Resources Research as the standing agency of the Vietnam Water Partnership. Since 
its establishment, the Vietnam Water Partnership has been a member of the GWP-SEA 
(2002-2003 GWP-SEATAC). The VNWP promotes IWRM mainly by water policy 
dialogues involving several actors from government and donor agencies (DO HONG PHAN, 
2007). During interviews held at the Vietnam Water Partnership office in 2007 and 2008, 
members gave an overview about the structure and activities of the national GWP network 
(VN3, VN6): 
 

Currently the VNWP has got 70 members, with the Director of the VIWRR being the 
Chairman. The RRBO Office is also a VNWP member, the Director of the Water 
Resources Department under MoNRE is member of the Standing Board. The 
Standing Board meets three to four times per year. The VNWP is organising 
workshops, conferences, and round tables. The partnership is only involved in 
projects that run with participation of MARD and/or MoNRE. The VNWP appears as 
a partner in process. Until now, only two provinces are members of VNWP; Thai 
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Binh is represented by the DARD and Bac Ninh by the DoNRE. The GWP gives 
funds to GWP-SEA, and they hand the funding to the national GWP branches. The 
GWP finances workshops, conferences, round tables. Funds for secretariat facilities 
are provided by the MARD. Projects are funded by donor agencies as DANIDA or 
the ADB. The Vietnam Water Partnership did not participate in the development 
process of the Decree on River Basin Management, but they sent a recommendation 
to the government via a network member. It was not sent directly to the government. 
Maybe it was considered; maybe not.  

4.6 River Basin Level Actors 
River basin organisations, as established in Vietnam, have two legal foundations. The first 
and older one is Article 64 of the Law on Water Resources, and the second one is Article 
62 of the Law on Environmental Protection. Whereas the RBO approach pursuant to the 
LWR stipulates a centralised organisation under the control of MARD, the RBO approach, 
which is based on the LEP, is more decentralised. 
 

4.6.1 RBOs according the Law on Water Resources 
In 2001, according to Article 64 of the LWR and pursuant to Decree No. 179/ND-CP 1999, 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development established Management Boards for 
the Cuu Long, Dong Nai and Red-Thai Binh River basins (2001c; 2001b; MARD, 2001a). 
The People’s Committees of provinces and centrally-run cities shall take responsibility for 
conducting State management over water resources within their localities (Art. 58, clause 4 
LWR). According to Decree 17928, province level People’s Committees shall manage river 
basins with their administrative borders as the catchment level. The same Decree calls 
MARD for the development of RBOs in the Red River and Mekong River catchments (Art. 
17, clause 1).  

The Red River Basin Organisation (RRBO) is hosted at the Institute of Water 
Resource Planning (IWARP), while the two other river basin organisations (RBOs) are 
hosted at the Southern Institute of Water Resource Planning (SIWARP). Being non-
business organisations, the RBOs do not have any State management function, but merely 
serve MARD with State management. The RBOs perform tasks of developing river basin 
plans, coordinating related agencies, ministries, sectors and provinces in basic 
investigation and their works on sub-basin planning, as well as solving disputes over water 
resources within their basins (see: Box 4-5). Immediately before projecting the RBOs, it 
was recognised that they would only have an advisory function. Still, even that advisory 
role needed to be limited in order to get acceptance by the Ministry of Agriculture and 

                                                 
28 Decree No. 179/1999/ND-CP of 30 December 1999, Article 17, Clause 2: The presidents of the People’s 
Committees of the provinces and centrally-run cities shall decide the establishment and the regulation on 
organisation and operation of the agencies to manage the river basin zonings with regard to rivers within their 
respective localities under the guidance of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (GOV, 2006a).  
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Rural Development. Addionally, the effectivity was limited as the participation of the 
provinces was not adequately addressed, while the focus was on national agencies 
(TAYLOR and WRIGHT, 2001).  
 
Box 4-5 Tasks of the RBOs (Decisions 37, 38, 39/2001/QD-BNN-TCCB; 14/ 2004/QD-BNN-TCCB) 

• To develop river basin plans, submit for approval and monitor the implementation 
• To ensure the coordination between integrated planning management and section 

administration 
• To coordinate related agencies, ministries, sectors and provinces in basic investigation 
• To conduct water resources inventory and assessment; development, submission for 

approval and monitoring the implementation of plans for sub-basins under Red - Thai 
Binh River System 

• To recommend solutions for disputes over water resources in Red - Thai Binh River 
basin 

• To assess planning alternatives, basic investigation projects, inventory and assessment 
of water resources in the river basin 

• To submit to MARD and authorised State agencies follow-up recommendations and 
proposals 

• To assess the outcomes of planning alternatives and make proposals to complete and/or 
supplement planning projects on integrated water use, drainage and irrigation, flood 
control and watercourse protection within river basin 

• To coordinate with relevant agencies in implementation and supervision of 
implementation of planning projects that are approved by authorised State agencies 

• To coordinate with relevant agencies to develop a data and information management 
mechanism to support the management, exploitation, utilisation and protection of 
watercourse within river basin 

• To propose and develop programs on capacity building and awareness raising for 
organisations and individuals in the river basin in terms of water management, 
exploitation, utilisation and protection 

• To submit to the Minister of MARD and related ministries and State agencies review 
reports on water resources exploitation, utilisation and protection status within the river 
basin 

 
Later, the MARD centralised the RBOs under the Standing Office for River Basin 
Organisations (Văn Phòng Quản lý Quy hoạch các lưu vực sông) with Decision No. 
13/2004/QD-BNN-TCCB of 8 April 2004 within the Department of Water Resources 
(DWR). The Standing Office performs the function “to assist the General Director of the 
DWR to implement the standing role and management of the RBOs” (Fig. 4-12). Thus, the 
power and importance of the DWR was strengthened (MARD, 2004a). In addition, MARD 
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issued the “Operation regulation of the RBOs” as an enclosure to Decision 14/2004/QD-
BNN-TCCB to stipulate function, responsibility, and organisational structure of the 
existing and further RBOs (MARD, 2004b).  

Additionally, to the three RBOs established in 2001, MARD established Vu Gia - 
Thu Bon RBO (Decision No. 20/2005/QD-BNN of 13 April 2005), Day and Cau Sub 
RBOs (Decisions No. 3365/QD-BNN-TCCB of 1 December 2005 and No. 1363/QD-
BNN-TCCB of 11 May 2006, respectively), and Srepok RBO (Decision No. 41/2006/QD-
BNN of 25 May 2006) (MARD, 2005b; 2005a; 2006a; 2006b). 
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Fig. 4-12 River basin organisations established by Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
according to LWR (GOV, 1998), Decisions No. 37, 38, 39/2001/QD-BNN-TCCB of 4 September 2001 
(2001c; 2001b; MARD, 2001a), Decisions No. 13, 14/2004/QD-BNN-TCCB of 8 April 2004 (MARD, 
2004a; 2004b) 
 
The 2006 edition of the Vietnam Environment Monitor stated that the RBOs established by 
MARD in 2001 and supported by ADB “are no longer active”. The future of the Cau and 
Nhue-Day RBO, established with ADB support as sub boards of RRBO under MARD, “is 
not clear” (MONRE et al., 2006). Explicit, but constructive criticism of the performance of 
RBOs according the Law on Water Resources was expressed in interviews (VN3, VN4, 
VN7 and VN16): 
 

In Vietnam, there is little experience with river basin organisations. The functions 
actually assigned to the existing RBOs [according the Law on Water Resources; 
author’s note] are limited. Further, there is a gap between the functions assigned, as 
for example the coordination between ministries or branches, and the authorities of 
the RBOs. To carry out such tasks, the RBOs are designed too weak, as they do not 
have any administrative or decisive power. The reason that the RBOs do not work is 
founded in the weakness of the Law on Water Resources, being the legal basis for 
the RBOs. The previous outcomes of RBOs were “poor”. The RBOs “are losing their 
power already at the ministerial level”. Moreover, at the province level, governments 
do not have a democratic tradition. They do not know how to use these river basin 
committees. They are always waiting for the decisions coming from the national 
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level”. All RBOs receive only low funding; the provinces do not pay at all, though 
they would have to. 

The ADB pointed out that they will not fund any IWRM project without prior 
installation of RBOs in Vietnam. Consequently, MARD set up RBO only to receive 
the funds from the donor. From MARD agencies, the RBO is seen as “some 
additional tasks, which is only producing costs”. Thus, there is little interest to spend 
more “than just to cover some workshops and travel costs”. They just “kept running 
their business as usual, they did not change anything since the RRBO was installed”. 

With a personal statement, one interview partner summarised: “I think that 
RRBO is not working, and will never work in Vietnam in that way. Structures like 
RBOs evolved in developed countries and are now installed in developing countries. 
They are brought here by the donors. It just doesn’t fit. The same they tried in India 
and it didn’t work out effectively”. Another interview partner added that “the 
development of water resources management did not come from the need, but from 
some foreign western models”, but these models contain many failures. The area 
managed by the Red River Basin Organisation is too large to be managed by one 
single organisation. 

 

4.6.2 RBOs according the Law on Environmental Protection 
According the National Strategy on Environmental Protection to 2010 and Orientation to 
2020 (Decision No. 256/2003/QD-TTg)29, MoNRE performs the tasks of carrying out 
environmental protection planning for Cau, Nhue-Day, and Dong Nai River basins. To 
approve the National Strategy, MoNRE developed Master Plans for the three river basins. 
According to the Law on Environmental Protection (LEP), the MoNRE was assigned to 
guide a RBO development according the regulations of the Prime Minister (GOV, 2006a).  

The first Master Plan on the Protection and Sustainable Development of the 
Landscape and Ecological Environment was approved by the Prime Minister for Cau River 
Basin (Decision No. 174/2006/QD-TTg).30 To approve the Master Plan, a river basin 
organisation was to be established. To implement the Prime Minister’s decisions approving 
master plans for environmental protection and sustainable development on basin level of 
Dong Nai River (No. 187/2007/QD-TTg of 3 December 2007) and Nhue-Day River (No. 
57/2008/QD-TTg of 29 April 2008), river basin organisations are also to be established 
(GOV, 2007b; 2008a).  

The RBOs, which were established according to the Law on Environmental 
Protection, are different from the RBOs under MARD. It is to be highlighted that the 
RBOs report directly to the Prime Minister and therefore to the Head of the Government. 
The development of river basin organisations according to the LEP, in addition to the 

                                                 
29 Decision No. 256/2003/QD-TTg of 2 December 2003 (GOV, 2004). 
30 Decision No. 174/2006/QD-TTg of 28 July 2006 (MONRE, 2003). 
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already existing river basin organisations under the MARD, was criticised by several 
interview partners (VN3, VN5, and VN13): 

 
In 2006, in frame of the Second RRB Sector Project, the ADB spent funding for 
capacity building of Cau Sub-RBO [subordinated to RRBO under MARD; author’s 
note]. At the same time, MoNRE also established a river basin organisation for the 
Cau River [Environmental Protection Committees for Cau River Sub Basin managed 
by VEA, MoNRE; author’s note] without ADB funding, but with approval from the 
Prime Minister. The setting up of Environmental Protection Committees for Cau 
River Sub Basin [separate from already existing Cau Sub RBO; author’s note] was a 
mistake made by the Vietnamese Government. 
 

4.6.3 Cross border pollution spill-overs: A case study of the Nhue-Day 
river basin 

The Nhue-Day River basin, located in the south-west of the Red River delta, is a sub 
catchment of the Red River basin. The receiving basin of the river water is the Gulf of 
Tonkin (Map 4-2). The river basin has an area of 7,665 km² and covers the provinces of 
Hanoi (provincial level city), Ha Tay (since 2008 part of Hanoi), Hoa Binh, Ha Nam, Nam 
Dinh, and Ninh Binh. The population is 10,186,000 (2005), and the annual discharge is 
about 28.8 BCM. The resulting available surface water per capita is 2,827.41 m³ per year. 
The Day River is a 237 km long tributary of the Red River, but since 1937, when the Day 
dam was constructed, the Day River only been receiving flood water from the Red River. 
The Nhue River is 74 km long and receives water from the Red River through Lien Mac 
trench. Before Nhue River meets the Day River at Phu Ly City, it also serves as a drainage 
for Hanoi City and Ha Dong town. The Red River provides 85-90% of the total water flow 
for the Nhue-Day River basin. The surface water of the river basin is suffering from severe 
pollution from domestic, industrial, and agriculture sources in the region (MONRE, 2006).  

The Nhue River is by far the most polluted river in the catchment area. The main 
pollution source is wastewater from Hanoi (high levels of organic matter and nutrients). 
During the dry season, 95% of the flow is wastewater from Hanoi. The mean amount of 
wastewater from Hanoi city (domestic, industrial, storm water) ranges from 300,000 to 
350,000 m³/day. The wastewater of Hanoi is collected by rivers in the inner part of the city. 
In the dry season, BOD and COD contents on inner city rivers of Hanoi exceed the 
Vietnamese standard (TCVN 5942-1995) by seven to eight times. All flow heads to To 
Lich River, which flows into the Nhue River (downstream of Thanh Liet dam). In addition, 
before the To Lich River enters, the Nhue River has already been polluted. After passing 
Hanoi and parts of Ha Dong Town, BOD and COD contents are three to four times higher 
than the limitation value (TCVN 5942-1995). Wastewater inflows from Ha Dong Town are 
about 5,000 to 8,000 m³/day). The Day River also receives water from Hanoi, but is not so 
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seriously affected by pollution. Downstream at the confluence with Nhue River, it becomes 
more seriously polluted (MONRE, 2006; SWECO GRØNER WL and DELFT HYDRAULICS, 
2006).  

 

 
Map 4-2 Nhue-Day River basin as defined by the VEA (MONRE et al., 2006) 
 
According the Environmental Report of Vietnam (MONRE, 2006, p. 30), since about 2005, 
Yen So conditioning lake has been receiving the major part of wastewater from Hanoi. 
From the lake, the wastewater is pumped into the Red River. This lake operates mainly in 
the dry season. However in the rain season, the wastewater is discharged into Nhue River. 
Since 2004, the Day Sub-basin Committee has been concerned about the pollution of the 
Nhue River, especially due to the wastewater from Hanoi City. According to interviewed 
experts, the situation was described as the following (VN2, VN15):  

 
For Hanoi it is much cheaper to dispose its wastewater into Nhue River by gravity 
flow than to pump it into the Red River [via Yen So conditioning lake; author’s 
note]. From 2004 to 2006, both provinces, Ha Tay and Ha Nam, tried to catch 
attention to that problem in the media, but there was no reaction to that. Then the 
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provinces brought that topic to the Day River Basin Committee [a sub-committee of 
the RRBO; author’s note]. They claimed that from November to May, Hanoi was not 
allowed to let its wastewater flow into the Nhue River, so the Standing Office of the 
Day Sub RBO sent a letter to the Minister’s Office at MARD. Afterwards, the 
Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development phoned People’s Committee of 
Hanoi and solved that problem. It was only done by phone call; there was no official 
letter sent from him to People’s Committee of Hanoi. In the time, shortly after that 
phone call, Hanoi discharged its wastewater at night to the Nhue River. However, 
after a while, they totally stopped discharging wastewater to Nhue River between 
November and May. 

4.7 Local Level Actors 
4.7.1 Provincial level governments 
The provincial level governments comprise all the People’s Committees of provinces and 
centrally-run cities. Their most powerful tool for water resources management is the 
permitting of water exploitation and wastewater disposal (Tab. 4-5). The provincial level 
Departments of Natural Resources and Environment shall be responsible for receiving and 
managing dossiers as well as permits issued by the provincial level People’s Committees 
(GOV, 2004). They shall specify the scope of water resource exploitation and use. The 
discharge of wastewater on the familial scale is not subject to the permit application.  
 
Tab. 4-5 Permits for water resource exploitation and waste water disposal issued by provincial level People’s 
Committees31 

Action Limiting Parameter 

Exploitation of groundwater Flow of less than 3,000 m3/day/night 

Exploitation of surface water for agricultural and 
industrial production, mining and daily life Flow of less than 2 m3/s 

Exploitation of surface water for other purposes Flow of less than 50,000 m³/day and night 

Exploitation and use of water for electric power 
generation Output of less than 2,000 kW 

Discharge of wastewater into water source Flow of less than 5,000m³/day and night 

 
4.7.2 The Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development 
The Departments for Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) assist the chairmen of 
the provincial level People’s Committee with State management. For water resources 
management, the Branch Bureaus for Water Resources Management (Irrigation), and Dyke 
Management are most important. The Provincial Branch of the Centre for Rural Clean 

                                                 
31 According to Decree No. 149/2004/ND-CP of 27 July 2004 on the issuance of permits for water resource 
exploration, exploitation and use, or for discharge of wastewater into water source (GOV, 2003b). 
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Water Supply and Sanitation is also part of the DARD. For the organisational structure, see 
Fig. 4-13.  

The main tasks for water resources management of Nam Dinh Provincial DARD are, 
according to information from interview partners (VN8), the long-duration planning and 
short-term plans. Plans for water exploitation and use for agriculture and aquaculture are 
developed for every year. After the plan is finished, the DoNRE is informed about the plan. 
Therefore, the Director of DARD invites the Director and/or a vice director of DoNRE. 
Before the implementation of the plan, the People’s Committee of the province shall agree 
with the plan. The provincial investment priorities orient themselves towards the financial 
situation. With regard to the contents, sea dykes and river dykes have a higher importance 
than irrigation of agriculture and aquaculture. Nam Dinh province borders to the Gulf of 
Tonkin and is affected regularly by severe typhoons.  

The plans and planning for irrigation and drainage are prepared by the Irrigation and 
Drainage Management Company (IDMC) ‘Bac Nam Ha’. The district level People’s 
Committees and the DARD only comment on them before the IDMC hands it to provincial 
People’s Committee. Irrigation and drainage management companies work also on the 
district level. These belong to the DARD.  
 

 
Fig. 4-13 Organisational structure of the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development according 
61/2008/TTLT-BNN-BNV 
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4.7.3 Irrigation and drainage management companies 
At present, there are 110 irrigation and drainage management companies (IDMCs) working 
in Vietnam, employing over 22,500 people. The IDMCs are State companies controlled by 
the provinces, with three IDMCs (Bac Hung Hai, Bac Nam Ha, and Dau Tieng) being 
under the direct control of MARD (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 46).  

In the Red River delta (RRD), the IDMCs were created in 1984 to devolve water 
management from central to provincial level. The IDMCs are established under the Water 
Resources Branch Bureau of DoNRE. As main tasks, they carry out designing water 
resource projects, constructing and maintaining hydraulic units on the river systems, and 
managing irrigation and drainage. The area of jurisdiction is not based on administrative 
borders, but on polder divisions. In large polders exceeding the area of single districts, the 
IDMCs are assisted by sub-companies in each district. The so-called District Enterprises 
(DEs) operate and maintain the main pumping stations at the head of main irrigation 
channels and at the end of main drainage channels. The misfit between hydraulic units 
(polders, irrigation units) and administrative units (province, district, communes) generates 
a complex multi-level structure. Since 1999, the provinces had been fully responsible for 
financial matters of DEs (FONTENELLE et al., 2007). According to Decree No. 
115/2008/ND-CP from November 2008, communes do not have to pay for irrigation 
services. In 2006, 935.3 billion VND were collected in those so-called Irrigation Service 
Fees (ISF). It was used to finance the IDMCs and DEs (KBR LTD, 2008, p. 46). 

According to information from an interview at the IDMC Bac Nam Ha (VN12), the 
company has been funded at a 100% by MARD since 1999. The Planning Department, 
Financial Department, Water Resources Department under MARD manage the IDMC. The 
company engages more than 400 people and manages four districts in the province of Ha 
Nam (including Phu Ly City) and six districts in province of Nam Dinh (including Nam 
Dinh City). Therefore, they cooperate with seven District Enterprises. The IDMC Bac Nam 
Ha has to annually prepare a project report and hand it to the provinces of Nam Dinh and 
Ha Nam. In the case that the provincial governments agree, the report is sent to the Water 
Resources Department of MARD. Prior to 1999, the IDMC did belong to the provinces. 
Since then, the financial situation improved, especially in terms of infrastructure 
investments. However, the IDMC now has to make contracts with local IDMCs in the 
districts. In turn, the DEs make contracts with communal governments and the latter with 
the farmers. The contracts have to be made each half a year. The DEs have to register at 
IDMC Bac Nam Ha 48 h before taking in water in their systems. The IDMC Bac Nam Ha 
is now restricted to the management of main channels and main pumping stations. There is 
no direct management down to the local level anymore. The provinces administrate the 
budgets for the DEs with money provided by MARD in turn. At present time, the 
management is worse than before the management system was changed. Before 1999, 
funding came from MARD and the provinces, but there was a lack of money in the 
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provinces. The total annual budget of Nam Dinh province is about 3,500 billion VND. Of 
that budget, 33% are generated by the province, and 67% are from the national 
government. Now, the province of Nam Dinh manages and finances only four districts 
(Hai Hau, Nghia Hung, Xuan Truong, Giao Thuy), no longer a part of the polder managed 
by the IDMC.  
 
4.7.4 The Departments of Natural Resources and Environment  
The Departments of Natural Resources and Environment (DoNRE) are part of the 
Provincial level People’s Committees. They assist the chairmen of the People’s 
Committees with the professional performance of State management functions. The 
organisational structure of a DoNRE is presented in Fig. 4-14. Of importance for the 
management of water resources and water protection are the Office for Water Resources, 
Minerals and Hydrometeorology, and the Office for Environmental Protection. According 
to Governmental Decree No. 81/2007/ND-CP of 23 May 2007, the Environmental 
Protection Offices within provincial Departments of Natural Resources and Environment 
will be replaced by Branch Bureaus for Environmental Protection.  
 

 
Fig. 4-14 Organisational structure of Department of Natural Resources and Environment embedded in multi-
level structure 
 
In the DoNRE of province Nam Dinh, the reorganisation has been under way during the 
end of the interview campaign in December 2008. After the reorganisation, the number of 
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staff will be increased, the budget will be higher, and the VEA at national level will be 
more influential on the work the branch bureaus at provincial level.  

According to an interview at the Department of Natural Resources and Environment 
in Nam Dinh province (VN8), the Office for Water Resources, Minerals and 
Hydrometeorology shall work out the water resources management planning: 
 

Until now, there is no money available for the planning. That’s why we only develop 
annual plans. They are very short and contain fewer tasks than the planning. The 
time horizons for planning are 10, 15 or 20 years; and for plans it is 1 year or 5 years. 
The land use planning is developed for 10 years, 20 years; and water resources 
management planning should be for 20 years. But Nam Dinh province does not have 
water resources management planning. There is no money, and data to support water 
resources planning are not enough. Moreover, the Water Resources Division is a new 
section in DoNRE. At the moment, DoNRE does not yet have the capacity to make 
that planning. The districts (rural and urban) make water resources management 
planning in cooperation with DARD (water management in rural areas) and with 
DoC (fresh water supply, wastewater discharge). In 2006, a more sophisticated plan 
was worked out for the province. But it is no longer available in the Department; it 
was “too long ago”. 
 

The issuance of permissions for water exploitation and wastewater disposal is performed 
by the Office for Water Resources, Minerals and Hydrometeorology of the DoNRE on 
behalf of the provincial People’s Committee. In Nam Dinh province, a lot of companies 
reportedly caused water source pollution. However, from 1,200 craft and trade sites in the 
province, only 11 have permission to dispose wastewater.32 The others do not have a 
permit because they do not have a wastewater treatment system available or planned. The 
companies just do not have enough money for a wastewater treatment system.  

4.8 Development Paths of Water Management in Vietnam 
The development paths of water management in Vietnam are described, starting with the 
establishment of the Committee for Red River Water Resource Management and 
Exploitation by Decree No. 02-CP in 1961 (see: Fig. 4-15). At that time, a few legal 
documents provided a fragmented regulatory system for the few water sector usage. The 
main issues of water resource management were: irrigation of agricultural areas 
hydropower and flood protection. In 1974, the Institute for Water Resources Planning and 
Management (IWARPM) under the Ministry of Water Resources was established. The idea 
of a Water Law grew within Institute of Water Resources Planning and Management 
(IWARPM) since 1978. The Chief of the Water Management Bureau at IWARPM 
                                                 
32 The eleventh permission was issued for the planned wastewater treatment system for the industrial zone 
“Tong Xa” in Yen Xa commune. This permission was applied for by the Sub-Project IWRM Nam Dinh. 
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translated the Soviet Union’s Water Law into Vietnamese, but the idea of a water law did 
not meet any political interest.  
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Fig. 4-15 Development paths of water resources management from establishment of Red River Committee 
until establishment of Ministry of Natural Resources & Environment 
 
Conflicts started to arise between irrigation, domestic usage, industrial usage, hydropower, 
navigation, fisheries and eco-system protection in the 1990s. In 1995, the Government of 
Vietnam moved the water resource management function from the IWARPM to the 
Department of Water Resources and Hydraulic Works Management (DWRHWM) in the 
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Ministry of Water Resources. This decision changed the status of water resource 
management from a technical function to a State management function. This transition 
marked the beginning of the shift in the government’s thinking from water exploitation and 
use, to water resources management.33 This key transition was commented by an interview 
partner (VN16): 

 
About 15 years ago, the idea of water resources management came to Vietnam. Some 
people at the Institute of Water Resources Planning and Management got the idea to 
establish a new WRM agency. These people then changed to the Department of 
Water Resources and Hydraulic Works Management under MARD. 

 
A few months later, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development was established. 
Some interview partners (VN3, VN14) did not hide their sympathy for the Ministry of 
Water Resources that was abolished and absorbed by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development established in 1995: 
 

Before 1995, in Vietnam a Ministry for Water Resources existed. Everything worked 
well. In 1995, the Prime Minister of Thailand prepared and sent a delegation to 
Vietnam to learn from the Ministry of Water Resource Management so that the may 
recreate it in Thailand. But when the delegation arrived in Vietnam, the Ministry of 
Water Resource Management did not exist anymore. These functions already went to 
MARD. Vietnam should have a Ministry of Water Resources Management as in the 
past. 
 

In 1998, exactly 20 years after a staff member of IWARPM translated the Soviet Union’s 
Water Law, the first Water Law of Vietnam was approved. Since 1998, MARD as leading 
organisation developed with ADB support a coordination body for river basin 
management. From the beginning, it was clear that it would become a coordinating agency 
not adopting any State management function or power. It was to be avoided that the new 
RBOs would conflict with the powers of the MARD and other agencies (TAYLOR and 
WRIGHT, 2001). Finally in 2001, three coordinating bodies were set up to manage river 
basin planning for Red-Thai Binh, Dong Nai, and Cuu Long catchments.  

With the Government Decree No. 91/2002/ND-CP of 11 November 2002, MoNRE 
was assigned with the State management function over water resources (GOV, 2002). It 
was thought to separate State management of water resources from operational water 
service delivery functions. Instead, it initiated a dispute between MoNRE and MARD, 

                                                 
33 BILTONEN, Eric, Do Hong Phan, Vu Tien Luc et al., “Vietnam: Law on Water Resources and related 
legislation for implementation of IWRM”, GWP ToolBox IWRM, Case Study No. 112, GWP,                  
retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.gwptoolbox.org/images/stories/cases/en/cs%20112%20vietnam.pdf>. 



Chapter 4: Water Resources Management in Vietnam 78 

which attracted even public interest (VIETNAM ECONOMIC TIMES, 2005; MONRE et al., 
2006). 

 

4.8.1 Dispute between MARD and MoNRE 
Since 2002, the development of the enabling environment for water resources management 
in Vietnam has been characterised by the dispute between MARD and MoNRE (Fig. 4-16). 
The inter-ministerial conflict is about decision-making power closely connected with 
budget flows. When the Department of Water Resources Management (DWRM)34 was set 
up under MoNRE in 2003, full funding and equipment, and about one third of the staff 
were transferred from MARD (GOV et al., 2003). Two months after the creation of 
DWRM, MARD was assigned with river basin management.35  

In reaction to the new administrative environment, MARD restructured its water 
resource management agency. The Department of Water Resources (DWR) was 
established,36 substituting the former Department of Water Resources and Hydraulic 
Works Management. In interviews, it became apparent that MARD and MoNRE became 
deeply absorbed in the dispute regarding authorities and functions in water resources 
management (VN3, VN5): 

 
The conflict between MARD and MoNRE is about the role in IWRM. MARD 
arguments, that the capacity of MoNRE to carry out all the State management tasks 
of water resources management especially on sub-national levels is far too low. 
However, MoNRE does not care about that argument. If only the government pays 
more money, they will build up the capacities. MARD also argues that they [MARD; 
author’s note] control the water infrastructure and that there cannot be IWRM 
without this power. MoNRE retorted that MARD is only a water user, like MOI thus, 
they could take advantage of IWRM’s power- that is why MoNRE has to control 
IWRM. The latest move of MARD was offering MoNRE the movement of all fields 
of water management towards them. That offer, of course, was refused by MoNRE. 
From MARD’s point of view, the reason for rejection was that flood control, typhoon 
control (dyke protection), and drought control were sensitive tasks with much 
political responsibility. They [MoNRE; author’s note] only want the State 
management (e.g. water quality investigation) that does not involve much political 
responsibility; instead, they prefer one with much funding. MoNRE simply wants 
much money for “easy tasks”. MoNRE answered that MARD not only wants to 
move the sensitive tasks to MoNRE, but also wants to keep the “easy tasks” to get 

                                                 
34 Decision No. 600/2003/QD-BTNMT of 8 May 2003 specifying mandates, responsibilities, powers, and 
organisational structure of the Department of Water Resources Management (MONRE, 2003). 
35 Decree No. 86/2003/ND-CP of 18 July 2003 on functions, tasks, authorities and organisational structure of 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (GOV, 2003b). 
36 Decision No. 93/2003/QD-BNN of 4 September 2003 specifying the functions, responsibilities, authorities 
and apparatus organisation of Water Resources Department (MARD, 2003). 
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funding without political risks. The final decision is made by the Prime Minister, and 
it is related to the talks between him and the ministers. The final decision is up to the 
influence of the groups.  

 
The dispute between the two ministries is carried out obstinately not only among ministers. 
Reportedly the Director of a department under MoNRE insisted on the publication of a 
book elsewhere but due to a cheaper price, the book was finally published at the 
Agricultural Publishing House.  

The inter-ministerial conflict is even about the interpretation and translation of the 
word ‘thuỷ lợi’, that is sensitive for interpretation in Vietnamese and translation to English 
language. MARD on the other hand interprets and translates the word in its ancient 
meaning defining it as water resources. MoNRE limits it to the management of water 
resource infrastructures such as irrigation, drainage works or dykes to restrict water 
management functions of MARD. The interpretation of MARD simply affirms its 
legitimacy as water resources management. MoNRE on the other hand, prefers to use the 
term ‘tài nguyên nước’ for water resources. According the Dictionary of Vietnamese 
Language the term ‘tài nguyên’ means property sources of the nature that are exploitable, 
are not yet exploited or are about to be exploited (HOANG PHE, 2007). The word ‘nước’ is 
translated as water. This semantic conflict shows that the two ministries are poles apart in 
their understanding of water resources management. The interview partners (VN4, VN5) 
reported that the conflict between the ministries had discouraged donors from funding the 
IWRM projects: 

 
In 2007 the ADB partly suspended its activities in the leading IWRM support project 
“Second Red River Basin Sector” due to the vague water resources management 
structures in Vietnam. One of the interview partners stated that such problems 
depend on donor activity in Vietnam. The other expert confirmed that ADB impeded 
funding for Cau River sub-basin projects [Capacity building for Cau Sub-RBO; 
author note] because of the uncertain political situations in water resource 
management brought about by the conflict between MoNRE and MARD, particularly 
on RBOs. 

 
To resolve the conflict, on 5 March 2007, the Standing Vice Prime Minister held a meeting 
with MARD and MoNRE ministers to demarcate the functions and tasks for river basin 
management. MoNRE was assigned to perform State management of water resources 
including river basins. The ministry was asked to submit a draft of a decree regarding the 
management of river basins to the Government in 2007. For both ministries, the decrees 
specifying their function, tasks and organisational structure, were to be substituted. Further 
the Standing Vice Minister agreed with the transfer of Mekong River Committee from 
MARD to MoNRE (GOV, 2007c). 
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Fig. 4-16 Development Paths of water management since 2002 considering the dispute between MARD and 
MoNRE  
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Within the Decree No. 01/2008/ND-CP of 3 January 2008 “Defining function, tasks, 
powers and organisational structure of the MARD” not any detail concerning river basin 
management is to be found. MARD is assigned performance of State management in 
irrigation, flood and drought protection, and rural water supply and sanitation (GOV, 
2008b). The Decree No. 25/2008/ND-CP of 4 March 2008 “Defining function, tasks, 
powers and organisational structure of the MoNRE” specifies State management of water 
resources as a function of MoNRE. The role in State management of water resources was 
strengthened as MoNRE was assigned to act as standing member of the NWRC and the 
Vietnam Mekong River Commission (GOV, 2008c). This decree, however, does not detail 
river basin management and only MARD is assigned to submit the government strategies 
and plans on inter-provincial areas (GOV, 2008b). 
 

4.8.2 RBO development in the area of political conflicts 
With the development of organisational structures at basin level being influenced by the 
dispute between MARD and MoNRE, to defend its decision-making power, MARD 
expanded vertically, investing at the basin level. At the same time MoNRE developed the 
management capacity below the national level, also at the basin level (see also: MOLLE and 
CHU THAI HOANH, 2008, pp. 11-13). The result is a double structure of RBOs at the basin level 
in three river basins Vietnam (Fig. 4-17).  
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Fig. 4-17 Organisational separation of water resources planning and environmental protection at the river 
basin level 
 
Other factors affecting the RBO development in Vietnam may be attributed to conflicts 
within MoNRE itself such as conflicts between DWRM and VEA, between international 
donors and between provinces and central level (VN 13): 
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The development leaving Vietnam with a double structure of RBOs [RBOs 
according the Law on Water Resources and RBOs according to the Law on 
Environmental Protection; author’s note] is an issue and concern in Vietnam. To 
avoid conflicts and overlapping functions cooperation in river basin management 
between DWRM and VEA is necessary. According to the Decree on River Basin 
Management, the River Basin Committees shall be managed by DWRM and the 
Environmental Protection Committees in river basins shall be managed by the VEA.  

 
Despite the conflicts however, both DWRM and the VEA are supported by international 
donors to improve capacities on water management in river basins. Reportedly (VN10) 
JICA funds a surface water quality project for Cau River in VEA. An ambient water 
quality project for Nhue-Day River in DWRM is sponsored by ADB. 
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Fig. 4-18 Organisational structures of Vu-Gia-Thu Bon RBO under MARD and Vu Gia RBO under Quang 
Nam Provincial People’s Committee 
 
The indistinguishable situation in the responsibility of river basin management causes a 
loss of power for MARD and supports decentralisation processes in the local level. The Vu 
Gia-Thu Bon RBO, headed by a vice minister of MARD, the Director of the DWR and the 
vice chairmen of Quang Nam and Da Nang People’s Committees (according to Decision 
20/2005/CP-BNN (MARD, 2005b)) were deemed incapable in their respective areas. In 
the said constitution, the RBO was not supported by the local government of Quang Nam 
province and its departments, excluding however, the provincial DARD. The ADB 
refrained from supporting the RBO too, as established by MARD, in order to avoid 
emerging problems. Thus, the Chairman of Quang Nam People’s Committee issued 
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Decision 458/QD-UBND establishing an RBO for Vu Gia Basin which was developed in 
cooperation with DoNRE and ADB consultants. This decision was followed by provincial 
regulations regarding the functions, duties and powers of the RBO (ADB, 2006).  

The Vu Gia RBO developed at the provincial level has a simple institutional 
structure suited to local capacity and institutional arrangements (Fig. 4-18). The Head of 
the said RBO is the Vice Chairman of Quang Nam province with the Director of DoNRE 
as the permanent deputy. The members are heads or vice heads of other departments and 
vice chairmen of District People’s Committees. In that constitution it is possible for the 
RBO to integrate water resources management between national and local administration. 
In RBO meetings, deputies from national level agencies of MoNRE and MARD, as well as 
deputies from district government and provincial departments are well represented. The 
coordinating body is the local government (Vice Chairman of Provincial People’s 
Committee) in cooperation with the Director of DoNRE (ADB, 2006). 
 

4.8.3 RBO reforms according the Decree on River Basin Management 
According to an interview partner (VN11) the development of the Decree on River Basin 
Management was time consuming:  

 
After a first submission to the government in March 2005, the inter-ministerial 
dispute between MARD and MoNRE disrupted the development process. In March 
2007, after the MoNRE was assigned to develop the decree by the Standing Vice 
Prime Minister, a second set off took place.  

 
After issuing the Decree on River Basin Management in December 2008 for the interview 
partners, the problem of institutional and organisational imperfections of water 
management in Vietnam still existed however (VN7, VN11, and VN16): 
 

It is clear that river basin planning is a highly competitive field as it is a powerful 
tool for fundraising. Currently, water resources management is not clear at national 
or at provincial level. What we now have, are overlapping functions. There is still no 
clear positioning of the status of RBOs in the administrative system of Vietnam. 
Such questions are raised therefore: Where are RBOs in the administrative system? 
Is an RBO higher than the province? Is it a government agency? If it is indeed a 
government agency, is it on the national level or on the provincial level? The 
experiences show that a RBO [this refers to the RBOs under MARD; author’s note] 
is like a club, a good discussion venue to inform each other about the work progress. 
Hence the new RBOs that will be established under MoNRE will become consulting 
bodies, an assisting body without legislative powers. That they do not have 
“planning” in their name means that theoretically they can have more functions. 
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“That’s a progress.” Nevertheless, the existing RBOs [according the Law on Water 
Resources; author’s note] are not questioned by this new decree and now, RBOs 
under MARD are waiting what will happen next. 
 

At the moment DWRM is trying very hard to establish river basin management capacities. 
It avails itself especially of the capacities and structures existing in IWARP under MARD. 
This situation is certainly not surprising. According to an expert (VN7), the DWRM under 
MoNRE is currently developing a Centre of Water Resources and Environment Planning. 
It will have nearly the same functions as IWARP under MARD. And functions between 
MARD and MoNRE in water management will still overlap in the future. A former staff 
member of DWR under MARD now works as a consultant for the development of that 
Centre, and its head is a former IWARP staff member. The Director of DWRM, also a 
former IWARP staff member, worked in DWRHWM under MARD before. The central 
coordinator of GWP activities in Vietnam was a vice director of IWARP. An interview 
partner who worked more than 20 years at IWARP, and is now an ADB consultant (VN14) 
said:  
 

It was the biggest mistake that MoNRE did not take over the IWARP from MARD. 
Now MoNRE has to build up the same organisation [Centre of Water Resources and 
Environment Planning; author’s note] within DWRM and it will take at least 20 
years for the Centre to reach the same capacity as IWARP. The Water Sector Review 
proposes that IWARP should work as an independent institute. In my opinion, I think 
MARD should just turn over IWARP to MoNRE as IWARP is the biggest think tank 
for river basin management in Vietnam.  

 

4.8.4 Review of river basin organisations by the Vietnam Water 
Partnership 

Intended as contribution to the development of the Decree on River Basin Planning, in 
2007 the Vietnam Water Partnership forwarded a paper to the Government.37 The paper 
contained a peer-review of river basin management in Vietnam and a proposal for 
development options for river basin organisations.  

Accordingly, in the Law on Water Resources, the function of river basin 
management was not prioritised, because there was no clear demand yet in the 1990s. 
When the National Water Resources Strategy for 2000 was developed, the RBM function 
was already a growing issue, but still was not promoted, as RBM was then considered a 
separate entity from water resources management. For the longest time the reason to 
establish a general river basin planning could not be carried out brought about by major 

                                                 
37 DO HONG PHAN, “Tổng hợp kết quả Đối thoại Suy thoái Tài nguyên Nước trên Lưu vực Sông” (General 
outcomes from the dialogue about water resources degradation in river basins), Hanoi, draft 15 May 2007. 
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issues linked to irrigation. At present circumstances are being given to develop a policy to 
unify the functions of RBM and WRM. Despite this, there are still subjective barriers 
acting as hindrances such as the concern and problem arising with the issue of technical 
training of scientific engineers at the MARD wherein two kinds of careers are being 
promoted - the career of water resource manager and the career of water exploitation and 
use manager. Since the issuance of the Law on Water Resources, eight River Basin 
Management Boards (Red-Thai Binh, Cau, Day, Ca, Vu Gia-Thu Bon, Srepok, Dong Nai, 
Cuu Long) were established by the MARD. The environmental branch had also been 
pursued for more than 10 years. Now the master plans for three commissions on 
environmental protection in river basins had been established for Cau, Nhue-Day and 
Dong Nai River basins.  

This shows, in accordance with the Vietnam Water Partnership, the clear need for 
water resources management in river basins. It is argued that the operation of these RBOs 
is not well specified and is undefined. It is still not clear as to how the RBOs are to be 
ranked whether between advisory and power, and not clear as to which part in the 
administration they should take. For Vietnam, as the VNWP mentions, river basin 
organisations are a new form of management. At the moment RBOs act rather like 
movements and have too little effect. According to the VNWP the right form of RBO has 
not yet been found. In order to develop a new, effective and realistic WRM model at the 
river basin level under the recent conditions, the VNWP provides the following advice: 

 
• Promote goodwill in every aspect of water resources, environment and irrigation, relay 

new ideas and combine practical experiences with past experiences and promote 
cooperation, to come up with a strong common target. Recognise and respect the role 
of the river basin community (including authorities, State management branch, 
engineers, service organisations, water user, wastewater disposer, social organisations, 
etc.) in the aspect of supply. Strengthen networks, instruments and technical capacities 
in the field of action of the RBO. 

• Establish a reliable and powerful RBO with ministerial functions and provincial 
authorities.  

 
The authors emphasise that a RBO is a new form of institution in the frame of 
administrative, political, and social management in the country. But to create such a special 
institution would require an end of previous work styles based on hermetic power and 
closed information communication. Therefore the aim should be to develop an organisation 
that appreciates learning from experiences from national and international river basins, to 
have better communication systems, to work out clear principles, functions, new 
relationships, and operational structure, prior to decision-making. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

5.1 The Institutionalisation of Water Resources Management 
in Vietnam 

Until the 1990s, the organisational structure of water management in Vietnam remained 
stagnant since it was established in the 1960s. The Committee for Red River Water 
Resource Management and Exploitation set up in 1961 revealed certain similarities to the 
set ups in European Comecon Member States: the Water Management Directorates 
established 1958 in the GDR or the Regional Water Management Directorates established 
in Poland in 1964 (see: APOLINARSKI, 2003, p. 70; GWP, 2007, p. 48). However, the time 
between the Vietnam War and the resumption of international aid in the 1990s was 
characterised by a deadlock.  

In 1995, a group of employees was transferred from the IWARP to the Department 
of Water Resources and Hydraulic Works Management (DWRHWM) under the Ministry 
of Water Resources. For the first time, water resources management became a formal 
institution. The informal institutionalisation, however, had begun earlier at the Institute for 
Water Resources Planning and Management (IWARPM) starting with the translation of the 
Soviet Union’s water law to Vietnamese by the end of the 1970s.  

After the Department of Water Resources and Hydraulic Works Management was 
transferred to the newly established Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, the 
development of water resources management was constrained by the stringent focus on 
water exploitation and flood protection. In 1998, the Law on Water Resources was 
established, promoting the river basin approach and consolidating the MARD as governing 
body in charge of water management, including the management of water resources. In 
2003 the group of water resources managers was transferred out of the Department of 
Water Resources and Hydraulic Works Management to constitute the Department of Water 
Resources Management under the newly established Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment.  

Finally, this formal institution of the water resources management paved way to a 
development towards IWRM. This reorganisation was encompassed by the public 
administration reform which was boosted by international donors and has been running 
since 2001. However, the MoNRE gradually took over water resources management 
functions from the MARD. This tenacious process was characterised by the dispute 
between MARD and MoNRE intensifying the ‘silo-effect’ between both organisations and 
their water resources management agencies. 

 

5.1.1 Donor driven institutional change towards IWRM 
The institutional change towards IWRM in Vietnam is a ‘top-down’ development with a 
subdued level on ‘meta-rationalities’ of Vietnamese actors (see: HEINRICH, 2003). The 
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influences on institutional change of water management, and finally the development 
towards integrated water resources management, were, throughout, external ones. A first 
impetus came from the Soviet Union, whose water law was translated upon the own 
initiative of a staff member of the IWARPM. Since then, a core of people began the 
establishment of water resources management as an informal institution but the 
Vietnamese politics at that time did not realise the demand for institutionalising water 
resources management. A second, more permanent drive came along with the incipient 
transition of the country. The resumption of ODA payments to Vietnam from bilateral 
donors in 1992 and multi-lateral donors in 1993 coincided with ‘Agenda 21’ and the 
establishment of IWRM as well as the Millennium Development Goals. Since then the 
support to the water sector was driven by the pursuit of integrated water resources 
management. Claims for good governance were then associated with the ODA. However, 
since the revolutionary ideology decreased and the democratic accountability of the 
Government of Vietnam being questionable, the Government’s accountability is a mere 
economical one, hence, the influence of international donors to the inner affairs is accepted 
as far as economic growth is the result. 

 

5.1.2 The struggle for ODA and the increasing ‘silo-effect’ 
Promoted by donor support, the institutionalisation of water resources management, and 
accomplished by the creation of the Department of Water Resources Management under 
MoNRE, is the result of an intended separation from water management as a function of 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. The result however was a ‘silo-effect’ 
between the two organisations. In addition to the Law on Water Resources, river basin 
management was institutionalised by the Law on Environmental Protection, thus the ‘silo-
effect’ affects also the river basin organisations established under MARD and afterwards 
under MoNRE. Since then all actors are confronted with tasks to resolve the partition and 
achieve an integration through coordination and cooperation, aiming for IWRM (see: 
MITCHELL, 2005, p. 1341).  

The dependence on ODA however, led to a struggle for economic resources among 
the government bodies. Rivalries came about over the issue on the reassurance of financial 
support to safeguard the continuity, autonomy, and growth of the ministries and ministerial 
organisations (see: SCHARPF, 1997). So far the ODA is the only reasonable and countable 
financial resource for the public administration of Vietnam, the ministries, and the 
ministerial agencies try very hard to conform to the pre-requisites of the donors. In the 
struggle for economic sources, governmental organisations attempt to bypass other 
organisations belonging to the same ministry. These disputes have been escalated and 
disrupted the political situation, and thus affecting the constant supply of ODA sources. 
Negotiations between international donors and the Vietnamese Government on 
international development support projects for water resources management since 2002 
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have been affected by the dispute between MARD and MoNRE. The disagreement came 
about with issues attached to the leading role in IWRM implementation and the allocation 
of river basin management functions. Currently the negotiations are also affected by the 
‘silo-effect’ between VEA and DWRM and their competition about influence to the 
Minister of Natural Resources and Environment.  

At the international donors agencies a lack of cooperation and communication 
between the involved actors has been noticed. The aim of each international donor agency 
is to increase their relevance and wealth in a certain field of activity. Currently the main 
goal of the ADB in water resources management development in Vietnam is to activate the 
river basin management.  

Nevertheless, the assurance of continuity, autonomy, and growth of the ministries 
and ministerial organisations is influenced by the institutional setting (see: SCHARPF, 1997) 
as negotiations about project funds take place in the supranational level among 
international actors. The question therefore revolves around how these interactions are 
institutionalised. Pivot is the multi-level governance system as the political processes at 
supra-national level influence developments on the national and sub-national levels. The 
matter is to find solutions to be accepted by concerned persons within their levels and their 
territorial limited perception (see: BENZ, 2004b, p. 132). 

 

5.1.3 Dilemma of international joint development projects 
Since the mid 90s, much time and money had been invested in joint international 
development projects that aim to restructure the institutional framework and organisational 
structures of the water management sector going along with capacity building. An effective 
and efficient integrated water resources management is assumed as the common goal of the 
Government of Vietnam and international donors. Joint development projects in the water 
sector are typical joint-production constellations (see: SCHARPF, 1997, p. 117). These 
projects are mainly funded by international donors, co-funded by the Vietnamese side. 
Vietnam takes the main responsibility in the implementation, supported by donors and 
international development agencies. For the success of a development project, the 
contribution from both sides is necessary. If one party withdraws from its contribution, the 
efforts contributed by the other party will go to waste. However, there are contradictions 
between the production of the common goal and the distribution of single funded 
development projects among Vietnamese governmental entities. There arise also 
contradictions among donor actors as well as between Vietnamese and donor actors. In 
order to win the battle for the allocation of international development support in the water 
sector must lay out a strategic and a prospective form of communication which aims to 
withhold available information, and doubt misinformation. However, for the common 
search of better overall solutions, all involved parties must possess creativity, possess 
effective communication skills, and must develop mutual trust (see: SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 
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118-120). The issue of surface water management projects at DWRM (supported by ADB) 
and at VEA (supported by JICA) should be discussed.  

Currently, the disconnection of water resources management and water protection is 
considered by MoNRE as a possible option for institutional development. Recently, 
MoNRE has been discussing the option to divide the issuance of water permits between 
DWRM (water use permits) and VEA (wastewater permits). For efficient and effective 
integrated water resources management, however, this would be a false development. Such 
separation would increase transaction costs, information exchange and communication 
problems brought about by the ‘silo-effect’ between both departments. The fact that both 
departments receive support from international donors and both departments manage 
wastewater permits increases the possibility of such detachment.  

During negotiations with the donors on the surface water management projects, 
MoNRE and its departments utilised their lack of transparency. They presented the 
capacities of their particular department according to the requirements given by the donor 
agencies and based on their proposed projects. The ADB was not clearly informed which 
international development projects regarding surface water management were planned by 
the MoNRE. To differentiate the contents of the surface water management projects, 
different semantic terms were used. In effect, the project of DWRM turned out to be about 
ambient water quality in the Nhue-Day River basin, and the project of VEA is on surface 
water quality in the Cau River basin. In negotiations with donors, the departments of 
MoNRE have been using these information asymmetries for dissimulation, and deception.  

In the described case the mechanisms needed for fund allocation prevailed, 
compromising the welfare production of the common goal. The result is a typical 
Prisoner’s Dilemma constellation, in which all involved actors choose free-riding to gain 
their best result, compromising therefore the highest welfare outcome. The Vietnamese 
actors obtained two projects instead of only one, thus gained more financial support from 
different donors. On the other hand, both donor agencies increased their value, relevance, 
wealth, and significance in the field of water quality management because each gained a 
project to distinguish one from the other. However, for the common goal of an effective 
and efficient integrated water resources management in Vietnam it is an obstructive 
success. 

The said ongoing interactions at international level had been taking place in minimal 
institutions characterised by the negotiator’s dilemma (see: LAX and SEBENIUS, 1985). 
Such agreements in joint-production constellations are self-implementing, and thus, can be 
successful. Uncertainty still lingers, however, about the real intentions of other actors. The 
only available option to avoid welfare losses is negative coordination. But a veto from any 
side is not very likely. The negotiations among the involved actors are in the type of spot 
contracts or maximal in the kind of distributive bargaining with low salience of the 
common production of effective and efficient water resources management (see: SCHARPF, 
1997). Nevertheless, the donor and Vietnamese (mostly MARD) actors particularly interact 
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increasingly within networks like the GWP or NARBO. These relationships may build up 
social capital and thus decrease transaction costs for future negotiations between the 
parties. Pivot of all institutional settings mentioned are the international regimes of 
‘Agenda 21’ and the UN Millennium Development Goals (see: SCHARPF, 1997).  

5.2 Problems of River Basin Organisations in Vietnam 
River basin organisations in Vietnam at the present time have three legal bases: the Law on 
Water Resources (LWR) issued in 1998, the Law on Environmental Protection (LEP) 
issued in 2006, and the Decree on River Basin Management issued in 2008. All three legal 
bases do not refer to each other, therefore they do not contradict the existence of any other 
river basin organisation. Since the recent approval of the Decree on River Basin 
Management the appropriate RBOs have not yet been established. However, the 
specifications of the Decree reveal that the projected river basin organisations will not 
differ essentially from the RBOs, as set up according to the LWR under MARD. Pursuant 
to their particular legal basis, all existing and planned RBOs are river basin committees 
and thus polycentric river basin organisations (see: SVENDSEN et al., 2005b).  

All Vietnamese RBOs are collective actors with characteristics of clubs, which are 
motivated by the members’ self-interest. The organisations are commonly provided with 
advisory functions and thus, have no administrative powers. Hierarchical coordination 
through the RBO itself is excluded (see: SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 55-58).  

The water resources planning per se is carried out by the national or provincial 
authorities hence, the tasks of water management and water resources management are 
mainly performed by entities working within administrative borders. In the given outline, 
river basin organisations may involve non-administrative or non-governmental actors, not 
challenging the decision-making power of State administration agencies. The river basin 
committees only have to ensure that river basin plans are developed in a process of 
coordination by administrative units located in the particular river basin. Furthermore, the 
committees are tasked to recommend solutions for disputes between provinces. From the 
hydrographical point of view, river basin management in Vietnam is institutionalised as 
‘type II governance’ (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003).  

In the following chapter the effectivity and efficiency of Vietnamese river basin 
committees shall be discussed using the Day River basin committee handling trans-
jurisdictional pollution spill-over as an example (see: Chapter 4.6.3). 
 

5.2.1 Pollution spill-over in the Nhue-Day River basin: The need for 
property rights 

A range of solutions for the pollution spill-over problem affecting downstream provinces 
caused by Hanoi is presented in Tab. 5-1. It shall be however that the given alternatives are 
merely based on empirical data. Solutions A and B are the only known that had been a 
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subject of discussions among the actors. It shall be stressed too, that the solutions presented 
are by far insufficient as proper wastewater treatment and wastewater prevention merely 
offers a solution to satisfy the water quality demands for the whole Red River basin. 
Nonetheless, the solutions presented offer alternatives that are in tune with current 
conditions in Vietnam.  

Given was the following situation: Hanoi does not treat their municipal wastewater 
and disposes their wastewater through natural gravity flow into the Nhue River throughout 
the whole year, saving pumping costs. This status quo (A) is the worst solution for the 
downstream provinces as they suffer from surface water pollution the whole year round. 
The best solution for the downstream provinces would be to pump the wastewater 
throughout the whole year into the Red River (D). The wastewater load may not be 
reduced, but the dilution rate of the Red River is higher than of the Nhue River. For Hanoi, 
this would have the worst outcome because pumping costs (e.g. electricity) occur all 
throughout the year. The second best result both parties could reach when the wastewater 
is pumped into the Red River only during the dry season (B). The amount of storm water 
within the wastewater is lower thus Hanoi may pump a lesser volume of water as 
compared to during the rainy season. The downstream provinces during the dry season, 
however, suffer the most from pollution as the wastewater is less diluted by storm water 
and Nhue River runoff. The common welfare outcome of this solution would be the 
highest. The outcome of solution C is considered as having the second lowest benefit for 
both parties as Hanoi would have to pump high volumes as the open sewers carry much 
storm water. The effect on the downstream provinces would have a low benefit, as the 
degree of pollution problem is most severe during the dry season. 

 
Tab. 5-1 Welfare wins and losses of different solutions for the upstream/downstream spill-over 

Alternatives Label 
Welfare for 

Hanoi 
Welfare for downstream 

provinces  
Common 
welfare 

Never pump wastewater to 
the Red River 

A 3 -3 0 

Pump wastewater only 
during dry season 

B 2 2 4 

Pump wastewater only 
during rain season 

C 1 1 2 

Pump wastewater to Red 
River all the year round 

D -3 3 0 

 
The wastewater discharges of Hanoi produce unilateral negative externalities for the 
downstream provinces causing a typical upstream/downstream problem. The asymmetry 
becomes apparent with the non-agreement point (NA) being equal to the status quo (A), 
offering the best outcome for Hanoi, but the worst for the downstream provinces (see: Fig. 
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5-1). Hence, Hanoi is not interested in any other solution as it would be of least benefit 
compared to A.  

Nevertheless, the welfare theoretic Coase-Theorem postulates, that both parties 
search for solutions that are situated above the diagonal line (B, C) to increase the common 
welfare. However, for successful coordination, the Coase-Theorem implies that transaction 
costs are minimal and property rights are clearly distributed. Theoretically, the river basin 
committee improves coordination, providing an institutional framework regionalising spill-
overs within the river basin. While the Day Sub RBO could help to produce alternatives for 
the status-quo, the distribution was hampered by the poor institutional setting, which has 
not been providing a clear property rights system (see: Fig. 5-1). 
 

B

C

D

A Downstream
provinces

Hanoi Production

Distribution

NA
0

0

3

-3

B

C

D

A Downstream
provinces

Hanoi Production

Distribution

NA
0

0

3

-3  
Fig. 5-1 Solution matrix for the upstream/downstream problem of pollution spill-over in the Nhue-Day River 
basin between Hanoi and downstream provinces 
 
To finally confront the spill-over problem, the Day Sub RBO appealed to the Minster of 
MARD who solved the problem in an unofficially manner by contacting the People’s 
Committee of Hanoi. The city was verbally coerced to pump the wastewater during the dry 
season into the Red River. Since it was done in an unofficial manner, an official document 
does not exist. Hanoi did discharge the wastewater during the night verifying that free-
riding is the dominating choice in Prisoner’s Dilemma constellations. Only follow up 
phone calls could end this unilateral action.  
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5.2.2 Ineffective polycentric river basin committees 
The Day Sub-basin Committee did abide with its responsibilities in proposing solutions to 
the MARD. In the whole however, the case reveals that under the recent institutional 
setting, polycentric river basin committees were unable to come up with solutions to solve 
upstream/downstream pollution spill-overs. The property rights allocation is critical, a 
point, which the ADB strongly recognised. According to the water sector review (KBR 

LTD, 2008, p. 150) the ADB seeks to strengthen the polluter pays principle in Vietnam. 
Since 2003, for wastewater disposal have been allotted fines in Vietnam, but currently 
wastewater fees are set at insignificant rates. The Decree on Environmental Protection 
Charges for Wastewater38 may be considered as nothing else but a first step in the search 
for an effective economical instrument. The implementation of the Decree has been slow, 
and fees are not being collected in some cities, provinces and major industrial areas. It has 
been estimated that only 10% of the calculated fees were actually collected. A major 
reason for this substandard situation is the inadequate capacity of the Departments of 
Natural Resources and Environment within the provincial level as was shown in the case of 
the DoNRE in Nam Dinh province. The environmental office in the DoNRE is responsible 
for collecting the wastewater charges and the “Sub-project IWRM Nam Dinh Province” 
revealed that in 2007 the charges in the industrial zone Tong Xa were not collected 
properly. Insufficient wastewater monitoring data and enforcement of the decree on the 
local level is seen as the main reason. Family and social ties make it difficult for any 
enforcers to collect wastewater fines and charges, especially if there are no threats of 
factory shutdowns made. More often than not, threats like these hardly ever happens 
because cheap economical growth and good employment are given priority over 
environmental protection ruling out sustainable water resources management. 

In the current institutional setting, polycentric river basin committees can be nothing 
but ineffective. To establish such an organisation into the ‘empty space’, with the 
compromise of leaving the decision-making to the national level is not a good deal for 
learning. Most actors involved in water resources management are disappointed and 
disillusioned with the confirmation of their unreliability. However it is not only a problem 
in Vietnam as a study presented by BANDARAGODA (2006, p. 8) reveals that no reviewed 
Asian developing country “had succeeded fully in establishing any meaningful 
organisational structure for effective integrated water resources management”. Asian wide 
institutional changes towards IWRM and the establishment of RBOs in particular are rather 
‘top-down’ developments driven by the international donor community importing 
organisational models from developed countries (see: SHAH et al., 2005; BANDARAGODA, 
2006; HIRSCH, 2006). Meta-rationalities play only a minor role, as presented in this study 
for Vietnam. Polycentric RBOs can be effective in countries with well developed 
institutional settings and countries with clearly allocated property rights. However, this is 

                                                 
38 Decree No.67/2003 of 13 June 2003 on environmental protection charges for wastewater 
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not the case in Vietnam yet. That is why the river basin committees work like puppets 
embedded deep in the largely bureaucratic organisational framework masterminded by 
ministries on the central level (see: HIRSCH, 2006). HIRSCH (2006) articulates that 
international NGOs had already criticised the use of ODA as a support for the importation 
of ‘best practices’ for catchment-oriented water governance from developed countries to 
developing countries.  

According to SVENDSEN et al. (2005a) Vietnam remains stagnant in an evolutionary 
stage of water resources management, however they agree that pollution issues arise and 
prevail in some river basins, especially during the dry season. Also, in a study shown by 
LIPSCOMB and MOBARAK (2007) decentralisation processes enhance negative pollution 
spill-overs across jurisdiction areas. Therefore, despite all criticisms on donor practises, the 
internalisation of externalities and inter-jurisdictional coordination is critical for water 
resources management in Vietnam. Unicentric river basin organisations are accepted as the 
better organisational model to cope with upstream/downstream problems (see: SVENDSEN, 
2005). Recently even the ADB has dealt with the idea of centralised river basin authorities 
(KBR LTD, 2008). Most Vietnamese actors claim RBOs with a clear positioning in the 
administrative system, and a definition of administrative powers. Alternatives that could be 
developed and driven by meta-rationalities of Vietnamese actors in water resources 
management shall be discussed in the following section. 

5.3 River Basin Management by Distributed Governance 
In adaptation to increasing number of multi-level processes public administration in the 
OECD countries went through an evolutionary process establishing a multi set of 
distributed governance bodies (see: OECD, 2002). Such bodies, which are means of 
deconcentration instead of decentralisation, have been established in Vietnam in 
conformity to the Public Administration Reform. This is a further example of a blue print 
model that donors have imported from developed countries. In the following, capacities of 
the particular agencies (professional bureaus, general bureaus, and State-run non-business 
agencies) will be interpreted with the perspective for river basin management. 

Professional bureaus (cục), general bureaus (tổng cục) and State-run non-business 
agencies (tổ chức sự nghiệp) have at varying degrees differentiated governance structures. 
All of them can be considered as departmental agencies (see OECD, 2002). The agencies 
have been provided with a quasi-contractual relationship to the minister and thus are top 
governance structures detached from traditional, vertically integrated ministerial structure. 
One aspect of the differentiated hierarchy is that the chairmen report directly to the 
respective minister. Distinguished responsibilities at the top of the hierarchy imply that the 
chairmen of professional bureaus, general bureaus and State-run non-business agencies are 
responsible for the overall organisation, management and staffing, financial and other 
procedures. The particular minister informs the chairmen about the government’s 
expectations and policies, and defines the budgets. Thus, the governing is shared between 
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the ministers and the chairmen. Nevertheless, the control environment, especially 
personnel and budgeting rules, is rather very traditional as applied to vertical integrated 
ministries. The professional bureaus and general bureaus are fully funded by taxes, all staff 
is employed under the general civil service rules, and the budget is prepared and approved 
by the ministries. State-run non-business organisations can be seen as a prototype of 
departmental agencies (see OECD, 2002) as they enjoy autonomy and accountability for 
their tasks, organizational apparatuses, payrolls and finance. Unlike professional and 
general bureaus though, they do not have State management functions.  

Actual water management administration is carried out mainly by national actors 
comprised by the professional bureaus (Department of Water Resources Management 
under MoNRE and Water Resources Department under MARD) and the beneral bureaus 
(Vietnam Environment Administration under MoNRE). The river basin commitees under 
MARD and MoNRE are State-run non-business agencies. They are collective actors at 
sub-national level as a result of deconcentration. However, as long as river basin 
organisations are State-run non-business agencies they may not have any decision-making 
power. 

Besides the decision-making power, the area of jurisdiction may also be considered 
critical. In the optimal case the jurisdiction area of a river basin organisation is aligned 
with hydrographical borders of a river basin or sub-catchment areas. According their legal 
basis professional bureaus may establish sub-national branches. The legal regulation does 
not define any territorial jurisdictions for the establishment of such sub-national branches. 
Thus, sub-national bodies may also be aligned with hydrographical borders of river basins 
or sub-catchments, crossing boundaries of local administration units. However, the 
Department of Water Resources Management did not set up any sub-national body so far, 
although general bureaus have to establish sub-national entities.  

The key to such reforms driven by ‘meta-rationalities’ of water managers is the 
ability to generate the political will at the top level of the ministry and the Government. At 
present, the idea of sub-national governance bodies having decision-making power is faced 
with rejection and refusal from the highest level of the hierarchy. A water resources 
management agency at the central level with sub-national branches managing river basins 
aligned with hydrographical borders would have the ability for planning and settling 
disputes by hierarchical coordination. But for the achievement of effective and efficient 
river basin management, first of all a clear allocation of tasks and powers among the 
administrative bodies is needed. As long as distributive conflicts between ministries, 
ministerial departments and between the national and provincial level determine the 
political course of life, any reform may prove to be unsuccessful.  
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6 WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT IN 
POLAND 

6.1 Country Overview 
The territory of Poland has an area of 322,575 km². The country borders to Germany in the 
west, to Czech Republic and Slovak Republic in the south, to Russia, Lithuania, Belarus 
and Ukraine in the east, as well as to the Baltic Sea in the north (CSO, 2007b).  
 

6.1.1 Demography 
By the end of 2007, the population of Poland was 38,115,000 people. Poland’s population 
had been declining since 1997 to 2007 by 175,000. The negative growth rate amounted to 
minus 0.01% in 1997, and to minus 0.03% in 2007. Since 1989, Poland experienced a birth 
rate depression period, reaching the lowest birth rate for over 50 years in 2003. Although 
the birth rate increased in 2004, the depression continues. The second component of real 
population in Poland is the negative balance of definitive international migration. In 2007, 
the definitive international migration amounted to minus 21,000 persons. Compared to 
2006, this loss was 15,000 persons lower due to the increasing number of immigrants 
(most often returning Poles). The mean population density is 122 persons per km², with 
about 1,095 persons per km² in urban areas and 51 persons per km² in rural areas. The 
declining share of urban population constitutes currently slightly over 61% (CSO, 2007a). 
 
6.1.2 Climate  
The mean total annual precipitation in Poland is 600 mm, ranging from 500-550 mm in the 
lowland to about 1,100 mm in the mountainous regions (MOE, 2005b, p. 6). Climate 
change causes an increasing frequency of disasters. Droughts and floods are expected to 
occur more frequently and vastly (MOE, 2005b, p. 17). 
 

6.1.3 River systems 
Poland, in comparison to other European countries, has little water resources and variable 
discharges. The country generally is affected by floods and hydrological droughts due to 
groundwater scarcity (MOE, 2005b, p. 17). The mean annual discharge in Poland is about 
63 x 10³ m³, ranging from 37.5 to 90 x 10³ m³ (1951 – 2000) (MOE, 2005b, p. 6). The main 
drainage basin of the Polish river system is the Baltic Sea (99.7% of the country’s surface). 
The largest river basins (see: Map 6-1) are formed by the Vistula covering 54% of the 
country’s surface and the Oder covering 33.9% of the country’s surface (MOE, 2005a). 
According to SŁOTA (1997) a very heterogeneous spatial distribution of water resources 
and the demand on water resources can be observed in Poland. Many regions are affected 
by water scarcity, whereas other regions have abundant water resources available. 
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Map 6-1 Main rivers with basin districts and voivodeship borders (NWMB, 2009) 
 
6.1.4 Transition to market economy 
The transition of Poland since 1990 began under exceptionally difficult macroeconomic 
conditions. The key problems were hyperinflation and high rate of hidden unemployment, 
black market foreign exchange, and an obsolete state of enterprise sector. In order to tackle 
these serious problems, policy makers liberalised prices, made the Polish zloty convertible, 
fixed the exchange rate, lowered import barriers, and started privatisation.39 
 

6.1.5 State structure 
According to the Constitution, the legislative power of the Republic of Poland is exercised 
by the lower house of the Parliament (Sejm) and the upper house of the Parliament 
(Senate). The Sejm exercises control over the Council of Ministers. The Deputies of the 
Sejm and Senators are elected by the people for four-year terms. From the members of the 
Sejm, a Marshal is elected that presides over the debates of the parliament. In instances 
specified in the Constitution, the Sejm and the Senate sitting in joint sessions shall act as 
the National Assembly (Fig. 6-1). The Sejm is vested with the right to order a nationwide 
referendum in respect to matters of particular importance for the State (NAOP, 1997). 

                                                 
39 Poland, Country Brief, Economy, October 2008, The World Bank, retrieved 4 February 2009, 
<www.worldbank.org.pl/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/ECAEXT/ 
POLANDEXTN/0,,contentMDK:20630617~menuPK:304802~pagePK:141137~piPK:141127~theSitePK:30
4795,00.html#econ>. 
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According to the Constitution, deputies, the Senate, the President of the Republic, the 
Council of Ministers, and citizens have the right to introduce a bill. When a bill is passed 
to the Sejm, it is submitted to the Senate. After agreement, the bill is submitted by the Sejm 
to the President of the Republic for signature. In order to promulgate the law, it is 
published in the Journal of Law (Dziennik Ustaw). The President is the supreme 
representative of the Republic of Poland. He is elected by the people for five-year terms 
and may be re-elected for another term. The President exercises his constitutional and 
statutory authority issuing Official Acts that require the signature of the Prime Minister 
(NAOP, 1997). 

 

 
Fig. 6-1 State structure of the Republic of Poland according the Constitution from 1997 (NAOP, 1997) 
 
The Council of Ministers performs the tasks of managing the government administration 
and conducting State foreign policy and internal affairs not assigned to local government 
and other State organs. The Prime Minister manages the work of the Council composed of 
himself and the ministers. The Voivode is a representative of the Council of Ministers in 
the province (voivodeship). The Prime Minister is nominated and proposed by the 
President of the Republic, and elected by the Sejm after agreement (NAOP, 1997).  

Pursuant to the Constitution, the courts and tribunals, pronouncing judgment in the 
name of the Republic of Poland, shall constitute a separate power and shall be independent 
from other branches of power. Control over the performance of public administration is 
exercised mainly by the Supreme Administrative Court. The President of the court is 
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appointed by the State President for six-year terms. The Supreme Chamber of Control, in 
subordination to the Sejm, is the chief organ of State audit. It audits the activity of the 
organs of government administration, the National Bank of Poland, State legal persons and 
other State organisational units regarding the legality, economic prudence, efficacy and 
diligence. It may also audit the organs of local government, communal legal persons and 
other communal organisational units in terms of legality, economic prudence and diligence 
(NAOP, 1997). 
 

6.1.6 Organisational structure of the State administration 
There is no unified law specifying the governmental administration as a whole. Also there 
is no legal act defining public administration organs. The modern Polish State 
administration system is made up by bodies, offices or authorities, and other entities 
carrying out public administration for ministers and subordinated units. Central State 
administration bodies (centralny organ administracji państwowej) are subordinated to 
chief bodies of State administration (naczelny organ administracji państwowej) such as the 
Prime Minister, the Cabinet or the responsible ministry. Often, the service for such central 
State administration bodies is provided by non-unified State administration bodies (organy 
rządowej administracji niezespolonej). In contrast to unified State administration bodies 
(organy rządowej administracji zespolonej), they are not subordinated to the voivodes, but 
directly to the central State administration body. Such bodies are necessary if they carry 
out tasks across the borders of a single province (voivodeship).40 
 

6.1.7 Organisational structure of local self-administration 
The local self-government shall perform public tasks that are not assigned to other public 
authorities. The basic level unit of local government is the commune (Tab. 6-1.) The units 
of local government shall possess a legal person of status having ownership rights and 
other property rights (NAOP, 1997). The fields of activity and responsibilities of the 
provincial, district, and commune level local self-governments are regulated by the Laws 
of voivodeship, poviat, and commune self-governments (SEJM, 1990a; 1998a; 1998b).  

The voivodeship self-government has to carry out public tasks in the province, tasks 
which are not executed by central administration organs. The self-government 
administration in the province is unified by a single authority under one superior. The 
activities and tasks do not violate the independence of districts and communes. The 
voivodeship self-government bodies are the voivodeship parliament (statutory and 
controlling body) and the voivodeship management board (executive body). The term of 
the voivodeship parliament is four years after the elections by the inhabitants of the 

                                                 
40 Struktura administracji (Administrative structure), Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrów (The Chancellery 
of the Prime Minister), retrieved 12 July 2009, <www.kprm.gov.pl/s.php?id=1316>. 
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voivodeship. The voivodeship parliament elects the voivodeship management board, as 
well as the Marshal being the head of the management board (SEJM, 1998b).  
 
Tab. 6-1 State and local administration bodies 

Level Local self-administration State administration 
Central  Ministers Council 

Province 
 

Voivodeship Parliament, 
Voivodeship Management Board 

Voivodeship 
administration 

Non-unified 
government agencies 

District 
 

Poviat Council, Poviat 
Management Board   

Commune 
 

Commune Council, Commune 
Management Board   

 
The poviat self-government has to carry out public tasks in the district that are not 
executed by central administration organs. The self-government administration in the 
district is unified by a single authority under one superior. The activities and tasks do not 
violate the independence of communes. The district level self-government bodies are the 
poviat council (statutory and controlling body) and the poviat management board 
(executive body). The term of the poviat council is four years after the elections by the 
inhabitants of the district. The poviat council elects the poviat management board, as well 
as the county chief (starosta) being the head of the management board. In towns with 
poviat status (towns with more than 100,000 inhabitants in 1998 or voivodeship capitals) 
there are communes carrying out poviat tasks by the town council and the management 
board of the town (SEJM, 1998a). 

The commune self-government has to perform public tasks in the commune that are 
not executed by central administration organs. The self-government bodies carrying out the 
administration of the commune are the commune council (statutory and controlling body) 
and substituted by the village head (wójt), mayor of a town, or the president of a town 
(executive body). The commune council in the urban area is called town council. The term 
of office of the council is four years after the elections by the inhabitants of the commune. 
The village heads, mayors, and presidents of a town fulfil their tasks with the support of 
the commune or city administration (SEJM, 1990a).  
 

6.1.8 Development support by the EU 
The cohesion policy is the major source of investment from the EU budget directly 
contributing to the EU growth and jobs agenda, or the so-called ‘Lisbon Strategy’. It aims 
at furthering economic and social cohesion and reducing gaps between development levels 
in the various regions. Poland, as a Member State with a gross national income less than 
90% of the Community average, will receive budgets for investment programmes in the 
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fields of environment and trans-European transport networks from the Cohesion Fund. 
Among the priority fields of the Lisbon Strategy as assigned in 2005 is the environmental 
protection and risk prevention. The strengthening of institutions and institutional capacities 
is an important element in less developed regions and the poorest Member States like 
Poland. The new generation of cohesion policy strategies and programmes for the period 
2007-2013 has an available resources amounting to € 308.041 billion (in 2004 prices). 
Poland, with extensive investment needs in basic national, regional and local infrastructure, 
has been the largest beneficiary of cohesion policy for this period (approx. € 67.3 billion). 
Main development objectives in Poland are to improve the administrative capacity of the 
public administration and strengthen civil society. Key features will be promoting good 
governance, reducing bureaucracy and placing emphasis on high quality public services. 
Another main objective is the development and modernisation of technical and social 
infrastructure for growth in Poland’s competitiveness providing, amongst others, a clean 
environment. The largest programme is the national Operational Programme for 
Infrastructure and Environment which will include investments of almost € 28 billion from 
the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and Cohesion Fund (EUROPEAN 

COMMISSION, 2007a).  
The programme "Infrastructure and Environment" (2007-2013) is an operational 

programme for community assistance for Poland within the framework of the 
"Convergence" objective. It is co-funded by the Cohesion Fund and the ERDF. The total 
budget of the programme is € 37.56 billion. It is the largest operational programme in the 
European Union. In relation to IWRM in Poland are the programmes priorities 1 and 3, 
financed by the Cohesion Fund. The main goal of priority 3 is to provide an appropriate 
amount of water resources for the population and the country’s economy as well as to 
minimise the negative effects of natural disasters and serious accidents. The programme 
aims to renovate and modernise water management systems. It is funded with about 655 
million euro (EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2007b). 

6.2 International Level Policy 
In Poland as well as in all EU Member States the Water Framework Directive (WFD) is 
the most important document governing the principles of water resource management 
(PUSŁOWSKA et al., 2002, p. 1). According to Article 189 of the Treaty on European 
Union41 (Maastricht Treaty) a “directive shall be binding, as to the result to be achieved, 
upon each Member State to which it is addressed, but shall leave to the national authorities 
the choice of form and methods”. Thus, each EU Member State enforces the Water Frame 
Directive in its individual way. The primary goal of planning pursuant to the WFD is the 
elaboration of water management plans in the river basins to reach a ‘good status’ of water 

                                                 
41 As published in Official Journal C 191 on 29 July 1992. 
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resources in the Member States until 2015. This planning process (see: Fig. 6-2) integrates 
all kinds of water bodies (KINDLER et al., 2005).  
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Fig. 6-2 Water resources planning process according to the EU WFD (NWMB, 2007) 
 
By Article 3 of the EU WFD (EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2000), the coordination of 
administrative arrangements within river basin districts is stipulated. Therefore, the EU 
Member States shall identify river basins within their national territory and assign them to 
individual river basin districts. Small river basins may be combined with larger river basins 
or joined with neighbouring small basins. Groundwater aquifers and coastal waters shall be 
identified and assigned to the nearest or most appropriate river basin district. The Member 
States shall ensure the appropriate administrative arrangements, including the identification 
of the appropriate competent authority within each river basin district.  

International river basin districts shall be the planning units for river basins covering 
the territory of more than one Member State. Each Member State shall ensure the 
appropriate administrative arrangements, including the identification of the appropriate 
competent authority for the portion of any international river basin district lying within its 
territory. Member States may identify an existing national or international body as a 
competent authority for the purposes of this Directive. 

River basin management plans are stipulated by Article 13 of EU WFD (EUROPEAN 

COMMISSION, 2000). Accordingly, Member States shall ensure that a river basin 
management plan is produced for each river basin district lying entirely within their 
territory. In the case of an international river basin district falling entirely within the 
Community, Member States shall ensure coordination with the aim of producing a single 
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international river basin management plan. But at least the Member States shall produce 
river basin management plans covering those parts of the international river basin district 
falling within their territory. 

In the case of an international river basin district extending beyond the boundaries of 
the Community, Member States shall endeavour to produce a single river basin 
management plan, and, where this is not possible, the plan shall at least cover the portion 
of the international river basin district lying within the territory of the Member State 
concerned. River basin management plans may be supplemented by the production of more 
detailed programmes and management plans for sub-basin, sector, issue, or water type, to 
deal with particular aspects of water management. River basin management plans shall be 
published at latest nine years after the date of entry into force of this Directive. They shall 
be reviewed and updated, at the latest, 15 years after the date of entry into force of the 
WFD and following every six years (EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2000). 

6.3 International Level Actors 
6.3.1 The European Commission 
Pursuant to the Treaty on European Union from 1992, the key legislative, executive, 
judiciary powers are shared among the Council and the European Parliament, the European 
Commission, and the Court of Justice of the European Union (Fig. 6-3). The European 
Commission performs executive and supervisory functions, and proposes policies which 
are established by the Council of the European Union and the European Parliament. The 
European Commission is independent from the Member States and may initiate 
infringement procedures against Member States.  

Pursuant to Article 12 of the EU WFD the European Commission supports Member 
States on issues that cannot be dealt with at the national level. Based on proposals 
submitted by the European Commission the European Parliament and the European 
Council adopt measures against water pollution (Art. 16). According to Article 18 of the 
EU WFD the European Commission has to prepare reports and submit them to the 
European Parliament and the European Council. The European Commission is constituted 
by 20 Commissioners (at least one from each Member State). Answerable for integrated 
water resources management policy of the EU is the Commissioner for Environment. He 
performs his tasks with the support of the Directorate General Environment (DG 
Environment). 
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Fig. 6-3 The European Commission and Its Sub-Units as Embedded in the Organisational Structure of the 
European Union According to the Treaty on European Union from 199242 
 

6.3.2 The Central and Eastern Europe Branch of the Global Water 
Partnership 

In November 1998 the Central and Eastern Europe Branch of the GWP (CEE GWP) was 
established in Warsaw. The regional partnership comprises 12 former Eastern Bloc 
countries under transition (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Ukraine, and Moldavia). Ten countries of the CEE 
GWP are EU Member States since 2007. The CEE GWP supports the particular countries 
with the implementation of the EU WFD. In general it promotes the adoption of IWRM 
principles in the region. During the last years the CEE GWP established task forces that 
focused on public participation, decentralised sanitation options for rural areas, and on 
flash flood issues.43 

6.4 National Level Policy 
6.4.1 The Water Law 
The current Water Law was issued in 2001. Among subsequent changes, the Act of 
amending the Water Law from 2005 is of particular importance. The national water 
resources management is to be realised within river basins and water regions (SEJM, 2001; 
KINDLER et al., 2005; MOE, 2005a, p. 4).  

The Law regulates sustainable water resources protection and development, water 
use, and water resources management. According to the Law, water management covers 
groundwater and surface water resources considering their quantity and quality. The 
common interests should be regarded on cooperation between the public administrations, 
water users, and representatives of local society in order to maximise the welfare. The 
water management has to consider the public interests, prevention of water and land 
resources degradation. 
                                                 
42 The European Commission for Environment, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<http://ec.europa.eu/environment/index_en.htm>. 
43 CEE GWP, retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.gwpceeforum.org>. 
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Fig. 6-4 Organisational structure of water management in Poland according to the Water Law (SEJM, 2001) 
 
Water resources management is defined as the task to safeguard the demands by society, 
economy, water protection and environmental protection. The instruments to be used for 
fulfilling the tasks are water management planning, water permissions, fees and charges of 
water management, water cadastre and the controlling of water management. According to 
the Water Law, the Minister of Environment, the Chairman of the National Water 
Management Board, the directors of Regional Water Management Boards, the 
Voivodeship governors, and the heads of local self-governments are answerable bodies for 
water management (Fig. 6-4). Water is owned by the State Treasury, other legal persons 
and physical persons. Water that is part of the State Treasury or owned by local 
government entities is public water. Water in possession of the State Treasury is 
groundwater, flowing surface water and sea water of the Polish territory. The enforcement 
of ownership rights to water belonging to the State Treasury is distributed to different 
bodies (see Tab. 6-2 and Map 6-2).  
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Tab. 6-2 Ownership rights on public water of the State Treasury property 
Administration body Public waters of the State Treasury property 

Ministry of Infrastructure Water of territorial sea, costal water bodies 

Chairman of NWMB 
 
 
 

Groundwater, mountain streams and sources 
Natural streams when discharge exceeds 2 m³/s at outlet 
Lakes, reservoirs flown through by natural streams named above 
Water bodies in border areas and inland waterways 

National Park directors 
 

Water within the National Parks without Water bodies in border 
areas and inland waterways 

Voivodeship marshals 
 

Water used for agriculture 
Water not managed by other bodies 

 

 
Map 6-2 Allocation of State Treasury property in the Lower Oder region (RWMB Szczecin, 2008) 
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6.4.2 The National Water Management Strategy 
Three main national development goals for water resources are formulated in the Water 
Management Strategy approved by the Ministry’s Council on 13 September 2005. These 
goals are defined as sustainable water resource use, a good water quality as well as flood 
and drought protection (MOE, 2005b, pp. 32-34). The achievement of the three goals of the 
National Strategy shall be supported by horizontal instruments in the fields of legislation, 
organisation and education. The most important goals are presented in Box 6-1. 
 
Box 6-1 Goals of the Polish Water Management Strategy (MOE, 2005b, pp. 32-34) 

• Development and realisation of new legal and economic instruments for full cost, 
refunding of water services and beginning of solutions to secure a stable financing of 
water management and technical infrastructure 

• Improvement of the water management organisation by the establishment of NWMB and 
staff training 

• Establishment of a coherent and stable legal and economic system for refunding of water 
service costs 

• Development of ecological education including promotion of rational water use (water 
saving) and implementation of good agriculture practices 

• Realisation of research programs to support sustainable water resources use and 
sustainable water resources management 

• Development of information and data survey mechanisms applied to the need of rational 
utilisation and use of water using latest monitoring systems 

• Safeguarding the right for information and support of participation of society in decision-
making process  

6.5 National Level Actors 
The focus of attention is placed on the Ministry of Environment as the central authority for 
water management and water resources management in Poland. Minor roles, nevertheless 
important roles, are played by the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development. The Marine Authorities and Inland Waterway 
Authorities are subordinated to the Minister of Infrastructure. The Minister of Agriculture 
and Rural Development supervises the Provincial Reclamation and Water Infrastructure 
Management Boards (see: KINDLER et al., 2005; BERNACIAK and SPYCHAŁA, 2008a). 
 

6.5.1 The Ministry of Environment 
The highest execution body of water resources management in Poland is the Minister of 
Environment. All tasks connected with EU WFD implementation are coordinated and 
controlled by the Minister of Environment and performed in cooperation with State and 
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local government administration bodies (see: KINDLER et al., 2005; BERNACIAK and 
SPYCHAŁA, 2008a).  
 

 
Fig. 6-5 Multi-level organisational structure of Ministry of Environment enforcement authority with special 
regard to water resources management44 
 
The Minister of Environment is assigned with the tasks to develop the State’s 
environmental and water policies, to propose parliamentary acts and legal regulations, as 
well as economic instruments promoting rational water use and water resources protection. 
He guides the inter-sectoral and inter-regional coordination of water resources 
management (Fig. 6-5). The responsibilities comprise solution finding for conflict 
situations arising from the water permits and licences issued by marshals and county 
chiefs. The Minister shall issue regulations needed for enforcement and implementation of 
parliamentary acts. Further he has to establish and supervise all subordinated units in 
accordance with the Water Law (GWP, 2007, p. 49). 
 

                                                 
44 Struktura organizacyjna i kompetencje (Organisational structure and competences), Biuletyn Informacji 
Publicznej Ministra Środowiska (Public Information Bulletin of the Ministry of Environment), 1997-2009, 
retrieved 3 February 2009, <http://ww.mos.gov.pl/bip/index.php?idkat=2>. 
 



Chapter 6: Water Resources Management in Poland 109 

6.5.2 The National Water Management Board 
According to Article 89 of the Water Law, the Chairman of the National Water 
Management Board (NWMB) is the central administration body for water resources 
management. He is elected and dismissed by the Prime Minister on suggestion of the 
Minister of Environment. The latter has to supervise the work of the Chairman of the 
NWMB (SEJM, 2001; 2005). The Chairman realises his tasks (see: Box 6-2) with the 
support of the National Water Management Board (Fig. 6-6). The NWMB Chairman, 
amongst others, works out river basin plans, national flood protection plans and the 
national water-environmental program. He shall coordinate the work of subordinated 
Regional Water Management Boards (GWP, 2007). 
 
Box 6-2 Tasks of the NWMB Chairman (Art. 90 Water Law) 

• To prepare the National Water-Environmental Program 
• To prepare River Basin Management Planning schemes 
• To prepare National Flood Protection Plan projects and National Drought Action Plan 

schemes (both considering river basins) 
• To come to agreements about schemes on terms of use of water bodies in the water 

regions (terms of water use) 
• To manage the national water cadastre considering river basins 
• To supervise the directors of RWMBs (controlling their actions, promulgating activity 

plans, etc.) 
• To supervise IMGW and PGI fulfilling their tasks according to the Water Law 
• To represent the national reserves in relation to water resource properties 
• To program, to plan, to supervise the realisation of tasks in frame of water maintenance 

or water infrastructure, and investments in water management 
• To come to agreements on priority projects listed by National Fund on Environmental 

Protection and Water Management 
 
Each year the Chairman of the National Water Management Board has to inform the 
Minster of Environment about his work. He also has to inform the Minister about 
conclusions of importance for the national policy development concerning water resources 
management. The political influence on the work of the National Water Management 
Board was pointed out by experts interviewed at the NWMB (PL2, PL4): 
 

The work of the National Water Management Board is supervised by the Minister of 
Environment. But at the ministry there is a lack of clear methods to conduct the 
control of the National Water Management Board. The legal basis for that purpose is 
loose and unclear. It is not described in the Water Law or lower legal acts how such a 
control has to be constituted and conducted. Of course there is a certain influence of 
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politics. The kind of task execution depends on the politics that are represented by 
the Chairman of the NWMB. When after elections there is a new Prime Minister and 
a new Minister of Environment who do not agree with the personality of the 
Chairman, he will be dismissed and substituted by a new one. We have a new 
chairman that was elected by Donald Tusk in February 2008. With the change of the 
minister or chairman, plans are partly abolished. There should be no political 
influence, but the chairman is a very political person. In the daily work the political 
influence is less. The only thing is the ministerial control of the chairman. A good 
relation to the Minister of Environment is important for the chairman. 
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Fig. 6-6 Organisational Structure of the National Water Management Board45 
 
According to information gained from an interview at the National Water Management 
Board (PL2), the management board not only administers itself, but also the Regional 
Water Management Boards, parts of the Polish Geological Institute as well as parts of the 
Institute for Meteorology and Water Management. The budget is limited and stipulated 
each year by the Budget Act.  

                                                 
45 Krajowy Zarząd Gospodarki Wodnej (National Water Management Board), Struktura organizacyjna 
(Organisational structure), 2007-2009, retrieved 2 April 2009, 
<http://www.kzgw.gov.pl/assets/images/Schemat_organizacyjny_KZGW.gif>. 
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The labour turnover in the Department of Planning and Water Resources was described as 
high by its Director (PL4), however he explained that it was not affecting the quality of the 
work. The working atmosphere was described as good. At the moment, 20 employees are 
engaged in the Department. About two or three persons in the Department have already 
been with them for about 20 years, and four persons have been with them for about four 
years. Other employees have worked in the Deparment for half a year. The Director 
himself has been employed since 2000 in the Department [before 2007 the Department was 
part of the Department for Water Resources Management in the Ministry of Environment; 
author’s note].  

 

6.5.3 The National Water Management Council 
The National Water Management Council (NWMC) is an advisory body of the Chairman 
of the National Water Management Board. It was established pursuant to Article 96 of the 
Water Law Act. The Council advises the Chairman in the field of water management, flood 
protection and drought effect protection, and therefore it presents ideas on how to improve 
the water quality and the national flood protection. It gives opinions regarding the national 
water-environmental program and planning programs, investment programs, and 
legislature programs. Its 30 members are elected from stakeholders (local administration, 
education, sciences, business, social groups, ecological groups), and hold office for four 
years. The final election is done by the Minister of Environment upon the proposal of the 
Chairman of the NWMB (SEJM, 2001; 2005). A member of the National Water 
Management Council (PL1) commented the work of the council critically: 
 

The National Water Management Council does not operate well. Sometimes we feel 
that the rules are not good. The council meets every two months. It answers the 
questions raised by the Chairman of the National Water Management Board. But that 
happens rather seldom. Hence, the council’s work is based on self-esteem. We write 
letters on actual topics and problems and send them to the Chairman. That is most 
often the case. 

 

6.5.4 The Polish Committee of the Global Water Partnership 
The national GWP branch in Poland was established in February 2001. In order to promote 
IWRM in Poland the Committee organises workshops and seminars, bringing together the 
bulk of actors and stakeholders. It participates in international events (e.g. World Water 
Forum), gives technical advice to the Government, and supports scientific research on 
water resources management. The Polish Committee of the GWP is a member of the CEE 
GWP.46 A member of the GWP gave insight during an interview (PL1):  
 

                                                 
46 Polish Committee of the GWP, retrieved 2 April 2009, <www.gwppl.org>. 
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The Polish Committee of the GWP is understood as a non-governmental 
organisation. Every three years the Committee elects a new chairman. From 2002 to 
March 2008 I was the Chairman. Formerly I was engaged at the World Bank project 
and involved in the project developing river basin organisations in Poland at the 
beginning of the 1990s. The new chairman of the Committee is Professor Okruszko. 
He was my first PhD student, and is since then a good friend of mine. The GWP has 
a certain influence on government decisions in Poland. Currently we are involved in 
the development of the new National Water Management Strategy to 2030. 

6.6 River Basin Level Actors 
6.6.1 The Regional Water Management Boards 
The Regional Water Management Boards possess most important planning authorisation 
and perform the largest amount of tasks regarding water resources management. They are 
aligned with water regions (Tab. 6-3 and Map 6-3). The RWMBs are subordinated to the 
NWMB. Compared to entities of the local self-governments they are characterised by a 
well developed internal organisational structure (KINDLER et al., 2005; BERNACIAK and 
SPYCHAŁA, 2008a).  
 
Tab. 6-3 Regional Water Management Boards in Poland47 
Regional Water Management Board Area of jurisdiction 

RWMB Gliwice water region of the Little Vistula, water region of the 
Upper Oder, water region of Czadeczka 

RWMB Cracow water region of the Upper Vistula, water region of Czarna 
Orawa, water region of Dniestr 

RWMB Warsaw 
water region of the Central Vistula, water region of Jarft, 
water region of Niemen, water region of Łyna and 
Węgorapa, water region of Świeża 

RWMB Gdańsk water region of the Lower Vistula 

RWMB Wrocław 

water region of the Central Oder, water region of Morawa, 
water region of Izera, water region of Łaba and 
Ostrożnica (Upa), water region of Metuje, water region of 
Orlica 

RWMB Szczecin water region of the Lower Oder and Przymorze 
Zachodnie, water region of Ücker 

RWMB Poznań water region of Warta 

 
Pursuant to Article 92 of the Water Law Act, the directors of RWMBs are non-unified 
State administration bodies competent for water management issues in the water regions. 
They are appointed by the Minister of Environment upon the proposal of the Chairman of 
NWMB based on the opinion of the NWMC. The directors of RWMBs report annually to 
the Chairman of the National Water Management Board (SEJM, 2001; 2005).  

                                                 
47 “Regional Water Management Boards”, NWMB, retrieved 6 May 2008, <www.kzgw.gov.pl/667.html/>. 
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Map 6-3 River basin districts and the Regional Water Management Boards (NWMB, 2009) 

 
Legal acts, before issued by the directors of RWMBs, have to be agreed upon by the 
corresponding voivodes. The directors may issue local laws, orders, and decisions. The 
directors perform their tasks with the Regional Water Management Boards. In Fig. 6-7 the 
organisational structure of the Regional Water Management Board Warsaw is presented. 
All the tasks of the directors of RWMBs are shown in Box 6-3. In order to support the 
Chairman of the NWMB in the implementation of the EU WFD, the directors of RWMBs 
have to identify important anthropogenic influences and evaluate its impact on surface 
water and groundwater quality in the water regions, as well as prepare registers of 
protected areas.  

Pursuant to the Water Law (Art. 58), the directors of RWMBs shall issue local laws 
in order to establish water and reservoir protection areas. Implementing the EU Nitrates 
Directive48 the directors shall prepare orders determining surface and groundwater sources 
sensitive to nitrogen compound pollution by agriculture, and also areas that are exposed to 
high nitrogen compound outflow from agricultural sources. Moreover, the directors shall 
prepare Orders determining programs of activities to limit nitrogen compound outflow 
from agricultural sources according the Law on Environmental Protection. Pursuant to 
Article 92 of the Water Law the directors of RWMBs shall provide opinions on communal, 
district and province waste management plan projects regarding water protection issues 
(SEJM, 2001).  
                                                 
48 Directive No. 91/676/EWG of 12 December 1991 aims to ensure that groundwater nitrate concentrations 
do not exceed 50 mg/l. 
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Fig. 6-7 Organisational structure of the Regional Water Management Board Warsaw pursuant to Regulation 
No. 35 of the Minister of Environment of 11 July 2007 granting the statute to the RWMB Warsaw49 
 
Box 6-3 Tasks of the RWMB directors (Art. 92 Water Law) 

• To prepare the identification of important anthropogenic influences and to evaluate 
their influence on surface water and groundwater quality in the water region 

• To prepare and to operate a register of protected areas 
• To prepare economic analyses related to the use of water bodies in the water region 
• To prepare the terms of use of water bodies in the water region (terms of water use) 
• To prepare studies on flood protection in the water region 
• To prepare projects on flood protection plans of the water region 
• To coordinate activities related to flood protection and drought prevention in the water 

region 
• To prepare the water cadastre for the water region 
• To occur as legal party in legal proceedings as based on the Water Law dealing with 

topics concerning the water region 
• To conduct control over water management 
• To plan steps related to restoration of degraded ecosystem due to water resources 

exploitation 
• To come to an agreement concerning the measures of water management in the water 

region with regard to the list of priority projects by the Voivodeship Environmental 
Protection and Water Management Fund 

• To provide an opinion on commune, district and voivodeship waste management 
concerning water resources protection 

• To provide an opinion referring to direct threat and deterioration of water bodies 

                                                 
49 Dziennik Urzędowy Ministra Środowiska i Głównego Inspektora Ochrony Środowiska z 3 grudnia 2007 
Nr. 3 poz. 63 (Official Journal of the Minister of Environment and the Main Inspector of Environmental 
Protection, 3 December 2007, No. 3, position 63). 
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The economic analyses on water exploitation and use worked out by each RWMB shall 
develop regulations based on e.g. the polluter pays principle. The directors also prepare the 
terms of water use in the water regions and in certain cases in the sub-basins. The terms are 
based on Article 115 of the Water Law and are a management tool to limit the use of water 
bodies. The uses comprise the exploitation of surface water and groundwater, wastewater 
disposal into water bodies or into soils, the disposal of pollutants to water bodies, soils, 
canalisation, and the construction of new water infrastructure. The directors of RWMBs 
approve the terms of water use as local laws. They shall not be violated by permissions for 
water use and sewage disposal. The terms of water use are not prescribed by the EU WFD 
however they comply with the precautionary principle of the EU WFD (see: EUROPEAN 

COMMISSION, 2000), and are an important planning tool for water resources management 
in Poland. According to Article 120 of the Water Law they shall be agreed upon by the 
Chairman of the NWMB based on the River Basin Plan (SEJM, 2001).  

The directors of RWMBs also work out the flood protection plans for the water 
regions. The flood protection plans shall take into consideration both the National Flood 
Protection Plan and National Drought Action Plan. They shall also acknowledge the flood 
protection study carried out by the directors of the RWMBs, which is to be reviewed by 
local self-government bodies (KINDLER et al., 2005). The Water Law (Art. 118) stipulates 
that the development of the flood protection plan for the water regions has to take into 
consideration the provincial and communal land management and development planning. 
According the Water Law (Art. 83) the directors may issue local laws in order to prohibit 
investment projects in areas of flood risks considering water protection (SEJM, 2001).  

For the elaboration of water resources planning the Regional Water Management 
Boards have to cooperate and coordinate with local self-administration units. The main 
task is the coordination of water resources management plans with regional and local land 
management and development plans, environmental protection programs and waste 
management plans. Other important fields of coordination regard the permissions for water 
exploitation and use, and for wastewater discharge issued by local self-government 
authorities. The area of jurisdiction of the RWMB Warsaw is the largest among all 
RWMBs in Poland covering an area of 111,470 km², comprising 11 voivodeships 
(Mazovia and Podlasie are covered totally), 139 districts (including 16 urban districts) and 
906 communes (see: Map 6-4). An expert at the RWMB Warsaw (PL6) described the 
situation in an interview as follows: 
 

At the moment there are no big issues resulting from the division of tasks between 
self-governments and the RWMB. In my opinion we run a good and effective 
cooperation. There are no conflicts between RWMB, marshals, Provincial 
Reclamation and Water Infrastructure Management Boards. The size of the 
jurisdiction area is nearly one third of the country, larger than all the other areas 
managed by RWMBs. But it is proportional to the existing problems. We manage a 
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very rural area. There is not much navigation, or industry. The coordination and 
cooperation with the local self-governments is not easy, but we somehow manage to 
do it. 
 

 
Map 6-4 RWMB Warsaw and its area of jurisdiction (RWMB Warsaw, 2009) 

 
In an interview the Director of the Regional Water Management Board Szczecin (PL5) 
gave insight into the cooperation with local self-governments and other partners, and about 
his style of leadership: 
 

We do not force the communes, districts or provinces to forward us the spatial and 
environmental planning. But it is in the interests of the communes, districts and 
provinces to get them done as it is necessary to start infrastructure investments. The 
spatial and environmental planning has to be good. The cooperation with the 
Provincial Inspectorate for Environmental Protection, the Polish Geological Institute, 
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the Institute for Meteorology and Water Management, the voivodeship 
administration, and the marshals administration is very important. A good 
cooperation is based on the behaviour of the people. If a director is arrogant with the 
nose up high in the sky no-one likes to cooperate with him and fight together with 
him for funds at the Provincial Fund for Environmental Protection and Water 
Management for example, or to collect data for him. I want to have good contact 
with other people, and no conflicts. I am no member of any party, though many 
parties asked me to join. I am not interested in politics. If the governing party 
changes, of course, also the politics in water resources management change as the 
heads of administration are changing. And of course this has a bad influence on 
stable planning work. I am the only director of a RWMB that acts since the 
beginning of these management boards. In the other RWMBs the directors were 
already exchanged. The most important issue is the lack of funding. Our budget is 
defined by Ministry of Environment via the NWMB. The budget is calculated for 
every fiscal year. That is bad for stable work. There is too little money and too many 
good staff with a lot of experiences after two to three years become very interested in 
changing to private companies and earning two to three times more. That’s why at 
my management board a good working climate is very important. The renovation of 
our building improved the working climate. Now some people work even alone or in 
pairs in one room. I was fighting for that money for renovation at NWMB.  

 
In addition to the water resources management planning, the directors of Regional Water 
Management Boards administer properties owned by the State Treasury in the name of the 
Chairman of the National Water Management Board (Article 92 of the Water Law). This 
function comprises the administration of real-estates, grounds and water bodies, 
investments in the administered properties, as well as the management of water 
exploitation and use (e.g. fee collection). The Regional Water Management Boards are also 
responsible for water infrastructure maintenance and water exploitation (SEJM, 2001).  

BERNACIAK and SPYCHAŁA (2008a) argue that a lack of public funding does not 
allow an appropriate maintenance of the State Treasury property together with water 
resources management. The public expanses for water management cover only some 
percent of the real costs. This leads to a depreciation of water infrastructure, especially 
flood protection and retention facilities are affected. 
 

6.6.2 The Regional Water Management Councils 
The Regional Water Management Councils (RWMCs) are advisory bodies to the Directors 
of the Regional Water Management Boards. They are established according to Article 100 
of the Water Law Act. The councils advise the directors regarding the projects on terms of 
use of water bodies in the water region, flood protection plans for the water region, water 
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management plans for river basins, water exploitation projects, water management 
investment programs in the water region, communal, district, and provincial waste 
management plans. Each RWMC consists of 30 members. They are chosen from 
stakeholder groups comprising local administration, business organisations, agriculture, 
fishery, and social groups. The members are elected by the Chairman of the National 
Water Management Board on proposal of the directors of RWMBs for a four - years term 
(SEJM, 2001; 2005). 
 

6.6.3 Sub-basin management boards 
In the jurisdiction area of the RWMB Warsaw for example, five sub-basin management 
boards were established according to a regulation issued by the Minister of Environment 
(Map 6-5). In the RWMB Warsaw the sub-basin management boards fulfil tasks 
concerning land management planning and decisions on water permissions. They support 
the Director of the RWMB in his responsibilities based on Article 4a of the Water Law. 
Accordingly, in the field of water management concerning flood protection, his agreement 
is required. The agreement is based on: 
 

1. Study of considerations and directions of communal spatial development as well as 
the provincial development strategy considering the areas exposed to flood risk 

2. Study of local spatial development plan and voivodeship spatial development plan 
considering water protection areas, reservoir protection areas, and areas exposed to 
flood risk 

3. Decision on the establishment of investment location for a public goal pursuant to 
the Law on Spatial Development Planning, and also on terms of construction – for 
projects requiring water permit  

 
According to interviews held at the RWMB Szczecin the situation here is different from 
other management board jurisdictions (PL5, PL7): 

 
In the jurisdiction area of RWMB Szczecin inspectorates did never exist.50 The sub-
management boards were established here only theoretically. Sub-management 
boards in our area of jurisdiction only exist on paper. The cost-effect relation was not 
good. When you have to construct the buildings, buy the equipment, engage new 
staff, then it is just extremely costly. And it was evaluated that the effects would be 
too low.  

 

                                                 
50 The sub-management boards were developed from the former inspectorates. 
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Map 6-5 Sub-basin management boards (MB) subordinated to RWMB Warsaw (RWMB Warsaw, 2009) 

 
From the Director’s point of view the sub-management boards are not needed in the 
jurisdiction of the RWMB Szczecin (PL5): 
 

The area is too small for such units. We manage many very small rivers and coastal 
rivers. I cannot see the need for the establishment of sub-basin management boards 
in our jurisdiction area. There are many boarder contacts with Germany, with 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Brandenburg, and Saxony. Other water regions like the 
Warsaw region are much bigger. Also the sub-basin management boards administer 
the water permissions as issued by the voivodeship marshals and poviat county 
chiefs. 
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6.7 Local Level Actors 
6.7.1 Provincial level self-governments 
Pursuant to an amendment of the Water Law51 the voivodeship marshals from 1 January 
2008 took over the task water permission issuance from the voivodes. According to an 
expert from the Regional Water Management Board Warsaw (PL6) the change was made 
in order to unify land management planning and water permission issuance. Together with 
the new tasks, the specialised employees were transferred from the voivodeship 
administration under the Voivode to the marshals administration.  

The voivodeship marshals allocate ownership rights to water which belongs to the 
State Treasury property. This comprises smaller rivers and channels, including regulating 
water bodies for agriculture, flood protection dykes and facilities such as pumps or sluices 
(SEJM, 2001). Provincial Reclamation and Water Infrastructure Management Boards 
(PRWIMBs) are subordinated to the Voivodeship Management Boards. These 
management boards are supervised by the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
The PRWIMBs are concerned with planning, maintenance and performance of important 
investments on water essential for agriculture. They carry out State management tasks 
concerning water management for agriculture and for water anyway not administered by 
the Regional Water Management Boards, Maritime Authorities and National Parks. The 
Provincial Reclamation and Water Infrastructure Management Boards administrate State 
Treasury property. The property comprises basin reclamation infrastructure, flood 
protection dykes and hydro-technical infrastructure. They carry out tasks concerning rural 
sanitation and investment tasks on water management (BERNACIAK and SPYCHAŁA, 2008a, 
p. 18). The voivodeship self-government is also responsible for land use planning and 
elaborating environmental protection programs including water protection within 
administrative borders (KINDLER et al., 2005). 

The province level self-government shall develop spatial development plans, and 
work out development strategies and waste-management plans (Fig. 6-8). Based on the 
amendment of the Water Law adopted in 200552 spatial plans have to be coordinated with 
the corresponding directors of the RWMB in order to safeguard flood protection planning. 
Regarding water protection issues also the environmental protection programs and waste-
management plans have to be developed in coordination with the corresponding directors 
of the Regional Water Management Boards (see: KINDLER et al., 2005). 
 

                                                 
51 Act on amending some Laws in order to change the allocation of function and competences of local 
administration, code: Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 175, poz. 1462 of 29 July 2005. 
52 Act on amending the Water Law, code: Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 267, poz. 2255 of 16 December 2005. 
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Fig. 6-8 Multi-level system of water resources management in a water region; pursuant to the Water Law and 
later amendments (SEJM, 2001), to Acts on local self-governments53 
 

6.7.2 District level self-governments 
According to the Water Law the county chiefs issue on behalf of the central government 
water permissions that are not issued by the voivodeship marshals (SEJM, 2001). The 
district level self-government is also responsible for developing environmental protection 
programs and waste-management plans (Fig. 6-8). Regarding water protection issues the 
environmental protection programs and waste-management plans have to be developed in 
coordination with the corresponding directors of the Regional Water Management Boards 
(see: KINDLER et al., 2005). 
 

6.7.3 Commune level self-governments 
The administrating bodies at the commune level are responsible for water supply and 
sanitation and are also responsible for the development of waste management plans (Fig. 6-
8). They elaborate land management planning and development strategies. According to 
the Water Law, spatial planning and waste management plans have to be coordinated with 
the corresponding directors of the Regional Water Management Boards regarding flood 
protection and water protection, respectively (SEJM, 2001; see also: KINDLER et al., 2005).  
                                                 
53 Act on Commune Self-government, code: Dz.U. 1990 Nr. 16, poz. 95 of 8 March 1990; Act on Province 
Self-government, code: Dz.U. 1990 Nr. 91, poz. 576 of 5 June 1998; Act on District Self-government, code: 
Dz.U. 1998 Nr. 91, poz. 578 of 5 June 1998. 
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Tab. 6-4 Key issues of water governance according to the “Overview of significant problems of river basin 
management” (NWMB, 2008) 

Governance aspects Problems 
Social aspects 
 
 

• Arising conflicts of interest of water users 
• Insufficient ecological education and awareness in the 

society 

Economical and financial aspects 
 

• Inadequate fee system  
• No sufficient financing of water management 

Organisational aspects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Lack of cooperation between organisations in the field of 
water use permit issuance and the controlling of water 
management  

• Problems in the distribution of competences between 
organisations that hamper water resources management 

• Dispersed structure of water resources management 
• Missing communication and access to data concerning 

water management  
• Difficulties in data transfer 
• No coherent data bases in the different organisations 

Legal aspects 
 
 

• Incoherence and ambiguity of legislation 
• Lack of legal solutions promoting pro-ecological trends 

in land management 

6.8 Significant Issues of Water Resources Management in 
Poland 

In 2007 the National Water Management Board published the significant issues of water 
resources management according to Article 14 of EU WFD, which demands public 
information and consultation (EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2000). From the total set of 
significant issues of water resources management, key problems of water governance 
comprising social, economical and financial, organisational, and legal aspects are 
presented in Tab. 6-4. In an interview, the former chairman of the national GWP branch 
and member of the National Water Resources Council (PL1) summarised: 
 

The key problem in Polish water management is the relation between State 
administration and river basin administration. Poland has a governance problem 
between the river basin level and the administration level. Money does not flow to 
the river basins, but to the administrational units only. The EU is funding the 
voivodeships and the RWMBs do not have enough money and staff. 

6.9 Development Paths of Water Management in Poland 
The first legal act regulating the matter of water management in Poland was set up in 1922 
following the Galician Water Law from 1875 which was based on Austrian and Prussian 
Water Laws (SŁOTA, 1997, p. 57). The development under Communist government 
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between 1945 and 1989 was characterised by intensive industrial development without 
pollution control, and ineffective water management resulting in extensive degradation of 
water resources (MIKOSZ, 1996). The Water Law from 1962 (SEJM, 1962) provided the 
legal basis for the water cadastre (Article 135) and water use permits (misc. Articles). 
Pursuant to Article 23 of the Water Law from 1962 (SEJM, 1962) water resources planning 
was a basis for perspective planning of water management. The planning of water 
management, however, was treated secondary to the socio-economic planning that was 
steered by political interests on industrial and agriculture growth exploiting therefore the 
water resources (MIKOSZ, 1996; KINDLER et al., 2005). In 1964 the Regional Water 
Management Directorates (RWMDs) were established (Fig. 6-9). Their primary function 
was to construct, supervise and operate water infrastructure. Water in rivers and streams 
was managed by the provincial administration bodies. The voivodes also issued (until 
December 2007) water permits. The RWMDs were aligned with hydrographical borders 
and existed until 1999 (SŁOTA, 1997; CIEPIELOWSKI, 1999; GWP, 2007, p. 48).  

The new Water Law approved in 1974 contained the concept of minimum 
environmental flow (Article 25) as innovative approach (SEJM, 1974; see also: KINDLER et 
al., 2005). Nevertheless, during the 1970s fresh water deficits occurred which affected the 
development of the country. KINDLER et al. (2005) emphasises that the definition of 
regional water management development planning and water protection in the 1970s as a 
very meaningful moment in the development of water management planning in Poland. 
Accordingly the water management plans were to set up concerning hydrographical 
borders. The long term plan for 1990-2000 followed the approach to satisfy quantity and 
quality water user demands.  

After the 1980s, new structures were created, but Polish water management and 
environmental legislation was hardly enforced (MIKOSZ, 1996). Aside from that, the new 
system was largely decentralised and, according to MIKOSZ (1996), it was incapable of 
dealing with the growing water quality and water quantity issues. The voivodes were not 
able to conduct unified river basin planning as their jurisdictions were limited to 
administrative borders. Cooperation between the provinces was usually limited, and there 
was a lack of sufficient resources and experiences with central river basin management at 
the ministerial level. The Director of the Regional Water Management Board Szczecin 
(PL5) in an interview spoke about the problems in water management before the transition: 

 
During the Communist time water was just there for everyone and it had no value. It 
was only later that people understood the scarcity and value of water resource.  



Chapter 6: Water Resources Management in Poland 124 

Ministry of Environmental Protection established1972

1960 Central Water Management Authority established

1964
Regional Water Management Directorates (RWMDs) 
established: alligned on river basin borders

1962 New Water Law approved

1974
New Water Law approved

1977 Integration of water management development and 
water protection adopted as planning principle

1991
Regional Water Management Boards (RWMBs) 
established: alligned on river basin borders

National Water Management Board established

2001 New Water Law approved

2004 With accession to EU the WFD becomes binding

2007
Sub-Basin Management Boards established

RWMDs merged with RWMBs

Central Water Management Authority disposed

1973
Provincial Water Management and Reclamation Companies
(PWMRCs) established

PWMRCs reorganised to Provincial Agriculture Investment 
Companies (PAICs)

PAICs restructured to Provincial Reclamation and Water 
Infrastructure Management Boards (PRWIMBs)

1999

Ministry of Environmental Protection established1972

1960 Central Water Management Authority established

1964
Regional Water Management Directorates (RWMDs) 
established: alligned on river basin borders

1962 New Water Law approved

1974
New Water Law approved

1977 Integration of water management development and 
water protection adopted as planning principle

1991
Regional Water Management Boards (RWMBs) 
established: alligned on river basin borders

National Water Management Board established

2001 New Water Law approved

2004 With accession to EU the WFD becomes binding

2007
Sub-Basin Management Boards established

RWMDs merged with RWMBs

Central Water Management Authority disposed

1973
Provincial Water Management and Reclamation Companies
(PWMRCs) established

PWMRCs reorganised to Provincial Agriculture Investment 
Companies (PAICs)

PAICs restructured to Provincial Reclamation and Water 
Infrastructure Management Boards (PRWIMBs)

1999

 
Fig. 6-9 Development paths of water resources management in Poland from 1960 to 2007 
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Far-reaching amendments to the Water Law from 1974 were adopted in 1990, establishing 
the legal basis for river basin management (SEJM, 1990b). According to Article 2 of the 
amendment to the Water Law, 7 Regional Water Management Boards (RWMBs) that 
cover the river basins of Vistula and Oder were established in 1991 by the Minister for 
Environmental Protection, Natural Resources and Forestry. Prior to the new Water Law 
approved in 2001, the RWMBs did not have any operation authority. Law enforcement 
was performed solely by the State Inspectorate of Environmental Protection. In the area of 
water management this unit was subordinated to the Ministry of Environmental Protection, 
Natural Resources and Forestry which concentrated on wastewater treatment plants, 
environmental standards, and monitoring. 

In 1997 the terms of water use in the river basins were introduced as a new 
management instrument according to an amendment54 of the Water Law from 1974. Since 
then the terms of water use are to be prepared by the Regional Water Management Boards. 
They have been introduced as a planning tool to integrate water resources management 
with water exploitation and use, and spatial development planning within river basins 
(SŁOTA, 1997, pp. 63-64; CIEPIELOWSKI, 1999, p. 31). The new water management system 
is based on French regulations. The implementation was supported by the World Bank and 
French experts in response to ‘Agenda 21’ (MIKOSZ, 1996, pp. 238-240). According to 
KINDLER et al. (2005) the river basin management system as realised in Poland and 
corresponding to the EU WFD resulted from a continuous process of earlier national 
developments in Poland. The current situation was compared with former times by an 
expert from RWMB Szczecin (PL5) during an interview:  

 
The change towards the management system of water regions was a change for a 
better situation. The biggest problem now is the limited funding. Previously, 
problems revolved around upstream, downstream conflicts between voivodeships. 
Now there are conflicts between Poland and Germany.  
 

Experts at the National Water Management Board (PL2, PL3) and Regional Water 
Management Board Szczecin (PL5) depicted the development of the river basin 
management system in Poland in interviews as follows:  
 

It is known from French experiences, also from the developments in the UK that 
water resources management is an unsuitable sphere of action for a minister. In 
Poland we do not have a single unified body responsible for water resources 
management. What we have now are management boards (zarząd) that take over 
more and more functions, tasks, and powers from authorities (urząd). The water 
management in Poland is transforming. Since 1989 drafts on new water legislations 

                                                 
54 Act on amending the Water Law, code: Dz.U. 1997 Nr. 47, poz. 299 of 25 April 1997. 



Chapter 6: Water Resources Management in Poland 126 

went underway and at the beginning of 1990s, numerous reform projects had begun. 
During that time however, the Sejm was constantly disbanded after a short period of 
time and each particular new government threw away the reform plans of the 
previous government and began new reforms. In 1999 the Regional Water 
Management Directorates were merged with the Regional Water Management 
Boards. The Regional Water Management Directorates were aligned with hydro-
graphical borders. The areas of jurisdictions were the same as of the Regional Water 
Management Boards, but the tasks were different. The Regional Water Management 
Directorates focused more on water infrastructure management. The combination 
was based on budget. “Why should there be two organisations?”, that question came 
up, and finally the costs became decisive. 
 

The development of the National Water Management Board, its advantages and 
disadvantages were presented by interview partners that work at the National Water 
Management Board (PL2, PL3) and the Regional Water Management Board Szczecin 
(PL7):  
 

The first concepts for a National Water Management Board appeared in the mid 90s. 
The preparation for activities for a Bureau of Water Resources Management began in 
1999 and commenced in February 2000. The Bureau of Water Resources 
Management did not have decision-making power then and its tasks were to prepare 
the National Water Management Board, to control the RWMBs, and to support the 
provinces to prepare on EU WFD implementation. The Higher Chamber of Control 
criticised the lack of demarcation between the tasks of the Bureau of Water 
Resources Management and the Department of Water Resources Management. With 
the formation of the NWMB, the supervision of RWMBs had improved. The 
Minister contacted the directors of RWMBs once a year; now the Chairman of the 
NWMB contacts them once a month. The information exchange between basin level 
and central level is much better now. However, the Ministry does not have a good 
plan to steer the NWMB. The decisions from the ministry are random, and decisions 
and proposals are continuously being modified. There is no clear authority body 
steering the NWMB. The Minister, who was given the task to supervise the NWMB, 
hands over that task to third parties. In the result responsibilities are shared among 
different departments. This vague path of decision-making creates uncertainty within 
the NWMB. 
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According to an interview of an expert (PL1) the conservative government under the Prime 
Minister Jarosław Kaczyński planned to centralise the Provincial Reclamation and Water 
Infrastructure Management Boards and the RWMBs.55 
 

The plans met open criticism and were fought against by the voivodeship marshals. 
Of course there are advantages in decision-making under a central leadership, but 50 
years of experience on the centralised system in Poland is more than enough.  

 
In 2007 the sub-basin management boards were established according to the Water Law 
amendment from December 2005. The following information about these new 
organisations subordinated to the RWMBs is gained from interviews (PL2, PL6): 
 

The sub-basin management boards have been developed in order to decentralise the 
structure of the Regional Water Management Boards. They are the former 
inspectorates who changed their names and their tasks. When the Regional Water 
Management Directorates were unified with the Regional Water Management 
Boards, theirs functions became the tasks of inspectorates of Regional Water 
Management Boards. Unlike the inspectorates however, the new sub-basin 
management boards do not conduct line services alone (administration of rivers, 
canals, etc.) but area services too (catchment management). With this, their tasks 
gained in quantity and need increased funding as well as staffing and technical needs. 

 
In the development of Polish water management the establishment of the sub-basin 
management boards was the most recent change. Further developments shall be discussed 
below, based on a draft of the National Water Management Strategy 2030. 

6.10 Future Developments: Draft of the National Water 
Management Strategy 2030 

Under the leadership of the former chairman of the National Branch of GWP in Poland, the 
draft for the National Water Management Strategy 2030 has been developed (see: 
PROEKO CDM, 2008). Accordingly the latest reforms in the Polish water management 
system, which began in 1991, has not yet been completed. The result is a complex 
management system which employs many water administrations but their tasks and 
competences are not always clearly determined. The reforms of water management in 
Poland should aim at the achievement of integrated water resources management (IWRM) 
with its catchment area policy taking into consideration the standards set by the EU like 
functionality, security, and sustainability. It is necessary to reach at an agreement for the 
river basin approach and the fulfilment of tasks at the lowest appropriate level (subsidiary 
                                                 
55 In 2007 the Ministry of Environment drafted an act to establish the National Water Holding “Polish 
Waters” (Projekt ustawy o Państwowym Gospodarstwie Wodnym “Wody Polskie”). 
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principle). It would be necessary to divide the competences regarding water resources 
management from the maintenance of water and the administration of the State Treasury 
property. The maintenance of water and the administration of the State Treasury property 
should be integrated within a unified organisational structure. To achieve this goal the draft 
proposes two alternatives (see: PROEKO CDM, 2008, p. 59). 

Considering alternative I (‘local self-administration’) the tasks of State Treasury 
property administration, so far carried out by the RWMBs, would be transferred to the 
provincial local self-governments. The tasks would be attached to the duties of the 
Provincial Reclamation and Water Infrastructure Management Boards (PRWIMBs). In the 
future, according to alternative I, the provincial local governments would realise the tasks 
according to the river basin management plans and the terms of water use. 

Alternative II (‘State administration’) provides new entities under the NWMB acting 
on the water regions and managing the whole property of the State Treasury currently in 
the competence of RWMBs and PRWIMBs. The new entities would perform their duties 
taking into consideration the river basin management plans and the terms of water use. 

According to the draft for safeguarding effective river basin management, the role of 
directors of the RWMBs as representatives of the central government in the water region 
should be strengthened. Therefore, the full competences of water permission issuance 
should be transferred from the marshals and county chiefs to the NWMB and the RWMBs. 
After the RWMBs would release the function of water maintenance and State Treasury 
property management, they could focus on water resources management tasks, to agree on 
spatial plans and to control water permissions (PROEKO CDM, 2008, p. 61). Interview 
partners at the National Water Management Board and Regional Water Management 
Boards commented on the draft (PL3, PL6, and PL7): 
 

The implementation of the Strategy depends on the political commitment. It may end 
up in the waste paper basket, or may be implemented. But most probably it is going 
to be partly implemented. It is just a collection of ideas and there are no analyses 
whatsoever as to how the reforms are to be implemented in reality. There are no 
assessments on economical feasibility, no assessments on the ecological impacts, no 
assessments on the social acceptance or on the political conditions. 
 

Interview partners at Regional Water Management Boards (PL5, PL6, and PL7) agreed 
that RWMBs should be able to issue water permits, but with improved funding and staffing 
needs. An example of this would be the option to transfer all employees who currently 
issue the permits in the local self-administration units to the RWMBs. Theoretically, 
alternative II is seen as plausible if sufficient funding would be available. In reality 
however, it is considered as “rather an unrealistic alternative”. An expert said that 
“diversion between State Treasury management and water resources management would 
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be good and necessary”. The head of the authors’ team which elaborated the draft of the 
water management strategy outlined further reform demand during an interview (PL1): 
 

Poland recently has aroused a discussion about the need of an inter-ministerial 
council to bring together all the interests on water by different ministries. The 
National Water Management Board cannot, as we thought before, fulfil this task, 
because it is lower in the hierarchy than the ministries. The Convent of Voivodeship 
Marshals at provincial level could be a role model.  

6.11 Navigation versus Flood Protection: a Case Study of the 
Lower Oder 

This case study is based on interviews conducted in the RWMB Szczecin (PL7) and 
materials provided by staff of RWMB Szczecin. At the Lower Oder and its outlet into the 
Pomeranian Bay the seaports of Szczecin-Świnoujście are situated. Berlin is connected 
with the Lower Oder and Pomeranian Bay by the Oder-Havel canal. On the Lower Oder, 
navigation is very difficult particularly during the summer as the water levels are low, 
during winter the water is frozen, and during spring as floods occur. That is why the 
German side wants to upgrade the canal “Hohensaaten – Friedrichthal” (abbr. HFW), 
going along the western side of Lower Oder, to allow navigation throughout the whole 
year. According the Federal Planning for Traffic Infrastructure worked out in the 1990s, 
coasters shall navigate between the Baltic Sea and the German Oder port in Schwedt.  

Poland wants to upgrade the Lower Oder for flood protection. This includes the 
dredging of the river bed, so that during winter, ice-breakers can go to the Oder and so 
navigation would also be improved. These measures are part of the program “Oder 2006”56 
set up after the severe Oder flood in 1997. 

For the planned measures, Poland needs to be accepted from the German side 
because the Oder is a border river. Germany in turn needs the acceptance of the Polish side 
to upgrade the canal “Hohensaaten – Friedrichthal” as the canal flows into the Western 
Oder on Polish territory. Poland, however refused the German plan and in turn Germany 
rejected the Polish plan. The projects of both countries were conflicting, as Germany 
wanted to improve navigation, and Poland focused on flood protection. In order to 
overcome that stalemate situation in 2003 both countries set up a bilateral working group 
to start negotiations. Discussions were dominated by the contradictory concepts of the 
development. The negotiations were hampered because the Germans were unable to 
answer the issues of flood protection. The Federal Waterways Directorates are 
subordinated to the Federal Ministry of Transport, Building and Urban Affairs, but the 
flood protection is a matter of the Länder. Thus, the Federal Waterways Directorate had to 
cooperate and coordinate with the Ministry of Rural Development, Environment and 
                                                 
56 Act on establishing the long-term “Program for Oder 2006”, code: Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 98, poz. 1067 of  
6 July 2001. 
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Consumers Protection of Brandenburg. Available options and allowances made in the 
bilateral expert group were additionally limited by the politics at the national government 
level in Poland and in Germany.  
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Fig. 6-10 Option 2 navigation track (RWMB Szczecin, 2007) 
 
From the six options of navigation tracks under discussion, two options prevailed for 
further discussion taking into consideration the options for both sides. The German side 
preferred the second option (Fig. 6-10) as the easiest way for navigation and Poland 
favoured Option 5 (Fig. 6-11), because it implies the highest benefit for flood protection 
and measures of the program “Oder 2006”. The navigation track would also not go through 
areas of the National Park “Lower Oder Valley”. Meanwhile the German side had to stop 
the licensing process (in September 2005) as it could not come to terms with an agreement 
with Poland as prescribed by the Federal Planning for Traffic Infrastructure.  
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Fig. 6-11 Option 5 navigation track (RWMB Szczecin, 2007) 
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Fig. 6-12 Compromise option for the navigation track offered by Poland (RWMB Szczecin, 2007) 
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In 2006 Poland suggested a compromise option57 for the navigation track to the German 
side (Fig. 6-12). Finally in May 2007, on a Working Group Meeting, an agreement was 
found, and both countries worked out vertices. Accordingly, Poland agreed to Option 2, 
which was preferred by the German side, under the condition that Germany guarantees 
financial support for Poland to dredge the Lower Oder to 1.80 m from the outlet of Warta 
River to the outlet of the canal “Hohensaaten – Friedrichthal”. This depth guarantees 
conditions for the use of ice-breakers. Each side shall upgrade its river regulation devices 
for flood protection at the so-called Border Oder until the year 2025. The Germans agreed 
to cover half of the costs for dredging the Dąbie Lake, for not more than € 12 million while 
Poland will carry out the planning and projecting tasks. Now both countries are developing 
a treaty. The vertices provide the plan that Germany modernises the canal with the 
agreement of Poland, and pays for all necessary measures. Compensatory Germany pays 
money to Poland for flood protection measures on Oder and Dąbie Lake.  
 
 
.

                                                 
57 A first, slightly different, compromise option was already offered by the Polish side in 2004, but it was not 
further accounted since the German side had to stop their licensing program in September 2005. 
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7 DISCUSSION 

7.1 Multi-Level Governance of Water Resources 
Management in Poland 

The development of the institutional system towards IWRM and especially its river basin 
approach can be assigned to ‘meta-rationalities’ (see: HEINRICH, 2003). Nevertheless, since 
1990 internationally agreed policies have been increasingly integrated into the national 
institutional development. Contrary to Western EU Member States, in which institutional 
changes towards IWRM are initiated only by the EU WFD, the change in Poland has been 
influenced also by international donor agencies. The implementation of ‘Agenda 21’ and 
the IWRM since 1992 has coincided with the transformation in Poland. In association with 
international financial support, Poland has committed to supranational actors in the 
reformulation of its water management system reforms towards IWRM. The World Bank, 
promoting the “French system” of river basin management worldwide (see: FINGER et al., 
2006) also supported its implementation in Poland. After the accession of the EU, donor 
activities lost their importance. Nevertheless World Bank and UN policies still had 
significant influence on government decisions in Poland as the Polish Committee of the 
GWP performs NGO activities close to the top hierarchy. This is highlighted by the recent 
development of the new National Water Management Strategy which is driven by the 
Polish Committee of the GWP, promoting further decentralisation and economisation of 
water management. Unlike the Polish Government, the work of supranational actors is 
subject to consistency. Key persons that were working for the World Bank, are currently 
working for the Polish Committee of the GWP. However, here the question of democratic 
legitimacy of supranational networks has to be raised (see: SCHARPF, 2002). On the other 
hand it rests with the Government to integrate and control the activities of such 
international actors. Due to the higher degree of efficiency, their activities however should 
be of certain interest of the Government. 

With the EU WFD taking effect in Poland for the year 2004, the national monopoly 
on water resources management has further deteriorated. The European IWRM policy was 
developed in a process of intergovernmental negotiations (see: KEITZ and KESSLER, 2008) 
in a joint-decision system with the European Commission acting as agenda setter (see: 
SCHARPF, 1997, pp. 143-145). But SCHARPF (2002, p. 80) emphasises that the growing 
influence of supranational actors without any democratic accountability is increasingly 
eroding the democratic legitimacy of intergovernmental negotiations in joint-decision 
systems. Thus, the development of the IWRM policy in the European Union is 
comprehended as initiating a ‘top-down’ institutional change (see: MOSS, 2003a). The EU 
WFD provides clear aims based on common goals of the Community. Nevertheless, the 
implementation by Member States caused a ‘europeanisation’ of national water policies. 
The realisation of institutional water resources management reforms has been guided and 
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supervised by the European Commission which may punish infringements and delays. 
Thus, the integrated water resources management in the EU has to be seen as a 
supranational centralised policy field (see: SCHARPF, 2002). The institutional setting 
provided by the European Union is basing on the formal institution given by the WFD and 
the powers of the European Commission. The hierarchical coordination provided by the 
European Commission lacks democratic legitimacy and focuses more on effectivity and 
efficiency. After the guidance and supervision of WFD implementation had been handed to 
the European Commission, democratic accountable political actors were stripped of the 
European IWRM development process. Nevertheless, SCHARPF (2002, p. 78) emphasises 
that for most of the supranational centralised policy fields, neither the problem solving 
efficiency nor the legitimacy of European policy are to be questioned. Legitimacy is 
increasingly understood as transparency in decision-making processes and stakeholder 
participation in networks. However, many political decisions made on the supranational 
level for a number of stakeholders remain untraceable and informal networks may not be 
accepted by all as compensation for democratic accountability (SCHARPF, 2002). 

After being isolated during the Communist period, Poland immediately became part 
of a globalising world constituting an increase in the number of territorial, functional and 
sectoral boundaries-crossing where the act of governing and administrating is increasingly 
happening in horizontal network-like relations (see: BENZ, 2004a, p. 14). But what can be 
applied for the supranational/national boundary may also be applied for the national/sub-
national boundary. Decentralisation processes are not limited to Western countries. Public 
administration reforms regarding the subsidiary principle have been supported by 
international donors in transition and developing countries. With a growing number of 
political processes that go beyond single levels, it becomes an important matter to find 
acceptance by politically concerned persons within their layers and their territorial limited 
perception (see: BENZ, 2004b, p. 132). Increasingly stakeholder participation and the 
coordination between the levels are of importance. For achieving the goals of the EU WFD 
it is necessary for the Polish water management to cooperate with other actors as land 
management planning units, ecologists, agriculture, etc. (see: FINKE, 2003).  

7.2 River Basin Organisations in Poland 
In Poland the decision-making in water management is an exclusive function of corporate 
actors. The National and Regional Water Management Boards are central river basin 
authorities and thus governance bodies in the sense of ‘type I governance’. Therefore, 
transaction costs within river basins are diminished. The national and regional water 
management councils at the national and regional level bring together actors from different 
levels and thus constitute collective actors, and are bodies of ‘type II governance’. In the 
National and Regional Water Management Boards, hierarchical coordination increases the 
efficiency of decision-making even though the information and motivation problems are 
cumbersome (see: SCHARPF, 1997; MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003; SVENDSEN, 2005). In the 
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following chapter it will be revealed that most of the negative aspects of hierarchical 
coordination could be avoided by distributed governance which has, however issues 
attached in the achievement of the goals of the EU WFD. 
 

7.2.1 Deconcentration of water management by distributed governance 
bodies 

The National Water Management Board and the Regional Water Management Boards can 
be characterised as departmental agencies according to GILL (2002). They are typical 
distributed public governance bodies (see: OECD, 2002). A key development in the 
national level was the isolation of water resources management within the Ministry of 
Environment and the transfer from the Ministerial Department of Water Resources to the 
National Water Management Board. The new departmental agency has been provided with 
a quasi-contractual relationship with the Minister of Environment and thus had become a 
top governance structure differentiated from the traditional vertically integrated ministerial 
structure. This is expressed in a differentiated hierarchy, differentiated responsibilities at 
the top of hierarchy and the presence of an advisory board (National Water Management 
Council). The said aspects are demonstrated in such activities like the Chairman of the 
NWMB reports directly to the Minister of Environment, and the Prime Minister nominates 
and dismisses the Chairman of the NWMB on recommendation of the Minister of 
Environment. Differentiated responsibilities at the top of the hierarchy imply that the 
Chairman is responsible for the overall organisation, management and staffing, financial 
and other procedures of the NWMB. The Minister informs the Chairman about the 
Government’s expectations and policies. The budget of NWMB is defined annually by the 
Ministry of Environment on request from the NWMB. Thus, the governing power of 
NWMB is shared between the Minister of Environment and the Chairman of the NWMB. 
However, cooperation and communication between the National Water Management 
Board and the Minister of Environment presents indistinguishable delineations and roles at 
the Ministry.  

The control environment, especially personnel and budgeting rules, is rather a 
traditional one, as it is applied to vertical integrated ministries. The NMWB is fully funded 
by taxes, all staff is employed under general civil service rules, and the budget is prepared 
and approved annually minimising the planning reliability of the NWMB.  

The legitimacy and expertise of decision-making is improved by a certain degree of 
autonomy from on-going political or bureaucratic influence and signal change. But policy 
continuity is not given, as the nomination of the Chairman of NWMB is not separate from 
the political cycle. Along with the replacement of the Prime Minister, key positions in the 
State administration agencies are subject to personnel changes. After the new Government 
was elected in 2008 the Chairman of NWMB was dismissed and replaced by a new person. 
The new Chairman represents governing political parties, and thus a shift in the personnel 
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at the top of the hierarchy also influences the policies of the NWMB. By the differentiated 
governance structure the NWMB can run collaborative partnerships with PGI and IMGW 
and has access to basin level through the RWMBs. The described characteristics are also to 
be applied to the Regional Water Management Boards and the Sub-basin Management 
Boards. The political influence, the lack of funding, and the time limitation of planning due 
to fiscal years impede stable working. 

The case of the RWMB Szczecin showed that the working climate has a high need 
for leadership. It has been understood that well trained staff members have intense desires 
to shift to privately owned business companies. For stable professional work, it is critical 
to keep the skilled personnel. Hence, the leading style of the Director is of particular 
importance to decrease employee turnover and thus minimise transaction costs. Good 
employee attitude and comfortable working conditions are used as a means to decrease 
constant staff member turnover. The renovated office building of the River Basin 
Management Board Szczecin is a notable example. It was upon the Directors’ own 
initiative to improve the working conditions. Although the budget is defined by the 
Ministry, the management boards have the power to bargain. This way the RWMB 
Warsaw gained funding for the construction of a new building and recently, the 
management board has been relocated which offers better and improved working 
conditions.  
 

7.2.2 The impending information problem of unicentric Polish water 
resources management 

The communication between the river basin level and the national level is so-called 
‘sequential’, where the input of one level becomes the input of the higher level or the other 
way around (see: THOMPSON, 1967; SCHARPF, 1997). The directors of the RWMBs for 
example deliver reports on important anthropogenic influence or register of water 
protection areas to the Chairman of the NWMB. The National Water Management Board 
processes the information while preparing the river basin management plans. The river 
basin plans on the other hand, are necessary for the directors of RWMBs in adjusting the 
terms of water use. Therefore, the information problem in the hierarchical communication 
is limited to a negligible degree. The RWMBs and the sub-basin management boards 
assure that specific local problems are recognised. 

For the achievement of the goals of the EU WFD however, horizontal coordination 
within the river basins has to be performed especially with land management planning 
units. The communication between the water management boards and the land 
management planning units of local self-governments is so-called ‘reciprocal’ (see: 
THOMPSON, 1967; SCHARPF, 1997). It means that the decision of each actor depends on the 
decision of the other actor. The preparation of flood protection plans for example, requires 
direct interaction between both actors. If however, horizontal reciprocal communication 
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across the boundaries of hierarchical organisations becomes too excessive, it may interfere 
with existing internal communications and may cause an information problem. 
Furthermore the administration bodies responsible for spatial land management planning or 
environmental protection programs work within the administrative borders of the particular 
local self-governments. Hence, because water resources management is carried out by 
bodies acting within hydrographical borders, coordination and cooperation with local 
government bodies is restrained by the ‘problem of spatial fit’. In the following chapter, 
possible ‘back doors’ to attenuate the information problem and the ‘problem of spatial fit’ 
shall be discussed. 

7.3 The ‘Problem of Spatial Fit’ and the Need for 
Coordination in Polish Water Resources Management 

The realisation of tasks concerning water management is assigned to different bodies. The 
duties of planning and control are assigned to hydrographical units, and the 
implementation of tasks is assigned within administrative borders (Tab. 7-1). The spatial 
management development plans worked out by local self-administration bodies influence 
flood protection measures and waste management plans influence water protection 
measures. The water management boards, as well as the local self-administration bodies 
are answerable for tasks of the State Treasury administration comprised of the 
development, maintenance and exploitation of the water infrastructure and water bodies.  
 
Tab. 7-1 Problems of spatial fit 

Task Within hydrographical units Within administrative units 

River basin planning X  

Spatial planning  X 

Flood protection plans X  

Waste management plans  X 

Environmental protection 
programs 

 X 

Terms of water use X  

Water infrastructure and water 
body administration 

X X 

Water use permits (X) X 

 
From the river basin’s point of view, spatial planning, waste management planning, 
environmental protection planning, and partly the management of water bodies and water 
infrastructure, as well as the issuance of water permits are carried out in a ‘type II 
governance’ system (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003). The tasks are shared among 
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different local self-government bodies at the provincial, district and communal levels. The 
jurisdictions are numerous and intersect hydrographical borders.  
Conducting their tasks of water protection and flood protection planning, the directors of 
Regional Water Management Boards have to coordinate with local self-management 
bodies. Also the issuance of water permits is based on cooperation between the 
administration bodies, as well as the development and enforcement of the terms of water 
use. Hence, the communication across the boundaries of the hierarchical organisation of 
the water management boards is essential in fulfilling the tasks of water resources 
management. In order to avoid the information problem, it is necessary to decompose 
organisational structures (see: SIMONS, 1962). Whereas this is assured for the sequential 
communication between the levels within the water management boards subordinated to 
the Minister of Environment, the reciprocal communication crossing the boundaries of this 
system is critical. A first measure to deal with this issue is reallocation of tasks.  

The main duty of the water management boards is the water resources management 
planning. The interviewed actors agreed that the issuance of water permits, considered as 
the key management tool, should be issued by the water management boards. There is also 
a consensus that the administration of the State Treasury property should be transferred 
entirely to the local self-governments. When the terms of water use are enforced based on 
river basin plans, the water management boards will gain a powerful tool to steer water 
management activities of self-government bodies.  

These changes, which is also favoured by the draft of the national water management 
strategy (see: PROEKO CDM, 2008), shall optimise the efficiency of integrated water 
resources management. Another alternative to be considered would be to create a new 
hierarchical organisation for the management of the State Treasury property regarding 
water management. This organisation would be established under the Ministry of 
Environment as the new entity would carry out its tasks within river basins and would 
decrease ‘problems of spatial fit’. But as other tasks such as spatial management planning 
or waste management planning would still be carried out by local self-administration, the 
misfit may not be eliminated totally. It would also mean a step towards centralisation. 
When the Government under the Prime Minister Jarosław Kaczyński developed a draft law 
creating such a central ‘Water Service’ it was heavily opposed by the local self-
governments. Therefore, it would be associated with high transaction costs to develop the 
water management system according to such an alternative. Moreover, if this function 
would be carried out by another organisation, it would require more horizontal 
coordination, and thus potentially increase information problems. This set up is 
contradictory to European trends because ever since the 1980s, there had never been an EU 
country that became more centralised while half of the Member States have devolved 
authority to the local government level (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003, p. 2).  

To tackle the financial problem of water infrastructure management, EU funds are of 
utmost importance. However, the EU funding is aimed at administrative units and not at 
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water regions. Decentralisation of tasks concerning the administration of State Treasury 
properties would enable the provinces to utilise EU funds for investments in water 
infrastructure. Inconsistencies of water management development projects, funded by 
Regional Operational Programmes, with goals of the EU WFD (see: WWF POLSKA, 2006) 
are to be avoided. Therefore, water infrastructure investments should be planned and 
managed in coordination with water management boards, based on river management 
plans. 

Generally, the expectations of EU membership are very great in the Polish society. 
The crux is that the social acceptance of minimising environmental losses in accordance 
with the realisation of infrastructure investments is very insignificant (see: PROEKO 

CDM, 2008). To develop Polish water management in general, considering socio-
economical reforms, as well as changes in political and economical life, the ability of 
organisations to work in a coordinative manner is critical. The involvement of stakeholders 
increasingly becomes an important step forward to reach consensus with the society. 
Experts agree that reforms towards the cost recovery of water management services are 
necessary. The activities of the water user however are mostly limited in criticising the 
increased fees. The State is being blamed for the awful state of water resources while 
demanding for higher subsidies from the central budget (see: SŁOTA, 1997, p. 74). To cope 
with the increasing integration between the actors and involved stakeholders, the ability to 
realise a polycentric ‘type II governance’ is critical. In Poland however, the centralised 
water management has gained merits particularly in the fields of planning and management 
of water resources within hydrographical borders and the solution of upstream/downstream 
problems. An advantage of deconcentrated water management in river basins are the low 
transaction costs in decision-making. In the following, outcomes of bilateral negotiations 
between Poland and Germany for the development of navigation and flood protection in 
the Lower Oder valley shall be discussed. From the river basin point of view German water 
management is considered as ‘Type II governance’ (see: MARKS and HOOGHE, 2003). 

7.4 Negotiations of Water Management Issues in Bilateral 
Joint-Decision Systems 

The negotiations for the development of navigation and flood protection in the Lower Oder 
valley, presented in the above case study (Chapter 6.11), were embedded in a multi-level 
structure. The Regional Water Management Board Szczecin subordinated to the National 
Water Management Board and the Minister of Environment negotiated for the Polish side. 
The Germans’ water management however, is not carried out within hydrological borders. 
The development of waterways is steered by the Ministry of Transport, Building and 
Urban Affairs and implemented by the Regional and Sub-regional Waterways Directorates. 
The countries (Länder) are answerable to flood protection issues, which are implemented 
different in each country. In the country Brandenburg, a country involved in the 
negotiations, has its flood protection laws implemented by the Environmental Authority 
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and its subordinate divisions (see: Tab. 7-2). This complex set up increased the transaction 
costs for the German side (x7) in their negotiations as compared to the Polish side (x3) 
since they increase exponentially with the number of involved actors (SCHARPF, 1997, p. 
143). Although ecologists place pressure on each party, their influence shall be neglected 
here in this case study as its focus is on the main actors involved in the negotiations. 

Neither the Polish nor the German side could implement their programs without an 
agreement thus the negotiations took place in a so called joint-decision system. Therefore, 
unilateral action is no option and cooperation a precondition for both sides (SCHARPF, 
1997). According to SCHARPF (1997) the joint-decision systems are typical for 
infrastructure or environmental projects among neighbouring States. The solution finding 
in joint-decision systems is extremely difficult as the case study notes that negotiations 
lasted five years, from 2003 to 2007.58 As SCHARPF (1997) emphasises, an external agenda 
setter (e.g. an international organisation) could improve the institutional setting of the 
negotiation and the International Commission for the Protection of the Oder River against 
Pollution as international river basin organisation could be suggested. But the activity of 
that organisation is limited to pollution protection only. 
 
Tab. 7-2 Simplified visualisation of main actors involved in bilateral negotiations of Polish – German expert 
group (regional level) and their political reference (national level) 

Level Poland Germany 

National 

Minister of Environment 
 
 

National Water 
Management Board 

Minister of Transport, Building and Urban 
Affairs 

 
Minister for the Environment, Nature 

Conservation and Nuclear Safety 

Province / Länder level  
 

Minister of Rural Development, Environment 
and Consumer Protection 

Regional level  

Regional Waterways Directorate East in 
Magdeburg 

 
Environmental Authority of the Country 

Brandenburg 

Basin level 
Regional Water 

Management Board 
Szczecin 

 

Sub-regional level  

Sub-regional Waterways Directorate in 
Eberswalde 

 
Division East of Environmental Authority of 

the Country Brandenburg 

 
Both sides had to deal with production and distribution problems. At the onset of the 
negotiations, it was already clear that there was minimal scope on the production side as 
                                                 
58 The issue appeared already in 2001 when both countries started to establish the expert group. 
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the positions of both countries were too contradicting. The negotiations were finally 
dominated by distributive bargaining when Poland presented compromise options 
including compensation payments. The German side offered a package deal that was 
finally accepted by both parties. The case study showed that the party with lower 
transaction costs had advantages. Germany had to stop its licensing program and the 
negotiations were abandoned. Shortly after, negotiations went underway and have been set 
up again, and finally Germany accepted very high bargaining claims from the Polish side. 

The Regional Water Management Board Szczecin and the Sub-regional Waterways 
Direction in Eberswalde cooperate and coordinate their ice-breaker activities in the Lower 
Oder. Due to these experiences, at least weak trust could be built between both parties. 
They built up a social capital and learned that communicated information about available 
options and preferences are truthful, and commitments will be honoured. Such social 
learning in a network structure influenced also their manner of negotiating for navigation 
and flood protection measures at Lower Oder.  
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8 CONCLUSIONS 

8.1 Retrospect 
In a globalising world national decision-making is increasingly affected by activities of 
supra-national actors. Due to the 1992 worldwide agreed ‘Agenda 21’ many nations have 
undergone reforms in their water management towards an integrated water resources 
management. In former centrally planned economies, this process coincides with the 
transformation towards a market economy. Most transition countries have been 
experiencing economic development, changes in living standards, social and political life. 
Such countries are pressured to catch up with western economies, often compromising 
environmental protection and social equality. Therefore, amongst others, sustainable water 
resources management systems are critical for their further development. The reallocation 
of decision-making power, a clear allocation of property rights, and the implementation of 
economical instruments are most likely connected with high transaction costs. 

Against this background a comparative empirical study was initialised analysing 
institutional change of water management towards IWRM in Vietnam and Poland. For a 
profound analysis of institutional settings the study applied SCHARPF’S approach of actor 
centred institutionalism together with the present scholars’ discussions on governance. 
Formal institutions were studied by a profound review of legislation regarding water 
management and public administration in Vietnam and Poland. For the empirical study, 
individual actors that play active roles in water management were interviewed as experts in 
Vietnam and Poland. The individual actors represented collective and corporate actors. 
Overall, the information that was gained from in-depth interviews enabled an 
understanding of recent and ongoing changes in sets of rules and constellations among 
individual, collective, and corporate actors. As a result, the data presents a snapshot or an 
overview; moreover a contemporary document of institutional changes in the water 
management of Vietnam and Poland. 

One of the main intentions of the study was to figure out how the integrated water 
resources management approach has been applied in Vietnam and Poland. The 
coordinative approach of IWRM implies a new way of thinking for political actors in 
former highly centralised countries. The river basin approach of IWRM implies a re-
evaluation of the sub-national level. Therefore, the study aimed at an examination of multi-
level water governance processes in Vietnam and Poland. A further key objective was to 
investigate the implementation of river basin governance models in transition countries. 
The polycentric model adopted in Vietnam was evaluated under special consideration of 
decision-making and fragmentation problems. For the evaluation of the unicentric model 
applied in Poland particular information and coordination problems, as well as ‘problems 
of spatial fit’ were considered. 
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8.2 IWRM in Transition Countries: Multi-level Water 
Governance in Vietnam and Poland  

Institutional reforms of water resources management in Vietnam and Poland are clearly 
goal-oriented. The international regime ‘Agenda 21’ and its globally promoted integrated 
water resources management approach triggered institutional change. In both countries it 
coincided with transformation processes since the 1990s. Vietnam and Poland, since that 
time, had been internationally supported by multi- and bilateral donor agencies. 
Subsequently, in both States, branches of the Global Water Partnership were established. 
They had become important NGOs which have good contacts at the top hierarchy 
promoting reforms and networks bringing together actors. Institutional reforms towards 
IWRM in Vietnam are dominated by the ADB Water Policy. In Poland, institutional 
reforms have been in line with the EU WFD. Increasingly the EU took over development 
support from the World Bank. The EU WFD offers the possibility of mutual adaptation, as 
each member State has to implement the Directive self-dependent. However, the intended 
institutional change towards efficient water resources management in Vietnam and Poland, 
especially the implementation of market-based economical instruments, is connected with 
high transaction costs. 

The initial position for reforms of water resources management systems was clearly 
different in both countries. Whereas the reforms in Poland met a quite developed water 
management system, in Vietnam even a water law was not established yet. In order to gain 
rapid progress, international donors imported blue print legislation and institutional 
settings from developed countries to Vietnam. These frameworks have been applied to 
some degree to real conditions but the newly established institutions and organisations still 
remain foreign to the Vietnamese water management.  

Since 1995 the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, representing the 
largest water user, has been responsible for water management including the management 
of water resources. In Poland the Ministry of Environment has been the key agency for 
water resources management since the 1970s. Water service delivery for agriculture has 
been decentralised to local government bodies.  

Such a separation is considered necessary to integrate the management of water 
resources with water management (e.g. in terms of infrastructure maintenance), spatial 
planning and environmental protection. Therefore, since 2002, reforms of water 
management in Vietnam have aimed at a separation of water resources management from 
water service provision. The effort to transfer water resources management tasks and the 
river basin management function to the newly established Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment however, caused a ‘silo-effect’. Recently, even the Department of Water 
Resources Management and the Vietnam Environment Administration within the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Environment have been struggling for attention from the 
Minister.  
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These disputes between ministries and ministerial agencies intensify horizontal 
fragmentation. Their disagreements are highly affected by the struggle for ODA linked to 
joint development projects regarding water management and particularly IWRM. 
Negotiations between international donor agencies and Vietnamese governmental entities 
are dominated by corporate actors with self-interests. Free-riding is the dominant choice in 
those interactions which take place in minimal institutions and are vulnerable to the 
Negotiator’s Dilemma. Altogether, the common goal of integrated water resources 
management is abandoned. Instead of rapid achievements towards IWRM, its 
implementation in Vietnam was delayed by at least 10 to 20 years. 

In Poland since the early 1990s institutional reforms of water management have been 
oriented towards the requirements of the EU WFD. In contrast to international donor 
agencies, the European Commission may exercise hierarchical coordination. Transaction 
costs of international policy implementation are therefore much lower. Hence, the 
institutional setting of interactions among actors at the supranational/national boundary in 
the EU is more effective in comparison to the situation described in Vietnam.  

8.3 River Basin Organisations in Vietnam and Poland: A 
Comparative Evaluation 

Recently, the transition process in Vietnam and Poland has been accompanied by 
economic growth and improved living standards. In Vietnam the development has come 
along with a rapid population growth. The urban centres have been growing faster than the 
rural areas. Water resources in river basins of both countries have been exposed to growing 
scarcity depending on the location and part of year. With the transformation process both 
countries have been undergoing decentralisation processes. Hence, in Vietnam, as well as 
in Poland, it is critical to avoid upstream/downstream problems and inter-jurisdictional 
conflicts. Flood protection, and the bad state of water infrastructure are also of utmost 
importance in both countries. Reforms towards integrated water resources management 
therefore increasingly meet the approval of national actors.  

Since 2001 several river basin committees have been established in Vietnam. The 
polycentric river basin governance model was developed with the support of the ADB in 
accordance with the model of the Murray-Darling Basin Commission. This ‘Australian 
model’ was copied when river basin committees were established under MARD. The 
recent attempt to design river basin organisations under the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment however follows the same approach. For projects installing river basin 
management institutions, organisations, and building up capacities, millions of dollars of 
ODA had been pumped into Vietnam. Despite all these efforts, the result is disappointing. 
Polycentric approaches of water resources management are likely to fail as long as market-
based economical instruments do not work. This has clearly been revealed by the 
malfunction of river basin committees in Vietnam. The function of polycentric governance 
models is based on strong property rights systems with distinct allocation of water 
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resources. Besides the absence of a strong property rights system, the lack of decision-
making power is critical for the failure of river basin committees in Vietnam. Until this day 
river basin organisations in Vietnam remain ineffective appendices of largely bureaucratic 
national actors.  

Unlike experiences from Vietnam, the Regional Water Management Boards in 
Poland, which are based on the ‘French model’, are able to deal with inter-provincial 
conflicts. Nevertheless, the unicentric RBOs in Poland meet their limits due to ‘problems 
of spatial fit’. Integrating spatial planning, water protection, environmental protection, 
flood protection, and other issues require a great deal of coordination. In addition, a 
growing number of stakeholders from social interest groups and water users have to be 
involved in the planning and management processes. Currently they are included by the 
water management councils at national and regional levels. In order to improve 
coordination of such multi-set actors and stakeholders, the quality of polycentric 
governance models are increasingly needed.  

Both in Vietnam and Poland, effective management systems are necessary to cope 
with growing issues of water resources scarcity. The Polish case reveals hierarchical 
governance systems in river basins are capable of tackling upstream/downstream problems. 
The river basin was established as a jurisdictional unit and it became an area of decision-
making and political action. Based on this, a development towards a polycentric 
governance model can be done gradually according to the needs. The implementation of 
the EU WFD amongst others demands economical instruments, proper coordination among 
actors, and the involvement of stakeholders. Problems of ‘spatial fit’ and concerns which 
are linked to advanced development phases of river basins require horizontal coordination.  

In contrast, step B was made previous to step A in Vietnam. The polycentric river 
basin governance model was imported prior to the establishment of an appropriate 
institutional setting. Moreover, the river basin organisations were not equipped with any 
administrative powers thus the river basin could not be established as a new area of 
decision-making. However, effective solutions continuously are made ‘top-down’ by 
decision-makers from the central level. These decisions are hampered by the information 
problem brought upon by low capacities at sub-national level. 

The key for a balancing act is to find the appropriate ratio between effectiveness, 
efficiency, and accountability. In the absence of clearly allocated property rights, 
unicentric river basin organisations are able to resolve upstream/downstream problems at 
low transaction costs. Currently, inter-jurisdictional disputes are a pressing issue in 
Vietnam. Polycentric governance models are effective models for horizontal coordination 
across jurisdictional boundaries. Nonetheless, they require well allocated property rights. 
The case of Poland reveals that a blend of both models is necessary for proper 
implementation of integrated water resources management. 
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Interviews with experts in Vietnam 
 
(VN1)  MARD   on 20 April 2007 in Hanoi 
 
(VN2)  MARD   on 3 October 2007 in Hanoi 
 
(VN3)  MARD, VNWP  on 4 October 2007 in Hanoi 
 
(VN4)  MARD   on 22 October 2007 in Hanoi 
 
(VN5)  MARD, ADB  on 11 April 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN6)  VNWP   on 25 November 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN7)  MARD   on 27 November 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN8)  DoNRE   on 28 November 2008 in Nam Dinh City 
 
(VN9)  DARD   on 28 November 2008 in Nam Dinh City 
 
(VN10)  ADB   on 2 December 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN11)  MoNRE   on 3 December 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN12)  IDMC Bac Nam Ha on 5 December 2008 in Nam Dinh City 
 
(VN13)  MoNRE   on 8 December 2008 in Hanoi 
 
(VN14)  ADB   on 9 December 2008 in Dai Lai 
 
(VN15)  DARD   on 10 December 2008 in Phu Ly City 
 
(VN16)  MARD   on 12 December 2008 in Hanoi 
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Interviews with experts in Poland 
 
(PL1) Prof. Janusz Kindler, Member of NWRC, GWP on 2 July 2008 at his 

office at the Polytechnic University in Warsaw 
 
(PL2)  Janusz Paradysz, Director of Administration and Legislation Office at the 

NWMB on 27 October 2008 at Poleko fair in Poznan 
 
(PL3)  Janusz Paradysz, Director of Administration and Legislation Office at the 

NWMB on 30 October 2008 at his office in Warsaw 
 
(PL4)  Robert Kęsy, Director of Water Resources Department at the NWMB on 

30 October 2008 at his office in Warsaw 
 
(PL5)  Andrzej Kreft, Director of RWMB Szczecin  on 16 December 2008 at his 

office in Szczecin 
 
(PL6)  Małgorzata Badowska, Vice Director of the RWMB Warsaw and 

Director of Water Resources Division at RWMB Warsaw on 13 February 
2009 at her office in Warsaw 

 
(PL7)  Edward Hładki, Vice-Director of RWMB Szczecin and Łukasz Kolanda, 

Head of Inland Waterways Division on 4 March 2009 at the Office of the 
Vice-Director in Szczecin 
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Legislation Vietnam (page 1) 
 
Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

16/1/1961 Decree No. 02/CP GoV 

On the establishment of the 
Committee for Red River Water 

Resource Management and 
Exploitation 

2/10/1976 Decision No. 1428/QD-TC MoWR 
On the establishment of the 
Institute of Water Resources 
Planning and Management 

15/4/1992 Constitution  The National 
Assembly 

1992 Constitution of the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam 

17/4/1995 Decision No. 36/QD-TCCB MoWR 

On the change of Institute of 
Water Resources Planning and 

Management to the new 
Institute of Water Resources 

Planning 

30/12/1995 Decision No. 860/TTg Prime Minister 

Functions, responsibilities, 
powers and organisational 

structure of Vietnam Mekong 
Commission 

30/7/1996 Directive No. 487/TTg Prime Minister 
On Enhancement of State 

management on Water 
Resources. 

20/5/1998 Law No. 8/1998/QH10 GoV Law on Water Resources 
(LWR) 

30/12/1999 Decree No. 
179/1999/ND-CP GoV Stipulating the implementation 

of the Law on Water Resources 

15/7/2000 Decision No. 67/2000/QD-
TTg Prime Minister Establishment of the National 

Council for Water Resources 

9/4/2001 Decision No. 37/2001/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishment of River Basin 
Management Boards of Cuu 

Long River 

9/4/2001 Decision No. 38/2001/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishment of River Basin 
Management Boards of Dong 

Nai River 

9/4/2001 Decision No. 39/2001/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishment of River Basin 
Management Boards of Red-

Thai Binh River 
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Legislation Vietnam (page 2) 
 
Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

28/6/2001 Decision No. 99/2001/QD-
TTg Prime Minister 

Issuing the Regulations on 
organisation and operation of 
the National Council of Water 

Resources 

17/9/2001 Decision No. 136/QD-TTg Prime Minister 

Approving the Master 
Programme on Public 

Administration Reform (PAR) 
for the period 2001-2010 

25/12/2001 Resolution No. 
51/2001/QH10 

The National 
Assembly 

On amendments and 
supplements to a number of 

articles of the 1992 Constitution 
of the Socialist Republic of 

Vietnam 

11/11/2002 Decree No. 91/2002/ND-
CP GoV 

Specifying the functions, 
responsibility, authority and the 
organisational structure of the 
Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Environment 

1/4/2003 Decree No. 30/2003/ND-
CP GoV 

Prescribing the functions, 
powers and organisational 
structures of the agencies 

attached to the Government 

8/5/2003 Decision 
No. 

600/2003/QD-
BTNMT 

MoNRE 

Specifying mandates, 
responsibilities; powers and 

organisational structure of the 
Department of Water 

Resources Management 

13/6/2003 Decree No. 67/2003/ND-
CP GoV On Environmental Protection 

Charges for wastewater 

18/7/2003 Decree No. 86/2003/ND-
CP GoV 

Functions, tasks, authorities 
and organisational structure of 

Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development 

30/7/2003 Decree No. 88/2003/ND-
CP GoV 

Providing for the organisation, 
operation and management of 

associations 

4/9/2003 Decision No. 93/2003/QD-
BNN MARD 

Regulating tasks, functions, 
authority and organisational 
structure of the Irrigation and 

Water Management 
Department 
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Legislation Vietnam (page 3) 
 
Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

2/12/2003 Decision 
No. 

256/2003/QD-
TTg 

Prime Minister 

Approving the National 
Environment Protection 
Strategy until 2010 and 

orientation to 2020 

8/4/2004 Decision No 13/2004/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishing the General Office 
of River Basins Planning 

Management 

8/4/2004 Decision No. 14/2004/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

On the issuance of the 
operation regulation of the 

River Basin Planning 
Management Board 

27/7/2004 Decree No. 
149/2004/ND-CP GoV 

On the issuance of permits for 
water resource exploration, 
exploitation and use, or for 

discharge of wastewater into 
water sources 

22/3/2005 Decision No. 17/2005/QD-
BNN MARD 

Supplements and amendments 
of mandates and organisational 

structure of some relevant 
Departments/Units under 

MARD 

13/4/2005 Decision No. 20/2005/QD-
BNN MARD 

Establishing the Board for 
management of the Planning on 

Vu Gia-Thu Bon river basin 

24/6/2005 Circular No. 02/2005/TT-
BTNMT MoNRE 

Guiding the implementation of 
the Government’s Decree No. 
149/2004/ND-CP of July 27, 

2004, on the issuance of 
permits for water resource 

exploration, exploitation and 
use, or for discharge of 

wastewater into water sources 

1/12/2005 Decision No. 3365/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishing the Sub-board for 
management of the Planning on 

Day river sub basin 

1/12/2005 Decision No. 1363/QD-
BNN-TCCB MARD 

Establishing the Sub-board for 
management of the Planning on 

Cau river sub basin 

2/12/2005 Decision No.14/2005/QD-
BNMT MoNRE 

Defining the functions, tasks, 
powers and organisational 
structure of the Vietnam 

Environmental Protection 
Agency 
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Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

12/12/2005 Law No. 52/2005/QHl GoV Law on Environmental 
Protection (LEP) 

27/12/2005 Decree No. 
159/2005/ND-CP GoV 

On Classification of 
Administrative Units of 

Commune, Ward, Town 

14/4/2006 Decision No. 81/2006/QD-
TTg Prime Minister Approving the national strategy 

on water resources to 2020 

21/4/2006 Decision No. 106/QD-TL DWR/MARD 

Promulgate the stipulation of 
the functions, responsibility, 

authority and the organisational 
structure of the units under 

Department of Water 
Resources 

25/5/2006 Decision No. 41/2006/QD-
BNN MARD Establishing Srepok River 

Basin Council 

28/7/2006 Decision 
No. 

174/2006/QD-
TTg 

Prime Minister 

Approving the Master Plan on 
the Protection and Sustainable 
Development of the Landscape 
and Ecological Environment of 

Cau River Basin 

9/8/2006 Decree No. 80/2006/ND-
CP GoV 

Detailing and guiding 
implementation of some articles 

of LEP 

5/9/2006 Decision No. 06/QD-
BQLQHLVS 

River Basin 
Council 

Promulgation of the Statutes on 
Organisation and Operation of 

the Day sub-RBO 

5/9/2006 Decision No. 07/QD-
BQLQHLVS 

River Basin 
Council 

Promulgation of the Statutes on 
Organisation and Operation of 

the Cau sub-RBO 

8/1/2007 Decree No. 4/2007/ND-
CP GoV 

Modifying, supplementing some 
clauses of Governmental 

Decree, No. 67/2003/ND-CP on 
13th June 2003, on 

Environmental Protection 
Charges for wastewater 

23/5/2007 Decree No. 81/2007/ND-
CP GoV 

Stipulating the organisation of 
special units for environmental 

protection at State 
management agencies and 

public companies 
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Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

14/11/2007 Decision No 171/2007/QD-
TTg Prime Minister 

Establishing the Environmental 
Protection Committee in Cau 

River Basin 

3/12/2007 Decree No. 178/ND-CP GoV 

Defining the functions, tasks 
and organisational structures of 
ministries and ministerial-level 

agencies 

3/12/2007 Decision 
No. 

187/2007/QD-
TTg 

Prime Minister 
Approving the Master Plan on 
Environmental Protection for 

Dong Nai River Basin to 2020 

3/1/2008 Decree No. 1/2008/ND-
CP GoV 

Defining the functions, tasks, 
powers and organisational 
structure of the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural 
Development 

28/1/2008 Decision No. 25/2008/QD-
BNN MARD 

Defining the functions, tasks, 
powers and organisational 

structure of the Water 
Resources Department 

4/4/2008 Decree No. 25/2008/ND-
CP GoV 

Specifying the functions, 
responsibility, authority and the 
organisational structure of the 
Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Environment 

29/4/2008 Decision No. 57/2008/QD-
TTg Prime Minister 

Approving the Master Plan on 
the Environmental Protection of 

the Nhue-Day Basin till 2020 

15/5/2008 Joint 
Circular 

No. 
61/2008/TTLT-

BNN-BNV 
MARD, MOHA 

Guidance of the functions, 
responsibility, authority and the 
organisational structure of the 

professional agencies on 
Agriculture and Rural 

Development under People’s 
Committees at Provincial level, 
District level, Commune level 

19/5/2008 Decision No. 1035/QD-
BTNMT MoNRE 

Specifying the functions, 
responsibility, authority and the 
organisational structure of the 

Department of Water 
Resources Management 
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Signing date Legal 

instrument Code Issuer Title 

30/9/2008 Decision 
No. 

132/2008/QD-
TTg 

Prime Minister 

Defining the functions, tasks, 
powers and organisational 

structure of the Environment 
Administration of the Ministry of 

Natural Resources and 
Environment 

1/12/2008 Decree No. 
120/2008/ND-CP GoV On River Basin Management 
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Signing 
date 

Legal 
instrument Code Issuer Title 

30/5/1962 Act of Law Dz.U.1962 Nr. 
34, poz. 158 Sejm Water Law 

24/10/1974 Act of Law Dz.U. 1974 Nr. 
38, poz. 230 Sejm Water Law 

8/3/1990 Act Dz.U. 1990 Nr 
16, poz. 95 Sejm On Commune Self-government 

10/5/1990 Act Dz.U. 1990 Nr. 
39, poz. 222 Sejm 

Amending the Law on 
Environmental Protection and 

the Water Law 

2/4/1997 Constitution Dz.U. 1997 Nr. 
78, poz. 483 

National 
Assembly 

The Constitution of the Republic 
of Poland 

25/4/1997 Act Dz.U. 1997 Nr 
47, poz. 299 Sejm Amending the Water Law 

5/6/1998 Act Dz.U. 1990 Nr 
91, poz. 576 Sejm On Province Self-government 

5/6/1998 Act Dz.U. 1998 Nr 
91, poz. 577 Sejm On State Administration in the 

Province 

5/6/1998 Act Dz.U. 1998 Nr 
91, poz. 578 Sejm On District Self-government 

27/4/2001 Act of Law Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 
62, poz. 627 Sejm Law on Environment Protection 

7/6/2001 Act Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 
72, poz. 747 Sejm On collective water supply and 

collective sewage disposal 

6/7/2001 Act Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 
98, poz. 1067 Sejm On establishing the long-term 

“Program for Oder 2006” 

18/7/2001 Act of Law Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 
115, poz. 1229 Sejm Water Law 

21/12/2001 Act Dz.U. 2001 Nr. 
154, poz. 1803 Sejm Amending the Water Law Act 

12/3/2002 Regulation Dz.U. 2002 Nr. 
31, poz. 278 

Ministers 
Council 

Establishing the State 
Representative of the “Program 

for Oder 2006” 

23/11/2002 Act Dz.U. 2002 Nr. 
233, poz. 1957 Sejm 

Amending the Law on 
Environment Protection and 

Water Law 
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Signing 
date 

Legal 
instrument Code Issuer Title 

5/12/2002 Act Dz.U. 2002 Nr. 
238, poz. 2022 Sejm Amending the Water Law 

 23/12/2002 Regulation Dz.U. 2002 Nr. 
241, poz. 2093 

Minister of 
Environment 

On determination criteria for 
water bodies sensitive to 

pollution by Nitrogen 
compounds from agriculture 

sources 

23/12/2002 Regulation Dz.U. 2002 Nr. 
4, poz. 44 

Minister of 
Environment 

On particular conditions that 
should be met by action 

programmes aimed at limiting 
the Nitrogen outflow from 

agriculture sources 

29/8/2003 Act Dz.U. 2003 Nr. 
165, poz. 1592 Sejm Amending the Water Law 

3/10/2003 Act Dz.U. 2003 Nr 
190, poz. 1865 Sejm 

Amending the Law on 
Environment Protection and 

some other Laws 

12/12/2003 Act Dz.U. 2003 Nr. 
228, poz. 2259 Sejm Amending the Water Law 

22/4/2005 Act Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 
85, poz. 72 Sejm 

Amending the Act on collective 
water supply and collective 
sewage disposal and some 

other Laws 

3/6/2005 Act Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 
130, poz. 1087 Sejm Amending the Water Law and 

some other Laws 

29/7/2005 Act Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 
175, poz. 1462 Sejm 

Amending some Laws in order 
to change the allocation of 

function and competences of 
local administration 

10/11/2005 Regulation Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 
233, poz. 1988 

Minister of 
Environment 

On substances that are 
particular harmful for the water 

environment, for which the 
disposal with industrial 

wastewater into the canalisation 
system requires to gain a water 

quality discharge consent 

16/12/2005 Act Dz.U. 2005 Nr. 
267, poz. 2255 Sejm Amending the Water Law 
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Signing 
date 

Legal 
instrument Code Issuer Title 

27/6/2006 Regulation Dz.U. 2006 Nr. 
108, poz. 744 

Prime 
Minister 

On granting the statute to the 
National Water Management 

Board 

27/6/2006 Regulation Dz.U. 2006 Nr. 
126, poz 878 

Ministers 
Council 

To assign borders of Catchment 
areas and Water Regions 

24/7/2006 Regulation Dz.U. 2006 Nr. 
137, poz. 984 

Minister of 
Environment 

On conditions that have to be 
fulfilled before disposing 

wastewater to water or soil, as 
well as on substances that are 
particular harmful for the water 

environment 

26/3/2007 Act Dz.U. 2007 Nr. 
88, poz. 587 Sejm 

Amending the Law on 
Environment Protection and 

some other Laws 

30/5/2007 Regulation Dz.U. 2007 Nr. 
97, poz. 642 

Prime 
Minister 

Amending the Decree on 
granting the statute to the 

National Water Management 
Board 

11/7/2007 Regulation Nr. 35/2007 Minister of 
Environment 

Amending the regulation 
granting the statute to the 

Regional Water Management 
Board in Warsaw 

16/6/2008 Regulation Dz.U. 2008 Nr. 
107, poz. 681 

Prime 
Minister 

Amending the Decree on 
granting the statute to the 

National Water Management 
Board 
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Eidesstattliche Erklärung 
 
Hiermit erkläre ich, dass diese Arbeit bisher von mir weder an der Mathematisch-
Naturwissenschaftlichen Fakultät der Ernst-Moritz-Arndt-Universität Greifswald noch einer 
anderen wissenschaftlichen Einrichtung zum Zwecke der Promotion eingereicht wurde. 
Ferner erkläre ich, dass ich diese Arbeit selbständig verfasst und keine anderen als die darin 
angegebenen Hilfsmittel benutzt habe. 
 
 
 
       Steffen Grothe 
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