
1

Water Governance and the Regulation of 
Water Use in Brazil and in the Pantanal

Antonio A R Ioris
Aberdeen, 18-20 Aug 2009

Sponsored by:



2

Presentation Structure

Some concepts related to water 
governance
Institutional water reforms in 
Brazil
Institutional water reforms in  
the Pantanal
Water governance in the 
Pantanal: Achievements and 
future demands



3

The conspicuous problems of bad 
water management…

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/21/AralShip.jpg
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Conventional 
representations of    
the water cycle…
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But is it not a truly 
‘hydrosocial’ cycle?
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Water circulation (and 
management) as a 

landscape change processes
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Interface between water, 
landscape, biodiversity and society
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From the local dimension of water 
management problems…
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… to the transboundary and global 
dimensions of water questions
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Water 
management 

issues are 
complex, 

multiscale and 
require 

interdisciplinary 
approaches
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Evolution of water
management institutions 

Traditional water uses, early 
industrialisation, urban growth (till 19th c.)

The hydraulic paradigm (mid-20th c.)

Water governance (instead of only 
government) (since end 1970s)

Integrated management (land/water, 
upstream/downstream, surface/groundwater, etc.)

Economic value of water (search for higher efficiency)

Stakeholder involvement
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But… to what extent 
‘water governance’ is really new?  

Difficulty to move from theory to practice (to 
address uncertainty, risks, multiple scales, multiple dimensions, 
different discourses and perceptions, etc.)

Water governance is, ultimately, a state project
(part of a particular historical period and applied to specific 
geographical circumstances)

Path-dependency problems; remaining 
centralisation; emerging and pending 
controversies

Superficial nature of most of the reforms, which 
persistently ‘ignore’ the asymmetries of power  
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Hydrographical 
Regions
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Evolution 
of the 
legal 

framework
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Major phases of 
water development in Brazil 

Colonisation and early independence 

Around the turn of 20th century (dams, hydro)

After “1930 Revolution” – large schemes 
promoted by the national state

End of 1970s/1980s – early environmental 
legislation 

1990s – legal and institutional reforms

+2000s – search for new basis of water 
management (integration, participation, etc.)
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The 1997 water legislation 

Inspired by the French and British legislation 

Objectives 
secure long-term water availability
rational use of water and sustainable development
deal with critical events

Principles 
river basin approach
multiples uses of water
water is scarce and has economic value
decentralised and participative management

Created the National Water Management 
System (SINGERH)
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New Regulatory instruments

River basin plans 

Information systems 

Classification of water bodies 

Compensation to local authorities for new 
water projects (e.g. dams)

Water licences

Water charges
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(Water use licence and ecological flows

Official approach taken by the National 
Water Agency (ANA):

Traditional approach is based on minimum 
flows (Q7,10)

Gradually (depending on data availability) the 
assessment is now taking into account the full 
hydrological series (high and low flows; use of 
Q95 as the reference)

For effluent discharge, qualitative impact is 
‘transformed’ into a quantitative demand (i.e. 
dilution demand) 
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The experience so far: 
an incomplete project or major barriers?
Water reforms are part of public sector 
reforms 

The official assessment (MMA, 2006)
Environmental problems persist almost unchanged

Structural difficulties to adopt the new framework

Limited number of water user licences 

Conflict between federal and state responsibilities

Technological and scientific gaps 

Some recent assessments mentioned a culture 
of centralisation; remaining and emerging 
conflicts; difficulty to deal with local realities



22

International institutional framework

Regional Conference on the Paraná-
Prata Basin  (1941, Montevidéu) 

Prata Treaty(1969), with an 
integovernmental coordination 
committee

FONPLATA (1976, based in Sucre, Bol.)

Intergovernamental Committee of the 
Paraná-Paraguai Waterway (1989)
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Key phases of regional development  
Traditional (extensive, ‘well adapted’) cattle 
ranching

Centralised (top-down) projects: CIDEPAN 
(1971), Prodepan (1970s)

‘Green Revolution’ since 1970s (plateau); 
intensification of cattle production (floodplains)

Fast urbanisation, international integration 
(e.g. gas from Bolivia)

Recent studies: PCBAP (1997); Committee 
CIBHAPP (1996)
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In Brazil, the Pantanal is in two states 

Mato Grosso
Water law passed in 1997

State agency: SEMA [‘neoliberal’ state administ.]

State Water Council established in 2002 & 2005 

State plan finalised in 2009

Mato Grosso do Sul
Water law passed in 2002 [‘left-wing’ state adminis.]

State agency: SEMAC

State Water Council established in 2004 & 2007 

State plan finalised in 2008
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Some results from the 
two state plans:
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65,7%

19,3%

15,0%

UNITS OF PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT - UPG

Mato Grosso



31POPULATION (2000)



32WATER BALANCE
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GROUNDWATER
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INDEX OF IMPACT 



35IRRIGATION SURFACE WATER QUALITY
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Mato Grosso do Sul: pollution sources
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Phosphorus
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Apart from the plans and the 
organisation of regulatory agencies…

(Plans are prepared by consultants and funded by the 
central government or international banks…)

The introduction of regulatory instruments 
is much more difficult, for example: 

Water licences (in the large rivers) are normally 
responsibility of the central government

Strong resistance against water charges

Development pressures (hydropower, grain 
production, industries, etc.) subverting the 
rationale of the regulation
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Formal recognition of problems

From recent official publications: 

Lack of resources

Problems with information and database

Lack of technical capacity (e.g. laboratories)

Limited monitoring network

In addition, issues related to stakeholder 
representation and participation
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Some general conclusions about the 
‘governance transition’ (1)

The implementation of the new legislation 
has been discontinuous, non-linear and is 
taking longer than initially planned 

Initial enthusiasm has been followed by a 
uncomfortable ‘reality check’ and concerns 
about growing pressures/impacts 

Focus has been on technical deficiencies, 
but less so on participation and negotiation 
(however, the new regulatory process has produced 
interesting opportunities for collective learning)
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Some general conclusions about the 
‘governance transition’ (2)

Most research projects have relied on 
federal and on international support   
(ANA, GEF, IADB, etc.)

Ultimately, water management problems 
are part of broader disputes & political 
controversies (e.g. waterway, hydropower, 
agriculture, etc.)

The balance of power is inscribed in the 
social/spatial relations around water and 
catchment management


	Presentation Structure
	The conspicuous problems of bad water management… 
	But is it not a truly �‘hydrosocial’ cycle?
	Water circulation (and management) as a �landscape change processes
	… to the transboundary and global dimensions of water questions
	Water management issues are complex, multiscale and require interdisciplinary approaches
	Evolution of water� management institutions 
	But… to what extent �‘water governance’ is really new?  
	Presentation Structure
	Evolution of the legal framework
	Major phases of �water development in Brazil 
	The 1997 water legislation 
	New Regulatory instruments
	(Water use licence and ecological flows
	The experience so far: �an incomplete project or major barriers?
	International institutional framework
	Presentation Structure
	Key phases of regional development  
	In Brazil, the Pantanal is in two states 
	Mato Grosso do Sul: pollution sources
	Apart from the plans and the �organisation of regulatory agencies…
	Formal recognition of problems
	Presentation Structure
	Some general conclusions about the ‘governance transition’ (1)
	Some general conclusions about the ‘governance transition’ (2)

