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KEY MESSAGES OF THE CAIWA CONFERENCE 2007

The first international conference CAIWA on adaptive and integrative water management took place in Basel,
Switzerland, from 12 to 15 November 2007. This scientific conference attracted scientists from various disciplines
to exchange and discuss the problem of how to cope with complexity and uncertainty in water management
under changing conditions. The 3rd day of the conference was solely devoted to the ’Policy to Science Day’,
which brought together scientists with policy-makers and practitioners active at local to international level in
water management in its widest definition. The aim was to analyse progress, to explore new research directions
and eventually highlight policy implications of scientific findings on adaptive and integrated water resources
management in the light of climate change.

The policy day was composed of plenary sessions at the
beginning and the end. In between these plenary sessions,
seven panel discussions took place on following topics:

• The Rhine river basin;

• The river Guadiana basin;

• IWRM & EU int. cooperation: the example of the
Orange river basin;

• Water quality and ecological status;

• Water scarcity and drought;

• Flooding;

• Governance and institutional aspects.

To achieve comparable results, the following questions
provided general guidance throughout the panel discus-
sions:

1. What is the most dangerous practice with regard to
the topic or river basin in question in the light of cli-
mate change? At which level does it take place (glo-
bal, national, regional)?

2. What priority action should be taken to increase ad-
aptiveness (global, national, regional)?

3. Is there any duplication in research activities? And
where is the greatest need for better cooperation bet-
ween research and policy-making?

In the following, the “CAIWA Key Messages for Policy Ma-
kers and Practitioners” represent the major findings of the
conference. The second section provides the “CAIWA Key
Messages for Researchers”. To make reading easier, all key
messages are categorised according to their field of appli-
cation or summarising issue. Additional background infor-
mation and context resulting from discussions held at the
conference is provided in the third and fourth sections, re-
spectively. Here, priority action to increase the adaptiven-
ess of the water sector to the impacts of climate change

will be summarised, and the problems of implementing an
integrated water resource management will be highligh-
ted.
The wording chosen at the CAIWA conference was edi-
ted carefully to prevent the loss of its original character
and meaning. This document was repeatedly distributed
among conference participants to gain feedback and to
avoid the incorrect reproduction of statements given at the
conference (cf. contributors at the end of the document).
It may appear that aspects raised, information given and
messages cited are not new. Nonetheless, it was decided
that having all of the findings of a major conference in
one document brings more attention to it and increases
the probability that the findings will be implemented. Ob-
servance and integration of the following messages and
action into the daily work routine is not necessarily based
on new formalities, but is also a matter of individual com-
mitment.

CAIWA Key Messages for Policy-Makers and
Practitioners

Collaboration and Knowledge

• Policy-makers, practitioners and researchers must in-
crease their cooperation efforts to deal with the chal-
lenges of climate change effectively;

• Differences in understanding present opportunities
to increase knowledge by means of collaboration
and negotiation. This is also the case for differences
in comprehension of good water management and
good responses to climate change (economic, cultu-
ral, rights, etc.);

• Taking uninformed action is equally bad as taking
no action at all. The means to arrive at knowledge-
based decision-making should be further exploited.
Nonetheless, knowledge gaps should not be used as
an excuse for delaying action!
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Participation and Communication

• Involving society in the debate on finding solutions
to climate change and its impacts is a key factor;

• Mechanisms are needed to link technical discourse
with political dialogue better at multiple administra-
tive levels, between multiple sectors and at different
time scales. Participatory instruments can be of assi-
stance in this matter;

• Active stakeholders and public involvement is a
means to utilise more adaptive management styles.

Dealing with Uncertainty

• Policy-making must combine long-term planning
with short-term responsiveness to monitoring and
evaluation results to reduce uncertainties;

• Probability-based (defensive) risk management sty-
les should be replaced by integrated management.
This includes anticipated impacts that are as yet wi-
thout statistical evidence;

• A certain amount of uncertainty will always persist.
Here, a new attitude towards uncertainty should be
promoted: “Learning to live with uncertainty and
being comfortable with it”.

Research Issues

• Support should be given to research that helps us
understand more about organisational cultures, and
what will enable them to effectively deal with the
connectedness required to achieve sustainability and
climate change adaptation;

• Research duplication should be avoided by better
coordination between respective countries;

• New means of channelling donor money into deve-
loping countries need to be identified. Responsibi-
lity for the effective coordination of research funds
should be increasingly moved towards the respective
countries.

Implementation Issues

• Well-designed policies and laws are frequently in
place but get blocked at the implementation stage.
Implementation needs to be approached as a reflec-
ted continuation of the political process. This requi-
res more resources and political will;

• Water problems cannot be solved by the water sector
alone. It is a precondition in water management to
understand that water is more than a commodity;

• Foster a clear coupling of water policies with envi-
ronmental and sector policies, at national and Euro-
pean level (e.g. agriculture, tourism, energy, etc.);

• Climate change and adaptation are issues for main-
streaming through all sectors, just like gender and
participation;

• Demonstration projects should be supported, with
the aim of increasing the adaptiveness of the water
management system in an integrated manner (consi-
dering the socio-ecological environment, the techni-
cal infrastructure and the management style itself).
Organisational adaptability is required;

• Existing administrative structures should be analy-
sed with regard to their adaptive capacities and mea-
sures taken to the increase adaptiveness of the sys-
tem.

Further Opportunities and Potentials

• The holistic concept of environmental flows may be
used as a management and communication tool: ho-
listic approaches are required to protect the water
needs of humans and nature;

• The direct link between water management and
energy must be further highlighted;

• In developing countries, biomass production is a po-
tential method of dealing with climate change from
the energy perspective, but it competes with food
production for water.

• Reducing corruption stimulates proper water mana-
gement and IWRM. Transparency of water manage-
ment still needs to be improved.

Figure 1: Dialogue matters: discussions during the conference helped

predefine ideas and messages for policy-makers
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CAIWA Key Messages for Researchers

Requested Information and Knowledge

• Research should support the understanding of orga-
nisational cultures;

• Research is needed on what will enable practitioners
to effectively deal with the connectedness required
for sustainability and climate change adaptation;

• Simulating behavioural change as a prerequisite for
enhancing knowledge on adaptability should be in-
creasingly applied;

• Research should become engaged in demonstration
projects on integrative and adaptive management,
providing evidence on how to involve stakeholders
and the public as a means of dealing with uncertain-
ty.

Collaborative research and Communication

• Increase the communication capacity of the rese-
arch community - it needs to become more specific
(solution/action/policy-oriented?) and less abstract
to policy-makers;

• Applied research should include policy-makers and
practitioners into its research design;

• Science should take better notice of which data and
information is really relevant to policy makers and
practitioners;

• Cooperation with private sector research should be
increased; public research should tap into their re-
sults.

Supporting Policy and Implementation

• Science may take a major role in monitoring the pro-
gress in implementing IWRM.

Problems of Implementation for Policy Ma-
kers and Practitioners

It is widely accepted that integrated approaches in water
management are formally implemented but practically still
difficult - meaning that implementation lags behind. One
of the often cited problems concerns the mismatch bet-
ween governance systems. Organisational and institutio-
nal structures are fragmented and decision-making pro-
cesses are sector-based, with too little inter-sectoral ex-
change. One example here is the flood problem.
To a certain extent, communication problems between dif-
ferent administrative levels are the result of organisational
mismatch. Additionally, communication is hindered by dif-
ferent communication styles of people working at policy
level and of other people being concerned with implemen-
tation at regional to local level. Different education levels,
especially in developing countries, further exacerbate the

problem. For example, there is a lack of adequate infor-
mation on flood risks or, more generally, on the possible
impacts of climate change to those at risk and the respon-
sible authorities. Here, the adequate style of and means
for communication at local and regional levels are cruci-
al. Besides requiring the correct means of communication,
knowledge of what is relevant information is also requi-
red.
Besides communication problems between administrative
levels, it should be ensured that implementation capacity
is given at lower levels. For example, in developing coun-
tries, implementation capacity is highly concentrated in ur-
ban areas. The local administrative level responsible for ru-
ral areas is generally understaffed, and existing staff often
do not have the necessary level of education and expertise.
In most countries, a contradiction still exists in water aut-
horities between the historically established command and
control approach and the desired participatory approach
of (adaptive) water management. A command and con-
trol ethos always tries to master uncertainty - which is not
possible. As already cited in the ’Key Messages for Policy-
Makers’ it is rather a “Learning to live with uncertain-
ty and being comfortable with it” attitude that needs to
be established in addition to activities that help us better
understand systems and their inherent uncertainties. This
amount of complexity and uncertainty calls for a change
to our normative position: from knowledge transfer to
connection, which also requires the switch of mental mo-
dels.

• Scientists consider policy-making to be too operatio-
nal and regret the lack of time for further analysis
and reflection;

• Lack of regional climate models makes it difficult to
explain the impacts of climate change and adequate
reaction to it to local people and officials;

• We are still looking for strategies to help resolve the
flood security paradox;

• There is still too little attention paid towards the re-
quired transformation process;

• The roles of stakeholders are rarely adequately defi-
ned;

• Plans for IWRM implementation are often not really
owned by all countries/states/regions involved;

• A long-term perspective for planning decisions
should be envisaged without contradicting shorter
time horizons for policy-making; item Policy-makers
are not attentive enough to “windows of opportuni-
ty”: awareness may lack in part, but also the slow
internal organisational reaction may cause hindran-
ce;

• The costs of adaptation in the water sector are not
yet clear;

• Maintenance is often not guaranteed after the ter-
mination of projects. This does not necessarily con-
cern physical infrastructure but the dissemination of
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knowledge and the establishment of learning net-
works!

• The plan of measures required by the WFD offers the
opportunity to obtain more frequently updated (’cy-
clic plan’) and therefore more adaptive information.
But time and effort spent on planning put implemen-
tation and operation at stake!

• Non-structural responses are under-utilised, as the
focus is on probability management and enginee-
red defences. Integrated, long-term flood risk mana-
gement includes management of consequences, the
impact of extreme events and the effects of climate
change. Professionals should be encouraged to seek
and apply less conventional approaches supported
by a more conducive institutional and regulatory fra-
mework;

• Encroachment into natural river channels and flood
risk areas must decrease. Local regulation needs na-
tional policy support. Often, the financial implicati-
ons of diverting or reversing encroachment into flood
plains cannot be shouldered by the local authorities;

• When infrastructure is planned to alleviate vulnera-
bility to flooding, poorer groups are frequently igno-
red, as the cost-benefits accruing to their alleviation
do not reach the pre-defined thresholds necessary to
trigger investments.

Required Actions (to increase adaptiveness of
RBM)

At the beginning, acceptance by all parties of a multi-
perspective dialogue in policy-making and practice is cru-
cial. Reducing the ’implementation gap’ by integrating the
main stakeholders at the planning stages and during the
implementation of plans is a key element. This gap con-
cerns differing spatial areas, from the river catchment sca-
le to the local planning and community level.
The dissemination of research results to not only stakehol-
ders but also the public and society as such is nowadays sti-
pulated by almost all research funding organisations. Still,
a lot needs to be done to ensure that results are understood
and received by the desired target groups. Concerning the
dissemination of results to the public, it is awareness rai-
sing that needs to be followed up as the first step.
Improving the dissemination of research and development
to both policy makers and practitioners leaves the ques-
tion open as to how more formal structures may help to
ensure feedback from these levels is integrated into rese-
arch and development programs. Eventually, incentives for
cooperation are needed on both sides (science and poli-
cy/practitioners). Poor dissemination is related to different
communication styles and patterns. Besides ensuring that
more people speak both ’languages - science and policy -
projects need to involve and budget for communication ex-
perts who translate research results into policy and practi-
ce. Better means for supporting continuous exchange bet-
ween scientists, policy makers and practitioners need to be
identified and established.

Training and capacity-building seem to play an import-
ant role in supporting the desired transformation process
from a more conventional sector-based water management
to adaptive and integrated water management. Here, it
should not be forgotten that capacity building is urgent-
ly needed, especially in developing countries. Demonstra-
tion projects on adaptive water management can become
part of such training: local action in particular should be
supported (policy & demonstration). These projects enable
higher risks to be taken, by looking for less conventional
solutions once the projects are being initiated and carried
out. Additionally, exchange between countries at the sub-
regional level should be encouraged as a useful tool for
disseminating good practice in IWRM.
Some of the following actions to specifically tackle the
’flood problem’ have already been mentioned in the prece-
ding chapter on implementation. Nevertheless, to ensure
the completeness of actions reducing the ’flood problem’,
they are listed again here:

• Long-term planning is required, involving all parties
with flood risk and spatial planning responsibilities,
including the financial sector.

• Communicating with, engagement of and capacity-
building in all sectors associated with flood risk ma-
nagement, including public authorities, developers,
architects and builders;

• Changing flood risks requires a clearer definition of
roles among stakeholders in respect of the different
forms of flooding and the continuum from forecas-
ting, through control measures to flood control and
recovery;

• Support innovative approaches, recognising and ac-
cepting the risks involved. This will require support
at national, regional and local levels through policy
actions and demonstration projects;

• More attention must be paid to non-structural mea-
sures to improve resilience. Support for this ap-
proach will depend on the understanding of the con-
text at both institutional and community levels;

• Building the capacity to initiate social transforma-
tion that moves from unsustainable and undesired
trajectories to one where the capacity for sustaina-
ble flood management is strengthened. This requires
preparing the system for change, seizing a window
of opportunity and linking organisations and institu-
tions across scales;

• Development of a theoretical framework for flood
risk management process design and for the mana-
gement and assessment thereof.

The following aspects were mentioned especially for acti-
on concerning European River Basin Management Plans in
accordance with the WFD:

• Check that the plan is sufficiently flexible;
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• Allow for and promote experimentation and evalua-
tion: promote learning cycles;

• Evaluate decisions by the costs of reversing them;

• Develop an enabling framework for autonomous ad-
aptation.

The need for adaptation of the water sector to climate
change is no longer questioned. The science to policy day
of the CAIWA conference successfully brought together the
scientific, policy-making and practitioners’ community and
identified the steps needed to guarantee efficient and ef-
fective exchange between research, policy and implemen-
tation on the key themes for the adaptation of the water
sector to climate change. Further dissemination of these
results is highly desired.
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