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Water Management in the Central Rift Valley sub-basin:

Stumbling blocks and Prospects

Policy Messages

» Water management as a multi-dimensional issue must be seen from
a broader perspective of setting up an improved water governance
system as a foundational step.

» The intricacy of the challenges related to water resources allocation
and management in the CRV cannot be merely addressed by applying
a variety of technological and infrastructural solutions. The issues are
rather profoundly linked to marked gaps in governance, which are
deeply structural and political in nature.

» Evident changes in the performance of the water systems could be
realized even with the already available information, knowledge,
technologies, and expertise if only synchronized policy can be
pursued and institutional collaborations enhanced.

* Risk-based water resources assessment and basin-wide water
allocation plan is not a onetime task, and has to be developed and
proactively updated in a progressive manner based on a sound
knowledge ofthe resources ofthe basin and patterns of socio-economic
changes. This in turn requires a strong institutional arrangement with
workable monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.

* Trade-offs and externalities need to be continually identified and
analyzed, and an array of administrative, legal and regulatory
mechanisms shaped accordingly to clarify the mandates of key
institutions, and further build trust among basin stakeholders,
especially regional institutions and basin-scale water managers.

Introduction

Water resources management in the Central Rift Valley (CRV) is
facing a growing number of problems in relation to the utilization
and development of scarce water resources. The problems include
reduced river flows, diminishing lake area and falling lake levels,
and degradation of water quantity, on the one hand, and increasing
demand for water for social and economic purposes on the other.
Freshwater ecosystems, including wetlands and aquatic bio-diversity,
are deteriorating at an alarming rate.

Given the naturally and socio-economically complex water resource
system of the CRYV, the need for a well-coordinated and effective water
governance arrangement has been evident for the realization of efficient,
equitable and sustainable use and management of water resources.
Notionally, it is increasingly debated that problems related to water
are more of a result of mismanagement than of physical scarcity of the
natural resource (Woodhouse and Muller, 2017, Molle, 2009). Many of
the problems are thus likely to have primarily been linked to governance
failures rather than limitations in the resource base. Notwithstanding
this, the socio-political and governance dimensions of water resources
development are often overlooked (Pahl-Wostl and Ross, 2010, Molle,
2009). Given the substantial fresh water resources endowment and
biodiversity of the CRV basin, it could be presumed that water management
in the basin might be revitalized by improving water governance and
addressing the complexities about how societies and the range of
development sectors organize themselves in the use and management
of water resources. The aim of this study is, therefore, to explore the
systemic challenges facing collaborative water use and management by

WLRC, AAU/2023



analyzing context specificities of existing water governance systems and
instruments. These are further framed into policies, legal frameworks,
institutional arrangements as well as levels of participation of multiple
actors so as to inform a better governance arrangement and improved
system of water management to ultimately contribute to a water secure
and sustainable resources use system.

Methods

Under contexts where the governance arrangements are increasingly
evolving, as the case is for the CRV, qualitative approach was most
appropriate for data gathering and analysis, as recommended by
O’Riordan et al. (2021). The analysis and exploration of contexts draw
primarily upon information collected from series of field observations,
interviews (transcripts), and institutional documents including policy,
legal documents and reports as well as published accounts of water
governance issues which were processed and interpreted through several
iterations of systematic analysis. Since integrated water resources
management (IWRM) approach is the currently adopted course of
action underpinning the national water policy, also applying for the
basin, the analytical framework was constituted based on key concepts
and attributes of IWRM mainly focusing on policies, legal frameworks,
institutions as well as decision making tools and instruments that are
generally considered as the pillars of IWRM implementation. Therefore,
an account of key policy and legal documents at national or regional
level as well as theoretical underpinnings and guidelines such as GWP
reports and guidelines, OECD water governance framework, CAP-Net
guidelines, and other resources were integrated to form the analysis
framework (Akhmouch et al., 2018; O’Riordan et al., 2021; OECD 2018;
GWP, 2003; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2020).

Key Findings with Policy Implications

Water resources management and administrative boundary issues:

water resources by nature cut across political-administrative borders.
Hydrological boundaries, however, often do not correspond with the
administrative ones. Although the national water policy delimits basin
(rivers or lakes) as the main unit of water management, and also Basin
Administration Offices (BAOs) have been established for three of the
major basins of the country, namely Awash, Abay, and Rift Valley Basis,
the effectiveness of the BAOs in performing their assigned function of
implementing IWRM has been facing fundamental challenges related to
conflicting mandates and role overlaps with other front-line administrative
bodies. This was mainly owing to the lack of clarity and details in the
general statements articulated by the Federal Constitution about water
resources use and administration. Therefore, despite the aspiring IWRM
policy, still fragmented approach to water use and management overtakes
in practice. It is stated in the constitution that rivers or lakes cutting
across political administrative regional boarders shall be determined and
administered by the Federal Government. However, it does not clearly
mention about the contributing basin areas from where the river waters
originate. This lack of detail has led to mandate confusion between the
BAs/MoWE (as federal-level bodies) and the regional water offices who
claim that any flowing or stored water available within their respective
jurisdictions has to be administered and used exclusively by the respective
regions. This has inherently been a critical bottleneck for the BAs as they
struggle to play their assigned role of implementing IWRM.

Challenges related to the setting up of an enabling environment:

: Water related needs, activities and interests often arise in a fragmented
manner, hierarchically across authorities and diagonally among multiple

sectors. Hence, planning and actions pertaining to water resources use

and management in essence needs to ensure participation of stakeholders
at all levels and scales for effective implementation of water policies and
development goals. The national water policy recognizes that all aspects
of water resources management including surface and groundwater
resources, water quality and quantity shall only be tackled in an integrated
and coordinated manner. However, practical strategies tend to miss the
mark, and failed to address the issue of setting up of a proper mechanism
for coordination between actors, authorities and sectors (vertical and
horizontal). How and who to coordinate with, roles and responsibilities
among several ministries and agencies having a stake in water use and
management are not clearly defined. Whereas effective implementation
of policy goals and strategic objectives for a sustainable water resources
management largely relies on continued collaborative efforts as water
use and associated risks are often interconnected and having spill-over
effects across other policy sectors and scales.

As a result of this, and other impeding administrative gaps, the BAOs,
which are in principle full-fledged executing bodies for a coordinated
water resources planning and management, have been neither fully
exercising power and autonomy nor having sufficient legal mandate
and appropriate recognition by all stakeholders for them to enable the
realization of inter-institutional/sectoral coordination in concrete terms.
In the CRYV this has, for instance, given rise to the prevalence of limitless
water resources exploitation, uncontrolled and unlicensed pumping of lake
waters, diversion of rivers without environmental flows considerations,
as well as wetlands encroachments throughout the basin. Hence, given
the eminent disjoint between policy, sector strategies, organizational
mandates along with the necessary legal basis for a coordinated planning
and actions, water resources management approach that goes beyond
‘silos” has generally proven to be difficult to realize so far.

Gaps in information and management instruments:

sustainable water resources planning and management requires
comprehensive information on the biophysical and socio-economic
status quo in an accurate and timely manner. In practice, the basin’s water
management system is lagging behind in terms of having proper water
resources assessment, planning, allocation tools and instruments. This
can be attributed to the inherent mismatch in the setting up of an enabling
environment and institutional frameworks that has led to a critical
structural gap in terms of having a well-defined system of who does what
and who is held accountable for what. Although some progress has been
made in the past in terms of developing river basin master plans to some
of the major basins of the country, much remains to be done with respect
to establishing a comprehensive, up-to-date and reliable information
system to guide current and future water resources decision making.
River/lake basin administration offices are the core technical arms of the
federal government mainly responsible for the implementation of IWRM
through a system based knowledge building for an informed decision-
making. As an integral part of their mandates, the BAs are also in charge
of developing basin wide water allocation plans for competing water uses.
This requires having a sound knowledge on the resources of the basin,
existing and expected water demands, as well as impacts of development
on water quantity and quality, which in turn requires a strong institutional
arrangement with workable monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.
However, in the present situation, water allocation has been practically
need based, as opposed to the application of accounted sharing systems as
the water policy commands. This has further given rise to the prevalence
of a significant number of unregistered water users from water sources
of all types, which is potentially intensifying the competition between
multiple users and uses over the resource, and ultimately threatening the

well-being and sustainability of the water systems.
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Water Resources Financing and Institutional Capacity
Gap:

Institutional capacity in terms of human resources, expertise,

and infrastructure remains to be among the critical challenges
facing the Ethiopian water governance system. The BAOs
and water service providers (utilities) both at various level
are seen to be limited and not having sufficient means to
perform their responsibilities of providing the required
technical assistance, and ensure sustainable financing for the
networks of institutions in charge to effectively operate and
deliver as necessary. This is mainly because of limitations of
government allocated funds, poorly developed water pricing
and cost recovery system and mismanagement; as well as the
dynamically changing political atmosphere and subsequent
ad-hoc affairs and system instability. At the basin level,
projects and funding absorption capacity seems to be low
from the BAOs side. There is no a proactive and continuous
system of a well-organized need assessments, prioritization
of issues, project proposal formulation, and identification of
vital intervention areas that are fundamentally required to
mobilize funds. Moreover, marked gaps are also apparent in
terms of human resource capacity building with high turnover
rates which might be associated with the absence of sufficient
incentivizing mechanism in place to retain rightly qualified
and experienced workforces.

Economic development versus water security issues:

Over the past decades, successive economic development
strategies of Ethiopia have been placing heavy emphasis
on the agricultural sector as the major means of achieving
food security and poverty eradication targets. The currently
employed poverty reduction strategy of the country, the ten
years perspective plan, likewise gives a special emphasis
to the need for enhancing agricultural production mainly
through extensive irrigation development. While irrigation is
an important contributor to food security globally, it is also a
cause for a number of critical water management problems
such as surface and groundwater depletion, water quality
degradation, and as a result leading to a pronounced impact
on the ecosystems.

Irrigation is, therefore, an important element of development
with a strong link to the broader challenges of ensuring water
security in that it is a significant contributor and at the same
time the most affected by the challenges. Practical steps are
already being taken largely to expand irrigated agriculture
throughout the country using water resources of diversified
sources. Nonetheless, there have not been much done so
far with regard to modernizing the irrigation systems for an
increased water productivity as well as reducing water use
through employing comprehensive demand management
measures. Such prioritization of poverty eradication actions
in isolation over critical ecological concerns may lead to an
increased resources degradation in the very short-term that
may in the long run end up aggravating the poverty situation
itself (Ravnborg, 2003, Rockstrém et al., 2017).

Policy Recommendations

» It is essential for water resources to be managed in a coordinated, coherent,
internally consistent manner through harnessing the complexity of levels and
scales at which decisions are taken along with the diversity of actors’ interests
and their interactions.

» Strengthening and maintaining consistency of legal, regulatory, and institutional
arrangements along with the respective enforcement mechanisms is a key
to ensuring coordinated planning and operational responses across multiple

sectors and actors, thereby enabling integrated water resources management.

» Within the current national development agendas, water security as a multi-
dimensional issue must be seen from a broader perspective of setting up an
improved water governance system. A governance system that enables a
holistic approach to water resources development, use and management needs

to be arranged enabling both structural measures and non-structural measures

» The problems and issues related to water resources management in the CRV
are diverse and complex at an overwhelming extent. The intricacy of the
challenge cannot be merely addressed by applying a variety of technological
and infrastructural solutions. The issues are rather profoundly linked to marked
gaps in governance which is deeply structural and political in nature.

» Marked changes in the performance of the water systems could be realized
even with the already available information, knowledge, technologies, and
expertise if only synchronized policy planning can be pursued and institutional

collaborations can be fairly enhanced.

» Trade-offs and externalities need to be continually identified, sectoral
objectives and interests recognized, as well as the natural, socio-economic,
political and cultural influences analyzed and evaluated so as to understand
and demarcate the boundaries of the water governance issues that need to be
addressed in the basin.

» Enabling a coordinated action at local level is a critical step that needs to
be taken through organizing prominent stakeholders particularly in areas of
biodiversity and ecological hotspots and risks of conflict because of water
scarcity. Context based periodic policy revisions as well as strengthening and
solidification of the necessary legal frameworks, is therefore, necessary.

» An array of administrative, legal and institutional barriers needs to be
overcome in order to clarify the mandates of key institutions and ensure
sectoral coordination in policy planning and implementation of water resources

development and management endeavors.

» Further, building trust among basin communities and key stakeholders,
especially regional bureaus and line offices at local level is a key step to take
for basin organizations to be able to effectively exercise their responsibilities of
leading sectoral and structural coordination and engagement of stakeholders.

» The role of economic instruments such as water pricing also needs to be
explored as means of contributing to filling institutional capacity gaps, apart
from their imperative role in the establishment of a sound system of water
resources management.

» On the whole, the application of holistic, more participatory and process
oriented approaches, such as systems thinking and perspectives could provide
a basis for a profound understanding of co-dependency of sectors and actors.
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