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Water is life. 
It is within and all around us. It connects, 

sustains, heals, and transforms us—and the 

entire natural world. Humans need it to live. 

Industries need it to function. Entire ecosys-

tems need it to thrive. We use it to move 

goods, grow food, generate energy, purify 

ourselves, and clean the environment. We 

are even searching for it on nearby plan-

ets. Water is perhaps the single most essen-

tial element for our existence and all living 

things around us and, yet, how often do 

we think about water? How often do we 

talk about water? Why don’t we think and 

talk more about the governance of water? 

Too often, freshwater resources are over-

used and contaminated. Too many diseas-

es are spread by unsafe drinking water and 

a lack of water for hygiene and sanitation. 

Too many people carry water for miles 

just for household consumption. Too many 

rights and usage. Too many waterways, 

wetlands, and watersheds are being de-

stroyed. Too much water is simply wasted. 

While all of this happens, climate shifts 

are changing rainfall patterns, hastening 

glacier melt and increasing the salinity of 

aquifers. Our global water footprint is ex-

ponentially growing while our global water 

resources are becoming more and more 

threatened. 

The pressing nature of this topic invites a 

series of questions for you to consider:

Who or what is responsible for the manage-

ment of water? What kinds of rights might 

we have or want when it comes to water? 

What kinds of needs for water might we 

have as a society? Beyond human use, what 

are the planetary needs for water? Which 

values shape our thinking about water? How 

might the desire for water security change 

domestic and international relations? How 

has dealing with water supply and sanitation 

shaped cultures, including gender roles and 

public health? What role will science and 

technology play in water conservation for 

the future? What kind of choices might we 

make when it comes to thinking about poli-

cies surrounding water? 

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/


pg 3Freshwater for the Future

We could wait for these questions to be 

addressed by our politicians or water ex-

perts, but we invite you to discuss this topic 

with your friends, neighbors, or classmates 

now. These concerns affect all of us and 

shape how we interact with one another 

and live within our communities. Thinking 

about this topic and anticipating freshwa-

ter for the future will help us all become 

more engaged and deliberate partici-

pants in our democratic societies. Increas-

ing democratic participation through en-

gaged communication is one of our goals. 

This guidebook helps us advance this goal, 

as it is also the product of exploratory dis-

cussions. Two discussion panels that met 

monthly over the course of a year created 

this discussion guidebook. One discussion 

panel was based in water-rich Wiscon-

sin, and the other panel was composed 

of international discussants spanning four 

continents and convening through virtual 

meetings. Discussants had a wide range of 

expertise on water issues as well as a vari-

ety of experiences. In the spirit of explora-

tion and collaboration, we began our work 

and imagining conceptual policies that 

could be implemented in a variety of ways 

to address these concerns. Additional 

feedback was acquired through a series 

of test discussions held throughout the 

United States and in Mexico. This discussion 

facilitated conversation between people 

in the United States and around the world 

interested in the topic of freshwater. 

The policy possibilities in this guidebook 

do not embrace any particular politi-

cal perspective nor do they advocate 

for any particular political agenda. On 

the contrary, this guidebook offers con-

trasting policy possibilities to help explore 

the breadth of the issue. Some policies 

-

ual freedom while others revolve around 

community interests and the public good. 

Some policies call for regulation and others 

call for bottom-up action. Most of our poli-

cy ideas can be implemented on multiple 

scales: individual, local, state, regional, and 

international. Most of the policies would 

the need to educate the population about 

water issues. As education is almost always 

an important aspect of policy implemen-

possibility to advance increased education 

initiatives around water issues. Rather, we 

hope that you discuss how education is rele-

vant for each policy possibility. 

As you review this guidebook, you may 

want to consider what else is left out or 

whose voices might be underrepresented. 

use this guidebook as a jumping-off point for 

destination. We encourage you to create 

your own discussion groups to keep this con-

versation, and conversations in general, an 

ongoing activity in your community, work-

place, or household.   

For more information about the Interactiv-

ity Foundation and our mission to increase 

community discussion, as well as access to 

our free discussion resources, check out our 

website at www.interactivityfoundation.org.

Photo by Kris Eilers, St Louis River Alliance

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org
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Policy Idea Description Policy is motivated by 

the following desires…

Possible 

implementations 

include…

A. World Water   

Quality

• Promote higher 

standards for 

water quality 

used by humans 

and other living 

things.

• Building global con-

sensus about water 

quality.

• Building trust in 

water management 

and quality reporting. 

• Prioritize the provision 

of safe water for all 

people as a develop-

ment goal.

• Recognize the water 

needs of other living 

things and ecosys-

tems.

B. Water for the 

Heart, Mind, and 

Soul

• Develop ethical 

foundations for 

expanded con-

cept of respon-

sibility for water 

resources.

• Broadening our sense 

of stewardship and 

responsibility toward 

future generations.

• Moving beyond 

human-centric focus 

on resources as com-

modities.

• Encourages the explo-

ration of water values 

and the development 

of a Water Ethic.

• Enlarges the “story of 

water” to include all 

cultures and all life.

C. Deepen 

Cooperation and  

Coordination

• Rely on systems 

and watershed 

approaches 

that over-

come national 

boundaries.

• Building global under-

standing and coop-

eration.

• Matching solutions to 

appropriate scales.

• International frame-

works for compacts.

• Increase resources 

available for interna-

tional water resource 

development.

D. Empower 

Local Water 

Governance

• Keep water 

policy close to 

the people who 

need it.

• Rely on local mech-

anisms close to com-

munities and water 

sources.

• Build off proven tradi-

tional practices.

• Encourage cooper-

ative management, 

adaptation, and ex-

perimentation.

• Scale water projects 

to manageable size.

E. Fair Distribution of 

Water

• Ensure that all 

people have 

access to water 

for their drink-

ing, domestic, 

and sanitation 

needs.

• Recognize water 

access as a basic 

human right.

• Work to get water to 

where it is needed.

• Keep key water 

sources in the public 

domain and under 

democratic control.

• Strengthen the equity 

provisions of public 

water governance.

F. Help the Market 

Manage Water

• Rely on gener-

ally understood 

models of cost 

and value.

• Expand availability 

leverage business 

connections.

• Facilitate cycle of 

reinvestment and 

development.

• Harness consumer 

models to widen ac-

credit for water sup-

plies and products. 

• Leverage further 

investment and eco-

nomic development 

through dependable 

provision of water.

pg 5Freshwater for the Future
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A WORLD  WATER  QUALITY

What if… the drinking water in your com-

munity became contaminated? Local 

and stop further contamination. Policy 

makers call for stronger regulation to pre-

vent such catastrophes from happening 

again. You and your neighbors, however, 

still feel uneasy. Is the water safe? You have 

-

ity to provide clean water. You don’t trust 

reports that the water is safe to use again. 

You begin to wonder about water quality 

in other places like where you travel, work, 

and vacation. You begin to wonder how 

other people around the country and the 

world live with these uncertainties. How do 

clean? What can be done to promote wa-

ter quality and regain trust?

This policy calls for the strengthening 

of water-quality standards that protect 

health, advance sanitation efforts, and 

encourage sustainable water practices. 

These standards would recognize water as 

a basic human need and essential ele-

ment of environmental protection. Such 

standards would ensure the well-being of 

those who consume it, the aquatic systems 

that are supported by it, the lands sus-

tained by it, and the agricultural and other 

commercial uses that depend on it. It calls 

for the establishment of universal standards 

for clean water and sustainable water 

practices that will provide for clean water 

in the future. These standards for water 

quality would be based on the cleanliness, 

clarity, and temperatures needed to sus-

tain human and non-human life. This policy 

recognizes that access to quality water 

quality water together and we may let it 

unite us or divide us. This policy is informed 

by values such as the importance of 

transparency, clear communication, and 

high-quality standards that can be mea-

sured and regulated. This policy advances 

clean water security not just for individuals, 

but for communities, nations, and the glob-

al common good, which extends beyond 

policy calls for clean water for the planet 

now and in the future. 

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?

1. 

meant by “clean water” and “safe-water practices.” This measurement would 

detect contamination as well as other factors that contribute to the health of 

water supplies, such as temperature, volume, impurities, etc. Water supplies would 

be rated and ranked around the world. Incentives could be created to improve 

water-quality rankings.  

2. Develop clean-water literacy around the world. Educate people on what consti-

tutes clean water, clean water practices for public health purposes, and individu-

al responsibilities for maintaining water quality.

3. Hold governments, corporations, industries, and individuals accountable for pro-

tecting water resources and promoting water quality. Create strict regulations 

4. 

-

5. Embrace alternative technology that provides clean water to people in areas 

lacking a freshwater source.  

6. Empower citizens to test, rate, and communicate about water quality through 

various forms of self-testing, social media, and smart communication.  

7. Create the “International Water Challenge” campaign, which uses com-

petition and gaming strategies to encourage individuals and groups to 

address water-quality concerns.  

Wetland Renewal

-

dened with organic matter, and coastlines from eroding. Their destruction is devastating not 

just for those who live in them and off them, but also for the entire water system that depends 

farms are thriving in renewed wetlands. To learn more about this sustainable alternative to 

draining wetlands, view Dan Barber’s TED Talk “How I Fell in Love With a Fish.” 

Clean Drinking Water from Human Waste

Treatment facilities have long turned sewage into technically safe drinking water. The process, 

however, of recycling dirty water into drinkable water can be more direct. The Janicki Om-

niprocessor, a project funded by the Gates Foundation, takes sewer sludge and turns it into 

drinking water through a relatively simple heating process. Steam that is produced through the 

-

munity. Each machine is touted to provide continual water for up to 100,000 people. A pilot 

project was scheduled to launch in Dakar, Senegal, in 2015. To learn more about this clean 

water technology, see http://janickibioenergy.com.

For Example

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
http://www.ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_in_love_with_a_fish
http://janickibioenergy.com/
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1. How can we best engage other planetary issues that are directly or indirectly 

linked to jeopardizing water quality for the future? For example, climate change, 

population growth, poverty, and rapid industrial development are all global fac-

tors that may adversely affect water quality. How should we address these com-

plex and interrelated issues? 

2. What trade-offs might we face for water quality in light of other societal needs, 

such as the growth of industry, energy production, agriculture, or population 

growth in general? How might we avoid compromising water quality to provide 

for these other necessities? Or, how might we rethink what counts as a necessity? 

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

“Tanzania Typical Water Source.” Photo shared by the Blue Planet Network.

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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WATER FOR THE HEART, MIND, AND SOULB

What if… you were able to view Earth 

from outer space and your observations 

were able to span centuries? You can-

not help but notice the most plentiful re-

source on the planet: water. You are able 

to watch how the water system changes 

over time and how humans interact with 

it. What do you deduce from these ob-

servations? What practices seem most 

common? What do these interactions say 

about the values of the human inhabitants 

of Earth? What do your observations tell 

you about nonhuman inhabitants and the 

overall health of the planet? 

This policy encourages us to collective-

-

tionships with water. It recognizes that 

many humans feel deeply connected to 

water and are drawn to bodies of water 

again and again. That deep connection 

is increasingly extended to understanding 

of the human responsibilities toward other 

living things and ecosystems. Yet it also 

recognizes that these connections and 

understandings are often at odds with 

government actions and private econom-

ic activity. Water is a force for meaning in 

our lives. It has worked its way into various 

collective imaginations around the globe. 

And, yet, the intrinsic, spiritual aspects of 

water are often absent in our public dis-

course and decision-making processes. This 

policy is informed by the idea that our val-

ues not only shape our actions, but even 

our imagination. Values shape what can 

and cannot be imagined, communicat-

ed, and governed. More attention should 

be given to understanding our past and 

current values about water and what must 

be done to translate values into policy. This 

policy addresses the role of consciousness 

and mindfulness about water issues in ways 

that will assist citizens and policymakers to 

make ethical decisions about water. 

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/


For Example

Project WET 

There seem to be gaps in knowledge about the roles water plays in human, animal, and plant 

Montana-based foundation with national and international networks. WET’s goal is to assist ac-

tion-oriented education on water so that every child may understand and value water. Their 

materials include classroom tools, water games, online training, water education portals, and 

webinars. For more information, see www.projectwet.org/teach-and-learn.  

Native Water Project 

Human thinking on water increasingly involves looking at water as a web of systems, organ-

sciences, there have always been deep intuitive understandings of these connections among 

some indigenous peoples. In many native communities, water is sacred and is readily seen as 

attempts to integrate traditional knowledge and stories with earth sciences in the Native Wa-

ters project. For more information on this experience in the Columbia River Basin, see http://

earthzine.org/2009/03/30/native-waters-a-sacred-learning-place/

Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?
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1. Work on understanding historical and present-day human relationships with water 

and the responsibilities it entails. Take inventory of historical and existing values 

and beliefs about water and share this information with the larger population 

through art, media, reports, workshops, and entertainment. 

2. Create public opportunities for hands-on explorations of the many ways that wa-

us. Build public/private partnerships that bring together water experts, community 

organizations, faith groups, and indigenous peoples to act on the lessons of these 

explorations.

3. Promote periodic public conversations, forums, lecture series, reviews of public 

policies, and retreats that examine particular values, such as balance and inter-

connectivity in nature, including celebrating water as a sacred and a life-giving 

force. Enhance and deepen a sense of connectedness with water in our daily 

lives.

4. Support various modes of communication that allow individuals to share water 

stories in an effort to help establish our collective value framework. Create broad-

ly participatory platforms to record and make these stories public.

5. Adopt provisions that give rights to ecosystems, rivers, watersheds, mountains, and 

other examples of non-human life. Shift the public discourse to take into consider-

ation non-human water needs and interests. 

6. Sponsor, fund, or subsidize water recreation. Acknowledge that humans are 

drawn toward water recreation and make this an accessible pastime for more 

people to enjoy.  

http://www.projectwet.org/teach-and-learn
http://earthzine.org/2009/03/30/native-waters-a-sacred-learning-place/
http://earthzine.org/2009/03/30/native-waters-a-sacred-learning-place/


Photo shared by US Army Corps of Engineers

Additional questions to consider:
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1. How do we determine which values will make up our ethical frameworks? Which 

values will count? Why these values and not others? How do we ensure that this 

policy is inclusive and not oppressive? How might marginalized voices, dissenting 

opinions, and alternative views be considered? What happens when water val-

self-interest? 

2. Do you have a water story that might help us view water in a different way? Do 

you participate in a cultural practice that holds water as sacred? Can you share 

this story with the discussion group? How might you share this story with the com-

munity-at-large? Why would we want to share our water stories?   

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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This policy idea recognizes that water, 

unlike land, cannot be easily demarcat-

ed because it does not stay still. Borders 

between nations and domestic political ju-

risdictions complicate water governance 

from such circumstances can seem intrac-

table. Water disputes can prove challeng-

ing even for good neighbors. Water is part 

of a closed system involving surface water, 

groundwater, ice, and atmospheric water. 

Human impact and natural occurrences 

create imbalances in this system. This poli-

cy calls for holistic and improved domestic 

and international approaches to treating 

the underlying causes of these imbalanc-

es. Good governance, integrated water 

management, increased communication, 

diplomacy, industry, and technology may 

all offer ways of addressing imbalances in 

from competing water interests.   

What if…your primary water source is 

a river? Your community has depended 

on this river for hundreds of years. As the 

regional population grows, other commu-

nities and industries have settled upriver. 

They are grossly depleting the river for their 

own essential needs but also for recre-

ational use. To make matters more com-

plicated, many of these communities and 

industries exist upriver in another country. 

The water shortage, however, is creating 

tension not just with your international 

neighbors but also internally, within your 

own country, as the shortage is creating 

competition between all those in need of 

water. There seem to be few ways to re-

fair water use seems to fail. What do you 

do? Who do you appeal to? What can 

What can you do as an individual? Should 

you relocate? What measure are you will-

ing to take to stay and reclaim this water 

resource? Is it yours to claim?  

 

 “Jose Luies.” Photo shared by the Blue Planet Network.

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/


water sources for all three nations and to protect the endangered Dead Sea. The agree-

ment includes short-term initiatives to build desalinization plants and pipelines, facilitate water 

transfers between the parties, and stop water loss in the Dead Sea. Longer-term possibilities 

-

will share desalinated Red Sea water, Israel will release water from the Sea of Galilee to Jor-

dan, and Israel will increase water supplies to the West Bank. Success is never certain, but 

the agreement is seen as a good start that could establish goodwill and a pattern for further 

cooperation. Source: -

ment_b_4450304.html.

The Great Lakes Compact Experience

in Canada, was established to provide coordination of water issues in the watershed of the 

Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River Basin. The compact provides a framework for consistent 

water-management approaches, exchange of data, strengthening use of sound science, 

dispute resolution, and consultations on water withdrawals and losses. A council of state gov-

ernors and province premiers implements the compact and promulgates additional rules. For 

more information, see legis.wisconsin.gov/lc/publications/im/im_2008_04.pdf.

pg 13Freshwater for the Future

Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?

1. Enhance international and local dialogue between individuals, groups, and indus-

issues. For example, create a standing and impartial Water Mediation board that 

facilitates discussion between groups with competing water interests and negoti-

ates fair and sustainable outcomes. 

2. 

non-human actors.   

3. Encourage multi-national initiatives to address competing water interests. Make 

water a central factor in societal decisions about economic development, popu-

lation, humanitarian aid, energy, agriculture, and other priorities. 

4. Operate, expand, and make binding principles of water sustainability. Offer in-

centives to conserve water and put in place severe sanctions for the misuse or 

abuse of shared water sources.  

5. Allow technology to be the international ambassador. Advance technological 

innovations to solve concerns about global water shortages and provide open 

source licensing of technologies to areas lacking the ability to pay.

6. Match water governance to appropriate and workable scales that align with nat-

ural systems, not arbitrary jurisdictions.

7. Create a rotating system of management for shared international or national wa-

ter sources. 

For Example

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alon-tal/middle-east-water-agreement_b_4450304.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alon-tal/middle-east-water-agreement_b_4450304.html
http://lc.legis.wisconsin.gov
http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/


1. This policy stresses the importance of communication and coordination. What ob-

stacles or challenges might this face? How might these be overcome? 

2. The success of this policy largely depends on shifting mentality from “water as 

property” to “water as a shared global resource.” How might this mental shift 

be encouraged? Can you think of examples of when people or countries come 

together to manage a shared resource rather than exploit that resource for their 

own interest?

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

 Additional questions to consider:

pg 14 Interactivity Foundation

Photo by Jon Polka, “Students of Camoapa, Nicaragua Gather Around New Pump.” Shared by the Blue Planet Network.

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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D EMPOWER LOCAL WATER GOVERNANCE

What if…you could not count on central-

ized governance to provide water? After 

decades of poor management, under-

funding, or lack of accountability, the 

infrastructure that provided water to your 

community, if it ever did, has deteriorated 

into shambles. You appeal to governmen-

tal agencies located in the capitol city, but 

they are unresponsive. You feel as if your 

community just doesn’t matter enough 

to warrant action from central governing 

bodies or there is a general lack of political 

will. Either way, your community is faced 

with fending for itself. How might you em-

ploy a system of local and sustainable 

water governance? What could this model 

of participatory management and shared 

decision-making look like?   

This policy recognizes the potential for 

managing water resources at a local or 

community level. Water issues of the fu-

ture cannot be managed from above or 

through bureaucratic, centralized systems 

alone. Grand-scale mega projects and 

giant water-management schemes like 

hydroelectric dams, oversized pipelines, ex-

tensive water-carrier systems, and massive 

irrigation projects have contributed to the 

dimmuniation of the overall volume of fresh 

water available to the ecosystem. This poli-

-

proaches to water management. National 

and even international trends, standards, 

and implementations of technology fail to 

recognize local knowledge and practices 

that represent wisdom concerning unique 

situations and resources. This policy em-

braces the ingenuity and collective mem-

ory of people as well as micro-level ex-

traction and management techniques. This 

policy empowers local governing bodies to 

achieve water security. It is based on the 

belief that decentralized and location-spe-

generic, top-down governance. After all, 

those who have a stake in the security of 

their water supply have the strongest moti-

vation for participatory management and 

decision-making capacity.

Photo shared by US Agency for International Development



Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?
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1. Support traditional water management practices that have been used, in some 

water to satisfy needs. Learn from traditional and indigenous models and adopt 

them as best water practices in similar settings.

2. Encourage communication between local communities to share best practice 

strategies and make local conservation, water harvesting, and distribution prac-

tices more widespread in areas with similar water challenges and resources. Cre-

ate incentives and establish infrastructure for these groups and peers to share 

resources and knowledge.

3. Embrace smaller water schemes that do not require the transportation of water 

4. Advance representation of local communities needs in regional and national wa-

ter forums to better represent local situations. 

5. -

en water management schemes on a domestic level that recognize and capital-

ize on cultural practices.  

6. Build local consciousness, community agency, and know-how through transna-

tional networking with other water civil societies and local communities. Partner 

with NGOs to facilitate this communication and offer consultation. 

7. Promote an international campaign that calls into question the ideas of develop-

ment and economic growth at any cost. Instead of demonstrating political power 

through taming, controlling, and distributing the natural environment, encourage 

governance to acknowledge and legitimize the value of local beliefs and so-

and legitimate culture. 

For Example

Groundwater in Valencia

Due to improvements in drilling technology, groundwater has been increasingly used for irri-

gation in Valencia, Spain. Traditional, local well societies—cooperatives in which farmers have 

pooled their money in order to drill and share the costs of additional water—have re-emerged 

to manage groundwater supplies. The use of the wells plays a crucial role in keeping commer-

2006–2008. During this drought, the community decided through mutual accord to ration river 

water and use well water to supplement farming needs, keeping the overall watering frequen-

cy at an optimal level. Local farmers reported that this was done in a fair and transparent 

way. There are approximately 75 of these local well societies in Valencia. Farmers are either 

full members in a co-op, in which case they pay a fee for each allotment of well water, or 

-

chase well water can be excluded in this system. For more information, see Managing Water 

Locally, http://www.rural-water-supply.net/en/resources/details/400. 

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
http://www.rural-water-supply.net/en/resources/details/400
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Water Security Planning in India

In the Bundlekhand region of India, groundwater demand, both for domestic and irrigation 

needs, has increased dramatically in recent years. This increase in demand, coupled with 

successive years of drought, has resulted in an alarming downward trend in groundwater lev-

els. The resulting water stress at village level has had a negative impact on health and school 

attendance. It has increased the hardship experienced by women who have to walk longer 

distances to collect water. The poor and marginalized members of society are hardest hit by 

reductions in availability of water resources. WaterAid in India is working together with local 

NGO HARITIKA to empower communities to develop water-security plans that aim to reduce 

the risk of groundwater depletion, ensure reliable drinking water supplies throughout the year, 

and encourage equitable sharing of water for domestic and irrigation needs. This is achieved 

using a three-tiered water resource management approach that involves facilitating a wa-

ter-budgeting exercise with all water users; establishing demand for water; and the availability 

of water resources to meet those demands, boosting the amount of available water by har-

nessing monsoon rainfall through a series of small dams and building community capacity to 

manage drinking water supply assets. The approach links water supply asset management 

to the management of water resources. For more information, see Managing Water Locally, 

http://www.rural-water-supply.net/en/resources/details/400.

1. Empowering local decision-making and agency is a great idea, but how can it 

be scaled to meet our water demands of the future—especially with the global 

population estimated to rise to 10 billion by 2050? What other concerns might we 

have with decentralized local management? For example, what if an elite class 

develops around the localized control of water?

2. How might smart technology and communication enhance this policy idea by 

connecting localized water schemes around the world? What implications might 

this have for individuals, communities, economies, or the environment?  

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

Photo by Jon Polka, “The Community in San Isidro, Nicaragua Tries Out the New Faucet.” Shared by the Blue Planet Network.
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Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?

FAIR DISTRIBUTION OF WATER E

What if…you had to walk several miles 

every day just to collect water for your 

household? You often delegate this task 

to your children while you go about other 

work. It is a tiresome, unreliable, and some-

times dangerous task. Sometimes your 

family has to go without clean water, and 

this increases illness in your household and 

community. You wonder how some people 

have an abundance of water while your 

family often goes without. You think that no 

one in the 21st century should be denied 

access to clean water, but how can this be 

achieved?

1. Modify the frameworks of “water as property” to “public trust” and “public pur-

pose” doctrines. Restrict private ownership of water if it inhibits the necessary 

redistribution according to need. 

2. Empower international organizations to help achieve water rights for people 

around the world and to adjudicate water disputes under fairness standards 

based on the idea of equal moral claim to water.    

3. Prioritize immediate human need of water above all other claims to water 

sources, such as agricultural or industrial demands. 

This policy recognizes water access as 

a universal human right. It is an essential 

need that binds all of humanity and life. 

This policy is based on the idea that all 

humans have an equal moral claim to 

water. This equal moral claim requires a 

great deal of changed thinking about 

who owns water and the idea of water 

being a commodity. It moves basic water 

needs outside of traditional market mod-

els. This allows us to apply principles of 

fairness in governance and redistribution 

of water in accordance to this need. This 

policy ensures water access for all people, 

but especially minority and vulnerable 

populations. 

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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For Example

4. Launch an international campaign to educate people about what it means to 

claim water as a basic human right. 

5. Adopt water charters at local, state, regional, and international levels that out-

line the rights and responsibilities of citizens and governments and provide legal 

standing to citizens and communities to enforce those charters.

6. Create regional compacts on water and mechanisms for division of water re-

sources and the resolution of water disputes.

7. Increase regulation of water withdrawal and use, with emphasis on meeting ba-

water corporations. 

8. Use technology, governance, the market, and even large-scale water manage-

ment and distribution schemes to provide all people with water, regardless of 

where they live.

Water as a Universal Human Right

Fairness and equity issues in water are often dealt with through local laws and customs. How-

ever, the human need for water is so obvious that many around the world consider access 

64/292. The human rights approach looks at water as a prerequisite to many other human 

rights and as essential to human dignity. The UN’s Special Rapporteur on the Human Right to 

Safe Water and Sanitation reports to international agencies and cooperates with member 

nations on water-related component of sustainable development goals. 

are available at: www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml.

Philippines Water Code

The Philippines has a national policy that recognizes its citizens’ fundamental rights to water. 

The country has a National Water Code, with a National Water Resources Board, that requires 

water withdrawal permits for most uses of water. The permit system exempts drinking, cook-

ing, bathing, and other domestic and household uses of water. Permits are also not needed 

to hand-carry water from rivers or lakes or to use these bodies of water for human bathing or 

washing or for watering of animals. The Philippines Indigenous People’s Rights Act expands 

upon National Water Code rights by recognizing and protecting the traditional water supplies 

and practices of indigenous peoples. For more information on this and the recognition of rights 

to water in other nations, see http://en.unesco.org/themes/one-planet-one-ocean.

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml
http://en.unesco.org/themes/one-planet-one-ocean
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1. Under what circumstances might water be denied to someone or groups of peo-

ple? For example, in the border region of the American Southwest, humanitarian 

organizations maintain permanent water stations in the desert and provide clean 

drinking water along well-worn migrant routes. Should people who are entering 

countries without proper documentation have a right to water? If a household 

can’t afford its water bill, is it right to turn off the water? If a thirsty person appears 

on your doorstep, are you required to provide this person with a drink? 

2. How does the notion of water as a human right relate to the private ownership or 

private control of water? Is privatization and industry a natural enemy of individual 

rights? How might they be partners?        

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
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HELP THE MARKET MANAGE WATERF

What if… you lived in a community that 

had little water infrastructure, poor sanita-

tion, and few resources to pay for massive 

water projects? Government is unable or 

unwilling to provide much assistance. Com-

munity members spend a lot of time deal-

ing with their families’ water needs—time 

that could be spent more productively on 

generating income, pursuing education, 

or otherwise building community life. These 

development possibilities. You are inter-

ested in exploring how the private sector 

might help out your community. Private 

corporations seem to have the infrastruc-

ture, know-how, and will to satisfy your 

community’s water needs. Why not let the 

market provide the water that your gov-

ernment has failed to deliver?  

This policy calls for embracing private 

sector models of water management. 

Under this policy, water is a vital resource, 

but it is also a commodity for which a real-

istic price should be paid. Markets provide 

ways of harnessing the wisdom of crowds 

more rapid ways than is often the case 

with government. Government interven-

tion can distort accurate pricing of water 

use. It might shift costs or shield people 

from the true costs. Accurate pricing 

approaches to water use and distribution. 

This policy invites entrepreneurs, innova-

tors, businesses, and customers to set the 

framework of water management and 

distribution and thus harness the wisdom 

of the people. It looks to incorporate stan-

-

sumer credit, and market development 

into the ways we distribute and pay for 

water. The policy is informed by the be-

lief that the desire for an improved water 

supply can spur initiatives and investments 

and that competition and choice will 

management of water for the future.   
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Implementation: How might this policy idea be implemented?
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1. Allow the market to function with limited restrictions and regulation when it comes 

to water management and distribution.

2. Eliminate water subsidies for industries like energy generation, mining, manufac-

turing, and agriculture in order to provide market conditions that can sustain small 

and medium-sized enterprises. Protections would be built-in to maintain a level 

corporations. 

3. 

costs of supply and distribution so as to reduce the need for public subsidies and 

encourage individual conservation. 

4. Encourage the application of known best practices in private water manage-

ment, especially those that reduce costs that may be passed on to consumers in 

the form of lower prices.

5. 

leverage larger business investments through a cycle of creating wealth in the 

community.

6. Recognize limits of disposable income and non-monetary aspects of local econo-

my so that market pricing remains within reach of lower-income consumers.

For Example

Understanding Market Possibilities

Application of market-based solutions to water problems is sometimes hampered by a lack of 

Water Project that supports commercial enterprise in the sale, production, and maintenance 

of household water products in developing nations. PATH’s efforts provide some initial market 

testing and customer evaluation of full-price sales, payment, consumer credit, and integration 

with other water products in India, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Kenya. See the market-based 

solutions study at www.path.org.

Water Financing

Wealthy societies are usually in a position to bear the costs of water sources and systems, 

-

-

tutional investors looking to expand their sustainability portfolios and helps communi-

ties leverage additional commercial credit and social capital. It prioritizes small loans to 

www.water.org/solutions/watercredit/.

http://www.interactivityfoundation.org/
http://www.path.org
http://www.water.org/solutions/watercredit/
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1. What are the risks of applying market principles to water supply and distribution? 

How might we anticipate and protect against those concerns?  

2. Applications of market principles imply a functioning economy with disposable 

income. How do we deal with the water needs of those with no income? What 

happens in failed states or disaster areas?

3. If this policy were implemented, what might be some of the negative conse-

quences or unintended side effects? What could be done to soften the blow of 

any negative effects? What trade-offs might be acceptable?

Additional questions to consider:



Glossary of  Terms

Acceptable Water-  Waterthat meets our expectations of color, taste, and odor.

Accessible- Most commonly water in the home, workplace, or school. Under World Health Standards, accessible water can be 
found within 1,000 meters of these locations with a collection time of no more than 30 minutes.

Affordable- Under United Nations development programs, water costs are not to exceed 3 percent of household incomes.

Agricultural Usages-Water used in farming and food processing.

Aquifer- Water within permeable rock, sand, or gravel (usually as a distinct body in a region).

Atmospheric Water- Water in clouds, fog, or vapor in the air.

Centralized/De-Centralized Management-
resources, but can also indicate the level at which infrastructure systems are planned and operated (governance, policy, and im-
plementations may be mixtures of centralized and de-centralized management).

Clean Water- Water that meets local standards for consumption and measures of quality.

Compact- An agreement among multiple units of government concerning water usage and protection measures. 

Contamination- 

Cooperative Management- Governance of water by a variety of stakeholders and holders of legal interests.

Distribution (fairness and infrastructure systems)- 
for drinking and sanitation and connects to the infrastructure systems that bring water to homes and work sites.

Economic Development and Water- The relationship between water and uses connected to commerce, industry, and com-
munity development

Energy Usages- Most commonly referring to water used in the production of energy (production of steam, cooling towers, 

a power source (hydropower).

Ethics/Values (water ethic, cultural perspectives, consciousness)- Emerging thinking on interrelationships between nat-
ural systems and our human responsibility for the care and restoration of those systems, with a water ethic assuming a central 
role in our ideas about biodiversity and sustainability.

Glaciers- Areas on land covered by ice that move down slope or extend outward as their mass increases, with many such ice 
bodies now shrinking instead of expanding.

Governance- The general political system that produces legislation and rules and guides administrative action, but also the 
broader realm of civil society and public conversation that, hopefully, creates a deliberative and responsive environment for poli-
cy development.

Groundwater- The water stored in soils and rock that is typically tapped by wells.

Hydrology- The science of water distribution and movement in and on the Earth.

Indigenous Society- Native, tribal cultures with water and other environmental practices that pre-date colonial or occupation 
experiences, often rooted in traditional beliefs, and sometimes recognized in formal agreements such as treaties.

Industrial Usages- Water as used in manufacturing and processing.

Irrigation Water- Water supplied to crops and plants, often in areas that otherwise would not support their growth, often 
diverted from non-adjacent sources or deep wells, and sometimes subject to property rights, priorities in usage, and other regu-
lation.

Management- The general systems and practices applied to paying for and securing supplies of water and its treatment, distri-

Ownership- The legal system of recognizing rights and protected interests in property, with major differences between individ-
ual ownership and public ownership

Planning and Water-  A growing sense of the centrality of water and our land use and community development visions, with 
an increasing multi-disciplinary integration of urban planning, natural resources protections, aesthetics, economic development, 
and resiliency in the face of environmental changes—often summed up in concepts of sustainability.

Public Purpose-
water serving broad public and ecosystem purposes, not private interests.
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Public Trust- A legal doctrine that takes public purpose values a step further through constitutional provisions, statutes, or 
court decisions that hold certain aspects of water rights or certain bodies of water to be held in trust by states or other 
political subdivisions for the use and enjoyment of the public—imposing certain responsibilities on those governmental units to 
protect such water from harm.

Quality- A general description of safety, acceptability, and local measurements for intended uses and consumption.

Quantity- Availability of supplies of water that meet the needs of communities and ecosystems.

Regional Compacts- Agreements between different jurisdictions concerning shared bodies of water or water supplies (may 
be between political subdivisions within a nation or between nations)—common example: Great Lakes Compact between U.S. 
states and provinces in Canada.

Regulation- Usually referring to the body of administrative rules, government agencies, and enforcement mechanisms that 
implement the laws.

Rights (property, agreements, human rights)- Originally seen as legal claims to water under common law and statutes 
(there is an entire body of law know as riparian law relating to water), includes societal rights concepts, such as public trust, and 
access to safe water for consumption and hygiene, increasing seen as a fundamental human right by international agencies like 
the United Nations.

Run-off- Water that does not sink into the Earth’s surface, but instead is directed by gravity to bodies of water or low-lying 
basins (construction and agriculture account for increasing amounts of this).

Safe Water- Often used interchangeably with clean water, but sometimes implies a lesser standard that allows for the presence 
of organisms and contaminants at less than ideal levels, Does not pose imminent threats to health.

Salinity- -
culty in desalinization—production of clean water from sea water).

Scarcity- Describes both conditions of short supply in areas of little rainfall and overuse in areas where demand exceeds natu-
ral replenishment (also associated with changes in climate that act on rainfall amount and natural replenishment mechanisms).

Standards- Established measurements of quality and quantity that allow for monitoring and corrective measures (sometimes 

agencies).

- In water usage, quantities at levels capable of supporting general societal and personal activities.

Surface Water- Water that on the surface of the Earth, usually meaning streams, rivers, lakes, wetlands, and seas.

Sustainable (sustainability)- Practices that can carry societies and ecosystems into the future without undue disruptions, 
frequently used in a particular context (sustainable economics, sustainable agriculture, etc.).

Systems (natural and infrastructure)- Used in water discussions to refer to both parts of ecosystems that provide “ser-
-

man-designed systems that treat and distribute water. Increasingly viewed as an area ripe for integration of natural systems and 
human infrastructure.

Traditional Society- Often the same meaning as Indigenous Society, but may in some cases also refer to non-native, non-tribal 
cultures that practice forms of voluntary simplicity based on religious faith or cooperative values.

Wastewater- Water after usage (gray water from washing, sewage, industrial discharge, etc.) that requires treatment before 
returning it to groundwater or surface water or preparing it for reuse.

Water Footprint- The water embedded in food, products, and services that contribute to consumption patterns.

Water Law- Often referring to the body law relating to rights and access to water (as in riparian law), but now sometimes 
including laws and rules relating to systems, structures, and standards.

Watershed (divide, bioregion) Common-

Water Table- The point below the surface where groundwater is freely available.

Water Treatment- The processes used to prepare water for consumption or use/re-use or disposal, treatments often address-

etc.).

Wells- Originally a term referring to hand-dug shafts into the Earth to points below the water table for securing water. Now 
includes mechanically dug wells for water supply and sometimes heating/cooling/geothermal use.

pg 25Freshwater for the Future



How to Organize Your Own Discussion Group

Step One: Getting Started and Setting Up
 ≈ Create an invitation for six to eight people. There are all kinds of ways to bring people together for discussion. You can host 
a “Dinner Discussion Party” or organize a “Public Policy Potluck” with your neighbors. You could put a new twist on game 
night by introducing “Family & Friends Discussion Night.” You could even create a monthly “Discussion Club” (like a book 
club for public affairs) or propose “Alternative Happy Hour” with colleagues.

 ≈ Pick a good location. Find a relatively quiet place where everyone can sit together around a table or be in a living room type 
setting. It is important that people can see and hear one another. 

 ≈ Having food and refreshments at these gatherings helps to create an atmosphere of sharing. Decide what sort of refresh-
ments you would like to provide and what, if anything, you’d like your guests to bring.   

 ≈ Select a topic that you would like to discuss. For a list of IF Discussion Guidebooks, go to our website at 
www.interactivityfoundation.org. Download the discussion guidebook and make copies for your guests or encourage your 
guests to review the guidebook prior to the gathering.   

Step Two: Introduce the Topic and Each Other
 ≈ If you and your guests are new to one another, spend 10 to 20 minutes introducing everyone. Try tying the introductions to 
the topic. For example, if you are discussing the Freshwater for the Future, then you might want to ask everyone to introduce 
him or herself by sharing a favorite childhood memory about water.  

 ≈ Introduce the purpose of the discussion:
• We are not here to debate, argue, or push any particular agenda. 
• We are here to help each other explore different perspectives beyond our own. 
• We are here to help each other stretch our thinking to explore alternative approaches to complex social topics. 
• The goal isn’t to agree on a solution. 
• The goal is to open up new possibilities and new ways of looking at things.

 ≈ Introduce discussion guidelines:  
• To get things started, you can propose some basic ground rules, like talking in turn, making sure everyone participates, and 

trying not to dominate the conversation. 
• Practice saying “Yes, and…” Try to build on each other’s ideas as they come up rather than evaluating or criticizing them 

right away.
• Be yourself—and be someone else. Share what you think—then use your imagination to think beyond yourself. Imagine 

someone from another walk of life. What would they add?
• Be generous in spirit. Help each other think through ideas. Focus on exploring the content of ideas rather than the people 

who introduce them. Help each other explore ideas even if you disagree with them.
• Be bold and go deep. Bring up ideas regardless of whether you think they might meet approval or be successful (“That’s so 

crazy, it just might work!”).
 ≈ Put aside the guidebook and spend some time as a group exploring the topic: 
• What are some of other perspectives on the topic? 
• Beyond their own perspectives, what are other aspects of the topic that the group can think up? In what other ways might 

we face public choices about this topic in the future?
• Once you’ve explored the topic as a group, compare the concerns you came up with to those explored in the IF guide-

book. 

Step Three: Discuss the Policy Possibilities
 ≈ Each IF guidebook includes a range of contrasting big-picture ideas for how our society might approach some complex topic. 
Each discussion guide has a summary of all the possibilities. Try starting with a short “lightning round” discussion as an over-
view. This gives everyone a sense of the range of ideas coming up.

 ≈
There is no need to go in order in the discussion guide and no need to rush. Once you discuss these policy ideas, you can 
allow your guests to select the next policy possibility. 

 ≈ Try to understand each policy possibility (even if it’s not to your, or the group’s, liking). What does the policy mean? What 
does it propose to do? What motivates it? What concerns is it trying to address? What beliefs or values motivate it? What is 
its goal?

 ≈
and who might be harmed. Who (or what kinds of people) would really like (or dislike) this policy approach? Why?

 ≈ What are some different ways that the policy possibility could be implemented?
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Tips for the Host:  As host, you’ll play the role of facilitator. Your goal is to encourage exploratory discussion around the cho-
sen topic. You are not here to “lead” the discussion or to tell the group what to think. You’re not supposed to be an expert on 
the topic. Your job is to help a conversation unfold that allows everyone to stretch his or her mind in a welcoming environment. 
Some tips: 

• Keep the discussion on track and remind everyone to follow the discussion ground rules. 
• Be prepared. It’s good to have a few questions prepared to get the discussion rolling and to introduce when there is a lull. 

Try to avoid yes or no questions. The guidebook will give you ideas for good questions to ask.
• Discourage participants from dominating the discussion. You can sit next to an overzealous participant and gently remind 

him or her that others want to talk as well.  
• Encourage quiet participants to talk more. You can do this by making eye contact and even asking direct questions. Howev-

er, try to be subtle when you move participants in and out of the center of the discussion.  
• Try to keep the discussion at a big-picture level. Keep the focus on the gist of a policy idea—not haggling over the wording 

• Encourage participants to explore different dimensions of the policy area—cultural, moral, economic, environmental, etc. 
How might a policy impact the social fabric or our sense of self? What might be its moral, legal, or economic implications?

• Allow the discussion to unfold. Don’t rush it. Once it is going, allow it to run its course and intervene only when 
necessary. 

Tips for the Guests:  As participants, your role is really to help each other have a good exploratory discussion. Try to help 
your host by helping each other explore alternative ideas in a generous and cooperative way.  A few tips that will help you ele-
vate your discussion include: 

• Learn from the ideas and opinions of others. This involves listening. Try not to be the person who dominates the discus-
sion. Enthusiasm is great, but be sure to keep a space open for everyone to talk.   

• Revisit your own assumptions, ideas, and opinions. Be willing to revise your own thinking about a topic. Don’t set out to 
persuade others.   

• Ask questions to draw out others’ thinking and to check whether you understand them. 
• 
• Practice the “Yes, and…” approach. Instead of rejecting an idea, try to build on it even if you disagree with it. Think of 

being “additive” rather than “subtractive.” 
• Be imaginative or playful rather than critical or defensive in your contributions to the discussion (remember, it’s about 

exploring the content of different ideas, not about evaluating people).
• Try role playing in the discussion. Pretend to be someone else and make a sincere effort to represent the views of this 

type of person. Who is missing from your group? What different perspective would that person add to your group? 
• Have fun. Discussion is a great way to connect with people and to stretch your mind. Enjoy yourself!

Feedback: These discussions are about learning and expanding our thinking. We would like to learn from you and your guests.  
Email us your feedback at esw@interactivityfoundation.org or boyer@interactivityfoundation.org. 
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