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Introduction: Water and 
Watershed Politics

The United Nations (UN) World Water Day, which was declared at the UN 
Conference on Environment and Development in 1992, is marked on 22 
March every year in cities and villages all over Peru. In 2014, World Water 
Day was celebrated throughout the whole month of March in different 
locations along the Majes-Colca watershed in southern Peru, where I was 
doing ethnographic research on climate change and water management at 
the time. In a collaboration of the public water administration, the water 
users associations,1 the municipality and non-government organisations 
(NGOs), different events were organised: workshops, seminars, and a pro-
cession where farmers and school children marched with banners on the 
public plaza in Chivay, the main town in Colca Valley. The banners had 
messages like: ‘Water is a treasure like your life – don’t waste it’; ‘Water is 
life for Chivay – take care of the water’, and ‘The water should not be sold 
– The water should be defended!’ The farmers – or water users as they are 
called in the Water Resources Law – carrying the banners were worried 
because there had been three months of drought since December, in what 
was supposed to be the rainy season. In the semi-arid Colca Valley, water 
has been a matter of concern since people started cultivating the land 
thousands of years ago. In the past two decades, however, new concerns 
have emerged as many farmers have noted changes in the weather, the 
landscape and the water supply: irregular rain, springs that disappear 
and dry pastures. In the same period, international NGOs and national 
public agencies have introduced the narratives of global warming and 
climate change, through talks, workshops and pamphlets, which resonate, 
confirm and give new meanings to the observations that many farmers 
make in their everyday life. In March 2014, the crops were suffering, and 
the farmers had to carefully distribute the water that was available for 
irrigation. 

At the same time, water born in the headwaters in the Colca highlands 
was sent through a 100-km-long canal down to the Majes Irrigation Project 
(MIP) in the desert flatlands in the lower parts of the watershed. This large-
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scale irrigation project was constructed in the 1970s in order to create 
export-oriented agribusiness and economic development for the region. 
However, the project has also generated tensions and conflicts with the 
Quechua-speaking peasants in the highlands, as well as frustrations and 
problems in Majes, where the urban centre soon became a business hub 
and the surrounding desert was populated by squatters. Since the Majes 
canal started to bring water from the Colca highlands to the arid pampa 
of Majes in 1983, both the economy and the population increased at an 
accelerated speed. While the booming agro-export economy has made it a 
prosperous place, its vulnerability is also becoming increasingly obvious, 
since life in Majes is totally dependent on continuous water supply from 
Colca (Stensrud 2016a). 

On Friday 7 March 2014, a ritual offering ceremony (pago) for the earth-
mother Pachamama and the water-mother Yakumama was performed 
on the public plaza of Chivay. A ritual expert (paqu) was in charge of 
preparing and assembling the pago on a table, and among those closest 
to the paqu were the representatives from the state water administration 
(ALA – Administración Local del Agua, Local Water Administration), the 
representatives of the water users associations, as well as the vice-mayor 
and a couple of aldermen from the municipal council. Everyone was 
welcome to watch and participate, even tourists, who often spend a day in 
Chivay after hiking in Colca Canyon. The participants received coca leaves 
to make small bouquets (k’intus) and pieces of llama fat (untu) to roll in 
their hands and were instructed to blow their vital breath (samay) into the 
balls of fat and coca bouquets. The paqu invoked the names of the local 
mountain-beings, with special attention to Cotallaulli who overlooks the 
town, and he placed a starfish from the sea into the main fountain as a way 
to attract water. Afterwards, the pago was burnt on the plaza. The stones 
on the ground cracked and broke with a lot of noise, something which 
startled some of the onlookers and was interpreted by others as a positive 
sign. A couple of hours later, when the ceremony was finished, the rain 
started pouring down. Was it a result of the pago? Did it work? It was the 
topic of conversation around town the whole afternoon. Some farmers 
commented later, however, that the rain had been too strong, and it had 
come with lightening, thunder and hail. It was also too short and didn’t 
help the plants. Likewise, my friend and interlocutor Sara, who was a 
daughter of farmers and working as an accountant at the Junta office, told 
me that she was worried about her family’s beans because the hail ruins 
the plants. The farmers I talked to concluded that the pago had not been 
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well prepared. They didn’t question the general functions of pagos, which 
are usually made as an integral part of agricultural work and community 
life. But some criticised this particular pago, which had been part of a 
public spectacle. 

The story of the World Water Day in Chivay in 2014, illustrates one of 
the main points in this book: that watersheds are constituted by a plurality 
of water practices and relations, including relations to other-than-human 
beings. All these practices produce diverse versions of water and different 
yet entangled water worlds. However, the explicit aim of the World Water 
Day celebrations was to create awareness about the importance of creating 
a ‘new water culture’, which seeks to teach people that they should be 
more efficient in their water use. This focus on efficiency comes from an 
understanding of water as primarily an economic resource, and is part of 
the project to produce measurable and standardised water, which in the 
end can be commodified: this is what I call the ‘singularisation’ of water. 
This process is never complete, however, and water constantly continues 
to multiply. I propose that water is always made in practices, relationships 
and encounters, and this book will explore the multiplicities of water that 
come out of different practices and how they are negotiated in various 
encounters. 

Water often flows in watersheds, also called river basins, or cuencas in 
Spanish. The water in this book flows through a cuenca that is officially 
called Cuenca Camaná-Majes-Colca by the National Water Authority in 
Peru. However, this and other cuencas do not exist a priori in nature or 
in state administrations; they are made by different policies, practices 
and encounters. Water flows are also manipulated by infrastructure, by 
which humans attempt to direct and control water according to their pre-
dominant needs. Since demands tend to be contested, infrastructures are 
frequently made into objects of contestation and sites of politics (Barry 
2001). As emergent and experimental systems, which hold the potential 
capacity to make new forms of sociality, remake landscapes, define novel 
forms of politics, reorient agency, and reconfigure subjects and objects, 
they also generate unplanned and unforeseen effects (Jensen and Morita 
2017). By discussing how different parts of the landscape, infrastructure, 
water users, and different water practices are negotiated and put together, 
the book will demonstrate how the watershed – la cuenca – has emerged 
as a socio-material assemblage that is being shaped and consolidated as 
a singular unit of management. In this process, a diversity of existing 
water practices and beings are being excluded, yet they continue to exist, 
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emerging from multiple practices and encounters. I will in this book take 
a closer look at the multiplicity of water and the politics of singularisation 
in the Majes-Colca watershed: How are watersheds made into functional 
and manageable units? How are different parts of a watershed gathered 
and joined into a whole, and in this process how are diverse practices, 
meanings and values negotiated? This work of gathering together and 
unifying requires careful attention to different water ecologies, and the 
negotiations of the needs and demands of different water users, sources 
and regulating entities, both human and non-human. 

I will explore a set of questions related to how water is valued, engaged 
with, regulated and managed by different actors and in different kinds of 
relations. I will particularly scrutinise how water is part of state policies 
of singularisation, while simultaneously emerging as multiple waters, 
disrupting the often taken-for-granted dichotomies of nature–culture, 
subject–object, active–inert, living–non-living and human–non-human. 
In order to think beyond these dichotomies, I suggest that there is a need 
to ‘slow down’ reasoning and to provoke the kind of thinking that would 
allow a cosmopolitics, which in Stengers’ use, is understood as a space for 
hesitation in the construction of a common world (Stengers 2005b). 

The way water flows are guided and shaped by and in human–
non-human interactions, and simultaneously are shaping and changing 
landscapes and socio-ecological relations, allows us to see how water 
practices are constantly making worlds emerge. Anna Tsing (2015) has 
explored the worlds emerging from the multiple encounters and practices 
(picking, exporting, consuming) taking place in the supply chain of the 
matsutake mushroom, and she argues that following these practices 
shows us the ‘possibilities of coexistence within environmental distur-
bance’ (2015: 4). Tsing suggests that world-making projects emerge from 
practical activities of making lives; in the process these projects alter our 
planet. Peasant and indigenous livelihoods and water-related activies that 
are not part of the hegemonic idea of ‘progress’ make worlds too, and 
they ‘show us how to look around rather than ahead’ (Tsing 2015: 22). 
Worlds are made through encounters that Zhan (2009) calls translocal. 
Zhan forcefully argues that what is known as ‘Chinese medicine’ is not an 
unchanging body of knowledge, but an emerging ‘worlding’ made in trans-
local movements and multiple, often contradictory, practices. This focus 
is also a critique of dominant dichotomies such as traditional–modern, 
local–global and cultural–scientific. Worlds in the making are open-ended 
and can ‘serve as a constant reminder that the worlds we inhabit are by 
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no means finite’ (Zhan 2009: 24). This also implies that when multiple 
worlds coexist, they are neither completely separate nor completely equiv-
alent, but what Marilyn Strathern has called ‘partially connected’ because 
they are ‘neither singular nor plural, neither one nor many’ (Strathern 
2004 [1991]: 54), but always overlapping in different degrees. 

Acknowledging that other worlds are possible, also requires us to rethink 
the concept of politics. Thinking with Rancière (2010: 37), who defines 
politics as ‘the manifestation of dissensus as the presence of two worlds in 
one’, I suggest that the encounters of different – and partially connected 
– water practices, can be seen as everyday politics of world-making in the 
Majes-Colca watershed. Here, I am inspired by de la Cadena (2015), who, 
building on Stengers, Rancière, Haraway, Strathern and others, argues that 
practices that enact earth-beings and humans as inherently related to each 
other, are continuously making worlds in the Andes. Rather than focusing 
on ‘cosmologies’, and following Tsing’s take on assemblages as open-ended 
gatherings that make worlds and lifeways, Zhan’s point about the trans-
local, and de la Cadena’s analysis of emerging worlds in the Andes, I aim 
to describe water-related worlds as open-ended and emerging through 
practices and encounters. Different practices enact different worlds; 

Figure 1 A view of Colca Valley from the ‘left side’ looking over to the ‘right side’. 
We see the village of Lari, the agricultural terraces in a semi-arid landscape, and 
the snow topped mountain Suriwiri in the background.
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these worlds are fragmented, overlapping and changing, and they can all 
co-exist as part of each other through negotiation. The negotiations and 
the tensions involved in making the watershed, is what I call ‘watershed 
politics.’ Hence, when I argue that water is a highly political issue, I refer 
not only to the politics of distributing water-as-resource to different uses 
and among different groups of humans (rural and urban communities, 
extractive industries), but also to the politics of what water is: who has the 
power to represent what water is, what it can be and should be?

Water as a matter of concern in the Andes

Water as a limited resource that needs to be properly managed has gained 
increased attention all over the world in the past few years. Popula-
tion growth, urbanisation, extractive industries, inequality and climate 
change are factors that contribute to dwindling water supplies and con-
flicting demands all over the world. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) states that freshwater-related issues play a pivotal 
role among the key regional vulnerabilities in Latin America (Bates et 
al. 2008). Climatological and hydrological measurements indicate that 
the near-surface air temperature in the tropical Andes has significantly 
increased over the last 70 years, and most station records in southern 
Peru indicate a precipitation decrease after 1950 (Vuille et al. 2008). This 
means that rain-fed agriculture has become more difficult and, at the same 
time, the glaciers – which are natural containers of freshwater – have been 
shrinking rapidly during past decades. Peru contains 70 per cent of the 
world’s tropical mountain glaciers, which are the most visible indicators of 
climate change due to their sensitivity to increased temperatures (Vuille et 
al. 2008). Glacier scientists have been monitoring the retreat and melting 
of these glaciers since the 1970s (Carey 2008, 2010), and calculations 
indicate that all glaciers below the altitude of 5,500 metres will disappear 
by 2025 (Oré et al. 2009). Glacier retreat is a particularly serious concern 
in the semi-arid southern tropical Andes, because of the long dry season 
that usually lasts from April until September (Vuille et al. 2018). Peru 
is vulnerable to these climate changes primarily because of the unequal 
distribution of resources, money, people and water, in a country where 
poverty-induced migration to cities in the coastal desert has been going 
on since the 1970s (Altamirano 1983; Paerregaard 1997; Ødegaard 2010). 
When peasant farmers lack the economic means to improve their produc-
tion under declining environmental conditions, they tend to migrate to the 
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urbanised and industrial coast, where they live in poor neighbourhoods 
in the desert. In Peru, 65 per cent of the country’s 31 million people live 
along the arid Pacific coastline yet have access to only 1.8 per cent of the 
total water resources in the country (Defensoría del Pueblo 2015: 12). This 
makes water management a crucial and highly political issue. The number 
of environmental conflicts in Peru has escalated since the 1990s, a decade 
that was characterised by radical neoliberal reforms and a mining boom. 
Between 2011 and 2014, a total of 539 social conflicts were registered, and 
153 of these (28.36 per cent) were linked to water (Defensoría del Pueblo 
2015: 35). In 2017 it was reported that approximately half of all social con-
flicts in the last decade were related to water (Perú 21 2017): cases of water 
grabbing and pollution by mines, cases of enclosures by dams for hydro-
power and export agribusiness, and conflicts related to legal pluralities 
and contested rights to water (Guevara 2008). More than issues of distri-
bution and access, however, these conflicts are also often about something 
more profound: how we understand and relate to land and water (Paredes 
and Li 2019). As described in the ethnographic vignette above, there were 
different entities that intervened in the celebration of World Water Day 
in Chivay in March 2014: not only the international and national insti-
tutions, but also the mountains, the earth-mother (Pachamama), and the 
water-mother (Yakumama) were addressed and their response was inter-
preted and discussed among people. People I came to know in Colca Valley 
often interacted with sentient and responsive water-beings, like springs, 
lakes and ponds, who responded to human action.

Anthropological studies of water since the 1970s have observed the 
central importance of water in the political life and symbolic worlds 
of peasant communities: how water has played a central role in origin 
stories, cosmologies and rituals since precolonial times (Earls and Silver-
blatt 1978; Sherbondy 1982; Allen 1988; Valderrama and Escalante 1988; 
Gose 1994; Salomon 1998; Sherbondy 1998; Gelles 2000; Hogue and Rau 
2008). Jeanette Sherbondy, who has done research on water and canal 
systems in the Andes since the 1970s, describes water as ‘the dynamic 
principle that explains movement, circulation and the forces for change. 
Water is considered the essence of life itself’ (Sherbondy 1998: 212). 
These studies have focused on the culturally embedded practices of irri-
gation in the Peruvian Andes, where irrigation technologies that include 
agricultural terraces and canals, have been used since at least 2400 bc 
(Denevan 2001). Much of this scholarship has focused on the uses and 
distribution of water in terms of power, control, and kinship structures 
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(Paerregaard 1994; Sherbondy 1994; Gelles 2000; Trawick 2003). Several 
scholars have analysed different phases of state intervention in local water 
governance as a matter of opposition and conflict (Boelens 2009, 2015; 
Guillet 1992; Guillet and Mitchell 1994; Vera Delgado 2011; Paerregaard 
2013) and in terms of hegemony and citizenship (Paerregaard et al. 2016). 
More recent scholarship has scrutinised processes of marketisation and 
commodification (Hogue and Rau 2008; Boelens et al. 2014; Paerregaard 
and Andersen 2019), and several scholars have shown how changes in 
glaciers and water supply are entangled in socio-economic structures and 
neoliberal policies (Oré et al. 2009; Carey 2010; Lynch 2012; Rasmussen 
2015; Boelens 2009). Most studies of the social life of water and irriga-
tion in the Andes have focused on indigenous peasants, while the state 
is often presented as an impersonal force. María Teresa Oré and Edwin 
Rap (2009; Rap and Oré 2017) are an exception, with their research on 
the practices and social networks of hydraulic engineers, who since the 
1970s have formed an epistemic community and a hydraulic bureaucracy 
with huge influence on Peruvian water policies. However, recent studies 
of water and infrastructure in other parts of the world indicate that 
hydraulic engineers and bureaucrats are often not detached from water 
users, but rather engage and negotiate with them in networks of reci-
procity (Barnes 2014; Anand 2017).2 Everyday relations, connections and 
practices tend to be complex, and as noted by David Mosse (2005), we 
need to look at institutional practices ethnographically. By discussing the 
everyday work of engineers, managers and administrators, I will in this 
book not only look at how the state intervenes in local forms of gover-
nance, but also analyse encounters that are socially embedded and where 
power and values are negotiated. 

There has been a commendable shift towards a focus on water flows, 
rather than uses and distribution, allowing a more dynamic approach 
to understand ongoing struggles for water and life in rural highlands 
(Rasmussen 2015), as well as the urban ecologies of water (Swynge-
douw 2004; Andersen 2014) and hydropower development (Hommes 
and Boelens 2018). These studies, founded in the political economy and 
political ecology of water (Swyngedouw 2009), have contributed to the 
understanding of different ‘hydrosocial cycles’ – a term that captures ‘the 
deepening entanglement of water flows and power relations’ (Budds et al. 
2014: 167) – and have asserted the inequality and injustice of water dis-
tribution and access. Although I am inspired by this shift towards more 
dynamic analysis, I intend with this book to take a step further and include 



Introduction: Water and Watershed Politics  9

the non-human to show how hydrosocial relations are part of the mutually 
constitutive relationships in which people, land, mountains, water and 
other beings co-constitute each other (Kohn 2013; de la Cadena 2015). By 
looking at socio-material practices and what they enact, this book aims to 
go beyond the onto-epistemic limits of political economy, political ecology 
and cultural/symbolic representation of water. With their focus on the dis-
tribution of water resources and different perspectives on water, these 
fields of research imply a fundamental discontinuity of nature–culture 
and human–non-human. Inspired by the term ‘political ontology’, as ‘an 
imaginary for a politics of reality’ (Blaser and de la Cadena 2018: 5), I 
will rather look into how different water practices and water worlds are 
enacted, and how they coexist and are deeply entangled. Through which 
practices is water being produced as an ‘economic resource’, and in which 
encounters does water as multiplicity emerge? 

Water extractivism

‘Resource’ originally implied life. Its root is the Latin verb surgere, 
which evoked the image of a spring that continually rises from the 
ground. Like a spring, a ‘re-source’ rises again and again, even if it has 
repeatedly been used and consumed. (Shiva 2010: 228)

In her chapter on ‘resources’ in the Development Dictionary, Vandana 
Shiva (2010) shows how the connotations of the concept of resources 
changed with the advent of industrialism and colonialism, when nature 
was transformed into resources for production and trade. The treatment 
of nature as resource for economic growth – as a container for raw 
materials waiting to be exploited and transformed into inputs for indus-
trial production of commodities – has been central to the project of 
development, and has resulted in the desacralisation of nature and the 
destruction of the commons through enclosures and privatisation (Shiva 
2010). In his analysis of how water became ‘modern’, Jamie Linton 
(2010) argues that modern water is an understanding of water as simply 
a resource: ‘stripped of any cultural, or even political and ethical con-
notations’. Water-as-resource is a precondition for ‘water management’, 
a term that ‘implies a particular kind of water, stripped of its complex 
social relationships such that it may be managed by experts who are not 
necessarily directly involved in these relationships’ (Linton 2010: 58). 
Jeremy J. Schmidt (2017) discusses how a philosophy of water manage-
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ment that developed in the United States at the beginning of the 20th 
century, is today forming the basis for what is called ‘global water gover-
nance’. In the United States water was not categorised as a ‘resource’ until 
1909, yet today this classification is so common that it appears natural. 
Analysing how this particular approach to water management became 
the consensus, Schmidt defines this common thinking ‘normal water’. It 
was ‘by gathering different kinds of social, technical, geological contin-
gency into a common way of imagining the health of societies and the 
Earth that a particular philosophy of water management became normal’ 
(Schmidt 2017: 6–7). 

The turn towards neoliberalisation in the global economy, under-
stood as a political project to minimise state intervention and enhance 
the conditions for capital accumulation (Harvey 2005), was accompa-
nied by a neoliberalisation of nature, characterised by a rapid increase in 
the involvement of private corporations in resource ownership and the 
provision of ecosystem services (Bakker 2015). The neoliberal turn also 
affected international agreements of water: in the 1992 Dublin Statement 
on Water and Sustainable Environment, it was declared that water has 
economic value and should be recognised as an economic good (Franco 
et al. 2013).3 Since the rapid and radical neoliberal restructuring of the 
Peruvian economy under President Alberto Fujimori in the 1990s, devel-
opment policies have been based on deregulating markets, encouraging 
private investment and corporate extractivism. Extensive concessions 
have been granted to foreign corporations that extract value from nature, 
and these extractive practices have created socio-environmental conflicts 
across the country. In addition to the well-known conflicts related to 
oil, minerals and logging, another form of extractivism that is growing 
in importance is the extraction of economic value from water in mega-
projects for hydropower and export-oriented agribusiness.

What I call water extractivism is the practice of singularising and stan-
dardising water into the category of ‘resource’ in order to master it and 
extract as much economic value from it as possible. This practice of 
resourcification is concomitant with the rise of capitalist markets and 
the modern state, or what James C. Scott (1998) calls ‘high modernism’. 
Scott argues that state control requires a narrowing of vision of complex 
and unwieldy realities and a simplification of nature. This simplification 
makes the phenomenon at the centre of the field of vision – in this case 
water – more legible and more susceptible to measurement and calcula-
tion, thus making possible a high degree of schematic knowledge, control 
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and manipulation (Scott 1998). Hence, in order to extract value, water 
must be standardised and singularised into a universal resource that can 
be measured, quantified, registered and licensed, and thus controlled and 
commodified (see Bakker 2010; Swyngedouw 2015; Strang 2016). The 
Peruvian state’s project of modernisation and development is based on an 
extractivist logic, where every drop counts; the goal is to not waste any of 
the water flowing downriver from the Andean highlands into the Pacific 
Ocean. Every drop should be put into production and used to create 
value, whether in electricity, mining, agriculture, business or to sustain 
a growing population. As a project initiated by the Peruvian state in its 
quest for modernity, the MIP aims to conquer water and nature in order 
to extract value and create progress. The planned second phase of the irri-
gation project – Majes-Siguas II – is a hydraulic megaproject that will be 
constructed in a public–private partnership, implying a ‘temporary com-
modification’ (Ullberg 2019). The 2009 Peruvian Water Resources Law 
acknowledges water as public property yet emphasises its economic value 
and encourages private investment. Hence, the law allows and enables a 
kind of indirect privatisation and commodification process. 

In the Water Resources Law, water is explicitly valued as an economic 
good but at the same time valued as a basic human right to be equitably 
distributed, a principle that is not consonant with its market value (Orlove 
and Caton 2010: 409). On the one hand, the law recognises the funda-
mental right of humans to consume water as well as the right of native 
and peasant communities to use the water that flows through their land. 
On the other hand, it emphasises the economic value of water and the 
importance of efficient use of the resource.4 This law is inspired by and 
integrated in the water resources management (IWRM) approach, which, 
since the early 1990s, has become the hegemonic paradigm for legitimising 
and implementing water management policies all over the world (Orlove 
and Caton 2010).5 According to the UN (2014), the IWRM approach that 
has now been accepted internationally ‘as the way forward for efficient, 
equitable and sustainable development and management of the world’s 
limited water resources and for coping with conflicting demands’. As 
Orlove and Caton (2010: 410) point out, however, IWRM hardly questions 
what is meant by a basic right or a commodity and does not venture into 
the complex political question of how its principles will be struggled over 
in concrete settings.

Although IWRM aims for a holistic approach based on the three prin-
ciples of social equity, economic efficiency and ecological sustainability, 
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it does not acknowledge the conflicts between these three principles, 
and the value of water as an economic resource is often given priority. 
IWRM is implemented by promoting ‘new water cultures’ in populations, 
creating new water legislation that privileges economic efficiency, and 
consolidating administrations based on watersheds (or basins) as units of 
management. As a result, people all over the world are thinking about 
watersheds as units of management, which implies a ‘watershed logic’ of 
efficiency. The goal is to achieve efficient water cycles where flows and 
uses are regulated and where the extraction of value is maximised. 

As the most used water resources term worldwide, IWRM has been 
likened to a mantra more than professional tool (Delli Priscoli 2013), 
and it has been criticised for not being sensitive to power and inequal-
ity (Mehta et al. 2016). Instead of policy transfer, which assumes perfect 
rationality of actors, stability of governance and the immutability of policy 
ideas in different places or contexts, Mukhtarov (2014) suggests policy 
translation as an approach to study how policy ideas travel. As the IWRM 
travels around the world, it is translated and implemented in particular 
socio-material environments. In Peru, the first watershed council (consejo 
de cuenca) was created in la cuenca Quilca-Chili, which is the neighbour-
ing watershed to Majes-Colca (Arequipa). The rationale was to include the 
different actors and water users (agriculture, industry, municipalities) in 
the governance of the watershed/basin, and the first phase of planning and 
implementation was characterised by tensions originating from huge dif-
ferences in power and influence (Andersen 2014).

One of the reasons for organising management in watersheds is to see 
water use as integrated across the political borders of the administrative 
units such as districts, provinces and departments. However, watersheds 
are not necessarily entirely and unproblematically present as units in 
nature: they vary in scale, may contain smaller sub-watersheds and con-
nections with groundwater and may be modified by infrastructure that 
transfers water between watersheds (Strang 2004; Orlove and Caton 
2010). To create a united watershed as a functioning unit of manage-
ment necessitates a lot of work bringing people and institutions together, 
and careful attention to different water ecologies and water users’ needs. 
However, according to Phillips and Roberts (2019), there is – even within 
the technocratic realm of modern water management – an increasing rec-
ognition of the need to consider and incorporate multiple perspectives; 
both human and wider ecological interactions with water. 




