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The Role Of Regional Social Networks In Multi-Level Water Governance
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Within the framework of the research project ‘GoverNat: Multi-level Governance of Natural Resources: Tools and Processes for Water and Biodiversity Governance in Europe’ the purpose of this PhD is to further examine the role of participation in water governance.  Specifically, the PhD research will focus on the participation of non-state actors in multi-level governance of water in the Northern Region of Portugal and in the Azores.
Over recent decades issues of water and biodiversity governance have become more pressing and gained more visibility in the social and political realms.  This has led to an expansion by both state and non-state actors of the range of means by which management water and biodiversity occurs.   It has been hypothesized that there are two broad types of multi-level governance, according to Marks and Hooghe (2004: 17), which display more hierarchical (‘Type I’) or more networked (‘Type II’) features.  Since the provision of water services must be both task-oriented and flexible, yet is, in most contexts, embedded in a system-wide architecture, the interplay of Type I and Type II governance is a particularly important area of consideration.
Portugal, with a long history of dictatorship (which toppled in 1974) and top-down decision-making, has been slow to devolve power and retains a highly centralised power structure. One view states that ‘[M]embership of the EU has led to calls for the “regionalisation” of what is, in reality, a small state with a centralist tradition, and which has experienced no historical or culturally legitimate decentralising pressures’ (Pinto A. C., Monteiro, N., 2004: 61).  The notable exceptions are the two autonomous regions: Madeira and the Azores.  Though subordinate to the Portuguese national government, the regions have their own governments which consist of a regional executive and a legislative parliament.  They have the authority to dictate local policy, raise taxes, and allocate regional development aid.  

The legal requirements of the EU with regard to certain environmental initiatives compound this tendency towards regionalisation of responsibilities in the environmental arena.  The implementation of the regional water body authorities in Portugal is likely to be critical for a number of reasons.  The insertion of a new ‘level’ into water resource management will alter both existing Type I and Type II governance structures, while the creation of new regional organisations for water management creates the opportunity to establish new institutions and forms of dialogue in Portugal which could alter stakeholder participation in decision-making regarding water issues.
Within Portugal, in addition to the increased prominence of the regional level institutions, there has also been an increase in the involvement of private-public-partnerships (PPPs) and in the role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  Portugal is also engaged in ongoing dialogue with Spain over shared water resources. These developments and others have made the actors involved in governance in the water sector more diverse, and has extended inclusion across scales and horizontally to an unprecedented degree.
Research conducted in the course of this PhD will examine how the implementation of the regional river basin authorities as a consequence of the WFD will impact non-state actors’ participation in water governance.  This will be done in two stages.  Firstly, the impact of the implementation on social networks will be investigated. Subsequently, the altered role of stakeholder involvement will be examined.
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