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Freshwater is one of the world’s most precious resources, and managing it 
sustainably is 
a critically important goal. Fresh water and healthy aquatic ecosystems 
provide valuable services 
that society has come to depend on. While many factors determine the 
outcomes of 
freshwater management in the U.S., the aim of this paper is to examine the 
extent to which we 
can attribute these outcomes to the operation and evolution of governance 
systems. In this paper, 
we refer to “governance” as the steering influence of the rules, decision 
making processes, and 
incentives provided by both governmental and non-governmental actors, 
including the private 
sector and civil society. 
  
In short, while the principles and objectives for freshwater management 
have changed 
significantly over the last 100 years, governance has remained a key factor 
determining 
freshwater management outcomes in the U.S. Governance systems have 
helped to distribute 
authority and incentives in freshwater management; they shape our 
responses to social and 
environmental change, and they determine whose voices are heard, and in 
what decision making 
venues. In turn, governance systems have created freshwater 
management challenges and 
solutions, and they will continue to do so in the future. As society’s goals for 
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management change, our governance systems may also need to be 
changed. New challenges and 
expectations are confronting local, state and national level agencies in the 
U.S. that are designed 
to execute basic service functions in a static environment. Governance 
innovations – such as integrated resources planning and collaborative 
decision-making – have important potential to address these new 
challenges. 
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This issue of the journal contains a series of articles on hydraulic fracturing, 
some of which go beyond water resource concerns. The articles include 
such topics as state preemption, regulatory issues, horizontal drilling, water 
management, clean energy, climate change, the Gulf oil spill, and others. 
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