CHAPTER 6: FUTURE WORK AND THE ROLE OF ORGANIZATIONS

This chapter discusses the future work of the SWRR, which includes broadening and deepening
the participation of the many organizations who share interest and responsibility for managing
water resources.

Different organizations have different jobs in society’s pursuit of sustainable development. This
dictates the scale and focus of the indicators in which they will have an interest, and for which a
system of indicators can be designed.

Roles of Various Organizations

The roles of the federal, state, local and tribal governments in helping society become sustainable
are complex and multi-faceted. Each can be advocates and integrators of social, economic and
environmental goals. They work to protect and allocate resources. They levy taxes and set fees,
fund research, educate, regulate, subsidize, invest and act as product consumers. They also
collaborate extensively with other levels of government, regional organizations, non-
governmental organizations and the private sector. Organizations in the private and non-profit
sectors also have a variety of roles. How organizations perform each of these jobs is important
but understanding how to do a job in a sustainable manner is not always easy. All organizations
can benefit from clear definitions of key terms and guidance on translating indicators into
actions. The scale and focus of each organization dictates the indicators in which it will have an
interest, and for which a system of indicators can be designed. At the same time, the roles and
responsibilities sometimes overlap or work together as the following sections illustrate.

State Governments

The states have the lead responsibility for managing water quantity but serve as implementing
arms of EPA in water quality management even when they have their own state water quality
regulations.

In working to manage water sustainably, states will benefit from understanding how water
affects and is affected by social, economic and environmental systems, today and long term.
This is a daunting task, and it makes opportunities for collective action beyond a single state’s
borders important to seize. Examples of these opportunities include:

e Understanding sustainable development

e Understanding systems, system change and drivers

e Understanding out-of-bounds inputs and sinks (such as mercury or acid deposition from
sources outside a state’s boundaries)

e Collaboration in monitoring, research, assessment, regulation, education, fund raising,
consuming

These state opportunities also show the work of the Sustainable Water Resources Roundtable to
be timely and on target. In particular, the SWRR can help by developing a uniform framework
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for understanding water sustainability, including a vision, principles, criteria and indicators. It
also can help by identifying the key water connections within and among social, economic and
environmental systems.

States will benefit greatly from a commonly accepted definition and conceptual model for
understanding and measuring progress toward water sustainability. The model should include
examples of how the concept of water sustainability includes, pervades and affects social,
economic and environmental elements. Just like you cannot “take water out of the
environment,” one cannot divorce water from its uses and benefits when analyzing its
“sustainability.” In other words, the concept of state “water sustainability” has little meaning in
a vacuum — without the tie to how water management may or may not meet existing and long-
term future needs of people and ecosystems.

The Federal Government

The Federal Government is the largest land owner in the United States. These lands are
managed the National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management and Fish and Wildlife Service
of the Department of the Interior, the US Forest Service of the Department of Agriculture and
the Defense Department with its large military bases and reserves. As a landowner, the Federal
government shares responsibility with the states for the management of the quality and quantity
of much of the nation's surface and ground water and whether or not those resources

are managed on a sustainable basis. There are many other roles and responsibilities in federal
water management and these, at times, can be overlapping, and in apparent conflict among the
federal agencies and bureaus.

The Environmental Protection Agency monitors water quality as do Bureaus of the Department
of Interior and the Department of Agriculture. The US Geological Survey in the Department of
Interior for example, maintains approximately 7000 stream gauges measuring flow. The
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration monitors and works with marine coastal and
estuarine resources.

The Environmental Protection Agency, Fish and Wildlife Service and the Natural Resources
Conservation Service have Congressional mandates to regulate and enforce environmental laws
related to water often in relationship with state governments.

The US Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation in the Interior Department
have responsibilities for management of dams, levees and rivers and the Tennessee Valley
Authority is responsible for river basin management in its jurisdiction.

Research related to water resources availability, demand, quality and sustainability is carried out
by all of the agencies named with the addition of the Department of Energy.

In all of this work the responsibility for water resources is shared in various ways with state,
tribal and local governments and with private property owners. The great diversity of issues,
jurisdictions, ad responsibilities among so many organizations makes coordination and
collaboration challenging. This makes the work of the Sustainable Water Resources Roundtable,
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its sponsoring organization the Advisory Committee on Water Information (ACWI) and other
ACWI sub groups such as the National Water Quality Monitoring Council particularly
important.

The Private Sector

As global demands for water increase and access and availability become more unpredictable,
the business community is seeing the need to move forward in developing innovative ways to
manage water in a sustainable manner. Not only is this good for business, but for the
communities in which businesses work and the environmental resources on which they depend.
Clean freshwater is essential environmentally, socially, and economically.

The business community is facing many water-related challenges that can constrain activities.
Water costs are increasing as a result of competition, supplier disruptions from water shortages,
and governmental regulations that are becoming more stringent as they move from technology to
watershed health-based approaches. Allocations, water supply reliability, consistent quality, and
rights for water use and discharge of pollutants are not assured into the future. Sustainability of
water and other natural resources are becoming of increasing concern to customers, shareholders,
and the communities in which business operate and in which their employees live. Balancing
these and other competing water needs requires innovative ideas and forward thinking, planning,
and management.

Sustainable use of water will keep costs of running a business down in the long run and those
companies that move beyond efficiency to holistic sustainability approaches can benefit by
identifying new market opportunities, creating shareholder value, and increasing public and
community support for their companies’ practices. Partnerships and collaborations are
important. Many businesses are working with communities and non governmental organizations
on mutually important water issues. There are increasing examples of businesses collaborating
with environmental organizations on protection and restoration of wetlands, or coordinating with
community groups on investments and source water protection. Business often takes a back seat
to government and they, along with other stakeholders, will need to find ways to increase their
opportunity to participate in policy decisions. In addition, better coordination within their own
supply and marketing structure can help to assure that corporate policy and standards are
maintained.

The business community needs a range of information to better understand water resources in an
integrated economic, social and environmental context. This includes the following types of
information:

e Analytic tools and predictive models that can support better decision making.

e Science based indicators that can provide an inventory of baseline conditions, changes in
water sources, soil loss, and impacts of business practices

e Databases of emerging pollutants and land use changes

e Regional hydrology

e Economic links to sustainability
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e Opportunities to work collaboratively with other sectors
e Innovative educational programs and learning tools for business and community leaders

The Sustainable Water Resources Roundtable efforts to date address many of these needs. In
addition to the development of criteria and indicators, the Roundtable is directing efforts to
identify research needs critical for business, social, and ecological decision making.

Non-Governmental Organizations

Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) play significant roles in the use and understanding of
natural resources at the local, national and international levels. Those with interest in sustainable
use of natural resources include scientific and business institutions and associations,
environmental organizations, humanitarian and community development groups, foundations,
and charitable and religious organizations.

NGOs address water resource issues through social, economic, and environmental lenses.
Research oriented NGOs provide scientific or conceptual information on these issues to the
public, industry, government or other sectors. Some NGOs play an advocacy role in policy or
actions that impact sustainable water resource use decisions, and support the goals of their
particular constituencies. Others may mitigate perceived negative impacts of resource decisions
including issues of social and environmental equity or they may initiate actions themselves. They
can also act as watchdogs of public, private, and governmental activities and resource use
decisions.

SWRR products have the potential to strengthen the effectiveness of a range of NGO activities.
Common concepts and language can play a judicatory role in forming alliances among groups
with diverse goals, and can facilitate dialogue on potentially contentious issues. A set of criteria
and indicators in a framework that shows the relationships among ecological, social, and
economic components of resource use can provide useful tools to identify trends, causes, and
outcomes and help design approaches to enhance or mitigate impacts of human activities and
natural processes on water resources. Such a framework can help address perceived conflicts
between ecosystem and human needs, communities and industry, or land conversion and the
provision of ecosystem services. NGOs range from small volunteer groups working in their local
watershed to large professional groups at the international level. To be useful to organizations
working at all scales, criteria and indicators must provide a range of choices and possible
measurement options to enable groups to gather and interpret the type of information they need
for their particular objectives.

NGOs often form around an issue that affects a local region or a particular issue impacting a
citizens group. Foundations, scientific institutions, and policy makers are encouraging many
NGOs to couch their issue in larger contexts such as climate change and integrated sustainable
food systems. These larger concepts are seldom the driver for their on-the-ground work but good
indicators can help couch their concern within larger conceptual models.

The NGO community could benefit greatly from the cross sector collaboration of the SWRR
process. If successful, this model will support the provision and sharing of ideas, access to
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information on the functioning of aquatic systems and water resource allocation and use, and
results and interpretation of indicator data. NGOs can also benefit from open discussions with
multiple parties about research needs that can support NGO work.

Conclusions and Future Work

The circulation of this Preliminary Report marks the completion of the first round of SWRR
work on criteria and indicators. To highlight our work on research, Chapter 5 of this report is
derived from the executive summary of a report on a major meeting on research on sustainability
of water resources held by the SWRR at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. (The full
report is posted on the SWRR web site.)

The first useful outcomes of this work are that the participating federal, state and private
organizations and others who discover the work will have an opportunity to:

e Select and use whichever indicators are useful for their work;

e Continue to explore opportunities to pool resources and otherwise collaborate on
research; and

e To build relationships and expand the sharing of information and viewpoints about the
sustainability of water resources.

We hope that over the next few months, SWRR will receive feedback and better yet,
participation on the roundtable by a widening circle of people.

The tasks ahead of the SWRR and its participants include the following:

e Continue to revise and refine the indicators for sustainability of water resources. We plan
to develop indicators at various scales that will allow for tracking national, state and local
trends related to water sustainability.

e Assist agencies by describing the need for programs to collect the information necessary
for generating indicators. Some of the recommended indicators from our long process of
distilling ideas from many sectors have not been completed and in some cases this is
because no organization is yet gathering the needed data. We will support government
agencies in maintaining and increasing the resources they need to gather and analyze this
data.

e We will work to increase representation from regional water management programs to
benefit from the alternate points of view and experience, and to offer the benefits of the
networking and interactions among SWRR participants to those organizations and
programs.

e Expand relationships with the scientific community, to draw on the best ideas in water
disciplines and encourage research into sustainability as it relates to water resources.
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Consult with the National Research Council Key National Indicator Initiative, the

Council on Environmental Quality, the Heinz Foundation and others on water-related
indicators.

Explore, in partnership with other water resource related organizations and forums, a
National Forum on Sustainable Water Resources.

It's but little good you'll do watering last year's crops.
Adam Bede. Chap. xviii.

George (Marian Evans Cross) Eliot (1819-1880)
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