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Water cooperation in cities1 

Background 
With more than half the planet’s population living in urban areas and rapid growth predicted, towns and 

cities present a daunting test in water management. Their scale and concentrated populations provide a 

special challenge in providing water and sanitation services, creating a safe and pleasant environment 

and handling wastes. As sustainability concerns have moved up the agenda, the challenge is for cities to 

do more, with less: to provide better services to all citizens, with fewer negative and more positive 

environmental impacts on cities and their surrounding rural areas. 

Cities are sources of innovation in water management, creating new models for water and sanitation 

service delivery and financing, spurring technological development (modified sewerage in slums would a 

recent example) and are drivers of increased efficiency in water use (with some utilities promoting 

demand management for example). At the same time, cities are intense sources of competition over 

scarce water resources, locations of conflict over water resources and access to services, scenes of 

violence, pollution and water poverty. Many slum dwellers and peri-urban citizens in rapidly growing 

citizens lack decent services and pay a high price for the water and sanitation services that they do 

receive buying water from vendors or through their own efforts to dig a well, harvest rainwater or 

construct a latrine. Further afield, the footprint of cities in guzzling freshwater and flushing out wastes 

has huge impacts on agriculture, livelihoods and the environment2. These tensions between creativity 

and competition, between the positive and the negative, in cities are of course linked and all these 

trends may well co-exist in the same city. High demands for better services and pressures on scarce 

resources can drive innovation and improvements where governance is encouraging, or lead to real 

hardships and environmental damage. The pressures are especially acute in the peri-urban periphery 

where governance deficits are frequent (Butterworth et al, 2007). 

Learning alliances in cities: case study of the SWITCH projecti 
The Sustainable Water Management Improves Tomorrows Cities Health, or SWITCH, project was a five 

year experiment (2006-11) focused on some of the key sustainability challenges in urban water 

management (Howe et al., 2011). Technical, governance and management alternatives were sought to 

challenge the established ways of managing the urban water cycle with its focus on centralisation, 

reliance on end-of pipe treatment, and getting water and wastes quickly out of the city. A mixture of 

more decentralised approaches was explored, including ‘closing the loop’ by viewing wastes as valuable 

products and an opportunity for urban and peri-urban agriculture, and more natural approaches to 

drainage, stormwater management and the restoration of urban rivers based upon eco-hydrological 

principles. 

                                                           
1
 Prepared by John Butterworth, Marieke Adank and Carmen Da Silva Wells, IRC International Water and Sanitation 

Centre, the Hague, the Netherlands (butterworth@irc.nl)  
2
 There are several good books and films on this topic and the related impacts especially from Los Angeles and 

California like the book Cadillac Desert and films like Chinatown and Erin Brockovich.  
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In 12 cities across four continents – Lima, Cali, Bogota, Belo Horizonte, Accra, Alexandria, Birmingham, 

Zaragoza, Hamburg, Lodz, Tel Aviv, and Beijing – the SWITCH project set out to test what was needed for 

a transition to more sustainable urban water management through a combination of demand-led 

research, demonstration activities, multi-stakeholder learning and training, and capacity building. The 

rationale for this non-conventional mix of activities (for a research project) was that it would encourage 

research to be more relevant and facilitate better use of research findings in decision making. Winning 

the engagement of key stakeholders in each city was central to making the shift towards more 

sustainable and coordinated urban water management. An important part of the project focused on 

that challenge through the development of learning alliances – a specific type of multi-stakeholder 

platform (Warner, 2007) that worked for research to put to use and have more impact on policy and 

practice. SWITCH was a case study in water cooperation, one focused on cooperation in research and 

encouraging new ways of collaboration and different mixes of actors in the search for new solutions to 

some of the most pressing urban water management issues. 

Box 1. Promoting cooperation in Bogota, Colombia 

The Río Bogotá is highly polluted, and SWITCH focused on preventing pollution by small-scale and 

informal sector tanneries on the upper part of the river. Key players that engaged throughout the 

project were an association of the tanners, the environmental regulator, local government, an NGO, a 

university and the Chamber of Commerce. Almost half of the polluting, informal small enterprises have 

now implemented cleaner production principles thereby removing much of their pollution. This has also 

led to an increase in their productivity. SWITCH supported a process of conflict resolution, capacity 

building and dialogue, and the regulator is now pursuing these alternatives to a punitive, legalistic and 

failing approach. The research supported the tanners in making changes and a follow-up project is now 

expanding this approach across a wider catchment area. 

Source: Sanz, M. & Osorio, L. (2011) 

This case study highlights some of the tools that were used by SWITCH learning alliances - visioning and 

scenario-based planning, facilitating communication and process documentation - which all generally 

have much wider applicability in water cooperation beyond cities and the problems of urban water 

management. The intention is not to be exhaustive but to highlight some of the tools that worked to 

promote cooperation and some the lessons that were learned. Other tools are documentated in the 

SWITCH in the city book (Butterworth et al., 2011) including action research, rapid urban water 

assessment and monitoring learning alliances. 

Visioning and scenario-based planning 

Scenario-based planning is a good tool to take into account some of the risks and uncertainties in urban 

planning like the impacts of climate change or population growth on urban water management, but also 

proved a valuable method in SWITCH cities for promoting cooperation between stakeholders. 
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Figure 1. Strategy development based on visioning and scenario building (after Batchelor et al., 2011). 

Scenario-based planning differs from conventional planning in its longer time frame, strategic focus and 

recognition that will often not be a single optimum solution to problems that will be similar to what we 

have seen in the past. At its simplest, the approach involves three initial phases.  First, stakeholders 

develop a shared vision, for example, of the water services and environment that they would like to 

achieve at some specified time in the future.  Second, stakeholders develop a set of plausible (although 

not necessarily equally likely) scenarios that describe different futures.  Third, an overall strategy is 

developed that integrates various components with the potential to achieve a shared vision regardless 

of which scenario, over time, turns out to be closest to reality.  Other important activities are more 

detailed planning to put strategies into effect, monitoring and learning that leads to a refinement over 

time of strategies and plan, and if required, the updating of visions and scenarios. 

The aim of a visioning process is to develop a consensus amongst a group of stakeholders and a 

commitment to work constructively towards the achievement of the shared vision (Batchelor et al., 

2011). Visioning gives stakeholders an opportunity to discuss their concerns and fears with other 

stakeholders. Concerns might include risks and uncertainties such as climate change or any other factor 

that has the potential to impact on WASH services delivery. Visioning helps us to think beyond the day-

to-day realities of problem solving and to imagine an achievable medium to long-term future for which 

we can plan - typically 5-15 years ahead at the community or neighborhood level, and 10-25 years ahead 

at the district or city level. Facilitation is needed to reconcile diverse and, at times, conflicting views on 

the relative importance of, for example, environmental sustainability, economic growth and provision of 

WASH services to the poor and the marginalized but, that said, it is often easier to achieve consensus 

amongst a diverse group of stakeholders on the components of a vision than it is on the strategies and 

plans for achieving a shared vision. Or put another way, strategies and plans are often more politically 

contentious than visions. 
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Box 2. Integrating water in planning in Lodz, Poland 

In Lodz, the focus was on restoring rivers that had become polluted, degraded and even buried, as the 

city developed a ‘blue-green network’ vision that linked a network of river systems with green areas as a 

basis for planning and economic development. A successful demonstration project partially revitalised 

one river corridor with new reservoirs constructed providing a more attractive environment for 

residents and future development. Activities were firmly embedded via the learning alliance in the city 

institutions that are responsible for continuing and scaling up river restoration across the city. The idea 

of linking restored river corridors and other open green spaces is now recognised as part of the city’s 

planning strategy. 

Source: Wagner et al. (2011) 

We are continuously confronted with the dilemma that all reliable knowledge stems from the past, 

whilst all decisions that need to be made are for the future (Batchelor et al., 2011). Adaptation to 

change is feasible if the change processes are slow and predictable (i.e. based on current trends or 

frequencies of occurrence). However, problems really start to kick in when change is rapid and 

unpredictable. The main purpose of scenario building is to help make it possible to identify, evaluate and 

take explicit account of a whole range of uncertain factors that might either support or derail strategies 

and plans that are aimed at achieving a shared vision. Scenario building forces stakeholders to confront 

key beliefs and challenge conventional wisdom. It encourages systematic engagement with a multitude 

of inter-sectoral issues and factors that, in the future, may have an increasingly important impact on 

water in cities (e.g. energy prices, increased demand for agricultural commodities, climate change). It 

can also be a very creative and enjoyable process that inspires stakeholders to think seriously about 

uncertainty and risk.  

Strategy development (based on visioning and scenario-building) aims to develop robust and adaptable 

strategies that have the potential to achieve a shared vision under a whole range of different scenarios 

(i.e. different futures). It is not necessarily about being right and having the perfect strategy, but about 

not being very wrong and caught out by the future especially by the type of unlikely and unpredictable 

events that otherwise we would not have thought about.  

Box 3. Achievements of the Accra learning alliance 

In Accra, SWITCH played a critical role in providing information for municipalities across the city and 

bringing these municipalities together. SWITCH helped the debates to move from ‘fluffy ideas’ to more 

realistic strategic planning. The research that we think had the biggest impact was the collection, 

compilation and analysis of secondary data on different elements of the urban water cycle, using a 

framework (RIDA) that a ‘strategic planning alliance’ building upon the learning alliance expected to 

develop. Findings have been utilised in the development of a new World Bank supported project and for 

the Metropolitan Assemblies’ development plan. Demonstrations also focused on urban agriculture 



5 
 

working with urban farmers to show wastewater irrigation can be made safer, and how urine can be 

collected and reused. 

Source: Verhagen et al. (2011) 

Scenario-based planning methodologies proved to be very popular with the SWITCH learning alliances 

and the participatory development of visions, scenarios and strategies was one of the more effective 

integrating activities that helped to give the learning alliances more coherence and purpose. These 

activities helped cities to broaden their focus in several cases – such as in Alexandria where planning 

became the main focus of the project - and to take on new key issues whose importance to stakeholders 

emerged, such as stormwater in Lodz. The methodology used proved to be relatively non-threatening 

(being about the future) and it was new and innovative to the individuals involved and seemed effective 

in engaging many stakeholders around a joint activity. Almost all city learning alliances developed a 

shared vision, several developed ‘unofficial’ strategic planning processes which some were able to build 

upon and influence official planning policies and documents. 

In Tel Aviv it was possible for SWITCH to engage directly with the city strategic planning process, 

eventually working closely to add water into the mix of issues addressed there; in other cities this was 

not possible for reasons of timing or credibility. Here, the learning alliances started their own unofficial 

or project-related planning processes focusing on water issues. To have much impact, it was then 

important to establish a meaningful link between unofficial or project-related planning, and official 

strategic plans. Several cities, including Lodz and Accra, made this link effectively. For example, in Lodz a 

plan for water was developed with the city office department responsible for strategic planning which 

they used later when updating the strategic plan for the city. 

Facilitating communication in learning alliances 
A learning alliance can be compared to a network that brings together a range of potentially conflicting 

interests. Communication is central to the process and to getting positive results. Communication in a 

learning alliance typically involves a range of knowledge sharing activities, from workshops with alliance 

members, to bilateral meetings, working groups, field visits, e-discussions and social events. It also 

involves reaching out to stakeholders outside the alliance through events and information products and 

services. Information management is about collecting and processing information so that it can be easily 

accessed and used. Given the diversity of stakeholders involved, the language and channels used need 

to be adapted to fit stakeholders’ needs and the nature of the interaction. Learning alliance facilitators 

need both technical and social skills for managing information sharing and for creating space for 

constructive dialogue between alliance members. 

Knowledge sharing in a network has specific challenges because members may not have the same 

values, interests, language and world views; their interests might even be conflicting. Experience in 

SWITCH revealed that differences in culture, working methods and disciplines of city alliance members 

were key challenges in the learning alliance process. Communication efforts that help alliance members 

develop a common understanding of the issue at hand and a shared vocabulary can support the process 

of moving beyond a platform for exchange to harnessing collaboration around a particular issue. At the 
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same time learning alliances provide multiple sources of information and experience and multiple uses 

for it. If facilitated well, the multiple perspectives, or multiple knowledges (Brown, 2008) and sources of 

information that are brought together can offer a whole range of insights and joint learning 

opportunities. 

Careful facilitation is needed to bridge the differences and translate the language of each stakeholder 

group to ensure effective communication and the involvement of all stakeholders. The role of a learning 

alliance facilitator is therefore to strike a balance: on the one hand taking advantage of the diversity and 

on the other hand ensuring there is common focus on the issue at hand. Diversity brings dynamism, but 

also the risk of lack of focus and dilution of the network (sometimes referred to as social entropy). 

Stability increases coherence but can also lead to tunnel vision or inactivity. 

Effective communication in learning alliances follows some basic principles: 

• It is interactive: communication in learning alliances is about engaging with stakeholders in an 

interactive way that contributes to deepening understanding and joint learning. 

• It follows short cycles: while in conventional research projects insights and products are often 

disseminated at the very end, in learning alliances the aim is to quickly share preliminary data, 

insights and results, and to scrutinise them jointly so that a new understanding can emerge and 

research/ action can be adjusted. 

• It is inclusive: learning alliances feed on the participation of various stakeholder groups, including 

social groups that are traditionally ignored or absent from reflecting and decision-making (e.g. 

communities, farmers, local civil society organisations). The language used, the atmosphere created 

and the practical arrangements around engagement of stakeholders will help determine to what 

extent different groups can effectively contribute to thinking and action in the alliance. 

• It is targeted: in order to be useful, the specificities of key stakeholder groups must be considered 

and communication (and specific information products) can be targeted. 

 
Experience in SWITCH and other projects that have followed a learning alliance approach has shown 

that the role of the learning alliance facilitator was central to the process. This goes beyond facilitating 

meetings and events and involves ongoing efforts to push and pull information, and to engage alliance 

members and stakeholders outside the alliance. The facilitator makes things happen, keeps people in 

touch and sees and responds to problems, not necessarily by making them go away, but by ensuring 

that they are addressed. A facilitator must be able to communicate with all sorts of people and on all 

sorts of topics, be eager to learn new skills and tricks and keep an eye on the flow of information and 

knowledge. The basics are ‘collect’ and ‘connect’; collecting relevant and up-to-date information in a 

shared space and connecting people with resources and opportunities. 

It is possible that vested and conflicting interests between stakeholder groups means that these 

stakeholders may be reluctant to sit around the same table and engage in a constructive dialogue. The 

facilitator therefore needs a certain degree of credibility among the stakeholders and probably some 

supporting champions to make this happen. The facilitator plays a key role in creating a conducive 

environment for cooperation, proactively pursuing opportunities to strengthen and expand the network. 
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Process documentation 
Projects tend to look at stumbling blocks and barriers along the way as inconveniences that they need to 

quickly overcome, rather than opportunities to learn from that can increase the impact of the project. 

Documenting the realities of a project and of change processes can contribute to learning and lead to 

intervention adjustments for better results. Process documentation is a valuable tool in action research 

and learning alliances because it can trigger reflection and debate on what worked, and on what did not 

work, on blockages along the way and how were they overcome. It can also provide insights into how 

factors such as historical context, politics and stakeholder relations, or people’s beliefs and attitudes 

impact on the course and outcomes of an intervention. 

‘Process documentation is a tool that helps project staff and stakeholders to track meaningful events in 

their project, to discern more accurately what is happening, how it is happening and why it is 

happening’(Schouten et al., 2007). It’s about capturing a change process and organising, analysing and 

disseminating the findings. As any activity, process documentation must be planned and resourced 

although this often gets overlooked or under-budgeted. The main elements are: 

 Capturing the change process related to a specific project – activities, interactions between 

stakeholders, issues, contextual factors, unexpected developments. 

 Organising the information in such a way that stakeholders have an opportunity to reflect and learn 

about the process. 

 Analysing information by looking at common themes, trends and patterns and placing the findings in 

the context of the project and the project’s theory of change. 

 Disseminating the information quickly enough to be most useful. 

The project team or person(s) designing process documentation should spend some time considering 

who to interview, observe and involve. The starting point will be individuals and groups that are 

identified in the change theory as the direct stakeholders. These could be department heads, politicians 

or community leaders. It is also good to talk to some of the people who do not have a direct interest or 

stake in the process. 

Collected information then must be compiled and organised into articles, photo books, video bites etc. 

These products should be easy to produce, so they can be rapidly disseminated during the course of the 

project. Short memos, a diary, murals, photo briefs and video bites are possible ‘quick’ outputs. 

Organising the information collected involves filing and compiling. Some simple filing is needed to avoid 

having a complete chaos of unsorted materials (video sequences, loose photos, interview notes). A 

simple format for filing should be agreed and followed. This will make subsequent retrieval and use of 

the materials straightforward and save time later. 
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Box 4. SWITCH in Zaragoza, Spain 

In Zaragoza, the project focused on demonstrating ‘sectionalisation’ as a means to manage water 

demands in a city that takes pride in minimising its water consumption. Sectionalisation has now been 

scaled up or is under study across almost half the urban area, and included in draft municipal by-laws. 

The project used existing multistakeholder platforms (rather than creating new learning allainces) to 

communicate these activities especially the Municipal Water Commission. Expo Zaragoza in 2008, which 

focused on sustainable water management, was an important venue for showcasing these activities. 

Source: Smits et al. (2011) 

To disseminate the information you need information channels. Some channels should be created by 

the project while other existing ones may be mobilised. Local media can play a key role in facilitating 

this. E-mail and internet provide channels that can be managed easily by project staff. 

Regular documentation of activities and events relating to SWITCH activities and the city learning 

alliances was undertaken by learning alliance facilitators and made available in print and through the 

city websites. Process documentation training was provided. In addition, structured reflection with the 

help of ‘outsiders’ was done twice during the project (in 2008 and 2010). This facilitated process 

documentation was undertaken by the city project teams (city coordinators, learning alliance 

facilitators, locally based researchers and partners) with support of peer reviewers from other 

consortium members or working in another SWITCH city. The city assessments proved useful for helping 

city stakeholders and the SWITCH teams to take a step back and reflect on change in their city. While 

the focus was on the project, reflection also included issues of context: the existing patterns of 

communication and collaboration and how these were changing or what challenges they presented for 

achieving SWITCH objectives. Detailed city stories based on these assessments are available in 

Butterworth et al (2011) and at http://www.irc.nl/page/62396. 

Looking back at SWITCH 
SWITCH was a specific time-bound research project that has ended, and the tools and approaches that it 

used in promoting specific forms of water cooperation are only a few of the possibilities available. But 

most of these are applicable outside of cities and to many other arenas of water cooperation. Here are 

some possible conclusions that may have relevance for other projects of this nature. 

1. It is much easier to ‘go with the flow’ and put support behind things that are already happening than 

to start projects from scratch. In almost all of the cities, there was an initiative or underlying 

problem that some researchers and practitioners had started to address. In the best cases these 

proved to be fruitful areas for the learning alliance approach, for demonstration projects and for 

research.  

2. It takes a long time to bring stakeholders who are not already working together into an effective 

learning alliance. If SWITCH were starting again it would make sense to a start on this work before 
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fixing the research agenda, so that demand-led research could be a reality. Work could have been 

phased with much more attention paid to timing. 

3. Multi-stakeholder platforms such as learning alliances require dedicated facilitation that must be 

funded. Facilitators may need to be trained and they certainly need to be nurtured. This is not 

something that can be bolted on or provided in someone’s spare afternoon. This is an area where 

funding is hardest to achieve, because nobody wants to pay for what they fear might be a talking 

shop. Without a credible and well trained facilitator, learning platforms will be dominated by the 

strongest participants. 

4. No matter how big the global project, and how grand the launch party, in every city you are the new 

kid in town, and if you want respect, then you have to treat the existing structures with some 

respect and work to gain credibility. In Accra, the facilitator knew she had made a breakthrough 

when, after repeated visits to the Ministry, she began to be recognised and other stakeholders 

hailed her saying “there is SWITCH!” When SWITCH worked in harmony with the local way of doing 

things, gains were made. In Tel Aviv for example, the Water Club sounded less threatening to the 

people who joined it than learning alliance. In Cali, they have a word platanizado to refer to an 

outsider who picks up the local patterns of speech. SWITCH worked best when it was platanizado. 

5. In order to get people to participate in the meetings and ongoing activities of the platform, you have 

to make it worthwhile for them to contribute their time and energy. Talk on its own is never 

enough. Feeding back the results of research and involving them in planning relevant demonstration 

projects are attractive incentives. Stakeholders must become part of the team so that this becomes 

part of their useful work, rather than a place to go to listen to other people. This is not just about 

what happens in meetings. As someone said in Alexandria: “Things need to happen in between the 

meetings to keep our interest.” 

6. Five years passes quickly. A common theme was the slippage of plans so that work started late and 

time to install and assess demonstration projects quickly runs out. Teams in Alexandria, Accra and 

Belo Horizonte were working on demonstration projects right to the end of the project, which 

means there was not time to properly assess their impact. Delays were caused by pressure on the 

time of key actors or by bureaucracy or by the need to obtain permission from water or sanitation 

authorities. In Alexandria there was a contradiction between national policy and local by-laws that 

made it very difficult to put in basic but improved water services because they did not match an 

unobtainable national norm. 

7. Because five years passes quickly, what happens after the project needs to be considered before it 

begins. Will the learning alliance continue in some form? Will this key piece of work actually be put 

into effect? A post-project period where there are some (much smaller) resources to follow 

successful initiatives that are not yet self-sustainable, will avoid wasting the efforts of the project 

years. In many cases this just means ensuring that the bodies that are picking up the strengths from 

the project are supported to incorporate them into their institutions and practices. 

Some other issues on water cooperation in cities 
In the past, urban areas in some countries have proved a motor for the development of rural water and 

sanitation services, for example through cross-subsidies. At a time where rural water and sanitation 

services face huge problems of sustainability and are looking for improved service delivery models that 
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build on community water management (Lockwood & Smits, 2011) urban centres are looked to as the 

source of some of the solutions. There is interest in for example, using utilities in urban areas to develop 

and provide direct support in rural areas or drawing upon the professionalism of some aspects of urban 

water service delivery models to upgrade rural water services. In peri-urban areas as diverse as 

Cochabamba in Bolivia and Maputo in Mozambique there is ongoing innovation around service delivery 

in peri-urban areas building up services and regulatory models through community action or local 

private sector engagement in areas where centralized utilities will struggle to reach in the foreseeable 

future. Just like in SWITCH with its research objectives in sustainable urban water management, bringing 

in new actors and building frameworks for cooperation are vital parts of the process of finding better 

solutions. 

Note 
This paper is a contribution to the International Annual UN-Water Zaragoza Conference preparing for 

the 2013 International Year on Water Cooperation: Water Cooperation: Making it Happen! to be held 8-

10 January 2013 in Zaragoza, Spain. During the International Year on Water Cooperation, the IRC 

International Water and Sanitation Centre will make contributions on this theme around World Water 

Day (22 March 2013), during important sector events such as the Stockholm World Water Week (1-6 

September 2013) and through our blogs and website. As well as sharing our experiences on promoting 

water cooperation in cities, other issues we plan to promote and discuss during the year include 

promoting collaborative learning within the WASH sector, new avenues in development cooperation 

and cooperation in service delivery across sectors (e.g. domestic water, sanitation, small-scale irrigation 

etc). 

The IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre is a knowledge-focused NGO working to ensure that 

all people the world over – in particular the poor and excluded – achieve their human right to 

sustainable and good quality water and sanitation and have the knowledge and capacity to practise 

good hygiene. IRC’s roots are in advocacy, knowledge management and capacity building and we work 

with a worldwide network of partner organisations in order to achieve our vision. The organisation has 

its headquarters in the Hague, Netherlands (www.irc.nl). 
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i
 The SWITCH case study is based upon the book SWITCH in the city: putting urban water management to the test 
(Butterworth et al. , 2011). 
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