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Foreword

“ he state of the art [of water management] is always provisional

something that historians know well but hydrological engineers found
harder to accept” So Harvard historian David Blackbourn, in The Conquest of
Nature: Water, Landscape, and the Making of Modern Germany (2006), describes the
evolution of water management over 300 years in Prussia, from a starting point
where Dutch engineers helped drain a swamp and made the land livable to an
endpoint where Germany’s Greens defend the maintenance of “the natural
landscape” today.

Stimulated by the National Competition Policy, over the past two decades
Australia has undertaken the most ambitious and successful set of water reforms in
the world. Against the backdrop of a drought of unprecedented brutality, the
reforms have proved to be spectacularly technically successful (with minor drops in
the value of agricultural output), yet hugely politically vulnerable. This paradox
seems to have two causes. First, in the modern world, if anything is not right—and
the state of the environment in southeast and southwest Australia certainly has not
been right—then popular sentiment is that humans must have done something
wrong. And second, although a perusal of the Australian section of any bookstore
in the country will show that images of rugged farmers remain a powerful national
symbol, agriculture now plays a much smaller demographic, economic, and value
role in Australian society. A corollary is that there is a rising concern with the
environment and with services to which the environment contributes, including
tourism and recreation.

Australia is now in the midst of a massive rethink of its water management
model. As is natural, but dangerous, there is a tendency to rely on (again in
Blackbourn’s words) “a series of confident prescriptions ... [that] promises to turn
the trick and finally overcome the ignorance, or engineering mistakes, or political
constraints of earlier generations.” The legislative manifestation of this rethink is
the Water Act of 2007, which has several notable features. First, it uses an
environmental fig leaf—the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands—for the federal
government to take over water management functions that are constitutionally in
state hands. Second, it gives absolute priority to environmental uses, allowing
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humans to do their best with what is left. And third, it gives pride of place to “best
available science” as the oracle that will tell what the environment needs.

Whether these reforms will build on the remarkable foundation laid by the
generation of reforms stimulated by the National Competition Policy is a big
question, as is the judgment that posterity will pass on this generation of reforms.
But what is ineluctable is that Australian society has “moved on,” giving much
higher priority than did previous, poorer generations to the environment and
related issues.

Among these related issues are two—recreation and tourism—that are of great
and growing value to a society in which the right to leisure is of large and
increasing importance. This book sets its sights squarely on these two issues.
Building heavily on the achievements—and challenges—of the National
Competition Policy generation of water reforms, an eminent group of authors
expands the existing framework so that tourism and recreation benefits can find
their rightful place alongside the clearly economic (water for agriculture,
hydropower, and industry) and clearly social (water for people) uses of water.

Against the many challenges besetting water policy formulation in Australia, a
book dealing with the tourism and recreational interests in water is particularly
timely. It also provides a useful context for investigating broader public policy
issues that are likely to resonate with a wider audience. Accordingly, the book
examines many of the political, social, economic, and other influences that have
impacts on the difficult decisions surrounding the reallocation of scarce resources.
This book provides a theoretical analysis of institutional lessons and delves into the
nexus between the politics and knowledge of water. Using these discussions as a
backdrop, it then draws lessons from a number of practical examples. It also
addresses challenges of valuation in the face of changing preferences and trade-offs
between ecosystem services and the management of water resources for tourism
and recreation in urban settings.

The subject matter of the book is of great relevance to the evolution of water
policy and practice in Australia today. And because Australian water policy has also
become a global standard, the book is of high relevance to other developed
countries, which face similar issues today, as well as developing countries, which
will face them in the future.

John Briscoe

Gordon McKay Professor of the Practice of Environmental Engineering
Harvard University

Former Senior Water Advisor, World Bank
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