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Executive Summary 

Problem definition 

Many scholars and policymakers argue that exclusive governance is problematic. This is 

because it does not meet people’s needs, it ignores local realities and it disempowers 

people. The problem of exclusive governance is also felt in the water sector. The water 

crisis that is confronting some regions in the world is attributed to poor water governance. 

The international community has placed emphasis on Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM) as a model to address the poor water governance problem. One of 

the key principles of IWRM is a participatory approach to water resource management.  

Stakeholder participation, it is argued, has many theoretical advantages in the water field. 

However, most interventions to apply IWRM have concentrated on the functioning of the 

legal and regulatory systems and ignored the people. In addition, research on the issue of 

potential benefits of stakeholder participation in water resources management in the 

developing world is relatively limited compared to the developed world. Can the 

anticipated benefits be achieved in developing countries like Ghana considering their 

different socio-economic and technological contexts? This thesis examines the situation 

of stakeholder participation in Ghana, and aims at contributing to a better understanding 

of the challenges that confront the participatory processes in water resources management 

in the Ghanaian context and in the Densu Basin in particular. 

Research questions 

This thesis addresses the following research questions: 

1) How does stakeholder participation influence water resources management?  

2) How has stakeholder participation been interpreted in the policies and laws and 

applied in Ghana?  

3) How intensive is stakeholder participation in the decision-making and implementation 

processes of water resources management activities in the Densu Basin in Ghana? 

4) How can participatory processes be improved in the management of water resources?   

Methodology 

The thesis combines an extensive literature survey on stakeholder participation, a content 

analysis of official reports and documents and a layered case study methodology. Primary 

data was sourced through individual and key informant interviews with relevant actors at 

the national, basin and community levels from governmental and non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs). Focus group discussions were held with traditional rulers and 

community-based organisations (CBOs). In all 123 individual interviews and 26 group 

interviews were carried out.  

Literature review 

The literature review on stakeholder participation (Chapter 2) shows that stakeholder 

participation has a role in development policymaking and implementation. It appeals to 

policymakers and scientists because it can be used to achieve the triple goals of good 

governance, democracy and sustainable development. However, critics argue that there 

are weaknesses in its application such as: a) over representation of some groups; b) 
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exclusion of some groups; c) likelihood of conflict among participants; d) time intensive 

and expensive; e) poor procedures for taking diverse views into account; and f) the 

diversity of intensity of involving stakeholders in decision making processes referred to 

as the ladder of stakeholder participation in the literature.  

The ladder of participation reflects the gradation of the intensity of stakeholder 

participation. The upper levels are related to intensive stakeholder participation, which is 

associated with effective participation. Effective stakeholder participation requires (a) 

accountability; (b) transparency; (c) inclusiveness; (d) fairness (equity); (e) legitimacy; 

and (f) a process by which stakeholder positions are incorporated into decision-making. 

Such participation has empowering outcomes. Collective action operates at a high level of 

stakeholder participation. 

There are two main approaches to stakeholder participation. The transformative approach 

is associated with intensive participation. This approach enhances socio-political and/or 

the economic empowerment of the individual or the community. The instrumental 

approach is where participation is used as a tool for achieving predetermined objectives 

or better policy outcomes; this usually does not empower individuals. 

Below intensive participation on the participation ladder is the ‘less intensive 

participation’ level which is associated with the transformative-instrumental mix 

approach to stakeholder participation. Further down the ladder is tokenism and then mis-

participation. Instrumental approaches are employed at these levels and these do not 

empower stakeholders.  

Following an examination of the theory of participation, Chapter 3 examines the practice 

of participation as reflected in the literature on how the concept of stakeholder 

participation is interpreted and applied in developing countries. The literature shows that 

(i) interpretation of stakeholder participation varies depending on the objective of the 

project or intervention. (ii) Stakeholder participation has been applied in areas with a 

decentralised governance system and through local water agencies in water supply. (iii) 

Socio-cultural, economic, and developmental factors determine the extent to which the 

benefits of stakeholder participation in the water sector are achieved.  

Success stories were reported where stakeholders were informed and consulted in the 

early stages of projects. Application difficulties were associated with inadequate human 

and financial resources and the neglect of local knowledge input by implementers. 

Ghana case 

Chapter 4 assesses the policy on stakeholder participation and decentralisation in Ghana. 

It shows that since 1988 there has been a decentralisation trend. The adoption of the 

decentralisation policy has been influenced by the development thinking of the period; the 

political agenda of the ruling government (in the 1980s) in building the rural power base; 

and stabilising a political system in crisis. 

The policy on stakeholder participation at the local level in Ghana is inherent in the laws 

governing decentralised development planning and laws about local government where 

the District Assemblies are the principal units. Stakeholder participation in the water 

sector is embodied in the national water policy and other laws in the water sector. 

The decentralisation policy is to give local people the opportunity to participate 

effectively in their governance to ensure accountability. However, there are challenges: 
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First, there is a democratic deficit - the appointment of 30% of District Assembly (DA) 

members and the District Chief Executive by the central government encourages upward 

accountability and less of downward accountability to the local electorates. Second, there 

is incomplete decentralisation - (i) recruitment of personnel and payment of salaries at the 

decentralised departments are done in Accra (headquarters); creating problems of 

disloyalty to the DAs by these departments. (ii) Development planning and budgetary 

decisions hinge on governmental approval. (iii) The requirements of the DAs Common 

Fund also constrain the DAs on how to invest the funds. (iv) Many of the sub-district 

structures are not functioning and participation of stakeholders at the sub-district level in 

development planning is at the level of tokenism on the participation ladder. 

Chapter 5 assesses stakeholder participation in the water laws and policies in Ghana. The 

water laws and the national water policy of Ghana promote community, public and 

private sector participation in the management of water especially in the water delivery 

sub-sector. Stakeholder participation in water resources management at the national level 

is mainly about (a) developing policies and legislations, and provision of the necessary 

guidelines for various water uses; (b) policy implementation and monitoring; and (c) 

collaboration between government agencies in performing their functions. 

The Water Resources Commission Act 540, 1996 enhances participation by broadening 

the stakeholder base in decision-making and planning of WRC’s activities as well as in 

the discharge of its functions. However, the proportion of government agencies compared 

to civil society and private agencies serving on WRC’s board is high, which is likely to 

bias decisions-making.  

Chapter 6 examines stakeholder participation in water resource protection in the Densu 

Basin. It shows four distinct ways of initiating stakeholder participation: a) The 

stakeholders are induced to participate by some kind of incentives such as ‘food-for-

work’ or payment for their labour. b) Stakeholders are persuaded to get involved in the 

participatory processes through awareness creation. c) Stakeholders are mandated to 

participate by traditional authorities. d) Stakeholder participation is through stakeholders’ 

own initiatives upon recognising their needs. The first two do not lead to intensive 

stakeholder participation. The third one, participation by the traditional authorities is 

intensive. The fourth one involves intensive stakeholder participation as the stakeholders 

initiate the processes themselves: they make decisions, plan and control the activities.  

At the basin level, the emphasis has been on methods that empower stakeholders to 

participate actively in decision-making with respect to the participation of government 

agencies. Participatory methods employed at the community level are such that some 

empower; others do not. NGOs and government agencies engage CBOs, community 

leaders and individuals in participatory processes using instrumental approaches. The 

level of such participation is tokenism.  

Chapter 7 examines the effectiveness of stakeholder participation in the water delivery 

sub-sector in the Densu Basin. It shows that public-private partnership (PPP) was 

introduced in the urban water delivery system to ensure an effective and efficient water 

supply service. However, stakeholder participation was limited to the Ghana Water 

Company Limited and the private operator, Aqua Vitens Rand Limited. The public was 

only informed about decisions taken.  
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The rural water delivery programme is implemented at the lowest level by the DAs 

through the District Water and Sanitation Teams (DWSTs) and community water 

agencies. The degree of participation of these agencies is intensive because of their active 

involvement in the decision-making and implementation processes of the water delivery 

system. Both transformative and instrumental approaches are used. However, the 

programme relies heavily on external donor funds. These donors participate in policy 

dialogue and may influence policy and the projects. 

The rural water delivery sub-sector has made the following achievements: (a) It has an 

extensive approach to participatory planning and community participation that 

encompasses (i) high levels of public accountability and empowerment; (ii) commitment 

at the local level; and (iii) sustainability of water facilities. (b) The democratic rights of 

communities are enhanced by having the power to select (i) members of water 

committees to represent them; and (ii) the most appropriate type of facility taking into 

consideration the cost involved; and the type that can offer them good services and can be 

easily maintained. (c) Water delivery has improved through community participation, 

ownership, and training of the water committees. (d) The training has resulted in the 

development of human capacity for decision-making at the very basic levels. 

However, the rural water delivery programme faces challenges. (a) There is lack of 

competence at the local level in that the DWSTs lack the necessary technological 

capabilities to select and monitor the private contractors leading to reliance on the 

regional CWSA. (b) There is the challenge of motivating the voluntary Water and 

Sanitation (WATSAN) committee members in effectively performing their roles. (c) 

Some WATSAN committees are unable to reserve funds for the operation and 

maintenance (O&M) of water facilities. (d) The small and poor communities are unable to 

raise money for the five percent capital cost funding.  

Chapter 8 discusses the influence of traditional governance systems and economic 

settings on stakeholder participation in the Densu Basin. It shows that traditional norms 

and institutions control the traditional governance system in the rural settings. The system 

is decentralised and has a hierarchical order of office holdings and related responsibilities. 

The traditional norms empower the traditional authorities to have influence and take most 

of the decisions in the communities. 

The economic setting is such that the farmers and fishermen are motivated by their 

common interests and engage in collective activities that are important to their 

livelihoods. The farmers cooperate in participatory processes in their groups to gain 

access to irrigation water, which is their common interest. The fishermen also cooperate 

to make fishing in the Weija Lake possible and sustainable. The various groups 

participate intensively in the decision-making processes regarding the management of 

water resources for their livelihoods.  

Conclusions 

Chapter 9 recalls the main goal of the thesis and the key findings. The participation 

literature shows several aspects of stakeholder participation. In the development 

discourse, emphasis of participation has shifted from provision of tangible inputs into 

implementation processes to contribution to decision and policymaking processes or 

power relations. Stakeholder participation is related to good governance, democracy, 
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sustainable development and decentralisation. Thus, stakeholder participation 

theoretically has the potential of improving the quality of decision and policymaking. 

At the international level, experiences from other developing countries show that there is 

increased knowledge and skill development of stakeholders when they participate actively 

in activities involving people with diverse backgrounds. Generally, water resource 

management is influenced by stakeholder participation through the incorporation of local 

knowledge in decisions regarding resource management. There is development of 

effective and acceptable local strategies for water management, improved project 

implementation efficiency, and improved quality, accessibility and reliability of water 

delivery systems. Application problems of stakeholder participation in developing 

countries are associated with human and financial resources and neglect of local 

knowledge input. Ghana shares in these advantages as well as the application problem of 

resource constraint. 

Stakeholder participation is interpreted in the decentralisation laws of Ghana as 

incorporation of the interests of the public in development planning through their 

representatives at the District Assemblies. However, the application of the 

decentralisation process in Ghana does not conform to the theoretical expectations in 

promoting participation at the local level as far as development planning is concerned.  

The National Water Policy and the water laws provide for participation of all stakeholders 

in water management. At the national level, the composition of the decision-making 

body, WRC, is dominated by government agencies. Ghana is unable to broaden the scope 

of participants due to costs.  

At the basin level, the river basin board, which is made up of mainly government 

agencies in the water sector, is in control of water resources management. The role played 

by the stakeholders in decision-making and implementation processes dictates the 

intensity of participation. Government agencies and NGOs initiate activities and prepare 

action plans. 

The research shows that communities participate intensively in activities they identify 

themselves with. Besides the rural water delivery sub-sector there is no established formal 

platform for the local populations to participate in water management. Rather the local 

people form Community Based Organisations that serve as space for participation in 

activities regarding water resource management. 

The traditional authorities are able to facilitate participation of the people in communal 

activities by the customary legitimacy accorded them. The people comply with rules set 

by chiefs to manage water resources under the traditional governance system in the rural 

areas. 

The local people engage in collective actions that relate to economic activities, which 

they depend on for their livelihoods in the management of water resources. Therefore, if 

communities participate at the beginning of projects that target issues that have a bearing 

on livelihoods, participation is enhanced. 

There are benefits emanating from the application of stakeholder participation in Ghana. 

(i) Water policy and IWRM plans for basins benefit from inputs from actors from 

different water use sectors. (ii) The demand-driven approach in the water delivery system 

imposes the responsibility to provide for the actual needs of stakeholders and 
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enhancement of the recovery of O&M cost of facilities. However, there are also problems 

associated with participation in Ghana. (i) The main challenge is that the practitioners – 

the NGOs and government agencies are not inclined to share power with stakeholders 

resulting in tokenism participation by communities. (ii) There is difficulty in having 

literate persons among local water agency members. (iii) There is a resource constraint in 

training or building capacities of DA, DWSTs, basin board and local water agents and to 

organise participatory activities.  

This study provides a complex ladder of participation that integrates the different levels 

of stakeholder participation with different elements of stakeholder participation. This 

offers a framework, which can serve as a useful measure of participation based on the 

elements of participation. Second, application difficulties of stakeholder participation in 

developing countries like Ghana are associated with human and financial resources. 

Third, how decentralisation is interpreted dictates the intensity of stakeholder 

participation of local people in management of resources. Stakeholder participation is 

facilitated where the decentralised structures are functional and present sufficient avenues 

for dialogue and for the voice of the marginalised to be heard. Fourth, not all international 

discourses and policy prescriptions on water management may be appropriate for all 

countries. People in developing countries are not in a position to pay economic prices for 

water. The stage of a country’s development is to be considered before adopting 

internationally accepted strategies. 

Recommendations 

The adoption of participatory approaches that are more empowering are to be considered 

to improve participatory processes. Efforts are to be geared towards providing spaces for 

communities to take part in decision-making and not only for them to provide tangible 

inputs like labour. Also approaches for effective water management must take into 

consideration the available human and financial resources. Human capacity should be 

built in the area of planning and monitoring at the districts. The WRC, river basin boards 

and other practitioners should aim at limited participation, dealing on a project-by-project 

basis and representative participation. These will reduce the number of stakeholders; 

ensure inclusiveness; avoid under representation; limit the problem of loss of focus; and 

reduce time and cost required in organising and coordinating participatory activities. 

Environmental CBOs that offer space for local participation are to be strengthened 

through training and skill development to create space for communities to channel their 

problems and needs, and assume their environmental responsibilities. The modern 

governance structures should accommodate the traditional governance structures to 

increase participation of locals in decision-making processes and improve good 

governance.  

Participatory management efforts should be preceded by the identification of the 

collective needs of the people for them to participate actively. The river basin secretariats 

and NGOs should concentrate on linking management activities with livelihood activities 

to engender active involvement of various interest groups within the basin. This approach 

has the potential of empowering the people economically. It may also stimulate 

community interest, initiative and collective action in the management of the water 

resources. Ghana’s experiences may serve as a lesson for developing countries with 

similar economic and technological contexts. 


