
STEER: Enhancing Coordination in Water Management
Water as a Global Resource (GRoW)  

Inadequate Coordination of Water Use 

Whether drinking water for private use, water for agricul-
tural irrigation or water used in cooling systems in power 
generation plants: the different uses of water in different 
parts of the world are often not adequately coordinated, 
resulting in conflicts between users. And this situation is 
very likely to be exacerbated by global trends such as popu-
lation growth, economic development and climate change. 
Conflicts relating to the use of water resources also affect 
Germany. Water supply companies, for example, have been 
grappling with the problem of nitrate contamination in 
groundwater resulting from excessive fertilization in ag-
riculture, and have indicated that costs for drinking water 
supply may therefore increase in the future.  

Strategies for Solving Typical Water-Related Problems  

Over the past two decades, Integrated Water Resource 
Management (IWRM) has become popular across the 
globe as a means of making the use of water resources 
more sustainable. The idea behind this concept is to bring 
the requirements that different users and types of water 
use have into line with one another. In reality, however, 
Integrated Water Resource Management is proving harder 
to implement and many challenges still remain. 

Often the causes of water-related problems are known. 
The real issue lies in finding solutions, because this re-
quires the involvement of stakeholders from sectors other 
than the water industry – agriculture, the energy sector 
or urban planning, for instance. These stakeholders often 
have different interests and goals. To align these, effective 
coordination mechanisms are needed. This includes, for 
example, legal frameworks to harmonize the aims and 

mechanisms in place at the different dedicated author-
ities, as well as the appropriate involvement of relevant 
stakeholders in strategy development, or various forms of 
voluntary cooperation between different sectors. The abil-
ity to successfully align different areas is known as good 
cross-sectoral governance.

This is the starting point for the STEER project. It seeks to 
develop innovative ways to improve steering capacities 
in order to solve water resource problems, one of the key 
points of interest being the development of new forms 
of coordination and cooperation. Using in-depth case 
studies in South Africa, Mongolia, Spain and Germany, the 
researchers will investigate what impact certain gover-
nance-related factors such as statutory requirements or 
coordination between different authorities and other un-
derlying conditions (e. g. pressure on water resources) have 
on the effectiveness of harmonization and cooperation 
measures and hence the overall success of Integrated Water 
Resource Management. STEER seeks to determine the con-
ditions under which certain aspects of effective governance 
systems are transferrable. On the basis of these analyses, the 

Catchment  basin for unpurified wastewater from mining activities in 
the Kharaa River catchment in Mongolia

In many regions around the world, water resources are not being used sustainably. Pollution and overuse of surface 
water and groundwater bring major social, ecological and economic problems in their wake. Conflicts can arise in 
situations where one particular water use degrades the quality or depletes the amount of water available to such an 
extent that other uses are restricted or even not possible at all. Such conflicting demands for water often have nega-
tive effects on the environment. The joint research project STEER seeks to find innovative forms of coordination and 
cooperation to help resolve such conflicts in water use and water management. Central to the project is a diagnostic 
approach where the researchers identify typical problems and develop suitable strategies for finding solutions.      
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project partners will develop strategies for solving existing 
confl icts over the use of water resources. 

STEER is unique in its diagnostic approach to identify 
promising strategies, which can be used to resolve typical 
problems in the water sector, so that they are transferrable 
to a large number of similar situations. The project fi ndings 
will be made available to users from research and water 
management practice in the form of an online platform. 
Besides diagnostic tools for analyzing complex water re-
source problems, the platform will also feature support to 
identify appropriate strategies and solutions. 

Less Confl ict and More Synergy

The STEER project is intended to contribute to solving 
water confl icts among different sectors and to create syn-
ergies that foster the implementation of sustainable water 
resource management. In selected regions, the project seeks 
to achieve model agreements between local stake-holders 
with the aim of improving coordination of water use. On 
the global level, STEER will help achieve the United Nations 
sustainable development goal to implement IWRM world-
wide. The project envisages several user groups to benefi t 
from the research fi ndings including regional stakeholders 
from the water sector (e. g. water associations, river basin 
organizations), national ministries and administrations as 
well as international organizations advocating the sustain-
able management of water and land resources.  The project 
fi ndings may also be of interest to researchers and consul-
tants active in the fi eld of water management. 

River Emscher in Bottrop: intensive land use on both sides of the 
river hampers renaturalization. 
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