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A B S T R A C T

In the last twenty years, participatory forums have been increasingly used to manage water basins around the
world. The implementation of participatory forums has sought to prevent and overcome conflicts by bringing
together a multiplicity of stakeholders in joint efforts to deliberate, achieve mutually agreed upon decisions, and
distribute limited water resources. Different literature streams have evaluated the benefits and challenges of
participatory forums in practice, such as the difficulties some forums have had when confronting existing power
structures. Separately, research on water governance has paid particular attention to the ways in which expert
discourses are used by traditionally powerful actors to exclude less powerful others. This paper draws from the
literatures on participation and discourses in environmental governance to empirically investigate how expert
discourses may empower or disempower certain actors in four basin councils – two in Peru and two in Brazil.
Through qualitative thematic analysis of 116 interviews and observation notes, we specifically investigate the
extent to which expert discourses in these basin councils help empower previously excluded actors. Our findings
indicate stakeholder interests that are not, or cannot, be expressed within the frame of expert discourses are
often marginalized. This suggests participation has made it possible for some previously excluded actors to have
a voice, yet their potential influence is seemingly confined to a restricted space beyond which their voices will
have little effect.

1. Introduction

Research on environmental governance has paid significant atten-
tion to the issue of participation. While this topic has been studied from
many disciplinary perspectives, the literature broadly seeks to under-
stand whether participation brings an actual change to existing gov-
erning structures and processes (Berry and Mollard, 2010; Cronin and
Ostergren, 2007; Fiorino, 1990; Renn et al., 1995). These studies ex-
plore the benefits and pitfalls of participatory governance both in terms
of fairness to the participants involved, and the environmental out-
comes obtained (Dryzek, 2013; Smith, 2003).

The literature on participatory water governance has largely fo-
cused on one type of institution: basin forums (Abers and Keck, 2006;
Conca et al., 2006; Molle, 2009a; Tankha and Fuller, 2010; Lubell and
Lippert, 2011; Schmeier et al., 2016). All basin forums seek to move
beyond consulting citizens, to integrate government entities, private
users, and civil society into the water governance process. Yet, they
may have different structures, aims, and agendas depending on the
biophysical and socio-political context in which they are set. Basin
forums have their own unique institutional histories and they face

context-dependent power distributions in which different actors, policy
preferences, and discourses might dominate. While some studies of
participation have identified potential upsides of participatory forums,
such as empowering and engaging a broad set of stakeholders and
paving the way for new and more inclusive ecosystem-oriented ways of
governing environmental resources (Olsson et al., 2004; Gerlak, 2017),
political ecologists have noted how expert discourses may be used to
perpetuate the exclusion of certain actors in governance institutions
(Mitchell, 2002; Budds, 2009; Strang, 2013; Fearnside, 2013).

In this paper, we seek to answer the following research question:
how, and by whom, are expert discourses used in participatory basin
forums? We investigate whether these forums provide spaces to use
dominant discourses in ways that empower traditionally excluded ac-
tors to engage in water governance. We conducted empirical research in
Peru and Brazil, where we interviewed participants in four water basin
councils (two in each country) about their perceptions and experiences
of participation. We developed a thematic analysis of the responses in
which the themes were determined abductively: a first list of themes
was drawn after the analysis of the literature, and these were subse-
quently examined and revised against the empirical data. We devoted
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special attention in our analyses to identifying the power dynamics at
play in the inclusion of new participants, and the role that expert dis-
courses played in enhancing or hindering such inclusion.

Our choice of cases allows for an interesting comparison since the
two countries possess key institutional differences: in Brazil, basin
forums have formal decision-making power, whereas in Peru they are
only consultative entities. Moreover, the creation of basin forums in
Brazil began in 1996, whereas in Peru the first forums were established
in the past decade. Since we are interested in everyday practices –
which often display a fairly high level of intertia and thus long time
frames are needed to observe change (Lubell et al., 2009; Sandström
et al., 2014) – it is important to investigate if forums that have existed
for longer have managed to provide opportunities for traditionally ex-
cluded actors to gain a voice. Moreover, water management is in-
stitutionalised in very different terms in each of the countries. In Peru,
water has traditionally been the responsibility of the Ministry of Agri-
culture, which used water management to benefit the development of
irrigation on the coast. In Brazil, the river that we have studied has
historically been managed by the hydroelectric sector. Additionally, in
Brazil the composition of the forums is decided by the forums them-
selves, as long as they ensure participation of the three “sectors”
identified by law – civil society, private users and government entities –
and that they respect the legal requirement that government entities do
not surpass 50% of the seats (L9433, C3, Art.37, 1). In Peru, by contrast,
who participates in the council is determined by law (see Appendix 1).
The two countries therefore present different models although both are
labelled as participatory forums for basin governance. By comparing
these two cases, we aim to tease out the links between expert discourses
and the contextual differences of these cases with the hope of gaining
deeper insight into when expert framings serve as a tool for exclusion,
and when they are used to include others.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Participatory environmental and water governance

Participation continues to be a core topic in the literature on en-
vironmental governance, and over time this focus has led to a multitude
of aligned concepts and frameworks all emphasizing the value of par-
ticipation to some extent. We find, for example, concepts and frame-
works such as “governance”, “collaborative governance”, “co-manage-
ment”, “adaptive co-management”, “adaptive governance”, “interactive
governance”, “stakeholder engagement”, “civic participation”, “effec-
tive participation”, “deliberative democracy”, etc. Here we follow the
definition of participatory governance given by Newig et al.: “processes
and structures of public decision making that engage actors from the
private sector, civil society, and/or the public at large, with varying
degrees of communication, collaboration and delegation of decision
power to participants” (2017 p. 5). Participatory governance “stresses
the involvement of actors who are not normally charged with decision
making” (Newig et al., 2017 p. 4). Newig et al.’s definition fits well with
the question we pose here in studying whether participatory forums
constitute spaces where discourses can be used to bring about change in
governance processes and structures, thereby giving voice to diverse
actors. We similarly follow Renn, Webler and Wiedermann in moving
away from the dichotomy in which participation is “either an activity
that stabilizes society (thereby serving the interests of the ruling elite),
or [as] a mechanism to accelerate social change (thereby empowering
citizens)” (1995 p. 8), and emphasize exploring the gray area in be-
tween.

The literature on participatory environmental governance aims at
evaluating participation in terms of it being simultaneously beneficial
for furthering democracy, and managerial effectiveness, i.e. the ability
to deliver desirable social and ecological outcomes (Dryzek, 2013;
Smith, 2003). The critical literature on environmental governance has
questioned the assumption that participation would automatically lead

to both, and has evaluated trade-offs and pitfalls as well as contextual
and structural conditions explaining the success of certain institutions
in concrete cases (Renn et al., 1995).

Some research has, for example, argued that participatory ar-
rangements often more easily adjust to local and changing conditions
and better respond to new knowledge than traditional top-down bure-
cratic government arrangements (Holling and Meffe, 1990; Folke et al.,
2005; Ostrom, 2010). Other research has put forward an experimental
approach in which new and better knowledge can be developed
through adaptive management by including different knowledge sys-
tems (Beierle and Cayford, 2002; Fazey et al., 2013; Fung, 2006;
Ulibarri, 2015; Ostrom, 1990; Berkes and Folke, 1998; Folke et al.,
2005; Tengö et al., 2014, 2017), which can foster social learning
(Edelenbos et al., 2011; Fazey et al., 2013; Heikkila and Gerlak, 2013).
Some studies insist on the benefits of the participation process in-and-
of-itself, for example, trust building among participants (McGuire,
2006; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; Lubell and Lippert, 2011). An under-
pinning logic across these broad bodies of literature is that, under
certain conditions, actors with different interests are able to devise,
agree upon, and maintain jointly defined rules and practices regarding
how to manage a common resource or how to distribute environmental
benefits and damages in society.

The literature has also critically evaluated participatory governance
initiatives (Fung and Wright, 2003; Smith, 2009, Dyer et al., 2014),
identified reasons why they have met short-comings (Huitema and
Meijerink, 2014) and put forward ideas for improved participatory
models, specifically explaining under which conditions different models
can foster meaningful participation (Renn et al., 1995). Among the key
contributions, we identify discussions on (i) whether it is possible to
achieve a neutral deliberative space (Cornwall and Coelho, 2006;
Akbulut and Soylu, 2012; Birnbaum et al., 2015); (ii) the capture of
participatory mechanisms by traditional local elites, reflecting existing
power asymmetries (Huitema and Meijerink, 2017); (iii) the lack of
independence of these institutions respective to the central state (Davos
and Lajano, 2001; Few et al., 2007; Barnaud and Paassen, 2013); and
(iv) the actual representativity of participants, in terms of making tra-
ditionally excluded voices and narratives heard (Plumwood, 1991,
2006; Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Reed, 2008; Cook and Spray, 2013).
Additionally, the literature on environmental governance has specifi-
cally sought to determine whether participatory processes effectively
lead to more sustainable environmental outcomes (Newig, 2007; Newig
and Fritsch, 2009; Young et al., 2013) and recent work has sought to
more clearly and systematically uncover causal mechanisms linking
participation to environmental outcomes (Newig et al., 2017).

Water governance is a particularly interesting area to investigate
participatory governance because under the Integrated Water Research
Management perspective (Halbe et al., 2013), participatory forums for
water governance bring together a broad range of stakeholders. These
forums – typically set up on a permanent basis – are considered a
substantive innovation in water governance (Huitema and Meijerink,
2017).

2.2. Expert discourses and participatory water governance

Several researchers have classified the most prevalent discourses in
environmental management (Williams and Matheny, 1995; Dryzek,
2013) and in water management in particular (Gupta, 2009). For rea-
sons of space, we specifically focus here on the interplay between uses
of expert discourses and power dynamics in participatory forums. We
group under the category “expert discourses” those discourses that are
inherently “technical”, “scientific” and “managerial” (see also Dryzek's
“administrative rationalism”, 2013).

As Williams and Matheny explain in their analysis of managerial
discourse, the logic underpinning this type of discourse is inherited
from positivism and utilitarianism: there are natural laws and experts
are there to understand them and efficiently manage “nature” as a
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result. These discourses present the logic they defend as obviously de-
sirable, or even neutral, with an emphasis on engineering and economic
expertise (Huitema, 2002). Numerous empirical cases have shown how
expert discourses have been used as a tool to hide the politicised nature
of water governance (Mitchell, 2002; Budds, 2009; Molle, 2009b;
Swyngedouw, 2013; Boelens et al., 2016).

Yet, owing to the characteristics of their institutional design, par-
ticipatory forums can be seen as part of a transition from a perspective
on water as a resource to be managed by “managers”, to one in which
its politicised essence is recognised by including other voices in man-
agement (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; Mollinga, 2008; Berry and Mollard,
2010). The inclusion of these other voices resonates with Dryzek’s
“democratic pragmatism” discourse, in which it is recognised that
agents are self-interested, but can think of public interest when in
dialogue with others (Dryzek, 2013). We can also find commonalities
with the communitarian discourse identified by William and Matheny
in that the communitarian discourse emphasizes the validity of dif-
ferent types of knowledge and the importance of repeated interactions
to forge participants’ interests. However, the communitarian discourse
strongly focuses on local communities and argues that the local is key in
forging special relationships with nature. These communities are thus
different from the “stakeholder communities” brought together in basin
forums. Another important difference is the rejection of technological
and economic development at play in the communitarian discourse.

To further refine our theoretical framework, we draw inspiration
from Hajer’s perspective on discourse analysis, i.e. going beyond lan-
guage to conceive of discourse as “a specific ensemble of ideas, con-
cepts, and categorizations that are produced, reproduced and trans-
formed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is
given to physical and social realities” (Hajer, 1997 p. 60). Hajer con-
tends that interests are constituted through discourses, which are at the
same time constraining and enabling, and provides a flexible perspec-
tive on discourses which can be used differently by different people. We
complement this perspective by following Huitema (2002) on ac-
knowledging that interests pre-exist practices and exchanges with
others, although these might change through interaction. Both scholars
agree that power is not located in one place or held by one actor, but
rather can be conceived as occurring in specific practices. Additionally,
as Huitema (2002) asserts, such practices need to be studied in tandem
with institutional changes, to understand the extent to which institu-
tional changes bring about actual changes in governance.

In this paper we try to understand how, and by whom, expert

discourses are used in four concrete cases of water basin forums. While
a reasonable point of depature is the assumption that some participants
in water governance forums are better placed than others to frame their
interests in expert terms, we investigate if those are necessarily the ones
that typically represent structures of power (such as the state or large
resource-rich private corporations).

3. The cases: institutional context in Brazil and Peru

Water management in Peru and Brazil, like much of Latin America,
was characterized by the dominance of technical knowledge during the
20th century, in the form of imposed expert discourses (Budds, 2009;
Lynch, 2009; Seeman, 2015). In the last ten years, the water manage-
ment system in Peru underwent important changes as the country tried
to implement principles inspired in Integrated Water Resource Man-
agement, such as introducing participatory governance structures and
promoting a holistic vision of water accounting for different interests.
Yet, the ultimate authority in the sector, the National Water Authority
(ANA for its acronym in Spanish, Autoridad Nacional del Agua), created
in 2008, was placed in the Ministry of Agriculture, which represents,
even today, the most powerful sector involved in water management:
irrigation (Damonte Valencia, 2015; Oré and Geng, 2015).

The reforms implemented since 2008 in the water sector, have led to
a restructuring of the institutional system which included the creation
of participatory organizations, the Water Councils, at the basin level
(see Appendix 1 for details). The councils are part of the ANA (art. 24,
Chapter IV, Law 29338), which means that they are not independent
institutions. Indeed, the ANA holds exclusive prerogative over water
management (art. 4). A technical secretariat is attached to the council,
whose role is to assist the council and guide it as part of the national
system of management (Fig. 1). The secretariat is staffed with ANA
officers, who are mainly irrigation engineers, which suggests that the
irrigation sector is still predominant in water governance. This implies
that a certain vision of water governance, oriented to agricultural de-
velopment is institutionalized (Lynch, 2012).

The Brazilian legislation on water resources was approved in 1997,
through law 9433. This law establishes the National Water Resource
Management System which includes the creation of water basin coun-
cils (see Appendix 1 for details) and of water agencies, taking inspira-
tion from the French model of management and building on the basis of
the 1988 Brazilian Constitution, which established two fundamental
principles: water is a public asset and the jurisdiction over it is shared

Fig. 1. Peruvian water management system.
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between the states and the federal level. Additionally, the law creates
Water Resource Councils at the state and national levels and their ex-
ecutive branch, State Water Resource Management Entities (Fig. 2). It
was only in the year 2000 that the National Water Agency was created,
with the responsibility of implementing water policy instruments at the
national level. The Brazilian agency is part of the Ministry of the En-
vironment, and the Minister of the Environment is the president of the
National Water Resource Council, the highest organization in terms of
water management at the federal level.

The description of the Peruvian and Brazilian systems above points
to different institutional choices when it comes to institutionalizing
participation in water governance. The institutional history of the
forums is also very different in each country. While they were set up by
a group of stakeholders convinced of the value of participation as key
for environmental governance in Brazil (Abers and Keck, 2006), the
first councils in Peru were introduced in the framework of a funding
agreement with the World Bank and the Inter-American Development
Bank.

We take the differences between the councils discussed in this sec-
tion – time of existence, institutional history, and institutional design
chosen – as an interesting basis to compare the ways in which expert
discourses are used in the everyday practices of the councils. We take an
institutional change (the introduction of water basin councils), with its
contextual specificities, as a starting point to investigate how, and by
whom, expert discourses are used in these forums.

4. Methods

This study is part of a larger project investigating the strategies
adopted by actors and networks of actors across multiple water gov-
ernance forums. The data used for this article were collected through
interviews and observation notes produced during seven months of
fieldwork in Peru and Brazil. Four basin forums were selected for this
study, two in Peru and two in Brazil. Those forums are: 1) the federal
council – CEIVAP, which stands for Committee for the Integration of the
Paraíba do Sul River Basin – of river Paraíba do Sul; 2) one of the state-
based councils, the Médio Paraíba do Sul (CMPS), which is in charge of
managing a segment of the river Paraíba do Sul situated within the state
of Rio de Janeiro; 3) the basin council in charge of Chancay-Huaral
rivers basin in the Lima region; and 4) the basin council in charge of the
Chancay-Lambayeque rivers basins in the north of Peru, flowing in the
regions of Cajamarca and Lambayeque (see Fig. 3).

All participants in the four selected Water Basin Councils were

included in the sample, provided that they had attended at least two
meetings of the last six meetings the council had held. Of 59 registered
participants in CEIVAP, 45 met that condition, of which three declined
to participate in the study. In the other Brazilian council, the CMPS, one
participant declined to take part in this study and another one did not
meet the necessary conditions, thus a total of 22 people were inter-
viewed. In Peru, all sixteen participants in the Chancay-Lambayeque
council agreed to participate in the study. One participant of the eight
members of the other Peruvian council, Chancay-Huaral council, de-
clined to participate in the study, so seven people were interviewed.
Officers from the national water agency in each country were inter-
viewed as well as local academics and other key-actors such as former
long-term participants in the selected councils or the staff of the ex-
ecutive agencies of the councils. All participants were granted con-
fidentiality. Additionally, notes were taken during the meetings of each
of the councils and meetings of other forums for water management,
such as Brazilian State Councils for Water Resources meetings (Fig. 2),
or meetings organized by NGOs on water resource management in Peru.
The quotes presented here were selected as we felt they illustrated our
findings particularly well and allowed us to get a better sense of the
realities of the cases.

The data were analysed through an abductive approach (Peirce
et al., 1994; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012) applied to thematic ana-
lysis (Boyatzis, 1998) which led to the development of a coding scheme.
The coding of the data was performed using the qualitative data ana-
lysis software NVivo11, and was applied to the interviews and ob-
servation notes (See Appendices 2 and 3). The speech turn was con-
sidered the coding unit. In line with the abductive approach, this
research did not aim to test a specific theory evaluating participatory
mechanisms, but to explore the use of expert discourses in participatory
process.

Besides identifying key themes in the literature and data, we ex-
plored problems associated with participation through a matrix, i.e.
intersections between different codes (see Appendix 5). Building on
those insights, we analysed the ways in which expert discourses were
used by different actors, focusing on what was considered valid and by
whom. While we follow Huitema (2002) in arguing that power allo-
cations pre-exist encounters it is important to understand how these are
defined and redefined in moments of interaction. The cases studied here
provide an interesting opportunity to gain such an understanding in
view of answering the research question, i.e. how, and by whom, are
expert discourses used in participatory forums?

Fig. 2. Brazilian Water Management System (adapted from MMA, 2018; see also Mancilla García and Bodin, 2018).
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5. Results and discussion

In analysing our data, it emerged that the councils sought to achieve
three main purposes: establish communication channels; provide a
platform to include traditionally excluded actors in public policy; and
build a more sustainable approach to ecosystem management. It also
emerged that expert discourses occupied a central space in supporting
or undermining the fulfilment of these objectives. References to
“technical” or “scientific” issues are frequent in our data: of 116 sources
– including interviews and observation notes – a discussion of expertise
driven issues appears in 91 of them (see Appendix 4). “Technical” and
“scientific” discourses are multifaceted, and disentangling their mul-
tiple meanings is a core focus here, as it will allow us to provide an-
swers to our research question on how these discourses are used, and by
whom. Firstly, we discuss how discursive practices building on ex-
pertise seem to give voice to certain actors and exclude others.
Secondly, we discuss how the councils have created opportunities to
access expert knowledge for some traditionally excluded actors and to
express some of the historically excluded interests. Finally, we discuss
how not all views of water management can be expressed in technical
or scientific terms, and to what extent the councils can accommodate
other discourses.

5.1. Expert discourses as a means to exclude certain actors

In our data, technical aspects of water governance emerge as part of
the daily management of the basin: operating the dams, monitoring the
quality and quantity of water so that management interventions can go
smoothly, or more generally “ensuring the technical management” of
the basin (Brazilian participant). The sustainability of the current state
of the system can be questioned, but in order to manage under that
state, technical knowledge is presented as a necessity.

The access to such technical knowledge was not equally distributed
among council participants. In the case of Peru, peasant communities
constitute a population traditionally excluded from management, both
as a result of the concentration of power and economic resources in the
hands of elites, and as a result of the very reduced set of opportunities
to improve their livelihoods that peasant communities have had (De la

Cadena, 2015). In the councils, a seat is reserved for a representative of
peasant communities. However, our data suggest that the effort to ex-
plicitly include peasant communities was not sufficient to include them
in governance processes, and one of the reasons for this is that lack of
technical knowledge constituted a barrier to their effective participa-
tion in the councils.

Ninety percent of participants in this study had a university degree,
of which more than 50% had an engineering degree. The high level of
university-educated people among council participants is striking,
especially in the selected regions in Peru where education attainment is
low. According to the 2007 national census, only 6% of Cajamarca’s
population has completed higher education, including non-universitary
education (INEI, 2017). Some of the participants in the Peruvian
councils who did not hold an engineering degree established a differ-
ence during the interviews between them and “the engineers”, who
were holders of technical knowledge. “The enginners” was a category
used not only to refer to colleagues in the council plenary, but also to
members of the technical secretariat, i.e. the executive branch of the
council (see Fig. 1). Our interviewees in Peru presented the identity of
the councils as very much tied to the technical secretariat, staffed with
engineers from the ANA, who prepared and oriented the discussions
that council members had.

One of the Peruvian participants explained he felt misplaced to
share his views about water within the council. He rather felt he was
accompanying the process – guided by the technical secretariat – as a
spectator. He argued that he did not have the technical knowledge
necessary to advance meaningful proposals, which suggests that the
councils did not provide him with the space to express his views in his
own terms.

While all our Peruvian interviewees perceived the committees as
technical platforms where expert discourses dominated, it is not clear
that they were designed as such from the start. Several interviewees
from mining companies in Peru explained that they first received the
news of the implementation of the councils with suspicion, as a po-
tential platform for antagonist actors to organise and influence public
power against mining. The recent history of Peru has been dominated
by the opposition between mining companies and local populations
(Arellano-Yanguas, 2011), and mining representatives were well aware

Fig. 3. Map of selected cases (Basemap Google Maps).
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of that:

the mining sector was scared that the councils would turn into an
instrument to prevent the mine, and my work was to explain what
we actually do. We fought to be present in the first administration,
to be the representative of non-agrarian users.

Out of the six councils that were initially established, mining com-
panies represented non-agrarian users in five of them. Mining compa-
nies’ strategy was to bet on communicating a positive image, presenting
mining activities as a source of technical progress and development.
They used face-to-face communication to strengthen links, a well-es-
tablished approach to trust-buidling (Ostrom, 2005; Berardo et al.,
2014). Mining companies present in the councils tried to provide as
much information on their operations and on the system as the rest of
participants would request, making use of their highly developed
technical capability. In this example, the mastering of technical
knowledge by mining companies put them in a key position to improve
their image within the councils. In contrast, some participants were not
comfortable using expert discourses, which prevented them from ac-
tively participating in the discussions held in the councils. Our ob-
servations also support these findings: there was a dominance of expert
discourses, which were not confronted by alternative perspectives. In
this case, participation does not seem to bring about an actual change to
pre-existing governance practices.

5.2. Access to expert knowledge as a means to inclusion

Certain categories among the traditionally excluded actors appeared
to be well versed in the expert discourses that dominate the councils’
work. This is the case both in Brazil, where participants from civil so-
ciety include biologists and ecologists working in local non-govern-
mental organizations, and in Peru through the representation of uni-
versities and professional associations. Environmentalists and
academics’ proposals for reforestation, sewage treatment, data collec-
tion or environmental education were based on scientific and technical
knowledge and found their place in the council. In many of our inter-
views, technical knowledge was often presented as “neutral”, “apoli-
tical” and therefore good, conflict free, as this Brazilian participant puts
it:

What I see as an exit issue [a possible solution to conflicts] is not to
discuss political aspects, only technical aspects. If you have a strong
solid proposal, a technical proposal, then the political aspect has to
be built [to defend your political views] but if not [if you don’t have
a technical proposal], it is impossible [to discuss it, to work on it].

This interviewee suggests that participants in the council can only
discuss problems if framed technically, regardless of the interests that
are defended (“the political aspects”). This resonates with Hajer’s
concept of discourse structuration, which refers to a situation in which
“the credibility of actors in a given domain requires them to draw on
the ideas, concepts, and categories of a given discourse” (Hajer, 1997
pp. 60–61). It also confirms previous findings in the literature, such as
for example, Huitema’s claim that framing their interests within the
managerial discourse helped actors achieve credibility (2002). This is
also coherent with the findings of Lemos et al. (2010) on Brazilian
water governance. While acknowledging power dynamics, these au-
thors argue that technical knowledge serves to empower certain actors.
Indeed, by framing projects in a specific language and communicating
the relevance of them in that language, actors can obtain the attention
of others. This suggests that the use of expert discourses goes beyond
the categories that have traditionally dominated water governance in
each of the selected cases, namely large agricultural producers and
mining companies in Peru, and large private users in the Brazilian
cases.

In Peru, tensions between different territories have traditionally
existed when it comes to water management, specifically between the

coast and the mountains (Cano, 2013). The coast and, thus, the
downstream actors have historically been prioritized since it is there
that agro-industrial businesses plant their crops. The Peruvian council
of Chancay Lambayeque provided an opportunity to communicate be-
tween upstream (the mountains) and downstream (the coast) re-
presentatives, in such a fashion that it led to a modification of the water
management plan that the council was producing at the time of our
interviews. As both our interviewees from the ANA and from the upper
part of the Chancay Lambayeque basin revealed, the first version of the
basin plan was very much oriented to the downstream agricultural
producers of the coast. The participation of actors from upstream parts
of the basin and in particular, the participation of the representatives of
the professional schools of the area, of the university and of upstream
municipalities, who had the capacity to frame their problems and vision
in scientific and technical terms, brought in a different perspective.
They presented their problems – such as the difficulties in retaining
water in the upper part of the basin – as problems of the basin that
would eventually affect the downstream area. For example, they argued
that if water was not retained in the upper part, the risk of floods and
landslides was higher for downstream populations. The solutions they
presented were also framed technically: they proposed the building of
dams and canals for agriculture in the upstream part of the basin. The
specific problems they faced hadn’t initially been taken into account in
the basin plan, but their contributions were understood and the diag-
nosis in the plan was modified to account for their perspective. The
council played a crucial role in ensuring that actors who had not
communicated before, would do so (Koontz and Thomas, 2006;
Pellizzoni, 2013). This resonates with the literature findings on the role
of participatory mechanisms to faciliate cooperative practices and
overcome conflicts (Cronin and Ostergren, 2007; Burt, 2001; Coleman,
1990; Dolšak and Ostrom, 2003; Berardo et al., 2014). It provides an
instance of participation producing an actual change and leading to an
outcome that integrates different interests. Yet, this example also pre-
sents a case of discourse structuration à la Hajer since participants es-
tablished new communication channels because they were able to ex-
press their concerns about basin dynamics in technical terms.
Additionally, it raises questions about the extent to which new interests
can be integrated through participation in the councils since upstream
actors’ concerns were presented as related to the interests of tradi-
tionally powerful actors, i.e. downstream irrigators. Therefore, expert
discourses were used to include previously excluded interests by pre-
senting them as relevant to traditionally dominant interests.

Several options were available for previously excluded actors to
gain the necessary knowledge to communicate in a technical language.
In Brazil, representatives from civil society reported on the learning
processes in which they engaged by participating in the council’s
technical chambers or the executive agency directorate. Additionally, in
Brazil the councils’ executive agency had permanent offices in the re-
gion that participants could visit and through these visits get access to
data and technical specialists “free of charge”. The literature has indeed
argued that exposure to technical knowledge enhances non-expert ca-
pacity and willingness to collaborate (Mascarenhas and Scarce, 2004;
Webler, Tuler, and Krueger, 2001) and some authors defend that this
should be one of the purposes of public participation (Webler, 1995 p.
55). Conversely, in some of the remote areas of Peru, our interviewees
complained that the Local Authorities of Water (which are part of the
National Agency of Water, see Fig. 1) were understaffed and that as a
consequence “engineers” were not available to discuss water govern-
ance issues when relevant.

Water governance frequently involves complex problems and, as
such, the understanding of those takes time and effort (Newig, 2007;
Antunes et al., 2009). We are aware that not all participants have such
time or capacities. In the cases studied, this particularly affects small
municipalities and peasant communities. Indeed, one of the issues that
the literature pinpoints as perpetuating exclusion is that marginalized
people lack time to participate (Diduck and Sinclair, 2002; Davies and
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White, 2012; Lund and Saito-Jensen, 2013). Additionally, the long-term
stable presence of water governance institutions is a necessary re-
quirement to guarantee access and exposure to technical knowledge
and, by extension, fluency in expert discourses. This can help us explain
why the Brazilian system, which has existed for longer than the Per-
uvian system, might provide a learning opportunity to participants that
is not necessarily linked to the knowledge they have acquired through
their own individual training. This constitutes a significant change in
accessing knowledge, brought about by institutional change.

5.3. Beyond technical and scientific expertise

As we have seen in the previous sections, the existence of physical
infrastructure imposes a technical framing to governance discussions
and, thus, access to technical knowledge is central to issues of inclusion.
However, not all concerns can be framed in technical or scientific
terms. For example, different understandings of what is water, such as
those traditionally held by indigenous communities, cannot be trans-
lated into a technical discourse and as a result did not get expressed in
the forums. We discuss this issue in this section.

In Peru, some of our interviewees pinpointed that it would be dif-
ficult for those participants without a “technical” understanding of the
issues at stake to be influential in the council. When commenting on the
case of peasant communities in the Andes, one of our interviewees
considered that they should elect their representative in the council
based on whether or not the person had sufficient technical knowledge
to translate their interests into technical terms. This supposes (i) that
communities’ interests regarding water can be translated into technical
terms and (ii) that the council cannot accommodate concerns that are
not technical. Peasant communities are typically represented by their
president, who occupies that position for one or two years, depending
on the community. This position falls on a member of each family in the
community on a rotational basis. The person holding the presidential
position will usually represent the community whenever needed, re-
gardless of their specific skills. In this light, the fact that some partici-
pants felt they were accompanying the process and not part of it echoes
the literature that presents expert discourses as exclusive of other un-
derstandings (Hajer, 1997).

Several of our participants indicated that certain communities re-
fused to participate in the councils as they anticipated manipulation
and disrespect of their understanding of the world. The following quote
from a Peruvian participant is informing in that sense:

I meet with several communities but people from rural areas don’t
want to know anything about it [the council], they think they are
going to take the water away from them.

This raises questions about the extent to which the councils estab-
lish fair spaces in which different discourses can be expressed and
confrontations can be managed, or whether they give yet another
platform for powerful actors to establish their domination by imposing
certain visions and certain framings of the issues at stake (Henry, 2011;
Ingold, 2011; Matti and Sandström, 2011).

The case of mining companies further informs this issue.
Communities’ resistance to mining development in Peru is a multi-
faceted issue: while some communities – or some community members
– might be willing to express their interests in technical terms, others
might refuse to do so (Armijos, 2005). The vision of development
characterized by material gain and supported through extractivist dy-
namics and financial investment that mining companies put forward
has been widely contested among Andean communities in Peru and
elsewhere (Bebbington and Humphreys Bebbington, 2011). Such con-
testation is based on the existence of radically different understandings
of, for example, mountains or lagoons, either as resources that can be
transformed into economic assets, or as “earth-beings” (De la Cadena,
2015). Anthropologists Marisol de la Cadena (2015) or Arturo Escobar
(2018) present indigenous worldviews as relational, in which people

cannot be understood as separate from the land (and its water) but
emerging through the relationship they have with it. For reasons of
space, we cannot discuss in depth these issues here.

Mining companies participating in the councils in Peru declared
themselves interested in hearing “communities’ demands”, which raises
the question of what they considered to be such demands. The kind of
demands that mining companies were hoping to identify seemed to
relate to an understanding of development as economic gain. Implicitly,
the vision of “earth-beings” as living beings, which clashes with the
mining companies’ own visions, would likely not be seen as something
to seriously consider no matter how it was expressed. Said otherwise,
mining representatives seemed to be hoping to hear communities’ de-
mands framed in terms that do not fundamentally contradict their own
interests but that rather are something they could engage with and
contribute to, such as bringing in new technologies. This again en-
courages us to further reflect on the complexity of community re-
presentation in the councils: are the views of communities in any given
region better framed in technical terms, or in terms of a radically dif-
ferent perspective, building on indigenous worldviews? Can the council
accommodate such different views? It seems improbable. While dif-
ferent discursive practices such as those put forward by hydraulic en-
gineers, agronomous engineers or environmental engineers, seemed to
find a place in the council, it was as long as they could be articulated
within expert discourses. Other perspectives, such as those of in-
digenous communities in the Andes for whom water is not necessarily
conceived as a resource to manage, but rather as part of an under-
standing of their own identities and practices, did not find such place.

It is also important to remember that our Peruvian interviewees
perceived the council as directly linked to the Peruvian state, in this
case the National Authority of Water. The literature has identified the
lack of trust between communities and the state – suspected of seeking
to benefit financial interests rather than communities’ – as a recurrent
problem in the Andes (Crabtree and Whitehead, 2008; Mancilla Garcöa,
2017; Purdy, 2012). This, associated to the fact that Peruvian legisla-
tion set up these councils as consultative, instead of as decision-making
entities as they are in Brazil, suggests that communities might have
chosen not to invest their efforts in making their voices heard in this
space. It also opens the question as to what would have happened if
these councils would have been given more power in legislation.

In the Brazilian councils, the technical chambers – a sub-organisa-
tion in which some elected members of the plenary participated – ex-
certed power in that they acted as a filter in determining the kind of
topics that would be discussed in the plenary. Some of our interviewees
indicated that this filter prevented key issues from reaching the plenary,
or that when they actually reached the plenary they had already been
decided beforehand. One of the civil society representatives in Brazil
indicated that he felt civil society representatives were “doing damage
control”. As he put it “we are there and we know that if we weren’t, it
would be much worse”. Indeed, he explained they could claim and
demand that documents be presented and followed up in different
projects. This resonates with the idea that being involved increases the
chances of raising concerns and leading to better environmental out-
comes (Brody, 2003; Newig et al., 2017). Yet, this actor felt they were
unable to bring key issues to the table, such as the kind of development
model followed in the region. Other representatives from civil society
saw the forums as an opportunity to bring in controversial issues for
discussion. Our observations also confirm that issues such as the level of
payment that should be imposed on water users were discussed from
very different standpoints – such as economic development versus en-
vironmental protection – although all of them had recourse to expert
framings.

6. Conclusion

The cases presented here show that expert discourses are used by a
broad set of participants that goes beyond traditionally powerful actors,
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such as resource-rich private sector actors or government re-
presentatives. However, our results also show that actors who do not
express themselves in expert terms – either because they lack the
knowledge to do so or because their understandings of the issues at
stake do not fit in the categories imposed by expert discourses – remain
excluded.

In Brazil, environmentalists participating in each of the councils
studied explained their participation allowed them to push for the
implementation of reforestation projects and to supervise projects put
forward by other stakeholders. In one of the councils studied in Peru,
upstream and downstream regions managed to communicate their re-
spective needs. While both downstream and upstream actors had
clearly defined interests, they were able to redefine and reconcile them
through discussions in the council. Both Brazilian environmentalists
and upstream actors in Peru felt that these outcomes constituted a
change in previous practices brought about by their participation in the
council. These previously excluded actors felt their voices were heard in
the council as they framed their concerns within the expert discourse.

Yet, upstream actors in Peru framed their concerns as relevant for
the traditionally dominant downstream irrigation sector. Therefore, we
can also understand this case as expanding the range of interests
downstream actors have, rather than challenging previous power dy-
namics. Future research should investigate whether environmentally
ambitious or conflictive projects that challenge current water uses –
even if framed in technical terms – would also find a place in the
forums.

As technical platforms, the councils also help to concentrate power
in certain hands and to exclude other knowledge systems or worldviews
such as those of certain local communities. Mining companies used
their technical knowledge to consolidate their position in the man-
agement system. Conversely, certain representatives in the Peruvian
councils shared their unease in expressing their views in their own
terms in such spaces, which is proof that, at least to a certain extent,
discourses “make it impossible to raise certain questions or argue cer-
tain cases; they imply exclusionary systems because they only authorize
certain people to participate in a discourse; they come with discursive
forms of internal discipline through which a discursive order is main-
tained” (Hajer, 1997 p. 49).

A caveat, however, is that our analysis of the cases builds on four
basin councils in two countries, and it is necessary to study these issues
across more, and more varied cases to determine whether the findings
are more broadly applicable. This is an especially important issue to
delve deeper into in Peru for three reasons: (i) as recently introduced
forums, the Peruvian councils haven’t received much attention in the
literature yet; (ii) our data show that the councils were not perceived by
all actors as inherently technical platforms from the start, which sug-
gests that there was a window of opportunity for the councils to be
more inclusive before they became technical platforms; and (iii) the
literature on the Andes has pinpointed issues of mistrust between
communities and the State, and it would be interesting to study how
this plays out in the councils when they have existed for longer. Based
on our analysis of the two countries studied, it seems the duration of
existence of the councils matters for certain actors who use these spaces
as a means to gain technical knowledge. For this reason, participants
reported the importance of stable institutional arrangements where
they recurrently have access to data and support from staff. This,
however, does not seem to be the case for all actors; as we saw in the
case of upstream and downstream users, an alignment of interests was
immediately achieved just by different actors being brought together. It
is also crucial to investigate the evolution of these issues in Peru as
more councils are established and the institutional landscape expands.
An open question remains as to whether indigenous and peasant com-
munities would invest more effort in participating in the councils if they
were decision-making entities, as they are in Brazil.

In summary, our results suggest that technical approaches con-
solidate certain social arrangements in terms of the repartition of

benefits (Hoogesteger et al., 2016) and define the nature of the problem
in certain ways (Boelens, 2014), but such ways are complex and con-
tested. Contestation might not bring system transformations but can
challenge the system, such as when actors use technical knowledge to
defend previously excluded interests (e.g. those of environmentalists)
and to hold others accountable or to constitute new alliances (e.g. be-
tween upstream and downstream users). Since the systems studied here
are entangled with rather complicated technical aspects of water
management, not having the technical knowledge to understand how
they work constitutes a barrier to participation in the governance of the
resources (Radaelli, 1999; Berardo et al., 2014). Conversely, this means
that those who have access to such knowledge and manage to frame
their interests in technical discursive terms can have a say. Although
some actors find ways to navigate the limitations imposed by the
dominance of the technical discourse, bridging the political and tech-
nical divide to ensure a meaningful participation of all is a challenge yet
to be met (Safford, 2010).

Comparing these cases is interesting both to see the prevalence of
expert discourses in forums that are crafted under a deliberative logic,
and to ask new questions about the conditions that matter to make
participation in forums meaningful. Although generalizing from just
four cases is not possible, we believe our study points to interesting
avenues for future research that may be relevant across cases. More
research on the everyday discursive practices in participatory forums
and specifically on what kind of changes the appropriation of certain
discourses by previously excluded actors leads to in different contexts
would be highly relevant for the field. We encourage future studies to
investigate the cases presented here at other points in time, as well as
other new cases, since, as the literature on participation argues and we
have shown here, the possibility to actually integrate new voices in the
councils is context dependent and it is especially influenced by histor-
ical power distributions. Futures studies should pay particular attention
to whether power dynamics evolve in the context of participatory
processes, and under which conditions issues framed outside of expert
discourses can find a place.
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