
Overview Paper: 

Recent trends in PSP, financing, and regulation in the water sector

Preamble:

The objectives of this Overview paper are to: (i) assist members of The Water Dialogues by providing international level information that can inform debate and discussion; and (ii) provide background against which national research and dialogue findings can be set. 

This Overview Paper is published in conjunction with three separate Thematic Papers, the primary objective of which is to draw out insights from The Water Dialogues at national level on issues of PSP, financing, and regulation. The Overview Paper does not summarize the three Thematic Papers. Rather, it summarizes recent general trends with reference to The Water Dialogues experiences as appropriate. It is intended that these four papers will be published on the website and sent to donors.
1. Introduction

The debate over private sector participation (PSP) has undergone significant changes since the initiation of The Water Dialogues process in 2002. At that time, as described in the original Scoping Report, the international debate over PSP in water supply had become “polarized across the spectrum between those that pushed PSP as a panacea to the problems in the water sector and those that wanted to ban PSP from any role in water”
. Conflicts focused on large-scale, emblematic water privatization projects. Entrenched positions meant that fruitful debate over improving access to water supply and sanitation services was hampered. 

Seven years later, the situation has changed significantly. General trends (as outlined below) suggest that the role of the private sector in providing water supply services in developing countries has evolved significantly. Some participants in the international debate now offer a more nuanced understanding of the broad range of private actors – both formal and informal, profit and not-for-profit – participating in the water supply sector. The issue of the relative merits of the public and private sector as water service providers has been joined (and to some extent supplanted) by other issues, including financing and regulation. The discussion of the ‘changing landscape’, below, summarizes key aspects of current debates and general trends, in this regard, highlighting where such trends have been reflected in The Water Dialogues as appropriate.

Text Box 1: How should we define ‘privatization’?

The definition of privatization is disputed internationally, and within The Water Dialogues. Some Water Dialogues participants favour a broad definition, which includes a broad range of processes ranging from commercialization, corporatization, liberalization, private sector participation, and asset sale. Others use a precise definition, reserving the term ‘privatization’ for the sale of assets to the private sector. In this document, the term privatization is restricted to the latter definition. The term ‘private sector participation’ (or PSP) is used to refer to the participation of private businesses and individuals (both formal and informal) in the full range of water services and sanitation activities, including full privatization, divestiture, concessions, lease/affermage, management and service contracts, consulting services, public-private partnerships with NGOs, and small-scale water entrepreneurs. This definition originates in the original scoping document for The Water Dialogues process. 

2. Private sector participation in urban water supply: Background and trends

The range of Private Sector Participation options advocated during the 1990s arose as a response to the widely recognized challenges facing the water sector. Many of these challenges were summarized in numerous reports, such as the World Bank’s 1992 Buky Report
 and the United Nations World Water Assessment Programme Reports
. This familiar litany of water sector challenges (contested by some proponents of public water supply, which argue that many water utilities are well-performing) includes low coverage rates, indiscriminately low tariffs (which encourage wasteful water use, and/or render difficult the recovery of costs from tariff revenues), under-investment, deteriorating infrastructure, over-staffing, inefficient management, and unresponsiveness to the needs of the poor. 

Over the past two decades, governments have attempted to address these issues through wide-ranging water sector reforms. These reforms typically adopted a dual strategy of (i) commercialization of water management (through the introduction of commercial principles, such as recovery in water management); and/or (ii) introduction of private actors, either via private sector management of water supply networks (through a range of PSP contracts
) or, much more rarely, water resources rights and markets
. These reforms occurred in many countries
, and in some cases (such as that of Indonesia, amongst The Water Dialogues countries), were supported by donors
, or were imposed through loan conditionalities, generating controversy
. The so-called Washington Consensus and new commitments to private sector development on the part of a range of multilateral financial institutions and bilateral donors provided the general backdrop for these reforms, in line with other sectors
. Additional, sector-specific factors included the drive of some private water firms to internationalize and the “demonstration effect” of private sector participation in water supply in some countries, such as Chile, France, and the United Kingdom and France
.

Hopes that private sector participation, particularly via the concession model, could mobilize significant financing for the water sector have largely not materialized
. In the early to mid-1990s, private sector investment in the water sector increased rapidly. However, total private sector investment in the water supply and sanitation sector peaked in 1997, and has declined since then
.  This was in part structural, as the Asian, Russian, and Argentine financial crises, as well as the bursting of the hi-tech bubble, reduced the overall availability of private sector finance. Cancellations across all utility sectors increased after 2000, including water (which had a higher cancellation rate, in terms of total investment flows, than other utility sectors, due to the cancellations of several large contracts)
. As the World Bank acknowledged in its response to the Camdessus/World Panel on Financing Water Infrastructure Panel in 2003, private sector finance had provided a relatively small proportion of total capital needs in the sector, and the declining trend in private sector investment was likely to continue
. By 2004, the authors of a World Bank report concluded that “expectations of private sector participation in the financing of infrastructure needs were overoptimistic”
. 
This suggests that the conventional concession model was not well suited to the risk profile of developing and particularly lower-income countries. Some problems which affected concessions--such as strategic under-bidding, fraught contract renegotiations, poor information on asset conditions, and a lack of effective regulation – were not necessarily inherent to the concession model, and might have been addressed through improving regulatory models and contract negotiation processes. But the risks stemming from the substantial investment obligations associated with concessions were significant, and in some cases insurmountable. Exchange rate (currency) risk was significant in cases of substantial hard (foreign) currency investments. “Revenue risk” was also significant: this risk of revenue shortfalls often stemmed from low collection rates; but at times was also related to political influence on tariff-setting (and a consequent failure for tariffs to rise to levels necessary to ensure revenues sought by the private sector). A key conundrum for private operators was that network extensions were difficult to finance given high capital costs (including profit margins), on the one hand, and the high proportions of poor customers with low ‘ability-to-pay’, on the other
. Proponents of privatization point to cases of PSP, such as Casablanca, in which PSP resulted in significant increases in coverage, but general trends suggest that the hope that private sector concession contracts could make significant headway in providing water to the unserved (‘addressing the backlog’, in development parlance) was largely not met. 
Political risks were also high, stemming from the broad range and sustained nature of political protest mechanisms undertaken against private sector participation, across countries of all income levels
.  These included a variety of mechanisms: court cases (which occurred in several of The Water Dialogues-participating countries); campaigns to pressure governments into canceling contracts; and street protests (in rare cases leading to contract cancelation or expropriation). These protests brought together a broad range of groups, representing a range of interests, including organized labour, consumers, environmentalists, women’s groups, and religious organizations
. In some instances, protests were framed in terms of an outright rejection of private sector participation; in other instances, specific issues were disputed, such as tariff increases. The views of protesters were, of course, disputed by advocates of private sector participation. By 2005, even the World Bank acknowledged the fact that “the frequent (not inevitable) result [of water privatization] was popular protests, dissatisfied governments, and unhappy investors”
. This had the effect of raising the costs of private sector participation, and, according to some observers contributed to reduced private sector interest in long-term concessions (given the greater exposure of this type of contract to political risks). 

To sum up the key risks in layperson’s language: private sector actors encountered difficulties because they took over management of systems that were formerly public, engendering political protest. Moreover, in the case of concession contracts, sustainable financing and cost-recovery presented intractable problems in many cases; thus, although the concession model of PSP was initially introduced with the hope that it would bring private sector financing, this has not materialized at the levels expected. New concession contracts have reduced in size, and tend to be restricted to countries with access to long-term local currency financing
. Moreover, there has been a significant upward trend in management contracts, which require limited (or no) private investment on the part of international operators
. To some, this suggests that the concession model as it was adopted in the 1990s was a failure
. Others argue that PSP is still viable, particularly if emphasis is reoriented towards management and lease/affermage contracts (and other contractual variants of outsourcing which have long existed in the sector, as typified by ‘menus’ of PSP options associated with different risk profiles) as useful means of mobilizing private sector management expertise
. However, others note that management and lease/affermage contracts have lower potential efficiency gains (because fewer risks are transferred to the private sector), and do not (theoretically, at least) provide as much scope as concession contracts for performance improvements and private financing. The absence of reliable information on the regulatory needs of management (and other similar) contracts is another concern, particularly given the fact that these contracts would be protected under the broad provisions of investment protection agreements (arbitration under which may exclude considerations of adequate regulation and public interest issues).

The level of PSP activity is spatially variable. Although the total population served by private water operators has continued to increase
, the annual rate of new contract awards (particularly large concession contracts) has reduced. These observations are not universally true, as the level of PSP activity has been spatially variable; not all countries have experienced a decline. Concession contracts were rarest in regions where overall investment was lowest (sub-Saharan Africa), reflecting an investment bias towards East Asia (particularly China) and Latin America
. Within countries, companies tend to concentrate on wealthier areas and neighbourhoods, particularly where governments do not take an active stance in promoting supply for the under-privileged. In short, private water firms have tended to concentrate on the higher end of emerging markets, in which they prefer lower-risk contracts. This spatial bias, it should be noted, is equally true of donor funding for water and sanitation as lower-income countries tend to be under-funded
. The Water Dialogues countries’ experiences reflect these international trends to a degree: in some Water Dialogue countries, PSP is no longer likely to extend or hold major market share, although in others countries the private sector remains more active. 
As in the international debate, interpretations of these trends vary within The Water Dialogues. Some argue that these trends imply a worrisome (but expected) strategy of ‘cherry-picking’ on the part of private companies (a central concern, for example, of the Indonesian National Working Group), which opponents of PSP believe to be objectionable given a perception that international donors unreasonably favour private operators (for example, in accessing finance). Others argue that these trends represent the end of oligopoly and, as such, a welcome maturation of the sector
. One point of consensus seems to be the agreement that concessions are no longer a widely applicable model, which underscores the financing challenges facing the water sector, and the urgency of finding alternative financing models for urban water supply.

3, The financing challenge

Given the above issues, one point of growing consensus is the fact that the water supply sector is facing a serious financing challenge. The private sector has not been able (and in the context of the current credit crunch, will not be able) to mobilize sufficient amounts of financing for the sector. The decline in rate of award of concession contracts (the only contract type under which the private operator is required to make substantial investments) predates, as explored above, the financial crisis. The unfolding financial crisis is likely to exacerbate the difficulties faced by the private sector, as it is having a significant negative impact on the availability of finance. This may particularly be the case for privately financed infrastructure: at the time of writing, the costs of privately financed projects have risen above the lowest rates which governments can obtain (with a higher spread in developing countries) 
. A marked slowdown in new PSP projects occurred over 2008, and projects were affected not only by higher financing costs, but also by project delays and cancellations
. By the beginning of 2009, the scale of the credit crisis was becoming apparent. A global review conducted by PriceWaterhouseCoopers in December 2008 stated, “the outlook for the near term remains grim”
, although this report also indicated that infrastructure sectors are likely to be more resilient than others during the credit crunch. New financing models may help, but have yet to be widely taken up, and will have a delayed impact due to long lead times and governance issues. The short and medium-term outlook for financing is unlikely to improve. In any event, the goal of mobilizing private sector finance was never to ‘close’ the financing gap (as private finance would always be expected to be repaid), but rather (to use OECD terminology) to ‘bridge’ the financing gap
. 

This has reinforced awareness of the critical need to mobilize public financing in order to ‘close’ the financing gap. Indeed, in The Water Dialogue countries, financing became a key focal point of research and dialogue. As explored in the Thematic Paper on Financing, The Water Dialogues processes raised awareness of the financing gap which exists between available resources and necessary resources to reach the MDGs. This financing gap may be reduced, of course, by efficiency gains, and bridged to some extent by Official Development Assistance (ODA), levels of which have increased steadily since the early 2000s, after a significant drop in the late 1990s.
 As noted above, however, it is important to emphasize that aid flows have tended to be disproportionately under-provided to the poorest countries, raising the issue of optimal aid allocation.
 Moreover, water has tended to be neglected at the national level. Few governments have identified water as a priority in their Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
. At the national level, in some cases, public financing for the sector has declined (as in the case of Uganda, amongst The Water Dialogues countries). In all cases, current allocations of public financing are insufficient to meet targets. Of course, Water Dialogues participants questioned the political priorities behind the low levels of financing allocated to the water sector (as compared to other sectors, such as military spending or, recently, economic stimulus plans). For example, the cost of financing new household connections for water and sewerage to meet the target of 75% coverage of urban areas in developing countries is estimated to be €280 billion: this is approximately 5% of the total ”rescue plans” provided to banks by G7 countries to date
. In the absence of large increases in public financing for the water sector, and in the context of increased competition between sectors for scarce public funds, financing is likely to remain the critical issue in the short-term. 

The financing gap has thus brought the issue of tariff reform to the fore of international debates, as well as within most of the National Dialogues
. As discussed in the Thematic Paper on Financing, the debate on tariffs is highly contentious
. Some argue that tariffs need to be increased towards or set at cost-recovery levels, with perhaps some targeted subsidies to address affordability constraints for the very poor, arguing that without tariff reform the vicious cycle of under-funding, low cost recovery, and under-investment in water utilities will continue. Others argue that access to water is a human right
 and that no one should be denied access (at least to the World Health Organization minimum, which many argue is too low) for financial reasons
. Those who adopt this latter view point to the negative impacts of prices set beyond ability-to-pay levels (such as the 2000-2001 cholera outbreak in South Africa, which some observers argue was linked to the introduction of water charges or tariff increases)
. Some argue for a middle ground, such as recent proposals for ‘sustainable cost recovery pricing’ as opposed to ‘full-cost recovery pricing’
. In South Africa, for example, water supply is a Constitutionally-guaranteed human right for all; the Free Basic Water policy attempts to balance issues of affordability and a limited base for cost-recovery, but its application has proved to be difficult, as users struggle over issues of ‘who pays’ and ‘how’, which invariably invoke questions of the extent of government subsidies and user cross-subsidization. 
4. New Approaches to Regulation





 

Since The Water Dialogues were formed, the international debate on water sector regulation has shifted considerably. In the early years of private sector participation contracts, relatively little attention was paid to the need for independent regulation. In the context of the introduction of private sector participation, particularly in the form of concessions, donor agencies began advocating the establishment of independent regulatory agencies, usually at the national level (the “British model”).
  The model of “regulation by contract” (also referred to as the “French model”) was deemed insufficient because of information asymmetries, lack of regulatory capacity (particularly at the municipal level), and an inability to deal with unexpected shocks, unless strong systems of checks and balances were in place. But results of such donor-led efforts to establish regulatory agencies were mixed, at best. In some countries, proposed national regulatory agencies conflicted with decentralisation reforms transferring responsibilities for water and sanitation to local governments. When regulatory agencies were set up, they struggled to establish their independence from political interference and lacked human and financial resources to engage with the private sector from a strong position. 

Building on such experiences, donors and some national governments have begun to frame regulation issues in a much more flexible manner, shifting from a focus on institutional models to one that identifies critical regulatory functions – such as tariff-setting
. For example, the Philippines and Uganda have adapted regulatory frameworks to suit a broader range of private providers (including small-scale ‘local’ providers). Current donor thinking suggests that regulatory functions fulfill a key role in improving performance of both public and private operators, but that different countries may employ distinct institutional models and regulatory instruments in order to carry out these functions, particularly given the specific challenges posed by water services in poor countries, with the high degree of participation of informal operators and the need to adapt services to the needs and affordability levels of different groups
. As explored in greater detail in the Thematic Paper on Regulation, rather than a one-size-fits-all model, regulatory institutions may be adapted to country-specific conditions, such as the degree of decentralization, prevalence of informal operators, type and quality of information, and available human resources
. Some participants in the Dialogues argue, however, that it is important not to lose sight of the appropriate balance between flexibility and standardization of key regulatory elements (for both public and private providers), such as conflicts of interest, price transfers, transparency, and penalties.
The experience of the countries participating in The Water Dialogues reflects this shift in thinking, as explored in the Thematic Paper on Regulation. The approaches are very diverse, particularly the country-specific strategies for achieving improved regulatory functions. One point of broad agreement (although not full consensus) is the need for a strong regulatory framework for public and private operators alike. Another point of convergence is the need for stronger regulation. Here, as documented in the Thematic Paper on Regulation, The Water Dialogues have made a substantial contribution at the national level by mapping out existing regulatory regimes and making constructive proposals as to how these regimes could be improved. In the Philippines, for example, The Water Dialogues identified the need for a coherent regulatory framework to be developed, in order to ‘level the playing field’ for the diverse range of operators –both public and private—in the sector, and then proceeded to develop and advocate recommendations for regulatory reform. 

5. The renewed role of the public sector
In all cases, the National Dialogues have emphasized the primary role of the public sector in supplying public services
. The emphasis on a renewed role of government is welcomed by those who express concerns about the distributional impacts of privatization
. This is aligned with trends in international policy debates, in which greater acknowledgement than in the past is given to well-managed public utilities. This has led, in turn, to a renewal of interest in reforms of public water utilities
. 

Many of these emerging approaches to public sector reform focus on institutional reforms possible under both public and private management (e.g. decentralization and commercialization). In other words, the hybrid Dutch model (‘public owners of private businesses’) could be said to be gaining favour, as distinct from the French (PSP) or British (asset sale privatization) models which dominated the debate in the 1990s
. Another emerging partnership model is that of Public-Public Partnerships (PuPs), such as the Water Operator Partnerships created through the UN Secretary General Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation
. Currently, these Water Operator Partnerships allow both public and private providers to participate. But the role of private actors within these partnerships remains a matter of dispute; opponents of private sector involvement would prefer to restrict these partnerships solely to public actors, and others are cautious about the potentially commercially-driven nature of these partnerships
. Moreover, some are skeptical about the term ‘partnership’, arguing that the use of its term suggests a relationship that is not amongst equals. 

Some of National Dialogues, such as the Philippines, South Africa and Uganda, engaged in dialogue on different options for service delivery, expanding the range of possibilities recognized by dialogue participants (for example, successful community-based cooperatives in the Philippines, which were initially new to Dialogue participants). The National Dialogues did not address alternative financing models to the same degree. This reflects, perhaps, the degree to which international debates over these models, and over alternative public sector financing strategies (as mentioned in the Thematic Paper on Financing) are relatively new; awareness is hence limited. It may also reflect a lack of ‘fit’ between these models and specific country contexts. Whatever the reason, it remains the case that although the need for renewed support for the public sector, including financing, has been identified in National Dialogues countries, the appropriate means of providing this support have been difficult to find, and/or multiple implementation barriers exist. As explored in the Thematic Paper on Regulation, the focus of National Dialogues on regulatory reform processes allowed National Dialogues to address some of these barriers. But others—such as (perceived or real) donor reluctance, national government spending priorities (in which water does not figure highly)—were beyond the scope of The Water Dialogues processes.  

6. The debate over ‘new’ actors and partnerships

Another important trend in international debates has been increased recognition of the broad range of potential partnerships and actors in water supply provision, which was emphasized in the original Water Dialogues scoping report. Of course, these actors have long existed in the water sector, and pre-date the current wave of formal PSP activity. The degree of emphasis on this issue has varied across Water Dialogues countries; notably, in the Philippines and Uganda National Dialogues, the concept of the ‘private’ sector was expanded to include a range of so-called ‘small-scale independent providers’. These include a wide range of actors: water vendors; property developers; community-based organizations and NGOs; and small firms providing Design Build and Operate (DBO) services. Some of these new actors take advantage of new on-site, smaller-scale technologies to provide residential and small-scale commercial applications (e.g. industrial facilities, residential property developments)
. At times, the term ‘private’ is (perhaps unhelpfully) extended to include all non-state actors, including the broad range of ‘community’ approaches which have long existed in water supply management, such as water cooperatives, and suggested new approaches, such as ‘public-private-community partnerships’
. All of these actors have been operating in the water sector for some time, but usually with little formal recognition and often unregulated
. In addition, the emergence of new ‘regional’ private sector firms in the water sector has been evident internationally (and also in Water Dialogues countries, such as Brazil)
. But opinions differ as to the levels of technical expertise, quality of service, functional ability to address water supply and sanitation-associated problems, stability, and extent of market share these small private firms will be able to develop
; some experts argue that small provider alternatives, in particular, will not be able to provide the infrastructure basis needed for sustainable social and economic development.

Opinions also diverge within The Water Dialogues (as internationally) on the appropriate role of informal private actors. Along with increased attention to the broad range of private actors engaged in water supply has come a renewed policy emphasis on strategies for formalizing recognition of their existing and potential roles, together with awareness of the need to facilitate their activities
.  Some critics suggest, however, that poor service quality, the loss of economies of scale, and the entrenchment of dual or multiple water supply delivery standards associated with socio-economic status are serious concerns; and that these ‘reformed’ private sector and community-based approaches were merely an endorsement of an unsatisfactory status quo which misguidedly overlooked the necessary role of public policy in correcting ‘market imperfections’
. Given the challenges of informal settlements, peri-urban areas, and impoverished inner city zones, most observers agree that SSIPs will continue to exist by default. Accordingly, the policy debate now centers around whether it is desirable to incorporate SSIPS in the water sector ‘by design’ (e.g. through extending and adapting regulatory frameworks, as has occurred in the Philippines), as opposed to the current ‘default’ situation. In other words, Water Dialogues participants disagree over the degree to which SSIPs are a long-term solution versus an interim ‘stop-gap’ measure. Some favour the integration of SSIPs into water supply provision strategies over the long-term, as a pragmatic means of addressing the needs of the unserved and underserved. Others argue that the most equitable solution is universal provision; and that, moreover, extending piped networks to poorer communities is necessary because it is the only effective means of preventing the illegal connections which literally drain networks of water and revenue. 

7. Concluding Reflections: The evolution of The Water Dialogues

The question of the relative merits of public and private operators was a central focus of the original Scoping Review for The Water Dialogues. This question remains important internationally. But, as described in the Thematic Paper on PSP, not all of the five participating Water Dialogues countries retained a central focus on the performance of PSP (although research by the South Africa and Brazil National Dialogues, in particular, focused on performance issues). New issues, such as financing and regulation, came to the fore. On these issues, in some cases, widespread agreement (although not consensus) was possible. For example, the National Dialogues have emphasized the necessity of public finance (investment or subsidies for consumption) if services are to be provided to the poor, particularly (although not only) in lower-income countries. 
Why would other issues have come to the fore in the National Dialogues processes? In part, this is due to the diverse representation inherent in The Water Dialogues. In multistakeholder processes, diversity of opinions can make it difficult and time-consuming to reach agreement on the bases upon which studies of the performance and impacts of PSP can be conducted
. It is also attributable to an evolution in the majority of the National Dialogues from a relatively narrow focus on PSP to a broader focus on commercialization, the broad range of actors and management models involved in the water sector, and the imperative of sustainable provision for the unserved and underserved. 

The Water Dialogues have led to a deeper appreciation of the range of views which exist on PSP, and increased acknowledgement of shared goals, but fundamental differences of opinion remain. As briefly described in this paper, the international debate has evolved significantly, ‘moving on’ from the confrontational and, at times, simplistic opposition of ‘public versus private’ characteristic of the 1990s. The evolution in this debate has been partly (although not solely) driven by events on the ground, such as reduced activity of international private firms, and a greater recognition of the diversity of actors in the water sector. This might suggest that some Water Dialogues participants have adopted an agnostic approach to the issue of the relative merits and performance of public versus private operators (or, more rarely, owners), implying that other issues are paramount, including financing, regulation, and (more broadly) institutions and governance
. From this perspective, the central question is not whether to involve the public or private sectors, but rather how best to mobilize the range of public, private, and community actors, and how to optimize the institutional and governance frameworks within which they operate to meet our collective water supply goals. The overall evolution of The Water Dialogues processes, in which sector-wide issues such as regulation and financing have come to the fore, would seem to confirm that this perspective is held by at least some Water Dialogues participants
. 

Not all Water Dialogues participants will agree with this characterization. Tension around PSP has indeed reduced in some countries (notably, amongst Water Dialogues participating countries, the Philippines and Uganda), but remains high elsewhere (notably Brazil and South Africa). For many participants, the ‘public versus private’ issue is still highly relevant, even central, to the debate. From this perspective, although The Water Dialogues as multistakeholder processes largely gravitated towards issues and approaches around which consensus or relative agreement could be reached, they have not yet resolved key issues facing the sector. These participants might argue that the question of whether or not to engage in PSP (and commercialization) is still central, and requires active debate on the most contentious issues at hand, such as whether water is an economic good or a public good. Of course, stances on such issues will differ radically. Some might argue, for example, that it unethical to make a profit supplying people with a non-substitutable service essential for life and human dignity
. Others might argue that introducing private management is an urgently needed strategy of ‘revolutionary change’ which is our best option for dealing with the challenge of poorly performing public utilities
. Proponents of a more ‘neutral’ approach would argue that invoking ethics or treating either the public or private sector as the locus of positive outcomes ‘politicizes’ the debate in an unhelpful manner.
 

All of these perspectives are present within The Water Dialogues. The absence of complete consensus is, it should be emphasized, not necessarily negative in a multi-stakeholder dialogue. All of the National Dialogues were able to identify areas of consensus, and to clarify the nature of remaining conflicts. Building on this approach, the National Dialogues enabled significant contributions to research and policy at the national level, as discussed in detail in the Thematic Papers. Internationally, perhaps the most lasting contribution of The Water Dialogues will be the demonstration, in five very different countries, of a successful search for common (even if partial) ground on which to work together for solutions to our most pressing water issues. 
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