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Local & County Government

In recent decades, the limitations of traditional 
command-and-control regulatory structures in 
addressing modern environmental problems have 
sparked  the rise of a new, collaborative approach 
to water resource governance. 

In the collaborative model, a wide variety of 
governmental and nongovernmental stakeholder 
groups share information and perspectives and 
negotiate to develop water policy that balances 
interrelated environmental, economic, and social 
interests.
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Social networks: The 
breadth and density of 
connections among policy 
actors

Reciprocity: Willingness to 
initiate and return favors and 
reward cooperative behavior

Trust: Confidence in others to 
keep promises, treat others fairly, 
and show concern for others’ 
welfare

Shared
knowledge:
Increased understanding of technical 
issues and policy actors’ values and 
beliefs
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 4 counties

 72 local 
governments

 7 subwatersheds

 1.5 million 
residents

Primary water resource concerns:
Pollution, erosion, and flooding due to storm water 
runoff

What is a Watershed?
A watershed is an area of 
land upon which all water 
flows to a common point. 
A watershed contains a 
river and its tributaries, 
and crosses multiple 
jurisdictional boundaries.

Through the collaborative process, 
Clinton River Watershed 
stakeholders showed a high degree 
of success in developing 
comprehensive watershed 
management plans aimed at 
translating community values into 
action.

Local units of government have 
showed varying degrees of success 
in implementing the plans. 
Prescriptive storm water permitting 
programs and local  fiscal hardship 
can act as barriers to 
implementation.

Even if the plans are not fully 
implemented, the collaborative 
process generates social capital that 
radiates throughout the broader 
policy environment and promotes a 
more regional, holistic mindset 
among stakeholders. 

The collaborative process clarifies 
the roles of various agencies and 
jurisdictions, and provides 
knowledge about community 
problems and priorities that can 
guide planning in other policy areas 
beyond the plans’ original purpose.
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By interacting under the collaborative model, stakeholders experience 
social or collective learning regarding scientific/technical issues as well 
as the values and perspectives of other stakeholders. These 
relationships constitute social capital—links that enable people and 
groups with divergent interests to work together for the greater good. 
A case study of the Clinton River Watershed examines the impact of 
the collaborative model on the policy environment.


