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The materials for this presentation are derived 
from the literature, a review and assessment of 
55 collaborative watershed projects from across 
Canada and the USA and experiences from 
watershed collaboration work in Ontario. 



What is collaboration
• Collaboration is working together in its simplest definition
• Collaboration more fully defined is "Collaboration is a 

recursive process where two or more people or organizations 
work together in an intersection of common goals--for 
example, an intellectual endeavor that is creative in nature-—
by sharing knowledge, learning and building consensus.“
Source M. Sampson.

• In watershed planning and management it is more in that it 
also requires “ sharing authority and responsibility in decision 
making, and implementing activities for the improvement of 
the functioning of the watershed” Source: J. Fitzgibbon

• Collaboration is typically based on the value of reciprocity. 
Source O’Leary et al. 2009



The collaboration continuum
Process Information Activities Resources Capacity Decision 

making
Outcome

Networking Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Inform 
network of 
outcomes

Mutual benefit

Co-ordination Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Alter 
activities for 
mutual 
benefit

Discuss and 
obtain 
agreement

Mutual benefit and 
achievement of 
common purpose

Cooperation Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Alter 
activities for 
mutual 
benefit

Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Discuss and 
negotiate 
decisions and 
outcomes

Mutual benefit and 
achievement of 
common purpose

Collaboration* Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Alter 
activities for 
mutual 
benefit

Sharing for 
mutual 
benefit

Enhance 
capacity for 
mutual 
benefit

Joint decision 
making and 
sharing of 
authority and 
responsibility

Mutual benefit and 
achievement of 
common purpose

Modified from Himmelman 1992,1996* Empowerment collaboration see next slide.



Types of Collaboration

• Collaborative betterment: “Initiated by an institution (public or 
private) and brought to the community. The community is invited into the process. 
The process is designed and controlled by the institution. Produces policy changes, 
program delivery improvements, but no long term ownership or increases in 
effective participation. “

• Collaborative Empowerment: “Initiated by the community (individuals or 
groups), Brought to the institutions,  builds the capacity within the community to 
set priorities and control resources essential to increasing community self 
determination.”

• Transformational from Betterment to Empowerment: Initiated 
by any party in the collaboration, extends beyond participation and 
organizational techniques and approaches, requires encouragement and respect for a 
diversity of values and beliefs, promotes shared power and decision making, based 
on trust and confidence.

After Himmelman 1996



When is Collaboration
Appropriate

• Collaboration is appropriate when:
- there is a clear shared interest
- there is clear shared commitment
- there is an initial level of trust and respect
- there are potential existing networks 
- the community has the capacity to develop and maintain the 
collaborative organization
- there is something to be gained from collaborating for all 
participants
- collaboration will accomplish things that can not be done 
individually
- the efforts required to develop and maintain collaboration outweigh 
the benefits gained



Collaboration Key Elements
• Legitimacy and voice: the collaboration functions to inspire confidence in 

both its process and results, and provides adequate voice to members and 
stakeholders. Decisions are based on consensus at first and subsequently on 
consent once trust has been established

• Performance: the collaboration performs well, leading to sound decisions 
that are responsive to the interests of its members and the public and 
achieve meaningful observable results

• Accountability: the collaboration allows members and stakeholders to hold 
each other and decision makers accountable for decisions and commitments

• Direction: the collaboration process and structure results in a clear 
strategic direction for the  watershed and the members and stakeholders

• Fairness: members and stakeholders are treated fairly and impartially, 
decisions are such that one member or stakeholder is not advantaged over 
another without consent based on negotiation



Why Watershed Collaboration
• Watershed in southern Ontario are predominantly held as private property, in the 

north predominantly Crown Land but are extensively claimed by First Nations
• Watershed are multi-jurisdictional under authority of Federal, Provincial, Municipal

and watershed agency jurisdiction
• Within any of these jurisdictions there are many agencies with mandate that impact 

upon watersheds (often with conflicting mandates and policies)
• Water as a common property held under the Doctrine of Public Trust by the crown 

(federal and provincial) is an interest of all citizens both water users and non-users
• Decision and actions of private individuals in both development and routine 

management of their interests impact watersheds
• Decision of public agencies in both development and routine management impact 

watersheds
• As a result of the complexity of the interactions no one controls watersheds 

absolutely and every one has power to impact on the resource both positively and 
negatively making collaboration a necessity for many planning and management 
issues

• Collaboration offers an  opportunity to deal with complexity, improve decision 
making and improve the performance of our interventions



The Watershed Collaboration 
Betterment  Process: Institutions

1) Recognition (political and institutional) of shared and/or conflicting 
interest in the watershed

2) Recognition (political and Institutional) of shared authority and 
responsibility

3) Communication of shared interest and jurisdiction (political and
institutional)

4) Agreement (political and/or institutional) to establish an inter-agency 
vehicle for collaboration

5) Deliberation on the issues and interests
6) Negotiation of the collaboration process, roles and responsibilities
7) Development of a collaboration agreement (MOU)
8) Development of policies and plans
9) Commitments to implementation (allocation of resources)
10) Implementation and evaluation



Process for Empowerment 
Collaboration

I have an issue 
in the 
watershed.

I am 
dissatisfied 
with the 
condition of my 
watershed.

I want to make 
a change.

.Seek 
information 
and 
communicate 
with others in 
the 
community

Learn about 
the problem 
and learn 
about others

Organize and 
learn about 
collaboration, 
planning and 
action

Contact 
experts and 
other 
organizations
network

Develop a 
plan. 

Acquire 
resources and 
partnerships

Set priorities 
and make 
decisions

Act on Priority 
concerns

Monitor issue 
and activities

Communicate 
results

Maintain the 
organization, 
leadership, 
succession, 
resources, 
communicatio
ns

Expand 
activities and 
partnerships

Ini
tia

tio
n

Communica
ting and 

Learning

Capacity Building

Organiza
tional 

Development

Capacity Building

Planning Communica
ting 

Collaborating

Governance

Implementation and 

Communica
tion

Renewal, M
aintenance

 

and Support

Mobilization

Maintenance of 

Capacity



The Watershed Collaboration Empowerment 
Process The Community

• An issue is recognized as a concern in the community (sometimes NIMBY)
• Communication of the issue within the community, to external agencies, to external 

communities and more generally ( through networks and media)
Steps:
• Should you collaborate (costs and benefits), (Incentives and rewards for 

participation)
1) What is your vision of the collaboration
2) Who would you approach
3) What are your and their expectation
• Informal and formal meetings to deliberate the issue and responses
5) Develop a mission statement
6) Develop goals and objectives
7) Who will do what
8) How will the collaboration be governed



The Watershed Collaboration Empowerment  
Process: The Community

9) Do you have effective leadership and support (executive)
10) How will you gain support staff and infrastructure
11) What conflicts exist that will be barriers
12) How do you build and maintain capacity (training, leadership, succession)
13) How will you get (funding) money
14) How will you monitor and evaluate your efforts and organization



Perceived power to effect outcomes

Interest and 
support for 
collaborative 
organization and 
action

Interested 
Observers
(Affected 
Stakeholders)

Active 
Players(Affected
Stakeholders)

Silent Majority
(unaffected 
bystanders)

Independents 
(external to the 
collaboration, 
can affect 
circumstances)

Understanding stakeholders

After Eden 1996

Any one can 
become 
opposition 



Lessons Learned
Initiation

• There are three key limitation Time, Trust and Turf
• Be careful of single stakeholder or NIMBY issues and ongoing 

conflicts
• Be careful of Institutional agendas and turf
• Collaboration is best initiated from positive rather than 

negative responses to issues
• Conflicts inevitably exist. Make sure participants have well 

established positions so they can enter into collaboration with 
something to negotiate

• Open and transparent process is important or it will backfire 
sooner than later.



Lessons Learned
Communications

• Communications are the basis of transparency they are critical 
at all stages of watershed collaboration

• Effective and open communications are time consuming 
onerous and often a pain in the butt, but failure to 
communicate is a recipe for disaster

• Struggles over communication can often relate to turf and 
power

• Designing and supporting vehicles for communication is often 
contentious but success can build trust and commitment

• Establishment of protocols for communications up front is 
important and often clears up many problems



Lessons learned
Organization

• Be aware of the organizational culture in your target area
• Facilitate the development of existing organizations if they are broadly 

accepted and if they are suitable
• If  new organization is needed start with like minded individuals with 

similar values and concerns
• If all stakeholder groups that wish to be involved are organized bring the 

leadership together 
• Begin by learning about each other and shared interests
• If there are conflicts determine how entrenched they are before attempting 

resolution
• If conflicts are not too entrenched provide a forum for explanation of 

positions and provide a basis for negotiation of solutions
• If  conflicts can not be resolved focus on share interests that can be the 

basis of cooperation and trust building



Lessons Learned
Leadership

• Identify the “natural leaders” in a community as well as the 
“active followers”

• Promote leadership which is efficient, effective, trusted, 
respected and facilitative avoid leaders who own agendas

• Leadership should avoid impinging on the turf of other 
organizations directly

• Leadership should steer in the direction the community is 
going

• Leadership should identify and steer towards positions that can 
garner the greatest support and achieve consent from those 
who disagree.



Lessons Learned
Governance

• Ideally one would like to achieve consensus. This is rarely 
achieved. In most cases the best we can hope for is consent. 
The worst case is hostile opposition and subversion.

• Without trust and respect shared governance is not likely
• There needs to be a balance of authority, responsibility, 

accountability for all participants in terms of commitments and 
expectations

• Every one has some form of power. This needs to be 
understood and respected

• It is best to succeed with small decision before you tackle the 
big ones. 



Lessons for Government
• Understand what type of collaborative relationship is desired 

and what the consequences are.
• You will often be in a difficult position of having a legal 

mandate which conflicts with the authority of the collaborative 
relationship

• Being an expert may not be a good thing if you can not learn 
and adapt

• Respect is earned not owed. It is easily lost and very difficult
to regain. So once you have it take care of it.

• Not all situation are appropriate for collaboration 



Why Collaboration Fails 
• The initiative is one persons dream and is not understood or subscribed to 

by the community and stakeholders
• The initiator/facilitator is too busy to listen and too weak to support
• Pressure to start work before completing the planning process
• Timelines are set out without agreement, no consideration of the capacities 

and resources of the participants
• Agenda dominated by issues of one or two organizations
• Lack of balance in terms of input and contributions to the effort
• Failure to formalize agreements among stakeholders
• Expectation are set too high and no early small successes
• Too much dominance and direction from facilitating agency in 

implementation
• Lack of shared authority and responsibility in decision making
• Lack of accountability
• Failure to deal with the sensitive subtleties


