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Background

Research Framework

Water is a prominent concern for many First Nation communities across Canada.
Challenges related to resource capacity, engagement, equity, and uncertainty due to
climate change play a role in the quality, quantity and access of water resources on
First Nation reserves.1,2

This research will focus on three specific case studies to
examine adaptive water governance in First Nation
contexts. Each case will consist of a First Nation reserve
in southern Ontario. This research will be conducted in
three stages that coincide with the research objectives.
Figure 1 illustrates the framework guiding this research.

Approaches by the federal government to address water related challenges in First
Nation communities have been largely technical and implemented through a
number of strategies, plans, panels, and protocols. Despite these important efforts,
ongoing water related challenges remain.

Stage 1 will assess current institutional

• As of August 2011, 20% of all First Nation reserves in Canada were under a
drinking water advisory, some of which are long-term and have been in place
for multiple years.3
• The lack of federal regulation of drinking water on First Nations reserves is an
ongoing concern.1,4,5
• Concern over mounting pressures on already stressed community resources
to providing safe drinking water.2

arrangements surrounding water governance in each
case study community using the multi-barrier
approach for drinking water safety.

Opportunity

This research takes place within the context of a larger research project that aims
to enhance source water governance in First Nations communities. The larger
project involves a research team that is made up of three university partners
(Brock University, Wilfrid Laurier University and the University of Waterloo, three
First Nation partners (Oneida of the Thames, Six Nations of the Grand River, and
Mississaugas of the New Credit), and two organizational partners (Environment
Canada and Centre for Indigenous Environmental Resource).

conditions that facilitate or constrain adaptive water
governance, particularly focused on opportunities for
analytic deliberation, institutional variety, and nesting.

Stage 3 will compare and synthesis experiences and
lessons within and across administrative levels and
case study sites to identify strategies, best practices,
and policy changes that foster adaptive governance.

Data Collection Methods
• Direct Observation
• Archival records
• Secondary Data

Theoretical Foundations
administrative processes through which interests are articulated, input is absorbed,
decisions are made and implemented, and decision makers are held accountable in the
development and management of water resources and delivery of water services”.6
•

Conventional water governance approaches founded in technocratic and
regulatory solutions have been argued inadequate in assuring the sustainability of
water resources.7
Consequently, a shift toward making water governance more adaptive has taken
place to address the complex and uncertain circumstances associated with water
resources.8,9

Strategies for
making water
Institutional variety – refers to the employment of
governance
multiple types of institutions for governing resources.11
more adaptive Nesting – refers to a response that recognizes that the
focus on a single level of scale is inadequate in dealing
with complex social ecological systems.11

Next Steps
•
•
•
•

Institutions are human constructs that shape and are shaped by human behaviour

The key objectives that guide is research are to:
• characterize and assess existing formal and non-formal institutional
arrangements for water management and water governance using the
multi-barrier approach;
• identify and critically examine institutional attributes and conditions (i.e.,
capacity) that facilitate or constrain adaptive forms of water governance,
with particular reference to opportunities for deliberation, institutional
variety, and linkages across scales; and,
• compare and synthesise experiences and lessons within and across
administrative levels (i.e. government) and case study sites to identify
strategies, best practices, and policy changes that foster adaptive
governance.

Outcomes for Adaptive Water
Governance
Opportunities
Limitations/constraints

This research makes a conceptual contribution by strengthening strategies for adaptive
water governance.
• Institutional arrangements assessed through the multi-barrier approach enables the
opportunity to examine how institutional attributes facilitate or constrain strategies for
adaptive water governance
• Special attention will be made to the path dependent nature of institutions and their
role in adaptive water governance.
This research makes an applied contribution by examining how adaptive water governance
can alternatively shed light on the complex and uncertain water challenges confronting First
Nations in southern Ontario.
• Through the multi-barrier approach, the opportunity to observe institutional attributes
that facilitate or constrain adaptive water governance within a First Nation context is
enabled.
• Identifying institutional opportunities and constraints for adaptive water governance
provides prospects for recommendations to improving water governance arrangements,
ultimately contributing to improving how the complex water challenges confronting
First Nations are addressed

how actors interact to define the problem, identify the
values and outcomes of concern, to distinguish
disagreements addressed through compromise and
tradeoffs, and to agree on appropriate ways to collect
and interpret information”.10

Research Objectives

• Semi-structured
• interviews
• Focus groups

Stage 3 (objective 3)
Comparison and synthesis
Best practice
Strategies
Policy

Expected Outcomes and Contributions

Analytic deliberation – refers to the process of

The purpose of this research is to examine the potential
emergence of adaptive water governance in a First Nations
context in southern Ontario.

Stage 2 (objective 2)
Institutional adaptiveness
Analytic deliberation
Institutional variety
Nesting

Water governance refers to the “range of political, organizational and

•

Purpose

Stage 1 (objective 1)
Assess institutional
arrangements for water
governance
Multi-barrier
approach

Stage 2 will examine the institutional attributes and

From these examples, water challenges confronting First Nations extend beyond
technical issues and into the realm of water governance.
• Although important, federal strategies to improve infrastructure, training
regimes, monitoring, and funding for operations, programs and procedures
are not adequate in addressing the multi-level governance challenges
associated with resource capacity, engagement, equity, and uncertainty.
• The concept of water governance is a useful lens to explore these multilevel challenges in productive ways.

Figure 1

and are often described as forms of rules that can be nested structurally, spatially, and
temporally within cultural, social, economic and political contexts12,13
•
•
•

Adaptive forms of governance are related to institutions through the
role they have in enabling or constraining actors to respond when
confronted with challenges14,15.
The path dependent nature of institutions can influence the flexibility
of institutions to respond to change facilitating or constraining adaptive
governance16.
Institutional path dependency is especially relevant in the context of
First Nations where colonial legacies remain a part of Canadian
society.

Acquire approval from case site communities and universities
Collect information via research methods
Analyze information collected
Examine best practices and strategies for improving water governance
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Institutional Adaptive Capacity is defined as the inherent characteristics of
institutions that enable actors to take advantage of opportunities and respond when
confronted with challenges.17,18,19

Institutions that
embody adaptive
capacity

•
•

facilitate diverse interests and perspectives, involve
diverse actors from varying levels of scale, foster
diversity and redundancy, and acknowledge complexity
embody flexibility and enable actors to take advantage
of opportunities
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