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ABSTRACT  

This presentation describes the emerging findings from a prospective study funded by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs on water for growth and development in Africa. The study, being carried out by the World Water Council, describes the nature of future water development challenges and, inter alia, proposes the development of a virtual basin model to enable greater integration of regional development policy and river basin planning. 
Context
Africa faces unique challenges. These include the shared nature of most major river basins, the exceptional levels of current population growth (at a continental scale these are twice the global average) and the risks and uncertainties associated with major reliance on small-scale agriculture for employment and livelihood security in many countries. An overarching risk also lies in the complex association between the above factors and the uncertain nature of future climate change. 
Addressing the challenges

Solutions to these challenges have local, national and regional dimensions. Many interventions already address required changes at local and national levels. These include improving water supplies and sanitation to protect local livelihoods and ensure a healthy population, water for power generation to broaden opportunities for livelihoods diversification, and the strengthening of soil and water conservation to raise agricultural productivity and reduce risks associated with rainfall variability.
However, the nature of future change on the continent is of such a scale that many decisions on investments in water infrastructure—including ‘natural’ infrastructure—will have to be taken at a regional, ‘surpanational’ level. Based on an analysis drawn from three regional groupings –  SADC, the EAC and ECOWAS – this presentation argues that  in order to make these kinds of decisions and to generate regional public goods there is a pressing need to draw together:

a) economic, social and political integration processes under existing and emerging regional trade agreements (including greater convergence of social and productive sector policies, and natural resource management strategies at a national level); and 
b) supranational river basin management institutions (which encompass areas that are home to a growing proportion of the continent’s population and, in future, will be key drivers of social and economic development). 
Greater coupling of the two will enable stronger investment decision making on regional public goods that can  reinforce economic growth opportunities and support social and environmental sustainability.
Emerging messages

However, a key established lesson is that regional decision making and financing processes involve complex political economies and can easily flounder. It is important, therefore, to build on the current strong push for greater river basin management in Africa and regional economic integration. 
Tools to help support this process exist, including benefit sharing approaches that enable greater understanding of the policy options between countries sharing transboundary river basins. However, the political complexity of cooperating over shared resources means that rarely have these mechanisms been put into practice. One key challenge lies in presenting information and data on regional integration, national development challenges and shared river basins in such a way that potential water investment opportunities are easily identified and understood by the financing community in terms of their contribution to economic growth and development.
A ‘virtual basin’ model is proposed that will build on existing knowledge and enable the combining of data and information from investment, trade and financing communities, on the one hand, and water, environment and productive sectors on the other. This will seek to achieve the following: 
a) combine elements of the river basin as planning unit with wider ‘problemshed’ understandings that are inherent within regional trade arrangements and economic groupings;

b) enable planning and management that is further integrated within regional political economies and  that reflects more adequately the complexity of future policy choices; 
c) support the dissemination of stronger narratives on water for growth and development that can make available to a wider audience – including the media – a strong business case for investment strategies in water at national and regional levels.
The presentation will illustrate opportunities for developing such a model based on three regions of Africa and three major river basins. The interim findings will provide an input into wider consultations and dialogue during 2010.
