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Short Abstract:
Th is paper contextual i zes the case o f the rive r Scheldt in the fram ew ork  o f tw o  d iffe re n t scales 
o f w ater regimes: a) European U nion (EU) level w ater regim e, in the context o f the W ater 
F ram ew ork D irective , and b) the International R iver Basin governance regim e in the context o f 
the International Scheldt Com m ission. T he establishm ent o f these international w ater ins titu tions 
was predicated on the assumption that cooperation could be p o lit ic a lly  feasib le and therefore the 
regim e fo rm ation  could be viab le . However, the h is to ry  o f the Scheldt in ternational r ive r is 
surrounded by years o f in tensive negotia tions between d iffe re n t stakeholders, agreements/ 
disagreements (« learn ing»), and eventual fig h tin g . The authors argue that the co llec tive - 
co llabora tive  jo in t  v is ion  from  d iffe re n t stakeholders is not im m ed ia te ly  achieved by defau lt 
once the w ater regim e is set. M oreover, the State-centered approach o f in ternational regimes, 
need to be com pleted by local analysis to p roperly  understand and im plem ent in ternational 
agreements. Th is approach w il l  g ive  prom inent im portance to local variables related to the 
institu tiona l contexts o f lo ca lly  managed w ater resources.
Long Abstract:
The « in ternational regim e» fram ew ork  makes it possible to understand how  international 
eq u ilib r iu m  between States can be reached in a g iven p o litica l top ic. A n  international regim e on 
a g iven issue-area can be defined as a consistent set-up o f p rinc ip les and norms o f management 
on the one hand, and decision m aking rules and procedures on the other hand, at g lobal level 
(Krasner, 1983). The fram ew ork  has tra d itio n a lly  been applied to issue-areas such as security, 
finance, or human rights. However, the rise o f environm enta l damages and the increasing 
awareness o f the im pact o f human developm ent and economies on the environm ent, in particu la r 
at the international level, call fo r an app lica tion  o f the international regim e fram ew ork  to 
environm enta l issue-areas. M any w orks  have then been conducted in environm enta l issue-area 
as a w hole , or in pa rticu la r environm enta l dom ains inc lud ing  fishe ry  regulation, b iod ive rs ity  
management, or energy production . Here, we propose to focus on the fo rm a tion  and the dynam ic 
o f an international regim e o f w ater management.
W ater management presents some characteristics m aking case studies illu m in a tin g  as regard to 
the international regim e approach, in particu la r applied to environm enta l issue-area: w ater is at 
the same tim e  a resource in itse lf ( fo r energy production , fo r  transportation, fo r  w ater uses...), 
and an ecosystem that conveys secondary resources (e.g. fish) and m ay be affected by po llu tions; 
w ater is inscribed in a geographical space o f regulation ; and in the case o f rivers, the b iophysica l 
properties o f w ater (as a stream) define asym m etry between upstream and downstream  
stakeholders. A s  a result, analyzes need to account fo r  the in te rp lay between b iophysica l features 
o f water, human uses, and institu tiona l d im ensions o f management. Furtherm ore, there is no 
international convention  operating in the fie ld  o f w ater management, w h ich  weakens the
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poss ib ilities  o f an international regime? Th is im plies to focus on the local processes o f cross- 
border coord ination.
M ore  generally, we argue that the State-centered approach o f in ternational regimes ? i.e. the idea 
that the States can be treated as ind iv idua ls  w ith  the ir own interests, power capacity and 
know ledge, need to be com pleted by local analyzes to understand p roperly  in ternational 
agreements. In th is regard, and fo llo w in g  Conca's suggestion (2006), our purpose w il l  be to base 
our analysis o f in ternational w ater regimes on a spec ific  river: the Scheldt River. Th is approach 
gives prom inent im portance to local variables related to the institu tiona l contexts o f lo ca lly  
managed w ater resources.
There are three aspects to consider w h ile  focusing on the cross-border agreements. Each o f them 
has not been p roperly  addressed in the international regim e fram ew ork.
1. International regimes or local cross-border regimes are not the same, in the sense that they do 
not re ly  in the same w ay  on the same causal variables. For instance, it is fa ir  to  assume that at 
local level, cu ltu ra l variables ? i.e. custom and usage, are m ore relevant, and m ay balance variables 
such as interest or power. W hen cu ltu re  is shared on both sides o f the borders, th is  m ay also 
fac ilita te  agreements. S takeholder approach m ay then be useful to assess the ways in w h ich  
variables are re levant fo r local cross-border agreements.
2. The State-based approach o f in ternational regimes can be challenged by adopting a system ic 
approach o f agreements. The key variables de fin ing  the shape and the scope o f in ternational 
agreements are embedded w ith in  in a w id e r structure. M oreover, g iven the geographica I, resource, 
popu la tion  d im ensions o f w ater management, all these systems are part o f a te rr ito ria l system. 
A s a result, the power system coevolves w ith  the interests system, w ith  the know ledge system... 
They all a re jo in t ly  determ ined.
3. Taking into account the local contexts, i.e. the key variables at local level (inc lud ing  the ir 
dynam ics), also requires putting  local variables face to face w ith  the international variables and 
see how  they in fluence or compete w ith  each other. Th is m u ltile ve l approachof cross-border 
agreements has tw o  dimensions:
- The causal variables are also lo ca lly  grounded, i.e. local actors in fluence international 
agreements (e.g. local interests, local know ledge, local norms...)
- States are not o n ly  ind iv idua ls , but also co lle c tive  entities, w h ich  requires at the State 
organizational level that there is an agreement upon the (p o litica l) objectives, but also the 
(technical) means to be im plem ented to achieve them.
Using a case study, it is argued that local approaches o f IR  are preferable to the global ones, 
especia lly when dealing w ith  environm enta l issues. In regard to Scheldt management, we w ou ld  
say that we rather face an international w ater regim e than an international regim e o f water. F in a lly  
tw o  main im p lica tions  are outlined . First, a lo ca lly  based approach o f in ternational w ater regime 
needs an in te rd isc ip lina ry  method in order to better understand the local contexts and dynam ics 
w ater management fits  in: an h istorica l perspective is necessary to replace the coord ination  
problem  in the processes o f agreem ents-conflic ts perspective (genealogy); s tudying the texts o f 
the international treaties and conventions, illum ina tes the tensions in norm s and princ ip les 
between local and global levels (herm eneutics); f ie ld  in q u iry  are fundam entals, on the one hand 
to capture the features o f local contexts and, on the other hand to assess the consistency o f 
dec is ion-m aking procedures and rules o f management, the ir effectiveness, and the possible 
con flic ts  in lo ca lly  grounded norm s and princ ip les in regard to the international ones (socio­
econom ics methods). Second, since there is o n ly  local cross-border coord ina tion  o f w ater 
management, in ternational com parisons are v ita l. They w il l  a llo w  h ig h lig h tin g  the cu ltu ra l 
d im ension (custom and usage) o f coord ina tion  w h ich  un til now  has not rea lly  been considered 
as an im portant variab le  in the fo rm ation  o f in ternational regimes. A nd  since w ater management 
is a global matter, it w i l l  enable b ridg ing  local cross-border agreements between them. The 
cond ition  fo r  an international regim e o f w ater to exist, w ou ld  be that patterns o f local management 
are consistent the ones w ith  the others, in regards to the quan tity  and q u a lity  requirem ents o f 
w ater at the g lobal level.
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