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Summary
This literature review examines peer-reviewed, academic research on equity, fairness and justice in water
policy. It looks at how these three concepts are included in discussions around access, allocations and rights
to water across a wide range of fields of research. This review does not examine work that aims to primarily
value water as a resource; it focuses on discussions of what makes water policy equitable, fair or just. We
find that the literature does not provide an agreed definition of these concepts. Water policy makers who
seek to address questions of equity, fairness and justice in water policy should recognise that this is a highly
contested space likely to require difficult trade-offs and considerable deliberation and debate among and
with stakeholders.

Following a standard literature review approach,1 we undertook a broad, inductive survey of existing aca-
demic literature and found the following broad sets of perspectives in the literature on equity fairness and
justice in water policy andmanagement.

• Environmentalwater equity: Environmentalwater equity focuses on fair access towater resources and the
protection of ecosystems from harm, particularly as climate change alters and shifts environmental risks.
Policymakers face increasing pressure to balance current demands with the needs of future generations
as well as ensure water access remains fair across socio-economic groups.
Research identifies three critical dimensions in environmental water equity: access to water as a life-
sustaining resource, the intrinsic ecological value of natural systems, and the holistic management of
human-environment relationships. Current water management practices often fall short of these ideals,
with policies failing to integrate perspectives on distributive and procedural justice. A focus on distributive
justice underscores the need for fair resource allocation, while procedural justice emphasises the impor-
tance of inclusive decision-making processes that account for both human and environmental interests.

• Socio-economic water equity: Socio-economic water equity examines how economic and social status
shape people’s access to water, with inequities exacerbated by the path dependency of past decisions on
resource allocation and spatial planning, current economic trends and climate change. In regions facing
water scarcity, these disparities become stark, influencing daily living conditions, health, and even food
security. Addressing these inequities involves understanding and reducing barriers to water access for
economically disadvantaged communities.
The Water Poverty Index (WPI) is a tool used to measure water-related socio-economic conditions, high-
lighting intersecting factors like resource availability, infrastructure, and environmental sustainability. In
Australia, socio-economic water policies attempt to integrate these issues, but marginalised communi-
ties —particularly remote Indigenous communities — continue to face significant access challenges. Re-
searchers suggest that policies incorporating socio-economicandcircular economyprinciples, whichem-
phasise resource reuse, can promote fairer, more resilient water management systems.

• Socio-cultural water equity: Socio-cultural water equity addresses the importance of water to commu-
nities beyond its economic value, recognizing its spiritual, recreational, and symbolic significance. Policy-
makersmust consider local cultural needs and involve community voices inwatermanagement to ensure
fairness and inclusivity.
The socio-cultural value of water often remains marginalised in economic assessments, leading to poli-
cies that overlook essential community needs. Greater community engagement is necessary to integrate
socio-cultural perspectives, fostering trust and legitimacy in water policy. This approach is particularly
relevant in communities where water scarcity unites or divides groups, andwhere equitablemanagement
of water resources can strengthen social cohesion.

• First Nationswater equity: First Nationswater equity highlights the historical exclusion of Indigenous com-
munities from water rights and governance. Ensuring equitable water access for First Nations peoples re-
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Summary

quires policies that recognise the cultural, environmental, and economic significance of water for these
communities.
Though some progress has beenmade, Indigenous water rights remain inadequately protected. Research
supports anadaptivegovernanceapproach that centers Indigenous knowledgeandcommunity input, cre-
ating flexible, culturally sensitive frameworks. Policies that allow for Strategic Indigenous Reserves and
greater Indigenous participation in water management are recommended for promoting equity and jus-
tice in water allocation.

• Citizens, markets, governments, and water equity: Researchers note that water markets are often used
to allocate water efficiently, yet they frequently fail to achieve equitable outcomes. Whilemarketmecha-
nisms support efficient water distribution, they may disregard social and environmental values, fostering
mistrust between local stakeholders and government bodies.
The management of the Murray-Darling Basin exemplifies the tensions in using markets for water allo-
cation. Government interventions aiming to balance environmental, social, and economic interests have
faced criticism for exacerbating inequities. Policymakers are encouraged to improve regulatory frame-
works and market design alongside incorporating consultation processes that respect both market effi-
ciency and local needs, fostering a balance between fairness and economic goals.

• Equity in global governance: Researchers note global governance frameworks often approach water eq-
uity froma limited, efficiency-focused perspective, neglecting cultural and social dimensions essential to
fair watermanagement. This narrow focus has drawn criticism, especially from researchers advocating for
Indigenous rights and holistic approaches that address water’s multiple social values.
The dominant Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) approach, while widely implemented, is
criticised by some researchers for perpetuating settler-colonial biases and lacking genuine equity consid-
erations. A shift toward inclusive frameworks that engage communities and acknowledge diverse water
needs is seen as essential for equitable international water policy.

• Equity framing in Australian water policy: Water policy in Australia reflects various perspectives, from
socio-economic development to environmental protection. Researchers track the increasing dominance
of neoliberal frameworks emphasizingefficiencyandcriticiseneoliberal approaches topolicy formarginal-
izing regional interests and traditional values associated with water.
Researchers outline how Australian water policy has shifted through three major periods, each with dis-
tinct framings: fromdevelopmental capacity to environmental resource protection, and finally, to sustain-
able management. They believe that understanding these different framings and their path dependency
can help policymakers balance distributive and procedural justice to better reflect community values and
achieve fair outcomes.

• Social psychology of water equity: Social psychology research shows that communities’ perceptions of
equity influence their acceptance of water policies. Policies that align with community values and envi-
ronmental concerns are more likely to gain support, particularly when developed through inclusive, trust-
building processes.
Researchers demonstrate how local engagement is crucial in implementing sustainable water policies.
Studies in Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin suggest that community trust in local authorities and adher-
ence to fairness principles enhance public acceptance, especially when policies avoid market-driven al-
locations and prioritise procedural justice.

• Normative theories of water equity: Normative theories of water equity draw on social justice traditions,
focusing on distributive and procedural justice as guiding principles. These theories emphasise consistent
minimumaccess to water, fair decision-making processes, and the identification of inequities that dispro-
portionately affect marginalised communities and the environment.
Fewcomprehensivenormative theoriesexist, but those thatdoadvocate for context-sensitiveapproaches
that bridgemultiple justice perspectives. A Social Justice Framework (SJF), proposed for Australian policy,
supports policies that integrate fairness principles from various traditions, promoting equity in complex
water management systems.
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• Behavioral economics of fairness, justice, and equity: Behavioral economics challenges the assumption
that self-interest drives decision-making in water policies. Research shows that people often act coop-
eratively and are willing to incur costs to enforce social norms, suggesting that fairness and community-
oriented policies can bemore effective than those based solely on self-interest.
This insight highlights the importance of designing policies that align with social norms and community
expectations, as policies perceived as unfair may face significant resistance. Researchers suggest poli-
cymakers should prioritise procedural justice and fairness in policy frameworks to foster cooperation and
achieve equitable water management outcomes.

Observations

Equity, fairness and justice are ‘essentially contested’ concepts. Given their rhetorical power and strong political
salience, individuals and advocacy coalitions seek to build these concepts into narratives to mobilise supporters and
influence policy to meet their own ends. However, these concepts and policy built on themwill likely be subject to
ongoing disagreement because of the difficulty in achieving a settled consensus on what constitutes equitable, fair or
just processes or outcomes.

Although equity, fairness and justice are widely shared goals, the lack of agreement among stakeholders
on what they mean complicates discussions and creates challenges for consensus-building. Different ac-
tors may use the same terms to justify opposing positions, masking deeper conflicts in values and policy
objectives. Our other reports in this project also find that stakeholders deploy these concepts strategically
to advance their interests.2

The variety of ways in which the concept of equity can be invoked in water policy also creates conceptual
ambiguity that can be exploited by stakeholders and advocacy coalitions, who draw on the language of
equity and fairness to try tomask self-interested arguments. Given the power of these ideas, they can invoke
this rhetoric to try to mobilise their supporters in a way that reshapes – to their advantage – the discursive
”terrain” on which political struggles over water occur. Incorporating considerations of equity into the water
policy-making processmore systematically, and being aware of the variety of ways in which ideas of equity
and fairnessareunderstoodanddeployed in the scholarly literature, can improvepolicymakers engagement
with these issues in policy development.

Citizens care about issues of fairness, trust, participation and representation in policy making. Citizen concerns about
these issues influence the legitimacy of policy decisions. Legitimacy matters more than technical competence for
effective policy design and implementation.

The academic literature examined in this review presents a diverse and complex set of views around equity,
fairness and justice inwater policy. The literature spans numerous debates,methodologies and conclusions.
While there are no clear answers to the question of how to achieve water equity, there are some consistent
positions on how we might be better able to consider equity, fairness and justice in water policy. The most
widely agreed on perspective is thatwater equity is not an outcomebut a process, whichmight be amenable
to a set of guiding principles. Adequate consultation with local stakeholders and community members is a
very important part of this process. Empowering those most affected by water resource decision-making,
and incorporating them into such processes, contribute to the legitimacy of water policy by providing policy
processes more likely to be seen by stakeholders as equitable and fair.
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Summary

Researchers’ values are a key driver of research themes and results in this area.

A significant portion of research on equity, fairness, and justice in water policy and management serves as
advocacy for specific viewpoints. These perspectives span fromprevailing disciplinary frameworks to partic-
ular outcomes preferred by individual researchers and reflect the wide range of biases and priorities across
the literature.
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Introduction
This literature review examines themeaning and role of equity, fairness and justice in existing peer-reviewed
water policy literatureand several additional areas. It aims to summarise themost prominent thematic fields
of study, and the key theories, areas of focus and findings associated with each. The review contributes to a
broader project, whichwill examine the diversemeanings and understandings of equity, fairness and justice
held by stakeholders across the Murray-Darling Basin. The broader project aims to provide practical and
robust advice to policy makers for considering these issues in policy development.

Weprovidedetaileddiscussion relating to 112peer-reviewedacademicworks in the following identifiedfields
of research:

• environmental – examines the just distribution of environmental risks and benefits across social systems,
the intrinsic value of ecological systems and the interdependence of the two

• socio-economic – concerns the role of socio-economic factors in shaping access to water and attitudes
towards water use, and water as a resource for socio-economic development

• socio-cultural – attends to the recreational, spiritual and developmental features of water as a natural
resource that is often seen as culturally important

• Indigenous – examines the socio-cultural and economic development dimensions of water associated
with Indigenous peoples, their historical exclusion from decision-making processes and methods of inte-
grating their perspectives and knowledge into policy

• citizens, markets and governance – attends to the role of markets and government regulation in man-
aging the distribution of water, the underlying principles of the differing approaches and the impact on
consumers

• global governance – examines definitions ofwater equity in global governance frameworks, the principles
underneath those definitions and the outcomes when they are implemented in policy

• framing – examines both how water equity has been framed in policy and the objectives around which
water policy has been framedmore broadly

• social psychology – examines how equity is viewed in social contexts and the psychological indicators of
how people perceive equitable outcomes

• normative theory – theorises just standards for fair decision-making and the identification of standards
and outcomes that are not equitable.

The reviewhighlights themost important ormost citedperspectives in eachcategory and thenexplains later
responses and developments. In the review, we highlight key findings on equitable policy implementation.
We also present important theoretical definitions of how to define and implement water equity in policy.

This review differs from previous assessments in that we are not concerned with how to value water as a re-
source. Instead, we are concerned with how equitable distributions of water have been defined. This means
that we have looked at both specific and direct discussions of whatmakes water policy equitable or fair. We
find that equity, fairness and justice inwater policy are not easily defined and somedefinitions are contested.
That said, equity, fairness and justice likely can be included in policy making in a more systematic way This
is particularly the case when equity and fairness are understood as pertaining to processes rather than out-
comes.

Watertrust Australia Ltd Page 8



Method
The literature reviewuses a narrative synthesis or traditional reviewapproach.1 Anarrative synthesis is useful
because equity, fairness and justice are often implied in the literature, meaning peer-reviewed research is
often framed around other areas of water politics, rather than specifically water equity, fairness or justice.
Despite this, the research highlighted here is important in helping to define equity, fairness and justice. By
presenting the research thematically, we are able to show how equity, fairness and justice have been inter-
preted in water policy making. Narrative approaches allow for broad mapping of a complex and disjointed
literature. This is important because we are not examining a specific policy question or hypothesis.3

The narrative review process required us to develop broad search criteria to identify central themes and the
mostwidely cited literature.2We refined these search criteria in accordancewith our analytical observations.
One hundred and twelve academic works were ultimately identified as within the scope of the research ob-
jectives. We organised these works into thematic categories, providing a map of the existing literature. We
were then able to take the perspectives of these studies and synthesise and discuss them in terms of their
relevance to broad themes and the findings of the other studies in the category.

Narrative review

We developed broad search criteria, which we refined as we worked through the following three steps of the narrative
review process:
• analysis

• synthesis

• mapping.
We further refined our search as we examined the relevant literature. We then identified, grouped and analysed the
central themes from that literature to identify the ways in which equity, fairness and justice have been interpreted in
relation to water policy.

Searching and screening
The search and screening process involved searching Google Scholar using the broad search strings in Table
1. The top results were initially screened according to the inclusion criteria highlighted in Table 2. We then
took these screened results and inductively catalogued them. This involved coding publications based on
the papers’ highlighted key words, their area of focus, and their concepts of water equity, fairness or justice.
As a result of the cataloguing, we were able to identify emergent themes, which allowed us to define more
finely detailed search strings. These emergent themes were then used to divide publications across the
dataset into nine categories of water equity research.

Following this stage, the narrative review system was combined with a partial snowball approach. This ap-
proach meant that we reviewed subsequent, or additional, works of the most cited authors in the literature,
adding layers upon the original sourced work.4 We systematically searched Sage, Scopus, Taylor & Francis
and Web of Science databases and then we reviewed the related articles for relevance. In this process, we
aimed to include articles from a range of disciplines andmethodologies. We also excluded articles that did
not actively advance or engage with the concepts of water equity, fairness or justice. See Figure 1 for an
outline of this approach.5
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Search criteria and terms

Table 1: Search criteria and strings

Broad search strings Granular search strings

Broad water equity: (“water”) AND (“equity” OR “fairness” OR
“justice”) AND (“water policy” OR “water governance” OR
“water management”).

Water equity in Australia: (“water”) AND (“equity” OR
“fairness” OR “justice”) AND (“water policy” OR “water
governance” OR “water management”) AND (“Australia” OR
“Australian” OR “Victoria” OR “New SouthWales” OR
“Queensland” OR “Tasmania” OR “South Australia” OR
“Western Australia” OR “Northern Territory” OR “Australian
Capital Territory”).

Social water equity: (“water”) AND (“equity” OR “fairness” OR
“justice”) AND (“socio-economic” OR “cultural” OR
“socio-cultural” OR “Indigenous” OR “community”).

Water equity in markets and governance: (“water”) AND
(“equity” OR “fairness” OR “justice”) AND (“markets” OR
“governance” OR “economic” OR “efficiency” OR
“sustainability” OR “allocation” OR “scarcity” OR “services”).

Water equity and social psychology: (“water”) AND (“equity”
OR “fairness” OR “justice”) AND (“psychology” OR “social
psychology” OR “psychosocial” OR “behaviour”).

Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion Exclusion

Date range Any N/A

Relevance • Publications included direct or indirect
discussion of the search terms

• Publications included a direct or
secondary discussion of water as a
political, economic or social
commodity

• Publications had direct relevance to
concepts of equity or fairness or justice

• Publications did not provide direct or
secondary discussion of water

• Publications did not relate to equity or
fairness or justice

Study types Peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly
book chapters, empirical analysis,
theoretical analysis, systematic reviews
andmeta-analysis

Non-peer reviewed or non-scholarly
works

Language English language publications Non-English language publications

Key words Water, equity, fairness, justice, water
policy, water governance, water rights,
water equity theory, water politics

N/A
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Method

Figure 1: Identification and screening process

Page 11 Equity, fairness and justice in water policy



Literature review and
analysis
Presented below is the literature review analysis conducted through narrative synthesis. In the review, we
present key theories and findings from a range of disciplines. We have organised and discussed these ac-
cording to the following observed themes:

• Environmental
• Socio-economic
• Socio-cultural
• Indigenous
• Citizens, markets and governments
• Global governance
• Australian water policy
• Social-psychology
• Normative theories
• Behavioural economics.

Environmental water equity

Environmental water equity

Environmental equity, where everyone has fair access to the environment and its resources as well as protection from
environmental hazards, is an ongoing challenge. The challenge is complicated by the increasing impacts of climate
change. Managing trade-offs between current and future generations is also important. Research into environmental
equity centres around three primary fields:
• access to water as an essential natural resource

• maintenance of environmental systems as valuable in themselves (called intrinsic value)

• management of the relationship between humans and the environment in an all-encompassing (or holistic)
manner.

Research generally finds that management of water resources, both internationally and in Australia, has failed to
successfully bring these perspectives on equity into policy.

Environmental water equity is a central concern of current research, particularly as climate change in-
creasesenvironmentaldegradationand further complicateprocessesused toallocatewater.6 Researchers
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Literature review and analysis

and government agencies generally define environmental water equity as the equal distribution of environ-
mental risks and benefits across a population.7 However, in the current global environmental context, this
is an increasingly complex goal. A dominant theme within the research is sustainability and access across
socio-economic groups.8 Researchers face an important challenge in considering how to balance the con-
flicting goals of justice for current generations against those of future generations. This balance requires
complex trade-offs.9 In Australia, climate change has and will continue to create inequitable access to
water, with socio-economically disadvantaged groups the most affected.10 Similarly, water-intensive in-
dustries such as agriculture are likely to require effective strategies to respond to climate change.11

The principle of environmental justice allowing equal access to environmental resources is based on tra-
ditions of distributive justice, which is the socially just distribution of resources, goods and benefits across
society. Environmental justice also considers how social, or in this case environmental, benefits and risks
are distributed.12 Researchers note how in recent years, concepts of distributive environmental equity have
broadened to includea rangeof policy concerns and socialmovements relating to the environment. Environ-
mental equityhasalso shifted fromsimplyconsidering the individual and their personalallocationofpositive
andnegativeeffects on theenvironment, tobroader community implications. In particular, researchers have
focusedon the decision-making andgovernanceprocesses that cause environmental injustices to continue.
Environmental justice, therefore, also intersectswith theoriesofprocedural justice,whichareconcernedwith
fair processes and where the concepts of equality, proportionality and plurality are important.13

Increasingly however, such theories are critiqued for their crude methods of valuing environmental goods.
Procedural and distributive theories of environmental water equity and ethics largely relate to either the
value of the water resource or how the water resource creates value for the environment. Procedural theo-
ries are defined by applying (or denying) intrinsic value to particular aspects of the environment and water.
Distributive theories consider water equity through its socio-ecological context.14 In this way, theories of en-
vironmental and water equity are often highly human centred, though not without justification. The view
that environmental justice is defined by the equitable distribution of natural resources has been essential
in highlighting the vast web of inequalities related to water and the importance of sustainability. However,
efforts have also been made in recent years to integrate the concepts of human-centred, environmental
justice and eco-centric, ecological justice by drawing on research of Indigenous perspectives of humans
and the environment as interrelated. In this view, justice is made up of a shared respect towards nature.14
Understanding environmental justice as encompassing recognition, may also be a key aspect of this pro-
cess. Justice as recognition highlights the fact that distributional justice may not be achieved without firstly
acknowledging the deep structural differences and inequities among a range of social groups.15

This has led some researchers to argue for a “systemic-relational” or integrated approach to water equity.
Such research shows that when individual aspects of equity are divided up using different ideas of intrinsic
value, or relational relevance, other aspects of equity are weakened. As such, equity should be perceived as
an integrated concept that takes into account the interdependence of humans and water.16

Such holistic approaches have also been considered in an Australian context. Researchers have noted that
environmental planners in Australia have begun to view human and environmental health as interdepen-
dent. However, completely integrating this intopolicy is anongoingchallenge.17 Others have sought toapply
this theory to practice and have considered holistic concepts in studies of how streamsmay be rehabilitated.
Drawing on both normative and social-psychological theory, one paper explores the idea that environmen-
tal equity involves fairness in distribution, procedures and relationships.15 More commonly though, Australia
is noted for its failure to adequately implement environmental equity into water policy. Australian policy de-
velopment has often been defined by a lack of sufficient consultation with local communities, which has
often generated backlash and mistrust in governments. Researchers have stressed the importance of ade-
quate consultation and the need for cross-level coordination between local social movements and wider-
reaching government and non-governmental organisations in achieving environmental equity.18
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Socio-economic water equity

Socio-economic water equity

The ability of people to gain access to water to meet their needs is shaped by their social and economic
(socio-economic) standing in the community. As these differences increase, the gap between those who have access
to water and those who do not grows. Research has focused on finding answers to the following questions:
• How do socio-economic conditions create unequal and unfair access to safe water for drinking, sanitation and
domestic use?

• What effect does access to water have on promoting socio-economic development?
• How do socio-economic conditions shape the attitudes of the general public and their responses to government
measures?

Achieving fairer access to water involves the reduction of the unequal access to water caused by socio-economic
factors. Understanding how such unequal access shapes social conditions can also help water managers ensure fairer
access to water.

Water is a fundamental aspect of socio-economic conditions across the globe. Access to water shapes
not only day-to-day living conditions but longer-term access to affordable foods and goods in developing
nations.19 Water infrastructure is essential to socio-economic development, particularly in arid regions.20
Furthermore, existing inequalities due to differences in access to water are likely to be worsened by climate
change alongside broader global economic trends.21 This is the case not only across international borders,
but increasinglywithin them, as unequal access towater becauseof economic reasons in developednations
changes access to water.22

Existing research in understanding socio-economic water equity has been enhanced by the establishment
of a Water Poverty Index (WPI). The aim of aWPI is twofold:

• to provide a comparative measure of socio-economic conditions associated with water access
• to integrate the intersecting aspects of water access and poverty that are fundamentally linked and often
burden women and children in developing countries.

Several approaches to calculating a WPI have been proposed, including one that incorporates five sub-
indices of “Resource, Access, Capacity, Use, and Environment”.23 Themost widely acknowledged approach
to the WPI takes into consideration the indicators of “water availability, access to safe water, clean sanita-
tion, and time taken to collect domestic water”. Environmental sustainability and the interconnectedness
of economic and environmental indicators are also crucial to this calculation.24 Existing research frequently
considers these indicators as themost important factors in understandingwater poverty or socio-economic
water equity. Other researchhasproposedadditional factors, suchas incorporating features of circular econ-
omy frameworks, which encourage the reuse of products, to form the concept of equity.25

Research into the socio-economicsofwater inAustraliahas followedasimilar route. In the international con-
text, those who determine water policy in Australia have often tried to integrate socio-economic concerns
into governance frameworks. An example of this attempt at integration is the National Strategy of Ecologi-
cally Sustainable Development. Over the years, these policies have been associatedwith allocation policies
that have directly shaped economic expansion or contraction across various regions in Australia.26 Some
researchers have suggested that the social value of water between Federation and 1962wasmainly located
in its socio-economic developmental capabilities. This is therefore defined as the “pre-development” era,
which came before a time when water came to be defined by its environmental value and then the need for
sustainability.27

Socio-economic factors areoften identifiedwithin existing researchbothas indicators of thebehaviours that
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determinewater consumption and as a product of access towater. Access towater is an essential aspect of
socio-economic development and social inclusion.28 In Australia, socially disadvantaged consumers and
communities are often unable to access water to satisfy minimal health and welfare needs. This is particu-
larly true for remote Indigenous communities. On the other hand, comparatively advantaged communities
are able to access water both for welfare and leisure.29 Socio-economic factors also come into play in de-
termining attitudes towards water reuse when the reuse does not incur further costs. For instance, women
and low-income residents are more likely to reuse greywater in their gardens.30 Lower income households,
however, may be less willing or able to pay for more sustainable water systems that have high initial set-up
costs.31 These households are also usually seen as being more sensitive to priced water regulations com-
pared to higher income households.32,33

Such research has led to the proposal of various methods for understanding the socio-economic dynamics
of water use. Some examples of this include:

• input–output analysis, which looks at interdependent relationships, to better quantify water value and en-
sure socio-economic efficiency34

• the use of a residential demand index map to incorporate socio-economic aspects into water allocation
policy.35

Research has finally highlighted, however, that socio-economic equity is difficult to conceptualise in isola-
tion because it intersects with so many other aspects of water equity.36

Socio-cultural water equity

Socio-cultural water equity

One objective of water equity results from combining elements of the social and the cultural (socio-cultural) needs of
communities. A main element of socio-cultural water equity is understanding that water is not just an essential
commodity. Water also has recreational, spiritual and developmental features. Researchers agree on the following
ideas:
• Water is an important cultural resource for many communities. Large bodies of water can be socially significant for
some communities. A shared scarcity of water can serve to unite other communities.

• Government policy has largely failed to recognise this water equity objective.

• Attending to socio-cultural equity requires adequate consultation with local stakeholders and community members.
Socio-cultural water equity requires water managers to re-think attitudes towards water allocation. It also emphasises
the need to think objectively about the importance of water sources for metropolitan and regional communities.

Socio-cultural water equity remains an ongoing challenge in Australia and abroad. Research has consis-
tently shown the need to ensure that the community is sufficiently involved and provides input in deliberat-
ing socio-cultural equity. Socio-cultural equity canalso encompass someof the socio-economic concerns
outlined in thepreceding section, though it also includes recreational, spiritual, aestheticanddevelopmen-
tal features ofwater.Water has a value for communities that extends beyondfinancialmeasurements. This
value canbedefinedbywater’s emotional and symbolic significance.37 These understandings ofwater have
traditionally been marginalised when strict economic assessments are used, even though these values are
essential to broader water equity. A greater level of community engagement to fully understand local con-
cerns and integrate members of the community into decision-making processes is important in achieving
greater socio-cultural equity. This should then encourage decision-makers to act on such concerns so that
community-agreedmodels of socio-cultural fairness and sustainability can be applied.38
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The continued lack of sufficient recognition of these aspects of water policy in Australia are seen to occur as
a response to other changes in society. For instance, a widening of political and social differences in remote
Australian towns that may have previously been unified by shared water scarcity may result in people sud-
denly disagreeing about the water resource. It may also result in increasing gaps in socio-economic status
and more disagreement in attitudes towards water conservation. This lack of alignment is made worse by
the increasing view of water as a commodity and regulatory interventions, such as in remote towns includ-
ing Copley and Lyndhurst in South Australia.39 Research which incorporates perspectives of interactional
justice has further highlighted increasing differences amongmembers of Australian communities subject to
extreme environmental conditions. Interactional justice, or justice in the context of interpersonal relations
across a range of community stakeholders, has been used to explain how some communities have become
divided over working with governments in water planning processes. A strong sense of interactional justice
has served to divide some and increase community participation in others.40

A primary challenge, however, is to first acknowledge the importance of water in the social and cultural
needs of the community. Society’s understandings of water have shifted away from its use in development
to now centre around the importance of sustainability, yet its socio-cultural significance is still not gen-
erally recognised.28 Managing what are often competing social value judgments regarding environmental
resources can be just as complex as the technical management of such resources. It may also be just as, if
not more important, than technical management. In this context, research emphasises the importance of
lowering decision stakes, or the significance of losses and gains for community members.41 However, this
research has largely been neglected. This is especially true with regard to impacts on Australian river com-
munities.42

First Nations water equity

First Nations water equity

In Australia, the rights of First Nations people to water resources have historically been seen as unimportant. They have
often been excluded from policy decisions regarding water management. Current policy making has largely continued
this trend. However, ways of fostering greater Indigenous water equity are being developed, including through:
• acknowledging the social and cultural dimensions of water in governance frameworks

• integrating these dimensions into amore well-rounded process, which means including the cultural, environmental
and economic values of water sources in the processes

• ensuring appropriate consultation with First Nations people and incorporation their perspectives into a responsive
and changing approach to water management

• improving water and sanitation access for Indigenous communities.
Governments have sometimes changed policies so that they aremore equitable for First Nations people. There remains
considerable room for including the key perspectives of First Nations people in governance frameworks.

Formuch of Australia’s history, First Nationswater rights have beenmarginalised. The social, cultural, envi-
ronmental or economic aspects of such rights have not been well recognised, particularly prior to the 1970s.
State-based land rights legislation, introduced in the 1970s, and the Commonwealth Native Title Act 1993
signalled major shifts in acknowledging the importance of equity. However, those legislative instruments,
then and now, remain insufficient mechanisms for managing water rights.43 In recent times it has led to fur-
ther obstacles being created.44 Indigenous water rights remain an important challenge from both a policy
and research perspective. This is in part because water rights are, at a basic level, associated with socio-
economic conditions facedby First Nations people, particularly those residing in remote communities.45 First
Nations people themselves have been and continue to be marginalised and prevented from engaging with
water policy.46 Thismarginalisation has been interpreted by some as an ongoing “water colonialism”, which
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encompasses the various political frameworks that continue to exclude Indigenous peoples from decision-
making processes around water in settler-colonial countries.47

Researchers in Australia continue to critique policies relating to Indigenous water rights across the nation.
These researchers argue that such policies perpetuate water colonialism and provide little social or eco-
nomicbenefit to Indigenouspeoples. Theyalsoargue that thesepolicies prevent sufficient acknowledgment
of the social and cultural dimensions of water.48,49 Existing systems of governance generally tend to regard
Indigenouswater rights and justice in the context of broader landand socio-economic development. This in-
terpretation is particularly evident across northern Australia. In these states and territories, the primary goal
ofwater equity is usually seenas economic independence for First Nations people. 44 Economicmechanisms
are perceived as being useful and important aspects of Indigenous water rights. However, they are widely
regarded as insufficient when pursued by themselves, and in the context of broader power imbalances.48

When cultural assessments of water are incorporated into systems of governance, they are often seen as
very limited in scope. This is because there is often an overreliance on cultural heritage interpretations that
are backed by simple archaeological principles. There is also insufficient acknowledgement of the complex,
value-laden and procedural nature of cultural sustainability. Such frameworks have also served to separate
the cultural from thematerial. In doing so, they fail to acknowledge how the cultural is interconnected with
the material, and how a greater understanding of socio-cultural, procedural equity is needed to provide
more sophisticated cultural assessments.38 Victoria is one example of a state that has been particularly
ambitious in terms of its plans for achieving Indigenous water equity. However, there have been criticisms
aimed at Victoria because of its concentration on the cultural heritage perspective.44

Indigenouswater equity is then generally considered a holistic, procedural process that encompasses socio-
economic, socio-culturalandsocio-ecological considerations.50,51 Theseconsiderationsare reflectedacross
existing studies. One study of the significance of water for Indigenous peoples living in the Roper River region
in the Northern Territory contends that Indigenous water equity depends upon recognising Indigenous value
as encompassing “mythology, social identity, ethical conduct and ownership”. This research has brought
about methods that allow a shift towards more equitable outcomes. One of these outcomes is the use of
Strategic Indigenous Reserves, which allocate water for economic purposes and facilitate commercial de-
velopment. Another is the promotion of a greater level of Indigenous engagement in decision-making con-
cerned with water allocation.52

Another study, which examined the function of the Brewarrina Aboriginal Fish Traps in the context of water
planning, found that the ability of water to act as a “connection” helped to define its Indigenouswater value.
Water connects past and present peoples with the environment through cultural heritages, which depend
on sustainable flows. Justice and equity are therefore defined as the ongoing protection of benefits that
are identifiedwithin an environmental system, including cultural benefits. Extending water value beyond its
simple economic value and into policy considerations is also often linked to justice and equity.53 Indigenous
constituents, when surveyed, agreed with these processes. One study of Indigenous constituents’ attitudes
to watermarkets across northern Australia found that although this constituency is less concerned with wa-
ter “efficiency”, watermarkets were still seen as a useful way of preservingwater values. Greater equity was
able to be achieved through suchwatermarkets, assuming land andwater rights were not “unbundled” and
that environmental safeguards were effective and enforceable.54

In any case, there is still ongoing debate over exactly how to achieve Indigenous water equity across dif-
ferent jurisdictions and contexts. Some have proposed using adaptive governance regimes, where decision-
making is decentralised and is addressed by collective actions at local levels, to integrate Indigenous values
and knowledge into water management policies. This technique emphasises the importance of flexibility
and fair processes in adapting to changing conditions. In this study, we found that local Indigenous decision-
making has gained traction in somecases, such as themanagement of theMurray–Darling Basin (MDB). Un-
fortunately, limited water entitlements remain amajor constraint in Indigenous contributions to water man-
agement in the MDB. Adaptive governance, however, presents a promising pathway towards greater equity
because it allows for scientific and social perspectives to be integrated. This pathway also emphasises the
importance of recognising cultural values and maintaining local level input into procedures.55 Restorative
and procedural justice and acknowledging the diversity of water values and policies for First Nations people
is essential in achieving equity.56
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Citizens, markets and water equity

There is still debate about whether water markets, in Australia and abroad, can deliver equitable outcomes. There is
also a question as to whether water markets are able to effectively respond to different environmental, social and
economic interests. Themost recognised reviews of whether water markets are fair talk about these ideas:
• There are trade-offs between efficiency and equity when water markets allocate water. These trade-offsmake it
difficult to value the social and environmental dimensions of water.

• Water markets are useful mechanisms for allocating water and for ensuring there are environmentally sustainable
outcomes that benefit society.

• Both sides, however, agree that existing regulatory mechanisms are not good enough at achieving equitable
outcomes. These mechanisms have led to growingmistrust between local stakeholders and government agencies.

Water markets overall require further development. However, debate continues as to whether a focus on efficiency can
deliver equitable outcomes.

In an international and Australian context, water markets are frequently used to control the allocation of
water. These markets are often considered inequitable. Perceptions of equity within the relationships be-
tween such markets, citizens and governments are complex. Research in Australia has consistently shown
how local communities and irrigators are reluctant to agree with shifts in water allocation and the roles of
markets. This is partially because water markets do not account for the socio-cultural complexities of man-
aging water.57 Such complexity is perhaps most obvious in the context of the management of the MDB.
Federal government intervention and attempts to balance present and future environmental, social and
economic interests has led to increased stakeholder distrust of governments. Researchers often point to
the establishment of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority in 2007 as a governance decision that, although
it addressed some environmental concerns, has further complicated understandings of social water equity
and created new risks for stakeholders to manage.58 Research has also suggested that there exists a major
disconnect in perceptions of the Murray–Darling Basin Plan and its overriding goals. Surveyed government
officials initially emphasised a focus on environmental outcomes. They then emphasised such outcomes
as achievable through market mechanisms following the 2013 federal election. Furthermore, regional rep-
resentatives suggested that such a focus, the complexity of reforms and a lack of adequate consultations,
contributed to the neglect of local social concerns and underestimated the ability of the local community
to adjust to changes. This has led to a fragmentation of governance processes and diminishing trust in fed-
eral authority from local and regional stakeholders.59 Indeed, a lack of consultation at some stages in the
Murray–Darling Basin Plan led to outright rejection by local constituents. The rejection was on the basis of
perceived inequity, which appears to be made worse by disagreement between water authorities and com-
munities.60

Research tends to suggest that water markets in Australia have led to a more efficient allocation of water.
61 However, such efficiency can potentially come at the cost of equity. This is not only the case in Australia,
but globally. Evidence from multiple studies has shown that only a small number of water market studies
support the idea that equity and efficiency are outcomes that can be achieved at the same time.61 Such
analysis reflects recent trends towards critiquing the main efficiency frameworks and water markets. Effi-
ciency of water allocation is considered difficult to visualise on the basis that water as a public good has a
social value that is hard to quantify. Efficiency is limited by time and generally does not take into account
past or future investments. Because of this, value judgements in processes used to allocate water are of-
ten contestable.62 Many people believe that when efficiency is used as a tool for measurement, it serves to
make social inequities and political asymmetries worse because it does not make allowances for different
social perspectives. Such arguments are supported by a range of studies that show that when the efficiency
ofmarkets is a primary aim of global and domestic water governance, it is a key obstacle to further equity.63
There is also someevidence that supports this perspective in theAustralian context. Researchers havenoted
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that in Australian water markets, water pricing during droughts tends to be the main cause of inequity at a
local level.61Watermarkets also seem to be unable to capture elements of socio-cultural value, particularly
for First Nations people.48 Research has also suggested that Australian watermarketsmay have substantial
environmental consequences. One particular consequence is that governments are limited in their ability to
restore natural flow regimes in many locations.64

Other researchers disagree with critiques of watermarkets. They emphasise that the social context in which
water markets are implemented, and how the markets are regulated, are essential to their performance.
When administered appropriately, water markets can prove an effective mechanism for achieving econom-
ically efficient water allocation. This is in addition to the ability of water markets to also allocate water in
a socially and environmentally sustainable way. Market valuations may also serve as one of several avail-
ablemeasurements for comparing and determining such allocations.65 Australianwatermarkets arewidely
regarded as setting a high standard for effective and equitable allocation. Thesemarkets provide an impor-
tantmodel for developing nations.66 In one study, researchers considered the performance ofwatermarkets
in the MDB. They concluded that because the entitlements market was efficient and adaptable, it was able
to successfully facilitate an equitable allocation of water for irrigators and maintain effective mechanisms
for government to intervene to achieve environmental outcomes.67 While the MDB is not an example of a
perfect market and there are opportunities for further regulation to support effective competition, some re-
searchers see criticisms of the MDB as exaggerated. They believe the market itself is unjustifiably blamed,
rather than its regulatory features. Some researchers have suggested that such exaggerated perceptions
of water markets as inequitable come from a range of myths and misunderstandings associated with such
markets. These include, for instance, associatingwatermarkets with privatisation, and an overestimation of
the public good aspects ofwater use. In this contextwatermarkets are seen as essential formanagingwater
in an era of scarcity. This is particularly due to their ability to adapt to change, whether change is because of
shifts in the allocation of water, uses of water or productivity of water use.68 Watermarkets are, furthermore,
seenas compatible bothwith equity and efficiency, assuming there is an appropriate amount of institutional
support, the design of the market is effective and there is adequate regulation.69 Furthermore, perceptions
of procedural justice are essential to such processes. Procedurally robust frameworks are seen as genuinely
able to regulate water allocations in the MDB in an equitable manner.70

Finally, the relationship between citizens, governments and private industry is also central in research into
Public Private Partnerships (PPPs), which generally refer to mutually beneficial agreements between gov-
ernments and the private sector in service delivery. PPPs have often been considered in the context of water
infrastructure and as a way of enhancing its efficient allocation and risk management through long-term
contractual partnerships betweengovernments and theprivate sector. While potentially useful, the success
of such partnerships can often be dependent on the strength of contractual arrangements or governance
structures associatedwith the public partner.71 In some regions, such asAsia, the use of PPPs tomanagewa-
ter projects hasbeenmetwith ahighdegreeof publicmistrust and lack of sufficient regulation or oversight.72
In others, the profitmotivations of private partners have been seen as coming into conflict with the public in-
terest.73 The concept of public interest is then considered key to ensuring PPPs produce equitable outcomes
inwater policy, though it is often neglected. One studywhich examined the role of PPP in the construction of
the Adelaide Desalination Plant, argued that the public interest was not sufficiently integrated into the PPP
in this context, leading to a lack of transparency, accountability and inclusiveness and a broadly inequitable
decision-making process, elementswhich are essential in the evaluation of public interest.74 PPPs represent
an additional area in which water management has been highlighted as inequitable and in which the rela-
tionship between citizens, governments and the private sector has not been successfully managed. There
remains room firstly, for governments to define and manage matters of public interest more clearly. Sec-
ondly, there is room to further ensure an appropriate allocation of risks between public and private entities.75
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Equity in global governance

Many researchers see frameworks for equity in managing water across several international institutions as very limited.
This is because there are no clear definitions of what equity means. These researchers also remark on the poor
understanding and engagement with water’s many social values. Criticisms of equity in global water governance
emphasise these points:
• Water equity frameworks adopted by international institutions, such as the United Nations and the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, are seen as being based on settler-colonial politics. Settler-colonial
politics underpin the oppression of a colonised group of people by another (the colonisers). These frameworks are
also more concerned with efficiency rather than equity.

• These frameworks are claimed to be so unclear that they justify policy approaches that are incompatible with equity.
They fail to account for the domestic and cultural dimensions of water. They also overlook the risks to human life that
can be caused by exposure to contaminated water sources.

• International frameworks must adopt more holistic approaches to water management that create equity and
adequate community engagement.

Research is highly critical of frameworks for equity in global governance, both from historical and current perspectives.
There remains substantial room for development.

Theconcepts ofwater equity in global governancehavebeenconsistently critiquedandperceivedas inade-
quate, particularly over the past decade. Research has highlighted how existing frameworks remain limited
in focus. For example, frameworks tend to consider only drinking water and its quantity and whether it is
safe to drink. This narrow focus has avoided considerations of the broader social and domestic requirements
for water, including to maintain a household and raise children.76 There has also been limited engagement
with water equity in terms of risks associatedwith contaminatedwater, whichmay be dangerous to humans
and the environment. These risks raise questions of exposure, rather than access.77 Researchers argue that
there should be amore holistic approach to international watermanagement, and that there should also be
greater public education and civic action with the intersecting demands of water.78

Research has also consistently highlighted the inadequacies of the global Integrated Water Resource Man-
agement (IWRM) approach. This approach is widely adopted and implemented in global governance, in
particular by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). It has been
argued that the IWRM approach is based on settler-colonial politics, which is incompatible with equitable
advancement, particularly for Indigenous peoples.79 The approach is also so malleable that it can justify a
range of unsuitable policy approaches.80 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6, Clean
Water and Sanitation, has also been show to have only a vague concept of equity. SDG 6 is criticised as
having contributed little to equitable water policy, withmanagement of the Nile Basin a prominent example
of this.81 The 2010 expert report reviewed by the United Nations leading up to its acknowledgment of the
Human Right to Water and Sanitation, was similarly vague on equity and instead promoted “sufficiency” of
water access.82 Such broad uses of equity in international governance have been shown to hinder the ability
of policy makers to engage sufficiently with communities. These uses of equity also seem to make efficient
outcomes across contexts more difficult to achieve.64 Such critiques are reflected across a range of inter-
national governance principles, which are considered to reinforce water colonialism and reinforce political
asymmetries.83 The governance principles adopted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) provide another example of these problems. Making water governance more equitable
will require both national governments and international institutions to come to terms with these existing
deficiencies. It will also require these actors to support the involvement of lesswealthy states, and to ensure
they are not economically disadvantaged as a result of their involvement.84
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Equity framing in Australian water policy

Framings of equity in Australian water policy

Legislators and themedia have interpreted equity in water policy in different ways. There is a long history of research
supporting these concepts. Researchers have also highlighted that there are many different understandings of water
equity. Prominent framings of water in Australian policy include:
• the developmental capacity of water as an essential resource and ameans to create better socio-economic
conditions

• neoliberal framings, which view water as an economic good that should be divided up in an efficient way, often
ignoring regional interests

• anthropocentric framings, which emphasise the main value of water and associated natural resources is its benefit
to human life and activity.

Concepts of water equity have often changed in Australian policy. Different framings of equity have often been
deployed in the interests of particular political positions or advocacy coalitions.

Water policy in Australia has tended to be examined through the lens of how policy makers and advocates
justify their decisions. Neoliberal, or market-oriented, concepts are some of the main ones that shape dis-
cussion about water policy. Researchers have noted three consecutive periods with distinct framings for
water policy in Australian media since Federation. Researchers take these different framings as indicating
threedominant perspectives on the social valueofwater. During thefirst period fromFederation to the 1960s,
waterwaspredominantly framedbymedia outlets and legislators according to its use valuewhenharnessed
to contribute to national socio-economic development and agricultural expansion. Between themid-1960s
and 1980, the dominance of this development ethos began to be challenged by a framing of water as an en-
vironmental resource requiring societal protection. However, the increase in environmental awareness was
not yet sufficient to drive major policy reform. From the 1980s, the dominant framing for water policy and
management was provided by the idea of sustainable resource management. The dominance of the sus-
tainable development narrative was accelerated and reinforced by the Millennium Drought.28 Other studies
have noted a shift in narratives around water policy from water resources development as a necessary re-
sponse to climate variability towater policy reform required as a result of previousmismanagement of water
resources.85

Some argue that these changes result from a “neoliberalisation” of water policy in Australia, where wa-
ter management reforms improve on prior water policy by deploying water markets with significant private
sector involvement. More recent studies suggest that a shift to market-based solutions have isolated and
excluded traditional family rural interests.86 Researchers have also suggested that the concepts of eco-
nomic efficiency and consumers as customers dominant in neoliberal reforms led to water policy treating
diverse perspectives as unimportant or insignificant, including the perspectives of those who were advocat-
ing for greater social and environmental equity.87 However understood, Australia’s water reforms of the last
decades, particularly the reframing of the relationships between governments,markets and citizens, remain
contested by some stakeholders. In a study of themanagement of the Lowbidgee and Chowilla floodplains,
researchers highlighted how assessments of environmental risks and sustainability varied not only between
regulators, landholders, and scientists, but within each community. This was due to the tendency of regu-
lators and scientists to separate individual aspects of the environment and of landholders to separate their
economic activities fromnegative environmental impacts in their respective social constructions. This high-
lights the importance of policy makers improving their understanding of the different ways in which stake-
holders understand and relate to water and the environment and the direction of reform.88

Research has identified that both distributive and procedural justice have been central concerns of stake-
holders, although there are no clearly shared definitions of these ideas. In a study of several key Australian
water policy documents produced between 1994 and 2008, researchers demonstrated how distribution ac-
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cording toneedandprocedural fairnesswere important to thewaypolicieswere framed. However, theseprin-
ciples were often not sufficiently defined andmay have facilitated a shift away from equitable outcomes.89
Other scholars have suggested that ideas of fairness and equity have been used to justify a “basic needs
plus market” framework. This has seen policy makers intervene in water allocation to ensure basic needs
are met. At the same time, policy makers have allowed the remaining water to be managed by markets. To
some extent, these actions are likely to allow policy makers to avoid engaging with the difficult politics of
water and frame the outcomes of reform as the result of theworkings of the “freemarket”.90 Other literature
is more concerned with whether such concepts of justice and equity resonate with both constituents and
policy makers. Central to such research is the idea that different framings of justice will be perceived differ-
ently depending on how and to what extent they are used. Research has suggested that while “collective
action” framing at a local level can support the perception of justice, justice itself is a concept that evolves
and changes, and that it exists arises as much out of the process of reform as it does the outcomes.91

Other researchers have examined the anthropocentrism of Australian water policy. Recent studies into Aus-
tralian coastal management plans, for instance, have highlighted how such a framing of water can lead to
local and federal policy responses that are created to regulate human safety and hazard management as
dominant objectives. In doing so, researchers suggest that these responses shift discussion away from the
problems of environmental degradation that are linked to immediate human activity as well as the longer-
term impacts of climate change.92 “Security”, meanwhile, is a final framing of water policy that has been
examined within existing research. Such research has demonstrated that security can be used to justify a
range of policy decisions across levels of government. These policy decisions can sometimes be in opposi-
tion to each other. For example, policy makers can define security against climate change to justify policy
decisions at some levels, but then use security as an argument against inefficient irrigation in others.93

The social psychology of water equity

Social psychology of water equity

Social psychological water equity examines questions about how equity should be interpreted. Social psychological
assessments continue to find and emphasise consistent aspects of water equity, shared between stakeholders and
policy makers, such as:

• the association between how people perceive equity and their communal identity. Individuals are more receptive to
policy if it is seen as being in line with or arising from local interests, including environmental interests

• universal fairness principles, which define equity, including procedural justice and communal interests that are often
at odds with water allocations that are based on the outcomes of market forces

• inherent psychological conflicts, such as between ensuring the welfare of all beings (universalism) versus close
contacts (benevolence). Trade-offs arising from these conflicts presents challenges to defining equitable
outcomes.

At its core, social psychological equity focuses on understanding the psychological basis for community, stakeholder
and policy maker perspectives.

Social-psychological research demonstrates not just what equity should be but how it is understood by
communities and policy makers. Such approaches vary, which shows how complex this research area is.
Researchers have consistently identified characteristics of both environmental and water equity when the
question of fairness is framed around individual situations as well as more generic or universal situations.
Studies into what water equity means for local community members usually highlight that including the
local community in the policy making process is of critical importance.

The social psychology of equity is important to successful policy implementation, particularly at a local level
as has been suggested by case studies into the MDB. This area of research is not always straightforward and
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is particularly prone to outcomes that may conflict with stated objectives. For instance, a situation where
changes need to be made to adapt to climate change but other factors make such adaption more difficult
for local communities.94 However, existing research continues to highlight that how people perceive equi-
table procedures and processes is important. These perceptions are often based on common features. Lo-
cal communities are generally receptive to sustainable policy reforms because the individuals within these
communities are not only driven by personal preference but also by concern for their communal identity,
which includes the environment.95 More specifically, research into how water equity is understood across
Australian communities has highlighted some universal fairness principles. In several studies that consid-
ered the perspectives of communities in areas where the allocation of groundwater was an important issue,
researchers identified that those principles included valuing the rights of the environment, the importance
of community consultation and representation in decision-making processes. Economic perspectives were
observed as being less important andmarket allocations of water were considered to conflict with equity.96
Later research considered potential differences between “universal” and “situational” fairness principles.
The studies found that these universal principles remain robust in community interpretations of fairness.
The researchers also noted that situational perceptions were often at odds with market allocations of wa-
ter.97Research highlights the importance of improved understanding of issues of fairness for governments
maintaining stakeholder trust and being able to effectively implement policy.98

Theway inwhich such fairness principles are discussed and communicatedwithin local communities is also
important. Some researchhashighlighted that communitymembersmayfind it difficult todefineequity and
fairness principles abstractly, though they are often well equipped to identify or define them within clear
contexts. As such, researchers have emphasised the importance transdisciplinary, holistic, and adaptive
approaches to investigating the social psychology of equity. One such approach was outlined in a study
of Deniliquin residents in 2007, where the integration of contextual specifics and an understanding of the
diverse ways of communicating about fairness were central to the research method.99 The findings of the
research were thenmore easily applied to theories of equity and fairness.100

On the other hand, others have used social psychology to highlight the challenges inmanaging conflict be-
tween certain choices about water use where equity can be defined in different ways. These include, for in-
stance, conflicts between universalism and benevolence, where universalism is an understanding and care
for all, and benevolence is concern only with the welfare of people within a defined group. Other difficult
psychological conflicts include those between power and security, both ofwhich are essential inwaterman-
agement. Research highlights the importance of recognising such conflicts and finding was to address the
trade-offs they present in decisions about water allocation and use.101 Recognising and better understand-
ing stakeholders’ psychological responses to water policy decisions is crucial to considering issues of equity
andworkingwith communities to resolve conflicts over watermanagement. For instance, some researchers
highlight “mortality salience” or concerns over physical safety and death, which prove highly motivational
in political decision-making around water.102

Recent research is characterised by considerations of procedural justice and community trust in policymak-
ing processes and policy makers. One paper examined trust in the context of a potable wastewater reuse
scheme in Toowoomba and found that as a result of the local council being identifiable as part of the com-
munity, residentsweremore likely to trust this authority. An important aspect of this research is the idea that
adequate local government consultation, and demonstrating commitment to local interests, can greatly
improve how the public responds to water management policies.97 This is also the case for similar interna-
tional research. An example of this is one paper that found farmers aremore likely to adoptmore sustainable
agricultural practices through formal personal interventions as opposed to impersonal interventions. Formal
personal interventions included farmer associations and training courses where farmers are able to commu-
nicate with community members in a more direct personal manner, compared to impersonal information
dispersed throughmedia sources.103

Overall, social-psychological research continues to demonstrate the importance of personal, community
engagement in policy making using local officials to build and maintain trust. Community members gen-
erally agree to changes that are sustainable and environmentally conscientious, so long as they feel that
appropriate consultation and communication has taken place. People are less likely to be convinced by
markets and less personal interventions.
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Normative theories of water equity

Normative theories of water equity, which criticise existing standards or values, are usually proposed by schools of
distributive and procedural justice. However, comprehensive accounts and sets of guiding normative principles are
becomingmore common. Normative theories of equity primarily:
• centre on equity in specific policy areas. These areas can include Indigenous justice or water infrastructure. They
follow the distributive or procedural schools of thought in supporting consistent minimum access or a requirement to
provide a service to all users

• support the identification of unfair outcomes, particularly those that impact the environment, cultural or social
systems, and those that make power imbalances worse

• consider equity as a set of guiding principles and as a broader dynamic process rather than as just a single outcome.
There are not many broad theories of water equity. However, when existing research is studied, it provides an
acceptable range of necessary principles.

Many claims about water equity relevant to policy intersect, come into conflict, or present difficult trade-
offs. These are sometimes seen in outcomes, and are at other times seen in decision-making processes.
As such, normative theories of water equity, which criticise existing standards or values, most often come
from existing social justice traditions. These traditions, where trade-offs are given a distinct justification,
include utilitarian (focusing on outcomes), distributive (focusing on socially just distribution of benefits) and
procedural (focusingon fair processes) justice schools. Thereare fewnormative theories that extendbeyond
these traditions, though researchers have increasingly supported comprehensive approaches to addressing
a range of identified water injustices. Thesemay provide a contribution to policy makers considering how to
include issues of equity and fairness in decisions about water policy.

Although stakeholders often ask for more inclusive and comprehensive approaches, most normative ap-
proaches to water equity are derived from distributive or procedural justice traditions. Fewer authors try to
comprehensively explain how implementing policy consistent with an integrated normative approach to eq-
uity that bridges these traditionsmight work in practice.104 Some holistic theories suggest resolving conflict
over eco-centric or anthropocentric justice throughan integrated approach.8 Other researchers have tried to
develop whole-system approaches to water equity that might incorporate important past and current per-
spectives into analysis.105 More commonly, however, theories of normative water equity are highly contex-
tual and limit their analysis to the expression of a single conception of justice.66 This means that normative
theories primarily emerge with relation to specific policy areas, including Indigenous water equity,106 or wa-
ter infrastructure. For example, one definition of equity, relating to water infrastructure, is presented as “the
provision of a consistent minimum quality and quantity, determined at the local level, of water services to
all end-users”.107

One prominent framework which has built on the traditions of distributive and procedural justice and has
been used to analyse water policy in Australia, is the Social Justice Framework (SJF). The SJF incorporates
distributive, procedural, and interactive justice alongside a range of analytical tools drawn from the field
to support the design of equitable policy and for its subsequent evaluation.88 This framework is outlined as
adaptive and applicable depending on context, though firm in its emphasis on the normative principles of
each formof justice. Thismeans that the design and evaluation of equitablewater policy through the frame-
work places equal emphasis on all three components in principle, though somewill ultimately be privileged
to a greater extent than others and trade-offs will still need to be addressed.108

Other researchers focus on the differences between broader traditions of normative justice to consider what
might make water policy equitable. This is particularly so in evaluating philosophies about water in the con-
text of equity. This is the process that one paper uses to differentiate between the equitability of different
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principles used to determine water access. These include the riparian doctrine, whereby land ownership
bordering a body of water allows access, the doctrine of prior appropriation, which sees water access de-
termined by “chronological possession” or regulated succession from a first use case, and the non-priority
permit doctrine, where access is regulated by state authorities. This research concludeswith the theory that
the non-priority permit doctrine, which gives governing bodies authority over distributingwater entitlements
and can then allocate such entitlements depending on supply, may be themost equitable in the context of
broader social justice traditions.109

Comprehensive normative theories of water equity are uncommon. Those that aremost recognised empha-
sise acknowledging the varied and relational nature of water equity and avoid the idea that one approach
can solve all equity problems. Using a grounded, critical approach, some researchers have suggested a re-
lational theory of water equity that focuses on the identification of water inequity and how to then resolve
each instance of inequity. Water equity can then be described as a response to “water-based forms of ma-
terial dispossession, cultural discrimination, political exclusion and ecological destruction, as rooted in par-
ticular contexts”.110 Rather than working towards a complete understanding of humans and ecosystems,
or how water can be used to develop communities, relational justice focuses on examining how a political-
ecological viewpoint can create uneven results within water policy and the ecological and social divisions
that result from such inequalities.111

In a similar vein, some researchers have proposed a set of guiding normative principles for addressing equity,
fairness and justice in water policy. These include:

• water as a common good
• ecological justice
• inclusive and procedural justice
• shared benefits and risks
• the meaningful resolution of imbalances of power.64

These principles may conflict in the formulation or implementation of water policy and difficult trade-offs
may need to be made. However, they provide a set of pathways that could be usefully explored by policy
makers and stakeholders.

The behavioural economics of fairness, justice
and equity

Behavioural economics of fairness, justice and equity

Behavioural economists have exploredmodels of human behaviour that can provide insights into fairness, cooperation
and equity relevant to policy makers. In particular, the traditional economic assumption of self-interested behaviour is
not consistent with available evidence. People are often more cooperative andmore willing to incur costs to punish
those they perceive as breaking social norms than a traditional model of self-interest would predict. Similarly, the
context in which people make decisions has a significant influence on behaviour in ways that cannot be understood if
pure self-interest is assumed.

The traditional economicassumptionof self-interestedbehaviour is not consistentwithavailable evidence.
Behavioural economics research shows that economic models built on the assumption of self-interested
behaviour do not represent human behaviour well. People are often more cooperative than the traditional
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model of self-interest would predict; however, they are also willing to incur considerable costs to punish
those they consider to have transgressed social norms (e.g. by free-riding in an otherwise cooperative set-
ting).112 This research subject extends to include the psychology of altruistic punishment. Some research
suggests that altruistic punishment, alongside social cooperation, is important to small as well as large
groups and may have been essential to social cohesion and cultural evolution. As communities expand on
the basis of cooperation and by punishing those who violate social norms, even when such punishment in-
curs a cost, rule breakers become a smaller percentage of the population.113 Research has also shown how
those who punish rule breakers may be driven by a psychological imperative – the prospect of punishment
carries an anticipated satisfaction for those carrying out the punishment.114

A strong, policy-relevant conclusion that can be drawn from this research is the extent towhich cooperative
collective action can bemotivated by social norms in some institutional settings.113 Conversely, “under cer-
tainconditions for theprovisionofapublicgood, a single selfishplayer is capableof inducingall otherplayers
to contributenothing to thepublic good, although theothersmaycarea lot about equity.”115 It also suggests
mechanisms by which poor policy and institutional design may lead to considerable resistance from stake-
holders if they are widely perceived as unfair. Incentives to cooperate and participate in policy reform may
depend on the design of policy processes as well as policy reform outcomes. This research suggests that
it is likely policies focusing on financial incentives and an assumption of self-interested behaviour may not
achieve expected objectives if they conflict with social expectations or are widely perceived as unfair.116
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Conclusion
This literature review has examined a wide range of academic research on equity fairness and justice in wa-
ter policy. Through a narrative review approach and a search criterion which focused on academic works
engaging specifically with the concept of water equity, we were able to highlight ten thematic areas of
study. These ten themes throughwhich equitywas consideredwere: environmental, socio-economic, socio-
cultural, First Nations, citizens, markets and governance, global governance, Australian water policy, social
psychology, normative theory and behavioural economics. These ten themes were developed from a syn-
thesis of over 100 academic works, and each provide a perspective on how equity has been understood with
relation to water policy.

Overall, we conclude that the literature does not provide widely agreed definitions for equity, fairness and
justice in water policy. We find that even within individual fields there is much disagreement around how
equity, fairness and justice should be defined or what would make policy development processes or policy
outcomes equitable. Despite the need to acknowledge the diverse perspectives on equity, fairness and jus-
tice, we suggest that it is likely to be possible to develop a set of useful principles for policy makers. Some
key lessons for policy makers can be drawn from the literature and will be further developed by Watertrust
through this project. These key lessons include: the importance of context and understanding that equity,
fairness and justice relate as much to policy processes as outcomes. Given policy will usually be made in
contexts where ideas about equity, fairness and justice are not shared by all stakeholders, “clumsy”117 solu-
tions that “muddle through” are more likely to be effective over the long term than attempts to “optimise”
based on a limited set of assumptions about human behaviour or a limited definitions of equity, fairness and
justice.118 To develop effective and implementable policy, policymakers need to understand and learn to in-
corporate conflicting perspectives on what is equitable, fair or just into the policy making process alongside
the technical components of water management.42

Research into environmental water equity calls for a more holistic approach which acknowledges the in-
trinsic value of natural resources, their interdependence with human life and the current threats posed by
climate change and broader economic shifts. These economic shifts are important for equity considerations
as theycandeterminebothaccess towater andhow it is usedbydifferent segmentsof thepopulation. Socio-
cultural perspectives have historically been and continue to be neglected by policy makers, though water
holds cultural significance for many communities. The views of First Nations people capture some of this
cultural significance in addition to subsequent spiritual, historical, and economic valuations of water. These
perspectives have not been incorporated into policymaking processes historically and they are still not ade-
quately incorporated. There remain significant opportunities for policymakers to improve their consideration
of these approaches to considering equity, fairness and justice.

Methods and principles currently used to allocate water are contested on fairness and equity grounds with
research often highly critical of the focus on efficiency through market mechanisms which defines many
government programs domestically and internationally. Others argue that with effective regulation, wa-
ter markets can be effective mechanisms for allocation. Critiques of efficiency frameworks also extend to
frameworks for global governance, which are largely viewed as incompatible with substantial equity, or at
least require greater development and specificity. In Australia, water policy is often seen as framed in terms
of its capacity to shape socio-economic conditions or in terms of neoliberal policy interests.

Finally, social-psychological perspectives and normative theories of equity both highlight the importance
of community consultation in the development of water policy. Social-psychological approaches note that
water policy ismost likely to be viewedas equitable by communitymemberswhen it alignswith a communal
identityandadheres tocertainuniversal fairnessprinciples. Normative theory,meanwhile, explainsequityas
a contextually dependent process, rather thananoutcome,whichmight bebetter implementedbyadhering
to certain guiding principles. Behavioural economics research suggests that risks to effective policy design
and implementationarise frompolicymakingprocesses dominatedby economic framings that assumeself-
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interested behaviour by stakeholders.

PolicymakersacrossAustralianand international institutionshavenot realised thepotential benefitsofmore
equitable policy making. While a range of approaches to better integrate the perspectives highlighted here
exists, adequate consultationwith stakeholders and a clear integration of their perspectives into policymak-
ing is essential. So too is understanding the contextual nature of equity and the extent to which ideas about
equity and fairness can be mobilised towards political ends by stakeholder groups and advocacy coalitions
to change the “terrain” for political struggles over water policy.119
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