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Today’s programme

1. From water to hydrosocial relations 

2. Researching hydrosocial relations

3. Some examples from Colombia and beyond

2



1. From water to hydrosocial 
relations 
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What is 
water?



What is 
water?
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Water governance in Accra, Ghana.
Photo by Alba R. 

Dredging ship Elbe estuary, Germany.  
Photo by Alba R.  

Aquaculture in the Sogamoso

reservoir, Colombia.
Photo by L. Betancur Alarcon

Coastal Protection in Venice, Italy.
Photo by Fusi Sandro - Own work, CC BY-SA 

4.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curi

d=90948963

https://www.flickr.com/photos/water_alternatives/45960714292/in/album-

72157669026171552



Modern water management
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Modern water management

Water is seen as a 
resource and a symbol 
of progress (for all)
that can be managed 
through engineering 
and hydrology to 
support societal 
development and
strengthen state power 
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Lanificio Conte - Sala Turbine, Schio, 2023. Foto: Alba R. 

Linton, J., & Budds, J. (2014). The hydrosocial cycle: Defining and mobilizing a relational-dialectical approach to water. Geoforum, 57, 170-

180.



Modern water management
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Linton, J. (2022). Waters in the plural: approaches and opportunities for more grounded research and management. 
Géocarrefour, 96(96/2).

Photo by COPAL on Unsplash

“A feature of modern water 
has been to divorce the 
world’s various waters from 
their local, social, cultural, 
religious, and ecological 
contexts, and to reduce 
them to an identical, 
placeless substance, thus 
facilitating modern practices 
of water management and 
control” (Linton, 2022:n.a.) 

https://unsplash.com/@copal?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/clear-glass-cup-with-water-saWOgbangdE?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Modern water management
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Howard Perlman, USGS and John Evans, USGS



Modern water management - critiques
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Linton, J. (2022). Waters in the plural: approaches and opportunities for more grounded research and management. Géocarrefour, 96(96/2).

Meehan, et al. Water: A critical introduction. John Wiley & Sons, 2023.

1. Modern water management is not always a success story for all
• Examples: i) dam construction and operation displaces people

2. Focus on engineering and hydrology precludes other ways of 
understanding waters 
• Example: religious and cultural attachments

3. Over time new interests and priorities emerged:
• Example: environmental conservation, social inequalities, 

climate change, human rights 

4. New actors involved in water management:
• Example: EU, UN, NGOs and civil society organizations



Hydro-social relations

• Water and society as 

inseparable: hydrosocial

• Plural and context-specific 

hydrosocial relations 

• water is many ‘things’ at the 
same time. 

• How water is known shape 
its governance

• Water management and 
governance as a political

• Focus: interconnection, 

overlap, tension between 
different hydrosocial relations
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Frick-Trzebitzky, F. , Alba R. and Fehrs K. (2023). Adaptive governance as bricolage. 
Geographica Helvetica, 78(3), 397-409. Open Access

Meehan, Katie, et al. Water: A critical introduction. John Wiley & Sons, 2023.



Humans are part of the water cycle!
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Corson-Dosch et al.. https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/water-cycle-png
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Water storage in Accra. Photos by Alba R.   

Hydro-social relations: water can be 
several things at the same time!



Hydrosocial relations: politics

Place, Date
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“water governance concerns deeply political choices 
about where the water should flow; about the norms, rules 
and laws on which such choices should be based; about 
who is best able or qualified to decide about this; and 
about the kind of societal future that this choices support” 
(Zwarteveen et al., 2017:8, emphasis added)



2. Researching hydrosocial 
relations (from a governance 

perspective)

15



• How are governance approaches 
and infrastructure for regulating 
waters developed and 
implemented? 

• By whom and for whose benefit? 

• What are the outcomes in terms of 
the distribution of social, economic 
and ecological benefits and harms?

• Which and whose knowledges and 
expertise are involved?

Researching water and society relations  
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Experiencing the sea by boat. Photo by R. Alba
Collecting data. Photo by C. Spadaro

Measuring waters. Photo by L. Betancur Alarcon 
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Studying water and society relations: 
research approaches
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An engineer (middle) and a human geographer (me) 
interview the manager (left) of the Weja Water 
Treatment Plant, Accra. Photo by Waterpower

Qualitative Methods

• Interviews 

• Participatory observations

• Document analysis (i.e. policies, 

newspaper articles)

• Participatory mapping 

• Walking and riding along 

Research Approaches

• Study up

• Shadowing: Follow the truck!

• Collective research: 

interdisciplinary collaborations, 

art-research community

Studying water and 
society relations: 
research methods



Inter- and transdisciplinary 
approaches
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• Interdisciplinarity: Working with colleagues from other disciplines (i.e. 
hydrology, sociology, anthropology, etc)

• Transdisciplinarity: Working with people beyond academic (i.e. policy 
makers, activists, general public, etc.)

Funded by 



Example 1: Sogamoso river, Colombia – Why are different ways of 
knowing water important?

Betancur-Alarcón, L.; Pulgarín-Morales, L.; Jiménez-Saénz, C.; Alba, R & Krueger, T. (in review) 
Electrified Rhythms: How Hydropower Infrastructure Transforms   Hydrosocial Relations of Riverine 
Communities in the Lower Sogamoso River, Colombia.

Example 2: Elbe river, Germany – How is water governed? What are 
the different ways of relating with water in a tidal region?  

Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art
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Any question and/or comment?

….
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3. Some examples



Example 1: Sogamoso river, Colombia 

- Why are different ways of knowing and relating with water 
important?

Betancur-Alarcón, L.; Pulgarín-Morales, L.; Jiménez-Saénz, C.; Alba, R & Krueger, T. (in review) 
Electrified Rhythms: How Hydropower Infrastructure Transforms   Hydrosocial Relations of 

Riverine Communities in the Lower Sogamoso River, Colombia.
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The project
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Scan here for 

more info



Dams as focus  
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Photo credits: P. Hostert, 2023

1) Distruptive and contested
2) Water-food-energy
3) Geographies of power



Dams and hydrosocial relations
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Source: Kruger 2021, representation of hydrosocial territories



Magdalena River Basin 
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Quelle:TNC, 2016; Restrepo et. al, 2020; Fundación Natura, 2021.  

77%
of the population of

Colombia 

70%
of the hydropower 

production 

157.000
People depend on 

inland fisheries in 

the basin 

25%
of the country 

(258,437 
km2)



The challenges: Water (and energy) governance
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Interdisciplinary & multi-method approach 
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Dams & 
water/energy/
food security 

History of 
dams

Climatic  
variability & 
water access

Water 
governance 

Energy 
production 
and access

People‘s 
relations with 

the river 

Food 
systems

Land use 
change 

Laura Betancur-Alarcón (HU Berlin)

Laura Pulgarín-Morales (PUJ)

Camila Jiménez-Saénz (PUJ)

Rossella Alba (HU Berlin)

Tobias Krueger (HU Berlin)
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Figure 2 Diagram of the four stages of our interdisciplinary methodology.

Interdisciplinary & multi-method approach 



Lower Sogamoso River 
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Urban and rural settlements downstream of the Hidrosogamoso dam. The zoomed-in
view details the river’s braided morphology, crucial for riverine livelihoods. A yellow
triangle represents the selected streamflow station.

Hidrosogamoso dam, 

By Motero colombia - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid

=46457844
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Credits: L. Betancur Alarcon

Livelihoods, seasons and rivers



Livelihoods, seasons and rivers

“We knew that those months were not for growing crops because the 

plants would not grow without rain. But for fishing, it was the best 
because there was a subienda [fish spawning migration]. In early 

November and December, the river was at a low level, making it easier 

for us to fish. Tiempo de verano was no longer useful for cropping. We 
had to wait for the rains to return in April and May” (Participant #6, 

Workshop 2, testimony collected by Betancur Alarcon L.)
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Figure 3 Daily average streamflow before and after dam commissioning in relation to seasonal jobs, which used to vary with falling 
and rising waters. Yellow: average daily streamflow from January 1, 1992, to June 7, 2014, the official date of commissioning. 
Brown: daily average data from December 1, 2014, when the plant started operations. The shading shows one standard deviation 
above and below the average.

Livelihoods, seasons and rivers



“Right now, we do not know [if we 

are going fishing]. Other fishers 
come at night and say to you: 

‘Brother, let’s go; tomorrow will 

be a good day for fishing’. But 
then the power plant starts, and 

at 6 a.m., they open the gates. It 
hurts people’s fishing because the 

river rises and the fish go 

somewhere else. It is not like 
before, when I used to go fishing 

for 15 days; it was full 15 days!” 

(Participant 4, Workshop 2 

testimony collected by Betancur 

Alarcon). 
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Livelihoods, seasons and rivers

Experiential knowledge 
shape collective social and 
economic practices 
(e.g. commission systems, 
capachera)



Some take away messages…

- Ribereños rely largely on their experiential knowledge for their 
livelihood practices 

- Ribereños have to deal with water discharge variations that 
upset local environmental knowledge and subsistence 

- Construction and daily operation of hydropower infrastructure 
(and the electricity market) influences hydrosocial relations. 

- Implications for: adaptation, compensation, future (energy 
and water) planning

36



Place, Date

Example 2: Elbe river, Germany – How is water governed? What are the 
different ways of relating with water in a tidal region?  

Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art
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LNWKWN, 2020, Generalplan Küstenschutz, Niedersachsen/Bremen, 
Schutzdeiche



Practices of governing water: water managers
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Logo exposed on the windows of houses along the 
river. IG Este, Jork, 2023.



Practices of governing water: 
administrative regulations
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Elbe dyke, 2024, Jork. Alba R.  

OpenStreetMap contributorssmarties, 

CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons



Practices of governing water: collaborative initiatives 
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Logo exposed on the windows of houses along the 
river. IG Este, Jork, 2023.



Please start your presentation by inserting a new slide with one 

of the two layouts:

• „Title slide“

• „Title slide without watermark“

You can delete the two slides you see when opening the 

presentation template file, these are just for your information.  

Practices of governing water: art-research-
community engagement (?)

Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art



Please start your presentation by inserting a new slide with one 

of the two layouts:

• „Title slide“

• „Title slide without watermark“

You can delete the two slides you see when opening the 

presentation template file, these are just for your information.  

Collaborative storytelling 



Collaborative storytelling 

43Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art



Please start your presentation by inserting a new slide with one 

of the two layouts:

• „Title slide“

• „Title slide without watermark“

You can delete the two slides you see when opening the 

presentation template file, these are just for your information.  

Collaborative storytelling 

Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art



Collaborative storytelling 

Kunstkollektiv FLUNST (2025) FLUNSTWERKE -WASSERGESCHICHTEN IM DIALOG, www.flunst.art



Practices of governing water: 

- Water managers

- Rules and regulations 

- Collaborative initiatives 

- Art-research-community engagements 

-> Which practices have (more/less) authority, 
legitimacy and recognition? Whose perspectives and 
knowledges do these practices value? 

Some take away messages…



Recap

1. From water to 
hydrosocial relations 

2. Researching 
hydrosocial relations

3. Some examples from 
Colombia and beyond
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In: Farnum, R.L., Macdougall, R. and Thompson, C., 2018. Re-envisioning the hydro cycle. 
Water, Creativity and Meaning: Multidisciplinary understandings of human-water relationships.

-> What would be a 

‘psycological’ way of 

thinking about hydrosocial 

relations? 



Example 3: Urban water supply in Accra, Ghana – What are the 
different practices through which residents access?  
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Alba, R., & Bruns, A. (2022). First-class but not for long: Heterogeneous 
infrastructure and water bricolage in Accra’s kiosk compounds. In Urban Forum
(Vol. 33, No. 2, pp. 129-151). Open access

Frick-Trzebitzky, F., Alba, R., & Fehrs, K. (2023). Adaptive governance as 
bricolage. Geographica Helvetica, 78(3), 397-409.

Alba, R., & Kanesu, R. (2024). Working with water: a dialogue on care, 
infrastructure and labour. Territory, Politics, Governance, 1-17.



Accra, Ghana

Urban expansion of Accra 1991-2014. Source: Atlas of Urban 

Expansion 2016.

Villa, kiosk and construction site in Accra, 2017.   



Accra, Ghana



Networked water supply 
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Main transmission pipelines GWCL (white) and administrative boundaries of the Greater Accra 

Metropolitan Area (black). 

The Ghana Water Company Limited (GWCL) is the only legally 
recognized urban water provider in Ghana. 

Kpong

Desalinization 
plant

Weija



https://census2021.statsghana.gov.gh/subreport.php?readreport=NjMzMzk0MDg5LjAzNg==&Ghana-2021-

Population-and-Housing-Census-General-Report-Volume-3M

Water access in Ghana

* Drinking water from an improved source, provided either water is on the premises or round-trip collection time is 30 min or less.

*



Water access in Accra  
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Households by primary source of water supply for 

drinking and domestic uses for Greater Accra 

Metropolitan Area, 2014. Source: Ghana Living 

Standard Survey, GSS 2014. 

Source of water Drinking Domestic

Pipe-born inside 

dwelling 
8.8% 18.9%

Pipe-born outside 

dwelling 
4.6% 15.5%

Pipe-born from a 

neighbour 
11.9% 30%

Public tap 1% 6.5%

Well 0.5% 6.7%

Natural source 0.1% 2%

Bottled water 0.1% n.a.

Sachet water 70.9% 2.4%

Tanker supply/Vendor 1.3% 17.4%

Other - 0.5%

Water 

tanker 

Neighbour 

selling 

water 



Modern Water, modern infrastructure 
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Kpong drinking water plant, Ghana. Waterpower, 2015

Photo by Waldemar on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@waldemarbrandt67w?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/black-and-yellow-water-pipe-h9fOQuqlPRc?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Everyday practices of regulating water

55

Heterogeneous infrastructure configurations: “the range of 

infrastructural options potentially available to a person for everyday use” 
(Lawhon et al., 2018, p.726) 

Water bricolage: multiple ways through which different actors engage 
with, modify and adapt infrastructural designs, institutions and formalized 

policies to meet their needs, mandates and desires (Benouniche et al. 2014; 

Kuper et al. 2017, Munro, 2019)

Alba, R., & Bruns, A. (2022). First-class but not for long: Heterogeneous infrastructure and water bricolage in Accra’s kiosk compounds . In Urban 

Forum (Vol. 33, No. 2, pp. 129-151). Open access

Frick-Trzebitzky, F., Alba, R., & Fehrs, K. (2023). Adaptive governance as bricolage. Geographica Helvetica, 78(3), 397-409.

Alba, R., & Kanesu, R. (2024). Working with water: a dialogue on care, infrastructure and labour. Territory, Politics, Governance, 1-17.



Researching supplying water 

56
Alba, R., Kooy, M. and Bruns, A., 2022. Conflicts, cooperation and experimentation: Analysing the politics of urban water through Accra’s 

heterogeneous water supply infrastructure. Environment and Planning E: Nature and space, 5(1), pp.250-271.

Water vendor and filling point for tanker trucks.  

• Water bricolage: multiple ways through which different actors engage with, 

modify and adapt infrastructural designs, institutions and formalized policies 
to meet their needs, mandates and desires 

• Follow the water to trace socio-ecological processes underpinning 

urbanization



Edano, a first-class residential area
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Edano spatial plan

Edano: higher income houses.

57

Villa, kiosk and construction site in Edano, 2017.   



Kiosks compounds

58

Schematic representation of a section of Edano; kiosk compounds in red.  



Kiosk compounds

59
Kiosk compound seen from outside, Edano, 2017.

“For kiosks, because they are not permanent houses, as much as 

possible, we [GWCL] will not connect water, but in areas where we have 
a lot of kiosks, we rather put up standpipes” 
(Interview GWCL, Low Income Urban Communities Unit, 2017).



3 plots, 3 water access practices 

“At the neighbour 
there is always 
water” 
(Interview kiosk 
inhabitants, 2017)

The care-taker of 
the plot managed 
a connection to 
the water 
network 

The the plot 
owner set up a 
connection to the 
water network



Everyday practices of regulating water 

61

• Regulating water as a messy, open 
ended, incremental, provisional 
process 

• Blurring boundaries (formal/informal, 
legal/illegal, etc.)

• Processes of marginalization 

• Opportunities for incremental 
improvements 

• Implications: urban water policies, 
assessment of water access, housing 
policies 

Image credits: Waterpower.
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