Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)—especially in transboundary contexts—critics have at times referred to it as a "nirvana concept" because of its perceived idealism, lack of operational clarity, and implementation complexity. The WEF Nexus, similarly, has been both praised for its systems approach and challenged for being conceptually rich but operationally vague.
🔍 Why IWRM Has Faced Criticism:
· Too broad and theoretical – It often struggles with practical implementation, especially in fragmented or politically sensitive governance settings.
· Requires high coordination capacity – Which many institutions lack.
· Limited traction in some sectors – Especially agriculture and energy, which may not naturally align with water sector planning.
🔮 The Future: Toward Pragmatic Integration
Rather than choosing one or the other, the future lies in:
1. IWRM as the Water Governance Backbone
· IWRM remains essential for basin-level planning, equitable access, and conflict resolution, particularly in transboundary water governance.
· Its legal and institutional frameworks are critical for regional water cooperation (e.g., Nile Basin Initiative, SADC protocols).
2. WEF Nexus as a Systems-Level Lens
· The Nexus provides a broader development framing, making water challenges more relevant to food systems, energy transitions, climate resilience, and even health.
· It enhances the cross-sectoral political buy-in that IWRM sometimes lacks.
3. Hybrid Approaches are Emerging
· Projects are now blending IWRM and WEF:
· IWRM = “how” (governance, coordination)
· WEF Nexus = “why” (broader outcomes like energy access, food security, and climate resilience)
· Examples:
· The CUVKUN project (Angola-Namibia) integrates IWRM and Nexus thinking.
· The Zambezi Watercourse Commission (ZAMCOM) is applying Nexus assessments within IWRM planning.
4. Key Future Directions:
· Operationalize both concepts: Focus on tools, data, and decision-support systems.
· Localize IWRM and Nexus: Translate concepts into community-driven planning and investments.
· Link to climate and finance: Position IWRM/WEF as enablers of climate adaptation and just transitions, which unlocks funding from GCF, GEF, AfDB, etc.
· Inclusive governance: Embed GEDSI, indigenous knowledge, and political economy analysis into IWRM/WEF for real-world relevance.
IWRM and WEF Nexus are not dead ends—they're evolving. The future lies in moving from theory to pragmatic integration, where IWRM provides the structure and the Nexus brings in the systems-level thinking necessary for climate-smart, inclusive, and cross-sectoral development.

