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Abstract

This study examines community perceptions of water governance in Lethem, Guyana, with a focus
on equity, access, and stakeholder inclusion. Using a survey of 377 residents, the research reveals
generally positive views on fairness and collaboration but also highlights concerns about gender equity
and the prioritization of vulnerable groups. The findings emphasize the importance of transparent,
participatory, and culturally responsive governance systems. They also underscore the need to
strengthen institutional mechanisms and visibility of inclusive policies to build public trust and improve
water governance outcomes in hinterland communities. Policy implications are discussed for more
effective, inclusive water resource management.
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Introduction

Water governance is a crucial topic
worldwide, particularly in poor countries where
water availability, sustainability, and equity are
still substantial challenges [17]. Effective water
governance entails managing water resources in
ways that achieve fair distribution,
environmental sustainability, and institutional
transparency [4].

However, in many hinterland communities,
governance processes frequently fail to address
local water concerns due to characteristics like
as low institutional trust, lack of transparency,
and low stakeholder participation [17].

In Lethem, a town in Guyana's hinterland
region, community people' opinions of water
governance effectiveness are influenced by a
variety of factors, including institutional trust,
policy transparency, and socioeconomic and
geographical Hinterland
communities frequently confront specific

conditions.

governance problems, such as infrastructure

deficits and policy implementation gaps,
escalating community concerns about water
supply and sustainability. Notwithstanding this,
the Government of Guyana has targeted to
achieve the provision of water for all in the
Hinterland by the end of 2025. A strategic plan
has been developed and is being implemented
by Guyana Water Incorporated, the public
utility company, to achieve this target. This
plan is being implemented for the period 2021
to 2025.

Literature Review

Governance Frameworks in Water
Management

Several studies have examined and reported
on the significance of robust governance
frameworks which can be adopted for
sustainable management of water resources.
According to [16], the polycentric governance
framework emphasizes a distributed approach
to governance where decision making is vested
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in multiple parties operating independently but
interacting within a system of mutual
accountability. This model is different from
centralize approach to governance because it
allows for the distributions of decision-making
powers and authority amongst several capable
actors, including responsible government
agencies, local communities, and private
stakeholders [16]. This approach to governance
allows for a more agile and adaptable approach
to managing issues with complex policy
dynamics [4]. Regarding water governance, the
polycentric governance approach allows for
multiple institutions to collaborate on the
management of water resources [17]. However,
even though this model promotes adaptability
and stakeholder participation, [9], points to
challenges such as coordination difficulties and
power imbalances among key players as some
of the hinderances to the effective
implementation of the model.

Research has shown that the polycentric
governance model can be applied to the
management of water resources in a variety of
settings. In their analysis of European water
governance systems, for example, [17]
discovered that polycentric arrangements
improve adaptive capability by encouraging
stakeholder participation and cross-sector
collaboration. The governance of groundwater
resources in Spain was also examined by [20],
who found that polycentric arrangements
promoted better sustainable water management
by dividing up decision-making power between
local and regional organizations. However, [6],
emphasized issues like wunequal power
dynamics and dispersed duties in a study on
South African water administration, which can
compromise the effectiveness of polycentric
governance. These results imply that although
polycentric governance may be beneficial for
managing water resources, its effectiveness
hinges on efficient coordination systems and
fair stakeholder involvement.

In their study of OECD governance models,
[1] discovered that Integrated Water Resource

Management (IWRM) strategies are essential
for improving policy coordination and attaining
sustainable water governance. IWRM is a
comprehensive governance framework that
encourages the integrated use and management
of land, water, and associated resources to
optimize social and economic well-being while
maintaining the sustainability of important
ecosystems [7].

A central tenet of IWRM is that it promotes
collaboration among many sectors—such as
agriculture, industry, and environmental
agencies—ensuring that water policies are
consistent with overarching socio-economic
and environmental goals [7]. Inline with this
principle, [1], study found that nations with
decentralized governance systems typically
execute IWRM more successfully because of
their ability to account for local knowledge and
demands while preserving the coherence of
national policies. The findings demonstrated
how IWRM principles, when paired with
polycentric governance structures, promote
more flexible and inclusive decision-making
procedures.

However, [1] also noted that division among
institutions and governance complexity may
pose problems with implementation, regardless
of IWRM contribution to enhance coordination
and sustainability. For instance, in many OECD
nations, conflicts over resource allocation,
inefficiencies, and misaligned policies have
resulted from the overlap of duties among water
authorities, environmental agencies, and local
governments.

Furthermore, stakeholder
participation, financial sustainability, and the
capacity to incorporate traditional and scientific

effective

knowledge into decision-making are all
necessary for IWRM to succeed in polycentric
governance systems [17] Countries that have
effectively adopted IWRM, for example, the
Netherlands and Denmark, show that effective
governance and long-term water security can be
improved by robust regulatory frameworks,



stakeholder  participation, and adaptive
management techniques [15].

These findings reinforce the premise that,
notwithstanding their complementary nature,
polycentric governance and IWRM require the
institutional strength, political will, and
regulatory coherence of the governing
organizations in question to be effective.

Effective water governance is generally
acknowledged to be based on the collaboration
of many stakeholders, including governments,
local communities, business entities, and civil
society organizations. Research [12] that
participatory governance strengthens the
legitimacy, equality, and sustainability of water
management systems in addition to improving
decision-making processes.

Ensuring fair access to water resources and
empowering underprivileged communities are
two of the strongest justifications for
stakeholder participation.

Ensuring fair access to water resources and
empowering underprivileged communities to
engage meaningfully in water governance
issues are two of the strongest justifications for
stakeholder participation in this process. For
example, [12] found that decentralized,
participatory models greatly enhanced water
availability and sustainability in their study of
community-led water governance structures in
India. By using traditional knowledge and
methods to address local issues, these
frameworks gave local populations the ability
to take charge of decisions about water
management. Equally, [3] emphasize the
successful outcomes of indigenous-led water
efforts in the region of Latin America, where
participatory frameworks enhanced resource
sustainability and strengthened cultural identity
and resilience. These findings emphasize the
necessity of customizing governance systems to
align with local requirements and contexts,
especially in areas such as Guyana’s hinterland,
where indigenous populations are pivotal in
managing communal water resources.

Participatory governance is crucial in
conflict resolution, especially in areas with
conflicting water needs or transboundary
issues. Researchers [10], for instance, looked at
transboundary water governance systems in
shared river basins and emphasized how
inclusive stakeholder participation encourages
collaboration and confidence between parties in
dispute.

Similarly, [18] discovered that social
learning—a process whereby stakeholders
jointly generate new ideas and solutions—was
enabled by stakeholder participation in the UK
water the sector. In addition to decreasing
conflicts, this cooperative approach improved
policy adoption and compliance.

In Lethem, Guyana, where cross-border
interactions  with  Brazil affect water
governance, participatory frameworks may
alleviate tensions and foster collective
accountability  for  sustainable resource
management.

Notwithstanding its benefits, stakeholder
participation presents certain  problems.
Unequal power  dynamics  frequently
compromise the efficacy of participatory
processes, especially in areas with established
institutional hierarchies. Researchers such as
[14] suggest that tokenistic participation—
where stakeholders are seemingly engaged
without substantial influence—can intensify
existing inequities and undermine trust in
governance institutions.

Water governance systems rely on regulatory
mechanisms that guarantee their effectiveness,
as they create the legal and institutional
frameworks needed for sustainable water
resource management. These mechanisms
include a variety of tools, such as laws,
enforcement measures, market-based
instruments, and policy frameworks, each of
which has a significant impact on stakeholder
behavior and resource outcomes. Empirical
evidence from various regions underscores the
successes and limitations of regulatory



frameworks in attaining water governance
objectives.

Another researcher [2] examined Canada's
laws and regulations related to water
governance and found that robust enforcement
and open policies were important factors in
promoting better conservation and compliance.
For example, the adoption of transparent water
distribution guidelines and strong monitoring
systems made sure that all parties involved
followed sustainable usage  guidelines.
Transparency in policy design also promoted
responsibility and trust among stakeholders by
openly sharing goals, decision-making
procedures, and results.

In a similar vein, [9] showed that open
regulatory frameworks in Europe increased
public trust in governance structures, which in
turn increased levels of compliance and
collaboration. These findings emphasize the
critical importance of creating regulatory
systems that are both enforceable and
acknowledged as legitimate and equitable by
stakeholders.

On the other hand, shortcomings in
governance and water mismanagement are
frequently linked to inadequate regulatory
enforcement, especially in regions with
inadequate institutional capacity. An empirical
analysis of water governance in sub-Saharan
Africa was conducted by [13] who found that
efforts to address water scarcity and
contamination were undermined by fragmented
regulatory frameworks and inconsistent
enforcement. Similarly, [19] underscored the
fact that decentralization reforms in Africa
frequently failed because of deficient
institutional oversight, which left local
governments unable to successfully carry out
regulatory policies. These studies highlight the
urgent need for effective enforcement
mechanisms to guarantee that regulatory
frameworks bring about concrete outcomes.

In Guyana’s hinterland, where cross-border
activities  with  Brazil influence water
governance, regulatory frameworks must

balance national sovereignty with regional
collaboration to ensure sustainable resource
management.

Methodology

The purpose of this research is to examine
the factors influencing stakeholders’ perception
of the effectiveness of water governance in
Lethem, a small town located in region 9, upper
Takutu-upper Essequibo, in Guyana. A
quantitative survey design was employed to
collect and analyze the data. According to [5] “a
survey design provides a quantitative
description of trends, attitudes, and opinions of
a population, or tests for associations among
variables of a population, by studying a sample
of that population” (p.241). Given the nature of
this study, two interrelated analyses were
considered — descriptive analysis, where
varying characteristics, patters and trends in
study population’s perceptions were observed,
and correlational analysis where relationships
between variables were examined without any
manipulation [5, 21].

The population of this study is the members
of the Lethem community located in the
hinterland region # 9 in Guyana. According to
the information received from the Regional
Democratic Council (RDC), the current
population stands at an estimate of about 3000
persons. Officially, however, there has not been
an official census and documentation of the
population since 2012, when the population
was 1,489 [8]. Given the gap since the last
population census, it was appropriate to
consider the estimated 3000 number provided
by the Regional Democratic Council. With
regard to the sample size, [21] argues that "the
sample size for both the quantitative and
qualitative components needs to balance
comprehensiveness with feasibility, ensuring
enough data is collected to achieve statistical
power and depth of insight while considering
constraints such as time and resources" (p.53).
Given the estimated population of 3000
persons, to get the sample size for a 95%



confidence level and 5% margin of error you a
sample size of 341 respondents was calculated.

The objective of this study was to garner
community members views about the state of
water governance. In to address this objective,
one overarching question was explored:

1. How do community members perceive
the effectiveness of water governance in
terms of equity and access?

Al10 items, 5-points, Likert
questionnaire was developed and distributed to

Scale

collect the relevant data to address these
questions. The questionnaire items were drawn
from several studies based on a rigorous and
systematic review of the literature, including
similar studies [2] related to water governance
in hinterland or rural communities.

Results

An examination of community perceptions
around equity and access in water governance
reveals a generally favourable outlook, but with
underlying concerns that warrant attention.
Responses to the statement on equitable access

to clean water (Q1) indicate that 73% of
respondents either agree or strongly agree that
all residents have fair access. However, 11.1%
express disagreement, and a further 15.9%
remain neutral. This distribution suggests that
while the majority perceive the system as
equitable, a meaningful minority either
experience or perceive disparities in access. The
relatively high neutrality also points to possible
gaps in awareness or inconsistencies in service
delivery.

Similar patterns emerge in responses to
whether the governance system prioritizes
groups
households and indigenous communities (Q4).

vulnerable such as low-income
Here, 67.3% of respondents agree or strongly
agree that such prioritization exists, yet 11.4%
disagree and a notable 21.2% are neutral. This
lack of

visibility or clarity regarding the targeting and

substantial neutrality suggests a
effectiveness of inclusive policies. It may also
skepticism about stated
commitments to equity are meaningfully
enacted at the local level.

reflect whether

Table 1. Perceptions of Equity and Vulnerability in Water Governance (n=377)

Questionnaire Items

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
Agree

11. My socioeconomic status (e.g.,
income, education) influences my
ability to benefit from water
governance initiatives.

6.1%

13.8%

21.5%

43.0%

15.6%

4. The water governance system in my
community prioritizes the needs of
vulnerable groups (e.g., low-income
households, indigenous communities).

4.0%

7.4%

21.2%

44.0%

23.3%

1. The current water governance
system in my community ensures
equitable access to clean water for all
residents.

4.5%

6.6%

15.9%

52.3%

20.7%

The responses to the

Note: Data derived from the researcher’s field survey conducted in, Lethem, Guyana [21]

influence

of

education, and other socioeconomic factors

socioeconomic status on individuals’ ability to
benefit from governance initiatives (Q11)
further complicate the picture. A majority—
58.6%—agree or strongly agree that income,

shape their access to water governance benefits.
This implies that despite broad perceptions of
fairness, systemic inequalities still play a
significant role in determining who truly



benefits from governance structures. Notably,
19.9% of respondents disagree with this
assertion, possibly reflecting either divergent
personal experiences or a belief that the system
operates independently of socioeconomic
status.

Collectively, these findings highlight a
tension between the perceived intent of equity
in governance and the lived reality of access
and inclusion. While many community
members affirm the fairness of the current
system, the high rates of neutrality and the
acknowledgment of socioeconomic influence
point to persistent structural inequities and
communication challenges. These insights
suggest that while progress has been made,
there is a need for more transparent, targeted,
and participatory approaches to ensure that
vulnerable groups are not only acknowledged
in policy but meaningfully included in practice.

Effective and equitable water governance
depends not only on technical capacity and
institutional effectiveness but also on the
degree to which governance processes are
inclusive,  participatory, and culturally
responsive. This section analyses four
indicators that capture perceptions of
stakeholder collaboration (Q14), the integration
of indigenous knowledge (Q16), inclusiveness
of diverse groups (Q20), and attention to gender
equality in decision-making (Q21). These
measures reflect the social dimensions of
governance and provide insight into how
communities experience inclusivity and
cultural sensitivity in water-related policies and
practices.

Perceptions of stakeholder collaboration
(Q14) are highly favourable, with 73.2% of
respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that

collaboration among actors such as government
agencies, NGOs, and the private sector
improves water governance outcomes. Only
8.2% expressed disagreement, while 18.6%
were neutral. These findings underscore a
strong belief in the value of multi-stakeholder
approaches, suggesting public support for
cross-sector partnerships and coordinated
governance. The moderate neutrality rate may
reflect limited visibility of these collaborations
in practice, but overall, the data points to a
perceived  benefit from  collaborative
governance models.

The role of indigenous knowledge in
enhancing water governance effectiveness
(Q16) is also viewed positively, with 70.1% of
respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing.
While disagreement is low at 6.6%, 23.3% are
neutral, indicating some uncertainty or limited
awareness about how indigenous practices are
integrated into formal governance structures.
This neutrality suggests an opportunity for
greater visibility and institutional support for
indigenous knowledge systems, which are often
locally grounded and sustainable.

Inclusiveness of diverse stakeholder
groups—including women, youth, and ethnic
minorities (Q20)—received 68.7% agreement
overall. Yet, 22.5% of respondents remained
neutral, and nearly 9% disagreed. While the
overall sentiment is encouraging, the relatively
high neutrality may signal that inclusion is not
always visible or experienced equally across
the community, particularly among
underrepresented groups. This points to a need
for stronger outreach and engagement efforts to
ensure that diverse voices are not only
represented but empowered in decision-making
spaces.



Table 2. Selected Indicators of Inclusion, Collaboration, and Equity in Water Governance (n=377)

Questionnaire Items

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
Agree

14. | believe that collaboration between

2.4%

5.8%

18.6%

50.1%

23.1%

local stakeholders (e.g., government,
NGOs, private sector) improves water
governance outcomes.

knowledge and practices enhances the
effectiveness of water governance
initiatives.

16. The involvement of indigenous 1.3%

5.3% 23.3% 48.3% | 21.8%

in my community are inclusive of diverse
stakeholder groups (e.g., women, youth,
ethnic minorities).

20. | feel that water governance initiatives | 3.2%

5.6% 22.5% 49.1% | 19.6%

considered in water governance decision-
making processes in my community.

21. Gender equality is adequately 3.7%

10.3% 33.7% 32.4% | 19.9%

Note: Data derived from the researcher’s field survey conducted in, Lethem, Guyana [21]

Perceptions of gender equality in water
governance decision-making (Q21) were
notably more mixed. Only 52.3% of
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that
gender equality is adequately considered. A
substantial 33.7% were neutral—the highest
neutrality rate among the items analysed—and
14% disagreed. This indicates a significant
degree of uncertainty or skepticism about the
extent to which gender equity is meaningfully
embedded in governance processes. The
relatively lower agreement levels compared to
other inclusion-related items suggest that while
progress may have been made, gender-
responsive approaches remain insufficiently
institutionalized or visible.

Discussion

The findings of this study underscore the
complex and multidimensional nature of water
governance in Lethem, revealing both positive
public perceptions and persistent structural
challenges. A majority of respondents

expressed confidence in the fairness of water
access and the collaborative efforts of
stakeholders. However, significant neutrality
and disagreement on questions related to
equity, inclusion, and gender-responsive
governance suggest underlying gaps in
visibility, engagement, and policy execution.

The high level of agreement (73%) regarding
equitable access to clean water mirrors global
patterns where decentralized and participatory
water management systems tend to yield
favourable equity outcomes. For example, [12]
demonstrated that participatory governance
frameworks in India led to enhanced
accessibility and sustainability by empowering
local communities to contribute to water-
related decisions. Their findings highlight the
importance of inclusivity and visibility of
governance efforts in improving stakeholder
perceptions and service outcomes.

Yet, the substantial proportion of neutral
responses—aparticularly regarding the



prioritization of vulnerable groups and gender
equality—points to a persistent disconnect
between policy intentions and community
experiences. This aligns with [14] who found
that tokenistic stakeholder participation in rural
South Asia frequently leads to disillusionment,
especially among marginalized groups, when
their involvement does not translate into real
influence or visible outcomes. The Lethem data
suggest that similar dynamics may be at play,
with respondents uncertain about the practical
integration of equity-focused measures, such as
gender representation or indigenous knowledge
systems.

The study also found strong support for
stakeholder collaboration (73.2%), echoing
earlier research that demonstrates the positive
relationship between multi-actor partnerships
and effective water governance. One study [18]
emphasized that stakeholder collaboration
enhances policy compliance, fosters shared
ownership of resources, and strengthens the
legitimacy of governance systems. They
observed that inclusive dialogue and joint
learning processes enable the development of
context-sensitive  solutions and improve
outcomes across social and environmental
indicators.

Moreover, the recognition of indigenous
knowledge (70.1%) as a contributing factor to
governance effectiveness underscores the
potential of integrating traditional ecological
wisdom into formal systems. Another study [3]
that indigenous water governance in Latin
America improved ecological outcomes while
reinforcing cultural identity and institutional
trust. However, they caution that the
institutionalization of such knowledge requires
deliberate policy frameworks and power-
sharing mechanisms to avoid marginalization.

Perhaps most revealing is the mixed
perception regarding gender equality, where
only 52.3% of respondents agreed it was
adequately considered. This result reflects a
broader global challenge. According to the [15]
water governance frameworks often fail to

integrate gender considerations in meaningful
ways, leading to policies that overlook the
unique wvulnerabilities and contributions of
women in water resource management. The
findings suggest that while some progress has
been made in Lethem, institutional mechanisms
to ensure gender equity remain underdeveloped
or insufficiently visible.

Taken together, the findings highlight a
partial alignment between global best practices
in participatory water governance and the lived
experiences of Lethem residents. While
perceptions are generally positive, sustained
improvements in governance legitimacy will
depend on increased transparency, better
communication of policy objectives, stronger
equity mechanisms, and continued support for
inclusive, cross-sectoral engagement. These
measures are essential not only to improve
stakeholder trust but to ensure that governance
reforms translate into tangible outcomes for all
community members.

The findings also have several implications
for improving water governance practices in
Lethem, and by extension other hinterland
communities in Guyana. First it provides the
groundwork for policies and practices focused
on instituting water governance mechanism and
systems that facilitates inclusive multi-
stakeholder dialogue and an agenda for
collective action to accelerate impact. Second,
providing educational programs to raise
awareness about water related issues such as
water scarcity, effective use of water, water
preservation and sustainability, and sustainable
use of water resources can serve as an
actionable undertaking to improve perception,
participation and sustainable water governance
across communities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this research emphasizes that
although Lethem community members usually
view water governance as fair and cooperative,
notable disparities still exist in the visibility and
execution of equity-focused initiatives,



particularly with respect to gender inclusion
and the prioritization of vulnerable populations.
While the results imply that governance
systems are heading in the right direction,
continuous improvements will be needed for
more open communication, closer integration
of indigenous knowledge, and institutional
structures that empower many stakeholders.
Dealing with these deficiencies can improve the
legitimacy of government, encourage inclusive
decision-making, and help more resilient and
sustainable water management results in
Lethem and other hinterland areas.
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