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F o rm a l a im s  o f the  to o l

E nviro nm e nta l protection
• Over-allocation
• Quality degradation

Increase fle x ib ility  of water use entitlements
Economic efficiency of water pro duc tiv ity
Drought and s c a rc ity  management
Transition to de m a nd m a na g e m e nt  

m o de ls
Implementation of c o s t  re c o ve ry  

princ iple  



P ra c tic a l a im s  o f the  
to o l

Overcome g o ve rna nc e  failures
Overcome political c o nflic ts
Overcome lack of economic viability of 

infra s truc ture s
Speculation/c a pita liza t io n  of water
C o ns o lida tio n o f lo b b y  c o ntro l 

over water



S pa nis h le g a l fra m e w o rk

 ‘85 ⇒ planning & water use legislation to satisfy 
demands

 ‘99 ⇒ drought&scarcity: increase flexibility From 
‘05 to ‘08 ⇒ exceptional decrees to amplify 
possible applications + public acquisition for 
GES&PA

 2012 Public Water Regulation ⇒ water use 
entitlements administrative centralization and 
inclusion of unconventional sources 



Wha t do e s  “w a te r b a nk” 
m e a n in  S pa in?

F o rm a l m a rke ts  

“Water use entitlement exchange centers” = 

Permanent acquisition by PA
“Water rights transfer contracts” = 

Temporary exchange between users under PA 
framework

Private negotiations (mostly groundwater)



Info rm a l m a rke ts

Private negotiations under supervision

or enhanced by Water Authorities
Private transactions 
Transactions out of any legal framework

Wha t do e s  “w a te r b a nk” 
m e a n in  S pa in?



Othe r fo rm s …

Buy/sell land (with associated water entitlements)

Buy/sell “option rights”
Pure speculation with “paper water” 

Wha t do e s  “w a te r b a nk” 
m e a n in  S pa in?



Wha t is  s o ld?

Water use entitlements
Locally, between user groups
Inside the Water Basin area 
Through water transfers between Basins
Problems defining “tradable flows” 

Water use with other administrative 
conditions

Externalities



Who  tra de s ?

Ag ric ulture  s e c to r and urb a n 
a re a s

Ag ric ulture  and e ne rg y  sector 
Levels of a dm inis tra t io n  and user 

a s s o c ia t io ns  (state/regions, Irrigation 
ass/municaplities,…)

P riva te  a c to rs  involved in water 
services 



S o m e  e x a m ple s
 o f w a te r us e  rig ht  e x c ha ng e s

Source: Hernández Mora & De Stefano 2013 (FNCA)



S o m e  num b e rs …

Source: Delacàmera 2012 (EIP)



B ut… b a s ic a lly  no b o dy 
kno w s



S ta te  o f a rt

 Spanish ministry strongly pushing forward E U 
juris prude nc e

NHP based on this tool to search for e c o no m ic  
via bility  of infrastructures and water transfers

 Tool to take away pressure from River Basin 
Management Planning fa ilure  

 Indirect way to sustain agricultural sector
Window of opportunity for water service companies



Wha t re s ults  
did the  to o l de live r until no w ?



E nviro nm e nta l pro te c tio n?
 Plan Especial del Alto Guadiana (PEAG)

Permanent recovery of groundwater use rights

B UT

Water was bought

fro m  tho s e  w ho  didn ’t  us e  it  = “ p a p e r  
w a te r ”

fa rm s  in  pub lic  do m a in = s ta te  b u y in g  i ts  
o w n  w a te r

o ut o f the  hy dro lo g ic a l de fine d prio rity  a re a  
= n o  e ffe c t
 

Farms continued irrigating after rights were sold



R e a lity  is  s tra ng e r tha n fic t io n
 Plan Especial del Alto Guadiana (PEAG)

Source: Hernández and Fernández, 2012 (WWF)



E c o no m ic  e ffic ie nc y?

Cost recovery, opportunity or environmental 
cost emergence, water productivity…

High m a rke t  ine ffic ie nc y : Tagus/Segura WT 
case 0,12 €/m3 (T) 0.24 €/m3 (TC) 0,30/0,60 €/m3 

(IM)
 Exemption of payment for infrastructure use
Doubtful definition of "loss of future earnings” 

(lucrum cessans)
No accounting for losses of third parties and the 

environment
 Fictitious markets Almanzora SA, Agbar-SUEZ



G o ve rna nc e  fle x ib ility?

450 000 Ha new irrigation in the Ebro 
River in RBMP consolidating 
overexploitation

Exploitation contracts for 50 years on 
strategic sources in Barcelona region

Parallel agreements with users out of any 
planning or jurisprudence in the Tagus 
Memorandum

… infinite list of ins t itutio na l 
m a s o c his m  



Conclusions

The idea to exchange entitlements locally between 
fellow water users for re-allocation and 
adaptation is not diabolic and could be done 
without any commodification…

IN S T E AD
…institutional framework under development for 

water banks aim to get rid of political burden of 
the protection of general interest in water 
management.



Any way out?

 E s ta blis h c rite ria  o f o ve rriding  public  
inte re s t  o n w a te r us e  c o ntra c ts  ⇒ 
Prioritize and review the ALBERCA program 

 Strengthen the hum a n re la tio ns hip a nd 
kno w le dg e  on geophysical, economic and 
environmental features between users of the 
same source. 

 Experiment local, s m a ll s c a le  init ia tive s  
to assign water use entitlements according to a 
socio-environmental  optimum at basin level.



T ha nks  fo r lis te ning  a nd…
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