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Abstract: 

Peru is facing serious social and environmental water challenges. Experts and policy 

makers are trying to better understand the social and economic impacts of an increasing rate of 

glacial melt and a consequential prospect of water scarcity. Currently there is a great deal of 

strain put on the water resources originating from Andean glacial melt because these sustain 

most economic and social growth taking place at the coastal desert. At the same time, the 

country’s neoliberal development policies are changing the management of resources such as 

water.  The gradual expansion of extractive industries along with the growing influence of non-

state actors is introducing new discursive representations of the environment and facilitating 

important changes in the spatial, administrative, and political relations of governing nature. 

Among the most prominent changes are the recent restructuring efforts to the Peruvian 

institutional and legal structure for water governance. In this context, the forms of access, 

control, and exploitation of water in the Andes have become more contested than ever. This 

thesis explores the struggle for water at Parón, one of such Andean communities. This decade-

long struggle for water perfectly demonstrates how local groups, government agencies, and a 

private corporation negotiate their access to water. This thesis explores how organizational 

structures, institutional arrangements, and decision-making processes shape and are shaped by 

access, use, management, and regulation of water in a conflictive environment. Particularly, it 

analyzes how politics informs water management, and consequentially affects access to the 

resource. But also, given the uniqueness of this conflict, this thesis further incorporates a risk and 

vulnerability factor to its analysis. While this conflict comprises the socioeconomic, political, 

historical, cultural, and environmental components of most environmental struggles in Peru, it 

also presents very unique characteristics. The contested water source is managed not only for 

downstream water use, but also for glacial risk mitigation. As such, this thesis examines how 



 

 
 

water governance and vulnerability are co-produced in a conflictive environment. For this, I 

explore specific moments or instances – such as water flows and management, technology, 

institutions, discourses, and negotiations – that I recognize as embodying this relationship. In this 

analysis, I pay special attention to the impact of water technologies. I argue that a new, more 

convoluted, form of water politics – introduced to the watershed with hydropower technology – 

have created a new set of social relations that reinforce social vulnerability upon local water 

users, producing a transformation in vulnerability. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: WATER GOVERNANCE, CONFLICT  
AND EQUITY IN PERU 

 
 

SEIZING PARÓN  

Pedro1 travelled from Huaráz to Piura because he worried about his community’s future. 

For almost two decades now, his people had been deprived of their water rights2 (Defensoría del 

Pueblo, 2009). As the community’s president, he worried that there was nothing he could do to 

change Cruz de Mayo’s grim future. Ever since colonial times, campesinos3 had been treated as 

second class citizens in Peru (Vera Delgado & Zwarteveen, 2008).  This time it was no different. 

It was 2008 and it had been already twelve years since the government granted Lake Parón’s 

water management to a private entity (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2009). The lake was the 

community’s primary water source, and their claims to water rights were still unanswered. The 

community’s irregular access to water was placing a serious strain on irrigators. It was near 

impossible to coordinate water use. This situation was generating internal conflicts, weakening 

the community’s social ties, and diminishing the local crop yields - an urgent problem since Cruz 

de Mayo’s population lives off of subsistence farming.  

“As a dirigente (leader)” Pedro told me in one of our conversations “I didn’t know what 

to do anymore!” So he embarked on a day-long journey to attend the workshop on water that the 

Comisión Episcopal de Acción Social or Episcopal Commission for Social Action (CEAS), was 

                         
1 With the exception of public officials, all names used in this thesis are fictional. 
2 I borrow from Boelens to conceptualize water rights. Thus, in my analysis I understand water rights as “authorized demands to 
use (part of) a flow of water, including certain privileges, restrictions, obligations, and sanctions accompanying this 
authorization, among which a key element is the power to take part in collective decision-making about system management and 
direction” (2002, p.3). 
3 Term used to refer to the indigenous group of people who speaks Quechua and who is a smallholder farmer whose identity is 
directly linked with his key subsistence activity (agriculture), and with the economic domination by a relatively powerful external 
group (Boelens et al, 2006). 
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hosting for the diocese.4 As a catechist and as an indigenous community leader, Pedro had been 

invited to participate in this event, Agua, Cultura y Gestión, or water, culture, and management. 

Maria, an anthropologist working closely with the Cruz de Mayo community, explained to me 

that water, culture, and management were becoming contentious topics in Peru. At the time, the 

government was in the process of passing a bill that introduced a new water governance 

arrangement. The opposition feared it would favor private interests. In fact, the workshop’s 

intention was to inform its participants of how this new arrangement could affect their access to 

water. Participants also discussed the Cochabamba case to reflect on how others had reacted to 

the government’s attempts to favor the private sector.5 

At the workshop, Pedro had learned that glaciers were receding, that their sole water 

supply was bound to diminish, and that their water rights were about to change. “After the 

workshop” Pedro told me “I realized the water problem in Parón was more complex than I 

imagined…” Having heard the case of neighboring Bolivia gave him hope though. “I realized” 

he said “I had to do something to change the situation!” 

As Manuel sipped his coffee, he reflected on how to begin telling me where the Parón 

conflict began. It was a cool winter night in Caráz. Kids were running around the plaza and their 

mothers were chatting distractedly. I wondered how this town, as small as it is, remained so 

vibrant on a winter night. But Caráz is known in the region for having clima templado or 

temperate climate. As climate is so favorable in this area, conditions are ideal for agriculture and 

that was clearly manifested in the landscape. In the two hour journey from Huaráz to Caráz, 

crops changed as fast as altitude decreased (Figure 1). The landscape went from being dominated 

by choclo, or corn, at 3,000 meters above sea level (m.a.s.l) in Huaráz, to flowers, peaches and 
                         
4 CEAS is the religious institution that has been most involved with Cruz de Mayo in helping them organize their position for the 
negotiations on the management of waters of Lake Parón. 
5 Refers to the water wars in Cochabamba, Bolivia, where a strong social movement was able to prevent the privatization of the 
municipal water supply’s management (Perreault, 2005). 
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artichokes at 2,200 m.a.s.l in Caráz. Just as in Cruz de Mayo, most Caracinos’6 livelihood is 

mainly dependent on agriculture.  

“There were only two possible outcomes: we either save Parón and strengthen the 

community as we are already doing, or…I go to jail!” Manuel’s narrative was strong and vivid.  

“When I became the leader of the Michi Rumi7 irrigators committee, I realized the water problem 

in La Campiña8 was larger than simple internal irrigators’ mismanagements. The real problem 

was in Lake Parón. According to law, users should manage the water located in their 

jurisdictions. Then, why were the waters of Lake Parón being managed by a private company?”   

Judging from interviews and later events, it appeared that Manuel was not the only one 

questioning Parón’s water governance. Why had their access to water changed so drastically 

since Duke Energy began managing Lake Parón’s waters? Was this just? Was this legal? After 

years of having no results from repeatedly complaining to the government, water-users started 

growing tired. “I met with Pedro and other representatives from Cruz de Mayo, Caráz, and 

Campiña several times to discuss our discontent with Duke Energy’s water management 

practices” said Manuel “We were determined to remediate this situation and to decide on a 

strategy to make our voices heard.” As he narrated his story he grew more and more excited. 

“Señores!” he said while appearing to become angry “since the authorities are just Duke 

Energy’s puppets and we don’t receive the attention we deserve, we should take control of 

Parón’s waters!”  

“It was July 27th, 2008 and no decision was made!” Manuel cried “I was determined to 

rush the verdict…” he looked at me intensely for a moment before he began reenacting the days 

                         
6 Term used to refer to those who are from Caráz. 
7 Michi Rumi, or Mishirumi, with over nine kilometers long, is the longest canal in the area, which according to the latest water 
management report conducted by the Ministry of Agriculture provides water to 1,200 users.   
8 PL residents refer to the area that surrounds Caráz as La Campiña. This area is mainly composed of agricultural fields. Most 
farmers in this area grown crops for local and national commerce. For more information refer to stakeholder analysis section in 
Chapter Three.  
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that gave him fame “Amigos” he narrated passionately “tomorrow is the 28th and it might be the 

last time I can celebrate a holiday9… If death awaits on the 29th, I will be satisfied!” And he 

continued ‘With or without you, I will seize the lake on the 29th!’  

It was 2:00 a.m. on 

the 29th and Manuel’s alarm 

went off. He began packing 

his bag with “everything!” 

as he described it: “pills, 

snacks, water, first aid 

supplies…” So he got on 

his motorcycle and left for 

the meeting point. It was a 

three hour ride up the 

mountain (see Figure 2). 

“As I rode on the winding 

road, my mind was racing!” 

he told me excitedly “I 

wondered about many 

different things: if there 

would be anyone waiting for 

me, how would they go about occupying the lake? or if this would be my last day alive...”  

At 4,200 meters above sea level, glacial lake Parón provides drinking water for 

approximately 25,000 people in the town of Caráz and the surrounding agricultural area of 
                         
9 July 28th is the Peruvian Independence day. 

Figure 1: Topographic map of Ancash. Note: altitudes are depicted in meters 
Source: Altamirano, 2012. 

Study Area 
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Campiña (INEI, 2009b), almost 600 people in the campesino community Cruz de Mayo, as well 

as irrigation water for small, medium, and large scale farmers. These waters then feed into the 

Santa River, and are used for hydroelectric generation at Cañón del Pato, or Huallanca (see 

Figure 2). During the mid 1990s the government authorized Egenor, a Duke Energy subsidiary, 

to manage the Cañón del Pato hydroelectric plant. As part of the negotiation Duke was entitled to 

use water from Parón (field notes, 2010). The use of Parón waters for electricity generation has 

been challenging for downstream user groups since Egenor’s water releases reduced the supply 

for the town of Caráz and was incompatible with the irrigation needs of the local communities 

(Peralta, 2010).   

It is precisely the opposing needs and uses of water among different user groups in the 

Parón-Llullán watershed (PL), along with the oppression that Duke’s water use implied for local 

user groups, that initiated the Parón water conflict. At the heart of this conflict is not only water 

governance, but also vulnerability. As a population that mostly depends on agriculture, PL 

residents were socially made vulnerable by the lack of reliable access to water.10 However, their 

vulnerability is not only socially induced, it is also environmentally induced. The Cordillera 

Blanca is a disaster-prone area.11 In addition to being susceptible to earthquakes, because of the 

instability of its surrounding glacial lakes, is highly vulnerable to glacial lake outburst floods12 

(GLOF). Hence, the management of Lake Parón waters is crucial to the production of 

vulnerability. As this thesis discusses, this conflict, and the lake’s water governance 

                         
10 In this thesis, I conceptualize access as the ability of a community to benefit from a resource. This is a dynamic term that 
depends on specific social and environmental processes. Borrowing from Ribot and Peluso’s (2003) framework, I view access as 
generating from a series of means, processes, and relations within society that are simultaneously shaped by structural and 
relational processes such as technology, capital, social relations, markets, labor, knowledge, authority, and identities. 
Furthermore, much like Langridge et al. (2006), I recognize that ‘opportunities for access are [also] facilitated…by the 
geographic location, climate of a region and the ecological integrity of the resource base’ (p. 155).   
11 Cordillera Blanca is a mountain range in Peru that encompasses 260 glaciers. Parón is one of many lakes that have formed in 
this area as a result of melting glaciers (Portocarrero, 1995). Lake Parón’s geography is further explained in Chapter Two.  
12 A glacial lake outburst flood is a high-magnitude flood that occurs when the pressure of the lake’s water or the collapse of 
glacial ice cause the dam containing a glacial lake to fail (Bradley et al, 2009; Carey, 2010).  
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arrangement, shapes and is shaped by vulnerability.   

  

Figure 2: Research area. The most important areas for my research were (1) Lake Parón; (2) Cruz de Mayo; (3) Campiña; (4) Caráz; (5) 
Huallanca (Location for Cañón del Pato, and Duke Energy). Note: This map illustrates only the general position of boundaries.  

 
WATER VULNERABILITY: A NEW VULNERABILITY LANDSCAPE, CHANGING GOVERNANCE 

ARRANGEMENTS, THE MEANING OF PARÓN’S SEIZING, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Having the largest concentration of glaciers in the country, inhabitants of towns adjacent 

to the Cordillera Blanca, especially those along the rivers that descend from the glaciers, face a 

serious risk of outburst floods (Chuquisengo & Ferradas, 2007). Experts have qualified this 

region as one that clusters the largest number of risks in the whole nation (Portocarrero et al., 

2008). To make matters worse, during the past s7666666everal decades, an increasing rate of 

glacier melt has led to “a massive increase in the number of … glacial lakes: from 223 in 1950, 

to 314 in 1983, to 347 in 1997” (Carey, 2008, p. 185), a trend that further increases the risk of 

outburst floods in the area.  

As a disaster-prone area, Cordillera Blanca has been witness to several outburst floods 

HUALLANCA 

CARAZ 

CAMPINA 

CRUZ DE MAYO 

LAKE 
PARON 
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that have claimed a number of lives. Just to name a few, in 1941 a GLOF in Huaráz, the capital 

city of Ancash department, killed approximately 5,000 people; In 1945 another flood claimed 

five hundred lives in Chavín; In 1950, the Cañón del Pato hydroelectric plant was completely 

destroyed by torrential waters from a glacial flood; And in 1970, 15,000 people were killed by 

another disaster in nearby Yungay (Carey, 2008). To prevent these types of incidents, in the 

1940s the Peruvian government began a series of glacial studies that led to “lake security 

projects”. These projects represented a significant shift in the government’s approach on the 

disaster prevention agenda. Rather than mitigating risks through hazard zoning, government 

experts began draining and damming glacial lakes. By the 1960s more than 40 glacial lakes had 

been contained (Portocarrero C., 1995). These efforts, at the same time, were believed to provide 

a unique opportunity to use water for development. As early as the 1940s, experts believed that 

disaster prevention could be combined with hydroelectric generation. With time, hydroelectric 

and irrigation interests have become more and more influential on the Cordillera Blanca’s 

disaster management agenda  (Carey, 2008). Even though this particular approach went largely 

unquestioned in Peru (except for a few scholars, see Carey et al., 2012; Lynch, 2012), combining 

disaster management with hydroelectric generation has transformed, and even intensified, the 

vulnerability that local residents and water users experience. Siding with this point of view, I 

argue that, since then, vulnerability became mainly driven by social factors - particularly, the 

lack of secure access to water - rather than the risk of exposure to a natural disaster.  

Social scientists studying vulnerability in the Cordillera Blanca area associate it with 

watershed governance. In particular, they relate it to the ways in which the interests of 

communities, their livelihoods and ecosystems, are represented in the allocation and 

management of water (Bury et al., 2011; Lynch, 2012). The seizing of lake Parón was a clear 
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response to a perceived direct threat to people’s livelihoods. Scholars often times connect the 

threat to rural livelihoods in Peru to development efforts (Bebbington & Bebbington, 2011; 

Grompone, 2009; Vera Delgado & Zwarteveen, 2008). The conflict in Parón unfolds in a context 

of historical grievance against centralized economic and political interests. For PL residents, the 

very water management regime that ‘secured’ them from the risk of outburst floods began 

appearing a gimmick that only sacrificed their access to water to secure the hydroelectric plant’s 

use.  

Today, the vulnerability experienced by PL residents and water users is transforming 

constantly because the management of Parón’s waters has become heavily politicized. As water 

users begin to face the responsibilities included with the management of the lake, and as they 

attempt to negotiate a water governance plan, the risk of GLOF they are exposed to and the 

prospects for a secure access to water are constantly changing. Pointing to the politics and 

struggle for access to the resource this thesis explores the conflict in Parón. In addition to 

examining the historically contingent development of its water governance, this thesis explores 

the unique ways in which water governance arrangements shape and are shaped by both access 

to water and the risk of GLOF. In particular it asks, in what ways do water governance and 

vulnerability co-produce each other?  

METHODOLOGY 

Fieldwork for this thesis consisted of two consecutive summers in Peru. Trying to prepare 

to research the social effects of climate change in the Cordillera Blanca area – my intended topic 

of research - I read as many publications as I could prior to arriving to the country on my first 

visit (Bury et al., 2011; Portocarrero, 1995; Urrutia & Vuille; 2009; Young & Lipton; 2006). I 

also spent some time online searching for institutions that worked on topics related to climate 
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change in Andean Peru. I compiled a list of organizations that I wanted to reach out to. Ideally, I 

would connect with governmental, non-profit and research organizations. With a list in hand, and 

a clear idea of what I was looking for, I reached out to acquaintances to get connected to 

employees from these organizations. At times, this strategy worked, and I was introduced via 

email to people I interviewed once in Peru. I also contacted professionals I had not previously 

met; however, I never heard back from anyone whom I was not referred to by an acquaintance. 

On my first visit, during the summer of 2010, I spent three weeks in Lima connecting 

with non-profits, research institutes with projects in Huaráz, and government agencies. Having 

already established a couple of connections before arriving allowed me to start my field work on 

a positive note. Except for once, the interviews I was able to schedule were limited to those 

institutions where I got introduced by acquaintances. I met with a lawyer from the Autoridad 

Nacional del Agua, or National Water Authority (ANA),13 and a private practice lawyer 

specializing in water. My aim was to understand the 2009 Ley de Recursos Hídricos or Water 

Resources Law.14 To become familiar with critical understandings of the law I approached the 

Centro Peruano de Estudios Sociales or Peruvian Center for Social Studies (CEPES). Even 

though I was unable to connect with a water rights specialist, I interviewed an anthropologist to 

better comprehend natural resource use and distribution. I also interviewed an independent 

researcher who studies climate change in the Andes. He introduced me to the climate change 

debate in Peru, and directed me to scientists in Huaráz that ended up being central for my 

research. Even though not all interviews I conducted were directly related with my initial topic or 

area of research, I found them to be useful because through them I was able to re-direct and 

                         
13 The National Water Authority is the governmental institution in charge of design and implementation of water policies, as well 
as enforcement of regulations for water use and distribution (Autoridad Nacional del Agua, 2009a). For more information on this 
institutions refer to stakeholder analysis section in Chapter Three. 
14 The Water Resources Law passed in 2009, its regulation passed in 2010. Today, it is only beginning to be implemented 
throughout the country. For more detail see Chapter Two.   
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focus my research topic to what it is today.  

In addition to interviews, I spent my time in Lima gathering documents from social and 

environmental research institutes. I visited the libraries of the Sociedad Peruana de Derecho 

Ambiental, or Peruvian Society of Environmental Rights (SPDA), Instituto de Estudios 

Peruanos, or Peruvian Studies Institute (IEP), and CEPES. Being aware that my topic of 

research would probably change, I downloaded and photocopied anything I found in relation to 

climate change and livelihoods in the Andes (i.e. critiques and evaluations of legislation and 

policies, reports on development projects for adaptation, reports on agriculture and the use of 

water in the Andes).   

I spent the remainder of my summer in the department of Ancash, more specifically, in 

the cities of Huaráz and Caráz. Thanks to the help of personnel at Parque Nacional de Hascarán 

or Huascaran National Park (PNH),15 I was promptly able to pinpoint my research area to the PL 

watershed - which includes the communities of Caráz, Campiña, and Cruz de Mayo – and to 

identify and contact the organizations I needed to talk to. I conducted interviews with key 

decision makers from different public and non-profit entities including Administración Local del 

Agua, or Local Water Administration (ALA); Glaciología; Comisión Diocesana de Servicio 

Pastoral Social, or Diocesan Commission of Pastoral Social Service (CODISPAS); the Regional 

Government of Ancash; Instituto Nacional de Defensa Civil or National Institute of Civil 

Defense (INDECI); And the Municipality of Caráz.16 My aim with these interviews was to 

uncover the local perception on the effects of climate change, and to unpack discourses regarding 

the use of and access to waters from lake Parón; However, all interviews would end up in a 

discussion about the conflict over lake Parón’s water governance. Stakeholders I interviewed 

                         
15 PNH is located within the Cordillera Blanca and its mission is to protect all glaciers and biodiversity (UNESCO, 2007). Lake 
Parón is located within the park’s territory. For more information on PNH refer to stakeholder analysis section on Chapter Three. 
16 For information on these organizations refer to stakeholder analysis section on Chapter Three. 
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seemed more anxious to talk about the conflict and governance issues than about climate change.  

In the end, I found myself researching and asking more questions about the conflict itself rather 

than climate change. This was a clear signal that I had found a new research interest. So when I 

went back to the field in July 2011, I had a new topic, water governance. 

During my second year of fieldwork, 2011, I was in Peru for six weeks. This time, unlike 

the previous year, I spent most of my days in Huaráz and Caráz. Reflecting on my first year of 

research, I realized that my time would have been better spent if I had visited Ancash first. My 

idea was that after uncovering the specific details about the conflict in Ancash, I would be better 

able to identify how the conflict connects with conversations about water rights in Lima. Since I 

already knew the conflict, in addition to trying to understand the ways in which it had evolved, I 

wanted to examine the channels and effectiveness of communication between government 

institutions, the irrigators’ governance arrangements and the ways in which they organize water 

distribution, and the flaws in the implementation of the 2009 Water Resources Law. Particularly 

I wanted to understand how integrated water resources management (IWRM) looks like on the 

ground.  

Once in Ancash, in addition to re-connecting with interviewees from my previous visit, I 

was able to meet with a few additional people. I arranged two interviews with representatives 

from Duke Energy. I was also able to connect with the president of Cruz de Mayo and a 

comunero.17 Unlike my previous visit, in addition to interviewing decision makers, I also talked 

to irrigators and residents. The information gathered from these interviews was eye opening to 

me, because I heard a completely different narrative of the conflict. In Lima, my fieldwork was 

quite different from the previous year. Rather than researching the 2009 water law, I was 

                         
17 In the area, locals refer to those who live in communal land as comuneros. In this case, the term refers to a Cruz de Mayo 
resident. 
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determined to understand social conflicts in Peru and the role of the government in these. With a 

completely different set of questions, I visited ANA again. I also interviewed a private consultant 

specializing on social conflicts, and a social scientist from IEP. 

Going to the field on two separate occasions proved quite advantageous because I was 

able to see and live the progression of the conflict. With this opportunity, I was able to 

understand how dynamic conflicts are, and how the roles and importance of stakeholders 

transform as time passes. In addition, I was able to acknowledge how inter-personal/inter-group 

dynamics, discourses, and interests shifted as the conflict progressed. Reflecting on and 

comparing my field notes from my first and second visit, and acknowledging that the conflict 

changed tremendously, I would argue that my narrative, and view of the conflict, would have 

been different if I had visited the field on only one occasion. It appears to me that on the course 

of the year between my first and second visits the conflict escalated dramatically and the 

stakeholder’s willingness to solve anything waned. While during my first visit I noticed different 

user groups vigorously defending their positions and trying to find an outcome, during my 

second visit all groups seemed tired and frustrated. They had stopped communicating, and 

appeared to feel animosity towards each other.  

Being Peruvian was of great advantage to me while doing research, because as Sultana 

argues, ‘conducting international fieldwork involves being attentive to histories of colonialism, 

development, globalization and local realities’ (Sultana, 2007, p. 375). Even though I had never 

been in the area before doing fieldwork, I already was familiar with the culture, history, and 

social dynamics in smaller Peruvian Andean towns. I was also aware of the tacit norms of how to 

interact with interviewees (public officials and indigenous leaders). In addition, the network I 

already had from my hometown proved useful in finding contacts and maybe even determining 
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their willingness to help me. Before even arriving to Huaráz, I already had my lodging sorted out 

and some interviews scheduled.  

Through these connections at home I met personnel at PNH. This institution was 

incredibly helpful during my time in Ancash. They facilitated my research, and through them I 

became familiar with the area. I learned about different indigenous communities, their 

livelihoods, and the challenges they face in interacting with other social actors and with the 

environment. As I preferred to study an agricultural community, I narrowed my study area to the 

PL watershed. PNH also granted me a space to work, informed me of relevant events, and 

provided me with transportation to these events when possible. In addition, and most important, 

through PNH I was also able to connect with key actors and decision makers in the area.  

All in all, I conducted 21 interviews in 2010 and 20 in 2011. Of all these, I was able to 

record all but three of these interviews. Even though I also took notes during the interviews, most 

data I used were transcriptions either from interviews or impressions I recorded after the 

interview itself. While in some occasions I transcribed the interviews only a few hours after these 

happened, other times, due to lack of time or energy, I did this work once in Syracuse. While 

transcribing, I added my thoughts and comments with a different pen color.18 Once I finished 

transcribing, I used open coding to identify different key themes for my writing (Emerson et al., 

1995). Even though while writing this thesis, my research question shifted several times, my 

overall interests remained. Thus, I revisited my transcripts more than once, but I did not re-do the 

coding.  

ETHICS AND OBSTACLES OF FIELDWORK 
My second visit to the field was significantly more productive than my first one. In 

addition to spending my time more efficiently, thanks to my previous experience in the field, I 

                         
18 Later on, these comments were incredibly helpful for developing arguments in my writing. 
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was better able to find the information I was searching for from my encounters with the locals. In 

addition, while transcribing during my first year I realized how, in order to conduct successful 

interviews, I needed to better distinguish when to conduct myself in a professional manner, and 

when to be more informal. In general, this depended on my perception of the interviewee’s 

openness to build rapport. The vocabulary I used, the way I expressed myself, and how I 

interacted with interviewees changed accordingly. Particularly, I had difficulty conducting 

formal interviews with public servants because I sensed I was engaging in an unequal ‘power 

dynamic’ and that I was at a disadvantage. I learned to better deal with this challenge only once I 

validated myself as a researcher who is able to produce knowledge. Being equipped with self-

confidence put me in a better position to face the ‘power dynamics’ that one encounters as a 

researcher in the field (Katz, 1994).  

My perception of these power dynamics was shaped by my upbringing in a Peruvian 

society that I identify as strongly marked by gender and race inequality. Being that I grew up in 

Peru, I faced more than one interesting challenge during fieldwork. Similarly to other 

geographers, I struggled to find a distinction between ‘home’ and ‘field’ (Mullings, 1999; 

Sultana, 2007). Even though the field site was not located close to my home, and my upbringing 

took place in different socio-economical context (an urban city rather than a rural town), research 

participants and I had many common grounds. We had been affected by similar historical and 

political processes. As such, during fieldwork, I was constantly negotiating and changing my 

position. At times, I was an insider, others, I was an outsider, yet others, I was both (Mullings, 

1999). As Sultana explains, “The ambivalences, discomfort, tensions and instabilities of 

subjective positions became important to be reflexive about and work through, where the 

contradictions in my positionality and in-between status had to be constantly reworked as I 
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undertook fieldwork” (2007, p.377). As such, the information I gathered and the findings I 

arrived to in this thesis are shaped by these dilemmas. 

Even though I was aware of the differences and hierarchies in the field, I found it very 

difficult to accept and work with them. For instance, recognizing the power deriving from my 

educational background, and my language skills, I tried to hide it whenever possible. Even 

though it was probably implied that I spoke English when I introduced the university I was 

coming from, many times, I purposefully introduced the university by its name in Spanish 

hoping that it would be understood as a University in Peru. I was afraid that these privileges 

would place me in certain categories (such as a gringa19), or much worse, position me with ties 

to Duke Energy, the ‘gringo’ organization that many claim is has been using all the water. In my 

view, these connections would obstruct my entry to the local communities and diminish all 

possibilities to build rapport with the research participants.   

In fact, I had difficulty building rapport with the indigenous representatives. During the 

summer of 2010, Pedro, Cruz de Mayo’s president, did not trust me and stood me up 

continuously. Even though I tried to meet up with him several times, we never got together. My 

initial guess was that since at the time there was so much attention and effort put into the 

conflict, many residents were paranoid and saw all outsiders, especially ‘gringos’, as possible 

‘spies’ from Duke Energy.20 However, after reflecting on it, I realized that there could have been 

many reasons for this rejection. Talking to an outsider like me could possibly spark all sorts of 

rumors questioning his legitimacy as a leader. Also, it could have been that he was just too busy 

dealing with paperwork, trainings, meetings, and other commitments that were required of him to 

represent his people in the conflict.  

                         
19 Gringo(a) is the word commonly used in Peru to denote white foreigners, commonly from the United States. 
20 On a few occasions, during interviews and interactions with PL residents, I heard people accusing other residents 
of being Duke Energy’s spies.  
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My suspicions of the disadvantages of my educational background and language skills 

were proven wrong during my second year in Caráz. Ironically, I overcame this trust barrier with 

Pedro through my language skills. Pedro was fascinated and curious about English. He wanted 

me to teach him English. Unfortunately, this breakthrough happened towards the end of my stay 

so our interactions were few. I was able to gain insight to Cruz de Mayo’s governance structure, 

land tenure, and water management systems. In addition, I learned about their perceptions on the 

conflict. However, this was from the leader’s perspective. I wish I would have had the time to 

talk to water users in Cruz de Mayo to compare their narrative to the one given by leaders. This 

insight could have helped me identify additional factors shaping the vulnerability produced from 

the lake’s seizing.  In the case of Campiña it was surprising to me to find such a stark disconnect 

between decision makers’ and irrigators’ narratives.  

Regardless of how difficult I found these obstacles to be, these do not compare to the 

ethical challenge I face up to this day. Having talked with almost all stakeholders, and having 

been perceived as a neutral person, I believe I posses more information on this conflict than 

anyone in the area does. Reflecting on Cahill’s (2009) writings on participatory research, in 

which she frames research ethics as a “stance against neutrality” (p.50) and as “an existential 

commitment to an ethical ideal rather than to historical inevitability” (Aronowitz, 2001, p. 7 in 

Cahill, 2009), I find myself in a conundrum. On the one hand, my adherence to the University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) codes of human subject panels, and prior promises of 

confidentiality and ethical commitments with each of my interviewees keep me from sharing any 

of the collected information. On the other hand, as rightly pointed out by Bishop Desmond Tutu 

(as cited in Cahill, 2007, p. 49) “If you are neutral in a situation of injustice, you have chosen the 

side of the oppressor.”  
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I chose to remain neutral; however, to me, this has been an incredibly difficult decision, 

not only because I had to suppress my own opinion during fieldwork, but also because of the 

impact I could, but did not, have on this conflict. I believe that if done carefully, I could use the 

information I collected, along with the conflict management skills I learned while in graduate 

school to contribute to the de-escalation of this disagreement.21 Until August 2011, which is 

when I left the field, the Parón conflict was frozen. Stakeholders were stuck in their positions and 

negotiations were suspended. According to Kriesberg and Dayton “Once a conflict has persisted 

or has become severe, the adversaries tend to become locked into the positions they have 

previously staked out… Mediators often help reframe the struggle” (2011, p. 9). In addition, Aall 

argues that “the power in mediation lies in part on the mediator’s ability to be an agent of 

communication, to bring the parties information that they need” (2007). I am not suggesting that 

I could be a mediator to this conflict. Instead, my dilemma lies on the ability I have to de-

escalate this conflict by communicating my knowledge to the different water user groups. As 

such, with my research experience, I have found myself “negotiating ethics” and learning about 

the contradictions between ‘institutional ethics’ and ‘ethical practice’ (Cahill et al., 2007).  

In this light, I would like to point out my own biases to the reader. As I try to remain 

objective, I acknowledge that my arguments and the information I acquired while in the field are 

not neutral. As Rose (1997) argues, the knowledge made depends on who its makers are. As 

pointed out before, power relations between myself and my interviewees have affected the 

knowledge that I collected.  In addition, my ‘position and agency’ (Katz, 1992) while conducting 

interviews was strongly influenced by my past experiences and personal opinions on the topics 

                         
21 In his book, Tidwell argues “The manner in which you interpret the value of conflict will have a great impact on the way you 
study conflict but will also influence the way in which you may or may not seek to resolve it” (2001, p.36). For my research, I 
viewed conflict as intimately tied to justice. While disagreements normally emerge from an injustice, these serve to achieve 
social change, and result in either reinforcing or further undermining. However, I also recognize the importance that individual 
perceptions play in the emergence and transformation of a conflict. Hence, in my analysis, (1) I place emphasis on the different 
party’s perceptions, interests, and positions; and (2) I implicitly assume that a mediator is able to de-escalate the conflict. 
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discussed.  

I believe that the information I gathered from interviews is strongly shaped by who I am, 

how my interviewees perceived me, and the way in which I was introduced to them. Some 

research participants exerted authority. As a young female who is just beginning her career, I felt 

that on a few occasions public officials failed to take me as seriously as I would have liked. For 

instance, many times, during scheduled interviews, I was stood up, or after waiting for long 

periods of time, granted just a few minutes for a continuously interrupted interview. Also, on 

several occasions, I was promised information that I never received.  

As some participants exerted authority, others were subservient. For example, I 

connected with personnel at PNH, private lawyers, and consultants in Lima through networks I 

established while living in Peru. As I understand, those that helped me connect with these 

interviewees, are powerful individuals that had a strong relationship with my interviewees. 

Hence, interviewees went out of their way to ensure I left the interview more than satisfied, 

connecting me with others and giving me more information than I would have acquired 

otherwise.  

While I acknowledge that my identity shaped these advantages and inconveniences, I am 

aware that they could have been also affected by the ‘circumstances’ in which knowledge was 

produced (Rose, 1997). As such, I recognize that “The knowledges produced… are within the 

context of our intersubjectivities and the places we occupy at that moment (physically and 

spatially as well as socially, politically, and institutionally). Knowledge is always partial and 

representations of knowledges produced through field research embody power relations that the 

researcher must be aware of in undertaking ethical research.” (Sultana, 2007, p. 382)  
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STRUCTURE OF THESIS 

To answer my research question, I consider it appropriate to structure this thesis into five 

chapters. While I address the research questions more directly in the conflict and vulnerability 

chapters, I begin by situating this discussion in the historical, economic, and cultural settings of 

Peru, and particularly, of Ancash and Caráz. Thus, following this first introductory chapter, 

Chapter Two introduces the reader to the contextual setting for the subsequent analysis. In the 

first section, I illustrate the gravity of Peru’s water stress problem. Most urban centers are 

located in the arid coastal region and rely on water flowing down from the Andes (Gonzales, J, 

2011). In addition, the booming industries of agriculture for export and mining also require 

heavy volumes of water (Painter, 2007). Subsequently, I analyze the Peruvian water legislation. 

First, I situate the 2009 Water Resources Law historically. In this section, I show how, as a 

response to changing water demands and threats, the Peruvian Government drastically changed 

the national structure for water governance. Second, I provide a brief critical analysis of the 

design and current implementation of the law. Particularly, I emphasize the ways in which this 

legislation is failing to provide sustainable or equitable results. In the following section, 

narrowing down analysis to the regional and local scales, I review the social and environmental 

trends in the research area. I briefly assess the socioeconomic tendencies in Ancash, and provide 

a deeper analysis on trends of water demand vis-à-vis water supply. Particularly, I compare how 

local livelihoods, and water needs and management practices, compare to water supply 

tendencies. As de-glaciation is affecting water availability in the Cordillera Blanca in the central 

Andes (Vuille et al., 2008), this potential water scarcity and conflicting uses pose critical risks to 

those communities that depend heavily on water for their livelihoods (Young & Lipton, 2006). In 

brief, by introducing the country’s water challenges and giving an overview of the local social 
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and natural landscapes, my aim is to situate the reader in the national and local context. But in 

addition, my intention with this chapter is to provide a peek at the landscape of vulnerability in 

the central Andes of Peru. 

In Chapter Three I provide an overview of the Parón conflict. This disagreement unfolds 

in a context where access to water is shaped by governance arrangements, and where these 

arrangements are in turn shaped by changing institutions, laws, and politics that benefit some 

users at the expense of others. In PL most residents heavily rely on irrigation water for their 

livelihoods. The management of its headwaters, lake Parón - that provides the large majority of 

water resources for the watershed - is key to the wellbeing of downstream communities. For over 

sixteen years, ever since the lake’s governance body moved to private hands, water users in 

Parón-Llullán have struggled to secure their access to water, and to protect their livelihoods  

(Lynch, 2012).  

This struggle, though, does not only represent the contestation and negotiation over 

access to water. The Cordillera Blanca is a disaster-prone area, where the most prominent risks 

are induced by glacial lakes. In addition to water distribution, the management of lake Parón’s 

waters is key for the mitigation of the risk of an outburst flood. Hence, with this conflict it is 

both access to water and vulnerability to disasters that are being negotiated. In the past few 

decades, as water governance arrangements changed, and today, as the establishment of new 

governance body is being negotiated, vulnerability has been and continues to be shaped and re-

shaped.   

Even though this chapter is mainly empirical, by mapping the conflict’s progression, I 

point out the ways in which the transformation of and negotiation over water governance 

arrangements have affected and are affected by the changing social, economic, and political 
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landscapes. In the first section, I focus on the conflict’s early stages, and explain how it emerged 

and developed. Since I consider the privatization of hydroelectric plant Cañón del Pato (and of 

lake Parón’s infrastructure) to be a key moment in this conflict, this section is centered on the 

social, environmental, and political consequences of this transaction. In the second section, once 

again, I study the sociopolitical consequences of yet another transformation to lake Parón’s water 

governance body. This time, however, since it was the disenfranchised who took power, PL was 

witness to a very different set of changes. While residents gained secure access to water, PL’s 

political environment grew increasingly unstable, turning victory into uncertainty.  In the third 

section, for a better understanding of the conflict, I provide a stakeholder analysis that uncovers 

positions, underlying interests and user group strengths and weaknesses. Bringing context for the 

subsequent section, which discusses the challenges to negotiations, this analysis brings to light 

the stark differences between stakeholders, and the ways in which they perceive each other. In 

the final section, I explore the negotiation process. Even though the key actors necessary to move 

the conflict forward are present, and the main topics of concern appear to be discussed, the 

stakeholder broken relations are proving to be a major deterrent to achieving any type of 

agreement.  

I use the fourth chapter to explore the ways in which water governance and vulnerability 

are co-produced. However, rather than exploring vulnerability as a whole, I focus my analysis on 

the specific drivers that are directly related to lake Parón and the management of its waters. In 

the first section, I provide the theoretical foundation for the study. I introduce political ecology to 

then explain the analytical framework I use for my assessment. After a brief review of research 

on vulnerability and water governance theory (Adger, 2006; Bakker, 2003; Budds & Hinojosa, 

2012; Cutter, 2006; McLaughlin & Dietz, 2008; Perreault, 2005; Ribot, 2009) I explain the ways 
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in which I conceptualize and use these terms in my analysis. In the second section, I analyze the 

relationship between water governance and vulnerability. For this, I borrow from Budds and 

Hinojosa’s (2012) framework of analysis and recognize the relation between water governance 

and vulnerability in Parón as embodied in, and expressed by, a range of ‘moments’ or instances 

that I use to examine this relationship.  

While I analyze Parón’s landscape of vulnerability throughout the conflict, I place 

particular emphasis on the effects that the introduction of technology to the lake have had on PL 

residents’ vulnerability. In my view, the construction of water infrastructure in Parón is a key 

moment because this technology, along with the possibility to manage the lake’s waters, allow 

for vulnerability and water governance to be directly linked, and to have a two-way relationship. 

Ever since this relationship was established, the landscape of vulnerability has been altered 

significantly. In an environment driven by conflict, and characterized by its political instability, 

changes to vulnerability became more abrupt and unpredictable. As I show in this chapter, while 

PL’s vulnerability continues to fluctuate with the changes in governance arrangements, the effect 

of discourses and perceptions of vulnerability on the determination of Parón’s water governance 

becomes evident as stakeholders negotiate the lake’s water management.   

Finally, in the fifth chapter, the conclusion, I provide a short summary of my discussions 

and provide recommendations on ways in which the state can begin to think about dealing with 

this problem.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REGIONAL CONTEXT: HISTORICAL, ECONOMIC, AND CULTURAL SETTINGS 
 
 

This chapter serves to provide the reader with contextual knowledge of the 

environmental, historical, economic, and cultural settings in which the conflict unfolds. The first 

section introduces the reader to Peru’s water challenges. After providing an overview of the 

major water issues threatening the country’s economic and social stability, I explore the ways in 

which the government is dealing with them, and analyze the impact of these actions on water 

users from Andean communities, such as the ones studied. In the second section, changing the 

scale of analysis to the regional and local scales, I provide an overview of socioeconomic and 

environmental trends in the study region – Ancash department and Callejón de Huaylas.22 I give 

particular attention to local livelihood practices, and water needs in the area. Finally, in the third 

section, I explore the local water supply vis-a-vis water demand. While climatic fluctuations are 

diminishing the quantity and reliability of usual water sources, economic, social and political 

policies continue to plan for a growth and expansion that will only increase water demand. Given 

the declining trend in water supply, I show the precarious situation of a growing number of users 

with opposing water demands, and the ways in which these competing needs further aggravate 

the local water pressure.  

PERU’S GROWING WATER CHALLENGES 

Peru is a country that faces serious social and environmental water issues. First, the 

spatial patterns and trends of water supply and demand in the country represent a serious 

challenge to sustain future development. While the majority of population and economic 

development are centered in the arid coast, most water resources are located in Amazonian Peru. 

                         
22 The Callejón de Huaylas is the inter-Andean valley where the research area is located. For more information see the “Natural 
Landscapes” section in this chapter.  
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In this light, the Peruvian government is struggling to determine how to better allocate and 

govern the resource. Second, climate change and the consequential patterns of increasing glacial 

melt, impose an imminent threat of water scarcity. Today, most water use for coastal 

development originates from the Andean glaciers. With this water source dwindling, the 

country’s economic stability and growth is put at risk. Furthermore, as explored in the following 

sections, in addition to affecting the economy, water cycle changes provoked by climate change 

increase the risk of natural disasters in areas such as Cordillera Blanca.  

GEOGRAPHIES OF WATER USE: A SPATIALLY DISPARATE SUPPLY AND DEMAND  

With a population of almost thirty million 

people, Peru is the fourth most populous country in 

South America (US Department of State, 2011). 

Close to 30% of the total population currently lives 

in the metropolitan area of Lima/Callao (El 

Comercio, 2011c). Having such a strong political 

and socioeconomic centralization, Peru faces a 

series of challenges. In fact, during the last decade 

the government was re-structured in an attempt to 

de-centralize country. Among the several 

challenges of a centralized economy is the allocation of natural resources. In Peru’s case the use 

and distribution of water is particularly difficult.  

 Seventy percent of the country’s population inhabits the coastal desert, and since only 

two percent of the water supplies are found in this area (Trigoso Rubio, 2007), people mainly 

Figure 3: Peru's Topography. Source: http://www.gg.uwyo.edu 

http://www.gg.uwyo.edu/
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rely on glaciers from the Andes, or sierra, for their water use.23 In fact, there are many 

watersheds in the coast 

that are experiencing 

water scarcity already 

(see Figure 4). In 

addition, the booming 

industry of export-

oriented agriculture, 

that is also located in 

the arid coast, requires 

large volumes of water 

(Painter, 2007). 

According to studies conducted by the Ministry of Energy and Mines, the major uses of fresh 

water in Peru are agriculture, mining, industrial and energetic; with agriculture (80%), domestic 

and industrial (18%) and mining (2%) being the most important uses in 2004 (Oficina General de 

Planificación Agraria, MINAG, 2008).  

According to ANA, the country’s demand for water is increasing mainly due to further 

development in the production sector, primarily in agriculture, which represented 80% of the 

total water use in 2010. Domestic use, particularly, is expected to grow as urban population 

continues to increase, and as the government begins to implement ‘Agua para todos’, an 

                         
23 The coast covers approximately ten percent of the national territory. This narrow desert area is home to approximately two-
thirds of the total population and contains the majority of economic development activities in Peru (BBC, 2011).The sierra  is the 
area that encompasses the Andes mountains and that covers approximately thirty one percent of the national territory. This area, 
which ranges from 2,000 to 6,700 m.a.s.l (meters above sea level), stretches from the northern to southern ends of the country 
(Figure 3). Sierra temperatures vary according to altitude, ranging from valleys to freezing highlands and snow-covered peaks. 

Figure 4: This map depicts the Peru's per capita water availability for one year. Note that, the 
emphasized watersheds, all on the desert coast, are those who already experience water scarcity. 
Source: Ministry of the Environment (http://www.minam.gob.pe/foro/) 
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ambitious program that expects to increase access to water and sewage throughout the country.24 

As most economic activity takes place in the coastal desert, these increasing rates of water 

demand similarly originate in this area. To this day demand continues to grow; however, the 

prospects for economic growth and development in the country begin to weaken because the 

main water source for this area - glacial melt water – is beginning to decrease.25 As water 

scarcity in coastal Peru becomes a growing threat, the government continues struggle to decipher 

ways to alleviate this trend. In fact, reports from ANA suggest exploring water transfer between 

watersheds, probably a multimillion dollar project that would engender conflicts very similar to 

the one studied in this thesis  (Autoridad Nacional del Agua, 2009).  

Given this scenario, it is likely that the struggle for water access will intensify throughout 

the country and that minority communities and small-farmers in the Andes will suffer most from 

it.26 In addition to facing a future of water scarcity Peru’s legal and institutional framework for 

water governance has drastically changed since 2009. Even though these changes promote 

decentralization, a cross-sectoral water use, and user-groups participation, to critics they appear 

to favor strong economic actors and reinforce inequitable access to the resource (Budds & 

Hinojosa, 2012; Lynch, 2010).    

CLIMATE CHANGE AND WATER SCARCITY 

Climate change is producing a plethora of issues at the environmental and socioeconomic 

levels, including fluctuations to temperature and precipitations, increased rate of glacial melt, 

water stress, damaged livelihoods, increased migration, and increased disease rates (Bury et al., 

                         
24  “Agua para todos” is a public program that was formulated in 2006 by then president Alan García. The program is being 
financed by public and private entities as well as the Inter-American Development Bank and it aims to improve quality of life and 
health of its beneficiaries by significantly expanding water supply and sewage systems. The five year program is targeting to 
increase access of 49,000 families to drinking water and 57,000 to sewage systems (IABD, 2007). Even though the program 
aimed to target disenfranchised populations, it has been criticized for benefiting Lima’s resident’s only.  
25 For more details see the climate change section on this chapter. 
26 These populations are particularly vulnerable because they heavily rely on water for their livelihoods. In addition, as I explain 
later in this chapter, it is likely that the newly implemented Water Resources Law will favor industrial water demands. 



27 
 

 

2011; Fraser, 2009; Trigoso Rubio, 2007). Scientists have ranked Peru as in the top twenty 

countries with higher risk to climate related disasters (Brooks & Adger, 2003). Even though all 

these issues pose serious threats to the population, glacial melt and the prospect of water scarcity 

are the impacts most often studied by experts and policy makers (Bradley et al., 2006; Llosa et 

al., 2009; Portocarrero et al., 2008).  A potential decline of glacial water supply places the 

country in a critical situation, making it the most water stressed in South America (Bebbington & 

Williams, 2008). 

Glacial recession in Peru is widely recorded (Bury et al., 2011; Bradley et al., 2009; 

Georges, 2004; Mark & Seltzer, 2005). The Andes region encompasses 95% of all tropical 

glaciers in the world; 71% of which are located in Peru (Llosa et al., 2009). The country has 

experienced a widespread loss of glaciers. In 1997 the Cordillera Blanca lost 16% of its total 

recorded area in 1970 (Llosa et al., 2009). In 2005, Broggi glacier, also within this range, 

disappeared. While there are many scholars who study the physical aspects of glacial recession, 

in the past few years, experts and policy makers have begun to investigate its social effects. 

The study of social effects of glacial retreat is vital in Peru because of the potential 

threats it imposes on the country. In addition to representing a serious threat for its economic and 

social development, de-glaciation is increasing the prospect of water scarcity in the Andean and 

coastal regions of Peru  (Young & Lipton, 2006). Populations in Andean Peru are particularly 

vulnerable because their livelihoods are heavily reliant on glacial water. Furthermore, glacial 

melt is exposing Andean cities and communities to natural hazards because new glacial lakes are 

forming in unstable places (Unidad de Glaciología y Recursos Hídricos, 2010). Inhabitants of 

towns and cities nearby the Cordillera Blanca are particularly vulnerable since this area 

encompasses the largest concentration of glaciers in the country (Chuquisengo & Ferradas, 



28 
 

 

2007).  

A SHIFTING WATER GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK 

As a response to these serious threats, the Peruvian government is exploring a series of 

different approaches, including increasing the reliance on technology and improving the 

governance system to better organize water allocation and reduce wasteful practices. In this 

section, I elaborate on the former water governance framework. I focus my analysis particularly 

on the recent changes to Peru’s legal and institutional framework of water governance, and on its 

implications for populations such as those in PL.  

Until 2009 the country’s water resources were governed according to the 1969 Ley 

General de Aguas or General Water Law. This legislation, supporting the recently passed 

agrarian reform, took power away from private owners and for the first time in the country’s 

history, framed water as a public good. This framework distributed the responsibility to control 

the resource among ministries, including the Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Health, 

Ministry of Energy and Mines, and Ministry of Housing. Of all these, the ministry of Agriculture 

had the most authority and power, after all, this legislation was designed to reinforce agricultural 

development, particularly on the coast of Peru (Oré, 2005). In the 1990s, the Fujimori 

administration restructured the general water law’s legal framework to further incentivize 

economic investments on large scale agriculture, to expand international investments especially 

on mining, and to promote privatization of water treatment facilities (Oré et al., 2009). 

In 2009, as a response to changes in the nature and structure of the Peruvian state,27 to 

facilitate significantly different water use needs, and to respond to the increasingly important 

threat of water scarcity, the Peruvian legal structure for water governance was drastically 

                         
27 In 2003, the Peruvian state began a process of decentralization (Ley de Bases de la Decentralización  - Ley No 27783). To 
reinforce this effort, as opposed to the 1969 water legislation, the 2009 legislation, presents a decentralization component.  
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changed. First of all, the responsibility to manage the resource was transferred from the different 

ministries to a single government institution, ANA. The National Water Authority was created in 

2008. This new cross-sectoral, autonomous, and decentralized organization was set out to have 

presence at the regional and local level. At the regional level, the organization plans to have 14 

Autoridad Administrativa del Agua or Administrative Water Authorities (AAA), and at the local 

level, in each major river basin, the organization will be represented by ALA. These changes 

were intended to ‘fill the gap in water governance that previously existed between the national 

level and the irrigation district’ (Budds & Hinojosa, 2012, p. 127). However, since restructuring 

efforts began fairly recently, and ANA’s presence in the regions is only beginning to appear, 

even though it is too soon to tell how successful these efforts will be, some of the processes that 

are being used raise a few red flags.   

An important interest behind all these changes was to further promote the country’s 

administrative decentralization. In 2003 the Peruvian government began a process of 

decentralization. Regional governments were created and given the responsibility to implement 

policies related to the provision of social services in their territory (Oré et al., 2009). With the 

2009 Water Resources Law the responsibility to create and design of water related policies 

remained with the central government; however, the implementation and sustainable 

management of the resource were assigned to the regional governments. While this effort 

promises to improve representation and participation of disenfranchised populations, fieldwork 

indicates that on the ground, thus far, this is far from reality. The coordination needed for a 

proper decentralization process is obstructed because regional and local governments remain 

disconnected from wider political-economic processes (such as economic development and land 

use planning) (Budds & Hinojosa, 2012). In addition, the process used for de-centralizing water 
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management is raising concern among researchers. Oré et al. (2009) point to the danger of giving 

the central government authority to design water policies but assigning responsibility to the 

regions. Furthermore, fieldwork indicates that while regional and local actors are assigned tasks, 

they do not receive sufficient funds to get them done properly. For instance, in the case study 

area, this particular problem is further aggravating relations between the government and PL’s 

residents. While Huaraz’s ALA, as a part of the new law’s implementation, had the obligation to 

formalize water rights all throughout the area, given the lack of financial resources and time, 

they failed to properly explain the legislation among others to water users in PL. As a result, PL 

irrigators interpreted these efforts as yet another governmental gimmick set up to take away their 

water rights. Hence, they refused to cooperate with the project (Field notes, 2011). 

With this in mind, and as others have argued, there is little evidence that efforts to 

integrate voices and opinions at different levels of government, along with those of citizens, are 

reducing tensions between different users and interests (Budds & Hinojosa, 2012). Particularly, I 

am referring to the participatory aspect of the 2009 law, which intends to promote coordinated 

development and to bring about ‘social and economic welfare in an equitable manner’ (GWP-

TAC, 2000). However, similar to other studies, fieldwork indicates that, rather than securing 

local water rights and resulting in equitable water distribution, participatory processes further 

ignite conflicts and distrust and potentially make disenfranchised users even more vulnerable  

(Arellano-Yanguas, 2011). I acknowledge that since my analysis derives from a conflictive 

environment, it will lead to a biased argument that should probably not be generalized to the 

country level. However, given the prospect of water scarcity in the country, a context such as the 

one in PL will probably become more common throughout the country. 

The effects of climate change, especially de-glaciation and water scarcity, are very 
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influential on this new legal framework. Among other approaches for these challenges, is the 

promotion of a more ‘efficient’ use of water, which is believed to be achieved by increasing the 

use of technology and by treating water as an economic good.28 In fact, regulations of the 2009 

Water Resources Law mandate the establishment of ‘parameters’ for efficiency, the promotion of 

technology use,29 and the management of water as an economic good.30 Regulation article 102 

even allows AAAs to remove water rights from users when if not paying for two consecutive 

times. 

These approaches to water scarcity are quite problematic because they appear to further 

reinforce inequity. Treating water as an economic good will intensify competition over the 

resource, and end up allocating it in a way that will benefit those who are economically 

powerful, and who happen to have needs for higher quantities of water. With a prospect of 

increasing conflicts over water, this approach, if implemented as thus far it has been in Parón, 

will likely hinder, rather than promote, cooperation among water users.  

PARÓN WATER CONFLICT: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE REGION’S SOCIAL AND NATURAL 

LANDSCAPES 

NATURAL LANDSCAPES 

 The Parón conflict takes place in the central highlands of Peru, within one of the most 

resource abundant departments in the country, Ancash. The territory of Ancash Department 

expands through the geographic regions of the costa and sierra (Figure 1). The sierra in 

particular has a unique topography, which is characterized by the presence of two almost parallel 

                         
28 This approach originates from the 1992 Dublin Principles, particularly from Principle 4 that recognizes water as ‘a public good 
that has social and economic value in all its competing uses’. The Dublin Principles are expert water governance 
recommendations that had a significant influence on strategies presented to the 1992 World Summit in Rio. As a result, 
supranational actors such as the World Bank and Inter-American Development bank, who had an important role during the 
development of the 2009 Water Resources Law, promote these approaches (Comisión Técnica Multisectorial- Gobierno del Perú, 
2003).  
29 D.S. 001-2010-AG, Article 31, 35, 40.  
30 D.S. 001-2010-AG, Article 102. 
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ranges on the western Andes: Cordillera Blanca or the white range, and Cordillera Negra or 

black range. The Cordillera Negra is smaller than the Cordillera Blanca and is located to the west 

of it. It is characterized by its various ridges, its steep, almost vertical, rocky slopes, and its 

relative dryness (since it has no glaciers). The Cordillera Blanca, by contrast, encompasses a 

series of snowcapped mountains that are the highest in Peru (MINCETUR, 2002), and is the 

highest tropical range in the world. Approximately half of its peaks are covered in snow and ice, 

which serve as an important source of water and attract vast numbers of tourists (Bradley et al., 

2006). The Cordillera Blanca is home to PL watershed. The Parón water conflict unfolds in an 

area that extends from the glaciers of the Cordillera Blanca to the valley located between both 

mountain ranges, the Callejón de Huaylas (Figure 1). 

 The Cordillera Negra and Cordillera Blanca are separated by the Callejón de Huaylas, an 

inter-Andean valley in the Santa river valley that stretches for 150km from north to south and 

that ranges in altitude from 4,000 m.a.s.l, at its southern end, to 2,000 at its northern end 

(MINCETUR, 2002). This valley is home to arable lands thanks to the Santa river, which 

traverses the valley in its entirety and provides it with a constant flow of water. With a dry and 

temperate climate and a continuous flow of water, agriculture, especially at lower altitudes, is the 

most important livelihood source to its inhabitants. Table 1 shows the importance of agriculture 

in the provinces where the Santa River traverses, and especially in rural areas. The study area, 

which is within the province of Huaylas, is no different. While agriculture is the most popular 

economic activity, it is not the one that generates the most income. Scholars and policy makers 

associate reliance on agriculture with poverty (Trivelli, Escobal, & Revesz, 2009). Agricultural 

production in Ancash is allocated primarily for family consumption, followed by 

commercialization. Whereas coastal farming in Ancash is characterized by large agro-export 
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projects in large land holdings, the majority of Ancashinos31 working on agriculture are 

smallholder farmers who live mostly in rugged highlands terrain (MINAG, 2011). 

Table 1: Reliance on Agriculture on Provinces along the Santa River 

Province    Total 
PEA*   PEA working on Agriculture   %  

 Huaráz         52 131                                         10 213       
20  

 Rural         10 920                                           7 309       
67  

 Carhuaz         12 769                                           7 342       
57  

 Rural           7 569                                           5 559       
73  

 Corongo           2 497                                           1 308       
52  

 Rural           1 114                                              747       
67  

 Huaylas         15 872                                           8 690       
55  

 Rural           9 304                                           7 345       
79  

 Recuay           5 447                                           2 210       
41  

 Rural           2 224                                           1 350       
61  

 Santa       143 176                                         17 429       
12  

 Rural           9 002                                           7 144       
79  

 Yungay         16 430                                         10 743       
65  

 Rural         11 415                                           9 296       
81  

 *PEA is the population in working age.  

    Source: INEI, 2007  

   The Santa watershed (Figure 6) is Peru’s most extensive watershed draining to the 

Pacific Ocean (Pouyard, Yerren, & Zapata, 2005) and Ancash’s chief source of water. Stretching 

for over 335 km, the Santa River originates in Lake Conococha, at an altitude of 4050 m.a.s.l. 

and drains into the Pacific Ocean after flowing through the hydroelectric plant in Huallanca and 

the Cañón del Pato gorge.    

SOCIAL LANDSCAPES 

Ancash’s territory is a complex and heterogeneous space that extends through the Peruvian 

costa and sierra. In addition to being characterized for having a variety of natural landscapes, 

Ancash encompasses a plethora of socioeconomic characteristics. Since the conflict studied takes 

                         
31 Term used to refer to a person from Ancash. 
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place in the Andean area, I will emphasize the social and environmental dynamics of the 

Ancashino Andes.  

As a mainly rural area, Andean Ancash 

inhabitants have fewer sources of livelihood than 

in urban Peru. The most common activities 

include farming, herding, mining, and fishing 

(INEI, 2010a). Overall, the vast majority work on 

agriculture; however, this livelihood source is 

increasingly becoming unreliable. Given climatic 

fluctuations, small farmers are experiencing crop 

failure more and more often (Personal 

communication, ALA representative, June 8, 

2010). Additionally, not only do these farmers 

hardly produce enough to survive, but because of market oriented policies in the agrarian sector 

and free trade agreements, they are also isolated from the national market economy  (Trivelli, 

Shimisu, & Glave, 2003); thus, generally they experience widespread poverty. In the case of PL, 

many farmers expressed concern for their livelihoods, because these trends, in addition to the 

struggle for water, are forcing many to sell their lands to large agricultural companies and move 

elsewhere (for more detail see stakeholder analysis section of Chapter Three). 

Contrary to the reduction of poverty rates portrayed by census data at the departmental level 

(INEI, 2010b), the majority of districts in Andean Ancash remain in poverty or extreme poverty; 

a situation that is aggravated by the lack of infrastructure and limited access to social services. 

According to Forosalud’s national coordinator, 30% of Ancashinos do not have access to any 

Figure 5: Cordillera Blanca Hydrology: Santa Watershed Source: 
Autoridad Nacional del Agua 
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type of health services due to the lack of infrastructure in the Andean area32 (RPP, 2011a). In 

2011, a study concluded that over 50% of the area’s infant population suffers from either chronic 

malnutrition or anemia (RPP, 2011b). Similarly, limited access to education contributes to rural 

Ancashino poverty. While in 2007 92% of all rural children between six and eleven years old 

attended school, only 83% between the ages of twelve and sixteen did so (INEI, 2009a); 

suggesting that some children drop out of school to work. This is a quite serious problem 

because with a rural illiteracy rate of 26% Ancashinos are further limiting their opportunities to 

diversify their livelihood.  

Similarly, limited access to other public services such as electricity, water, and sewage, 

contributes to rural poverty and social vulnerability.33 According to the 2007 national census, on 

average over 50% of all households in Ancashino Andean districts do not have access to any 

type of sewage system (INEI, 2009a). Additionally, in this same area, an average 80% of 

households use primarily firewood for cooking, an energy source that, according to the scientific 

community, is linked to greater risks of respiratory diseases and mortality (Riojas Rodriguez et 

al., 2001). In addition to limiting people’s livelihoods, the lack of social services renders Andean 

Ancashinos more vulnerable to disease.  

In summation, factors such as insufficient infrastructure, limited access to public services, 

insecure livelihoods, and exclusion from benefits of development policies, demonstrate the 

degree of inequality in Peru. These factors clearly indicate that Andean Ancashinos have been 

continuous victims of the Peruvian social system. And with this system their status of second 

class citizens is reinforced and the social dynamics by which Andeans are made vulnerable 

elucidate.  

                         
32 Forosalud is a Peruvian civil society organization that promotes social justice in regards to health issues.  
33 Social vulnerability refers a person, organization, or society’s lack of capacity to endure negative impacts from social 
interactions, institutions, and systems of cultural values (Oliver-Smith et al., 2012). 
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It is in such a divided social context that the Parón water conflict takes place. While the three 

PL communities involved in the conflict – Caráz, Campiña, and Cruz de Mayo – experience 

these dynamics of exclusion in different ways,34 fieldwork results indicate that they all resent the 

government for its absence and acknowledge the ways in which the Peruvian social system 

segregates them. In addition to this picture of segregation against the rural Andes, an assessment 

of the water pressure under which this conflict takes place, will facilitate the reader’s 

understanding of some of the reasons that ignited the conflict and that prevent it from moving 

forward. 

INCREASING WATER PRESSURE: DIMINISHING SUPPLY AND INCREASING DEMAND 

This section brings to light an increasingly common situation throughout Peru. One in 

which a growing demand for water will likely surpass its diminishing supply. In this case, to set 

up the context for Parón’s conflict, I explore the water challenges already affecting the Santa 

river – of which Parón-Llullán is a tributary.  

DIMINISHING SUPPLY 

The Santa River is well known for having a constant flow of water throughout the year; a 

characteristic that allows for the successful development of activities such as agriculture and 

hydroelectric generation In fact, the Santa watershed is home to the largest hydropower centers 

in the country, and allows for the development of massive irrigation projects such as 

Chavimochic and Chinecas (Figure 6).35All of this is made possible only because the Santa, 

                         
34 These communities experience segregation and are socially vulnerable in different ways, which are mainly shaped by their 
livelihoods, location, and history. Since Cruz de Mayo is an indigenous community which is located in a segregated area, they 
experience vulnerability in a way that differs significantly from Caráz and Campiña. For more information see stakeholder 
analysis section of Chapter Three. 
35Chavimochic is an irrigation project located to the north of Ancash, at the coast of La Libertad department. This multi-million 
dollar project aims to guarantee access to water to 144,386 Ha in the dry coastal valley of La Libertad. This project relies solely 
on waters from the Santa River, complicating the water governance challenges in the Santa Watershed. Chinecas is a hydro-
energetic project located in the arid coast of Ancash. It is managed by the regional government of Ancash. This project 
encompasses the management of water for agricultural, energetic, industrial, and domestic uses. This project also adds to the sets 
of demands to be met by the Santa waters. 
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unlike other rivers in 

the country, is fed by 

perennial glacial melt 

and multiannual 

rainfall. Among the 

many glacial lakes that 

feed into the Santa river 

is lake Parón. However, 

while its water flows 

constantly, this flow 

does not remain 

constant throughout the 

year. It discharges 80% 

of its annual volume 

during the four months 

of rainy season, and only 20% during the eight months of dry season (MINEM, 2006). The 

uniqueness of this river, along with the benefits of its constant flow brings, are less secure than it 

would originally seem. Relatively recent variations in weather patterns have catalyzed the 

melting of glaciers and increased the precipitation variability. In doing so, these fluctuating 

climatic patterns have made the reduction of water flow imminent, and thus have placed at risk 

the fulfillment of current competing water demands in the watershed. 

a. Glacial Melt 

The Cordillera Blanca is one of the most researched glacier regions in the world (Mark et al., 

Figure 6: Santa watershed water uses. Source: Lynch, 2012 
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2010). Hydrologic studies of the Santa river watershed expose the significance of glacier melt to 

water supply in the basin under current conditions (Condom et al., 2011). This water source has 

become a particularly important water source because the rate of glacial melt has increased 

significantly since the 1970s (PNUD, 2007). In the upper watershed, melting glacier ice 

contributes annually with at least 10% of the total water, and potentially as much as 20% (Mark 

and Seltzer, 2005). Water contribution from lower watershed glaciers, including Artesoncocha, 

Parón and Llanganuco, is more significant (see Figure 7). Overall, the Cordillera Blanca supplies 

the Santa river with up to 40% of its water year round, and up to 66% during the dry season 

(Mark, 2008). Paradoxically, while glacial melt water helps secure Callejón de Huaylas residents 

and Santa river water users’ livelihoods – including those in PL – it also makes them vulnerable 

to water stress. The more the glaciers melt today, the less water they will have from glaciers in 

the future.  

Glaciers in the Cordillera Blanca are rapidly diminishing (Bradley et al., 2006; Mark, 2008; 

Vuille et al., 2008). Deglaciation rates vary within the ranges, being the higher altitude basins 

slower at melting than those at lower altitudes (Pouyard et al., 2005). Whereas in the 1930’s ice 

coverage was estimated to range from 800- 850 km2, in the 1990s it was measured as only 620 

km2 (Georges, 2004). Glacial retreat is so critical, that even some researchers have argued that 

the Santa river has already passed peak water (Morello, 2011).   

b. Precipitation 

The usual rainfall pattern at the Cordillera Blanca area is characterized by the presence of 

two well defined seasons: (1) the dry season, from May to September, when precipitation is 

almost absent, and (2) the wet season, from October to April, with peak times during February 

and March (Figure 8). In Huaráz, the capital city of Ancash located at the heart of the Callejón de 
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which they lived disconnected them from the water flow. With this governance arrangement, 

they did not have a voice in the decision-making process, and had limited access to information 

regarding how and why decisions were made.     

In 1996, when the government privatized the downstream hydroelectric plant Cañón del 

Pato, control over lake Parón’s drainage system moved to private hands.86 This private entity 

was a promising new actor because it had the expertise and capital to use and maintain the 

infrastructure. However, this transaction made evident that the lake’s water management was 

now directed towards reinforcing a regime of accumulation, a regime that proved disastrous to 

other stakeholder groups. By allowing this new actor to hold such power, and by not considering 

other stakeholders, the new governance arrangement completely destabilized the local water 

politics.  

While this new governance arrangement maintained the environmental drivers of water 

vulnerability under control, social drivers were significantly aggravated. Local water users were 

rendered vulnerable because they were systematically silenced and had no access to information 

regarding the rate and timing for volume flow changes. When information was made available, it 

was provided with insufficient time in advance to be prepared; As a result, because their water 

use – the timing, duration, and quantity of water flow variation required - was significantly 

different from the company’s, their access to water, and their livelihoods, were adversely 

affected.  

After the Lake was seized in 2008, and locals began controlling the lake’s water, the proper 

use and maintenance of the drainage technology became a concern for the security of all nearby 

residents. As mentioned earlier, the introduction of technology created a sharp division between 

those users who are able to safely manage and maintain the infrastructure, and those who are not. 
                         
86 For more details refer to Chapter Three.  
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Because it was the latter group who seized the lake and took over the responsibility of 

controlling the infrastructure, authorities in Huaráz and Lima were quick to bring up the risk 

implications of this new struggled-over governance arrangement. The lack of expertise and 

capital for the infrastructure’s maintenance were the main causes of concern.  

Once negotiations began, risk concerns came to the fore. Negotiating parties realized the 

immediate need to have a trained person operating the infrastructure, and more importantly, the 

urgency to come up with the funds necessary to pay for infrastructure maintenance. This problem 

was clearly explained during a conversation I held with a Caráz engineer: 

“[Water] users are disoriented; they don’t have access to training for managing lake Parón. 

They need to learn about the lake’s operation … [for this] one needs to know how the 

mechanics and electrical system [of the infrastructure] work, and even the natural processes 

of de-glaciation and rainfall. Taking into account all of these parameters is that one needs to 

operate the floodgates… Training is necessary, and it’s not being done! ... Those who are 

managing the lake’s waters have not been trained. They have only seen how the State’s 

operator uses the machinery, what buttons he’s pushing and when, but they don’t know 

anything about electrical circuits, how the pressure pumps or floodgates work!” (Personal 

communication, engineer and former Duke Energy employee, June 10, 2010)  

Even though these issues were repeatedly discussed in the negotiation process, given that the 

conflict’s outcome had placed the lake’s water governance in such a precarious situation, none of 

these issues could be addressed properly. On one hand, Glaciología agreed to conduct training 

and supervise operators; however, given the seclusion and harsh living conditions in the lake’s 

security post, it was always someone from Cruz de Mayo who was assigned this responsibility. 

As indicated in the previous quotation, these responsibilities require deep mechanical and 
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electrical knowledge about the machinery. It is unlikely that the lake’s operator will have 

sufficient knowledge to prevent a disaster with only a few training sessions. On another hand, 

negotiators never found a solution to the lake drainage infrastructure’s maintenance problem. 

While local water user groups were divided as to their willingness to contribute financially 

towards this cause, the local government, ANA, and regional government, were unable to 

compromise and agree on who should contribute and how much (field notes, 2011). Based on the 

uniqueness of this water management conundrum, where the resource’s control mediates its use 

and mitigates risk, it was difficult to pinpoint the responsibilities of each entity. In the end, 

nothing was done about it. In a context where this is only one of many issues to be negotiated, 

and where negotiations are continuously interrupted by the precariousness of the negotiating 

parties’ relationships, it is unlikely that these problems will be addressed anytime soon.  

In light of these considerations, I argue that the introduction of technology created a new set 

of social relations that reinforced social vulnerability upon local water users (White & Wilbert, 

2009). Because of these relations, today, local user groups, protecting their water rights, find 

themselves facing responsibilities that they were unprepared for. Since this technology was 

designed for a very different type of user than the ones actually controlling it, its poor operation 

and maintenance once again changed the landscape of vulnerability, making the risk of GLOF 

the most important factor influencing water vulnerability in the watershed.  

The appearance of these social drivers to the vulnerability equation of Parón occurred not 

because of the introduction of technology per-se, but because of the close connection between 

water governance and vulnerability that the use of this technology generated. The lake’s water 

control opened up the possibility to be used as a tool to defend particular interests. Hence, ever 

since the construction of the drainage tunnel, the intensity with which the risk of GLOF affects 
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water vulnerability has become closely tied to the political stability of the local water 

governance.  

DISCOURSE 

The relationship between vulnerability and water governance in Peru and in PL is both 

material and discursive. Their discursive relationship can be appreciated in discussions at 

multiple scales of analysis. For instance, as explored in Chapter Two, international debates about 

vulnerability to climate change and water scarcity have shaped the formation and structure of 

water governance frameworks (i.e. de-centralized, participatory, and based on the watershed 

unit). The aim for (economically) effective uses of water has informed rules and regulations that 

have in turn created a new rationality for water management. Since this rationale is not in 

accordance with the Andean conceptualization of the value of water, it has prompted a clash of 

interests and discussions over water use throughout the Peruvian Andes (including Parón), 

placing Andean livelihoods - such as Cruz de Mayo and Campiña - in a vulnerable situation. 

At the watershed level in PL, the discursive relationship between water governance and 

vulnerability has been transforming with time. In the mid to late 1900s, policy approaches 

towards disaster management were guided by engineering advances and scientific understanding 

of glacial lake dynamics (Fernandez Concha, 1957). This purely technocratic understanding of 

disaster management in the country shaped PL residents’ views of how to prevent GLOF 

disasters. They believed that risk mitigation was accomplished by constructing a security dam 

that was controlled by an expert (Carey, 2008). Once the infrastructure was built, implicitly, the 

lake’s management brought up a question that lingered in the back of all downstream water 

users’ minds: what is the lake’s water management purpose? Shifting views and answers to this 

question have shaped the ongoing discursive relationship between water governance and 

vulnerability. According to interviews, during the early years after the security wall was built, 
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downstream residents largely agreed on the need to manage the lake’s water to prevent a disaster, 

and having ‘experts’ in the governance body. Once the dam was privatized and irrigator’s access 

to water was being adversely affected, stakeholders’ understandings of the lake’s management 

purpose began diverging. While some argued that the infrastructure’s use should be directed 

toward disaster prevention, others defended their purpose for agricultural development. Still 

others advocated for hydroelectric generation. Since then, stakeholders have continuously 

debated the lake’s management purpose (agriculture, hydroelectric generation, disaster 

mitigation, tourism development), and with this discussions the meaning given to the lake’s 

water continues to shift.  

These perceptions have material effects that influence the formation of governance 

arrangements. This was the case in 2011. The direction of the conflict’s discussions at the time 

indicated that agriculture and disaster mitigation were the main management purposes disputed. 

This debate generated spinoff discourses that then affected the formation of a governance body. 

For instance, the previously-discussed slogan prefiero morir de una avalancha que de sed, or “I 

would rather die from an avalanche than of thirst”, hints to how the lake’s management purpose 

towards risks prevention is likely perceived as contradictory to its management for securing 

agricultural needs. Since the community’s priority is to defend access to water, rather than 

mitigating the risk of GLOFs, this perception, I argue, has shaped negotiations, hindering the 

formation of a new governance body.    

INSTITUTIONS 

Parón represents a unique case that, in a way, lies outside the issues covered by the 

legislation. Even though the regulation of the Water Resources Law, approved in 2010,87 

mandates the inclusion of risk mitigation actions in the watershed’s management plan, it fails to 
                         
87 DS No 001-2010-AG 
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provide many details that in the case of Parón are vital for the conflict negotiations to move 

forward.88 The lack of information regarding the financing of mitigation efforts, places PL in a 

tenuous situation. Since stakeholders are unable to secure the much needed financial support for 

the infrastructure’s operation and maintenance, it heightens PL residents’ vulnerability to glacial 

disasters. In fact, the problem becomes much more serious if Parón’s security dam is indeed 

categorized as a ‘hydraulic infrastructure’. According to the code’s section on operation of 

hydraulic infrastructure, users are responsible for the financial costs of operation and 

maintenance of the infrastructure.89 Since stakeholders repeatedly discussed this issue during the 

conflict negotiations, the users and state institutions are aware that this option is not viable. To 

this day, it remains to be seen how this specific aspect of the conflict’s negotiation will result. 

Fieldwork suggests that given this legal loophole (1) the government will likely avoid taking 

responsibility to maintain the infrastructure, and ultimately to secure PL’s resident’s safety; and 

(2) ANA will likely use the law to re-introduce Duke Energy to the governance body of Parón. 

Reinserting Duke into the watershed’s governance body would be a quick fix to this problem; 

however, the social consequences in PL would be catastrophic. 

The role that laws, rules, and regulations have played throughout the conflict is strongly 

influenced by the degree to which state agencies have unanimous positions. For example, the 

Constitutional Court (CC) and executive branch have not only contradicted, but challenged each 

other, affecting the credibility of the state, hampering the formation of a new governance body, 

and making water users more vulnerable. After Duke Energy requested that the CC evaluate the 

case and reinstate the company’s rights to lake Parón’s waters, the CC published a resolution that 

                         
88 The only reference to a water-related disaster mitigation effort is mentioned in Chapter Two, Article 264, of code No 29338, 
which assigns the responsibility to elaborate a plan to control and mitigate GLOFs is assigned to ANA and the regional 
representative of Civil Defense Institute (government institution in charge of disaster prevention). 
89 According to Title 4, Chapter Four, Article 187, of code No 29338, ‘the fee for the utilization of  large hydraulic infrastructure 
is the payment that water users ... make to cover the costs of services for operation and maintenance, and for the operator’s 
investment on building such infrastructure’ (author’s translation). 
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demanded the reinstatement of Duke’s water license. The resolution mandated that ANA evict 

the community from the lake, and that it return the lake’s infrastructure to Duke Energy.90 The 

impact of this resolution was so drastic not only because of the severe measures it imposed, but 

also because of when it was published. This resolution became public while local user groups, 

Caráz’ municipality, ANA, ALA, Glaciología, PNH, and the Regional Government were 

negotiating the formation of a new governance body, and more importantly, when Glaciología 

was beginning to succeed at gaining local trust by supervising the lake’s infrastructure 

management. As a result, by placing ANA – and consequentially ALA and Glaciología - in a 

position of confrontation with Parón’s water users, it caused all negotiations to freeze. In 

addition to excluding Glaciología from the lake’s management decision-making process, the 

resolution stopped all prospects of implementing the new water resources law, and creating a 

new governance body. Furthermore, it appears that the effect of this resolution has been opposite 

to its original intention. Rather than securing Egenor’s water rights, they have been rendered 

more vulnerable. According to interviews, neither the government nor Duke Energy will use 

force to enter the lake, and local user groups appear prepared to defend the lake against 

“whatever comes” (Personal communication, local government representative, August 11, 2011).  

The study of institutions in Parón, throughout the conflict, illuminates the ways in which 

politics mediate the relationship between water governance and vulnerability. Institutions are 

being used to secure the interest of some at the expense of others. The ambiguity in the 2009 

Water Resources Law is being used as a tool to (1) negotiate the re-entry of Duke Energy into 

the watershed’s governance body, and (2) free the government from having to face the financial 

costs that mitigating the risk of a glacial disaster implies. In addition, the analysis of institutions 

                         
90 This refers to resolution No 093-2007-AACH, which was created by the Autoridad Autónoma de Cuenca Hidrográfica del 
Santa, or Autonomous Authority of the Santa River Basin (a regional organization in charge of the use and conservation of water 
and soil in the Santa watershed that was dissolved in 2008). For more information see Chapter Three. 
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reveals how role of institutions affecting vulnerability is clearly shaped by the ways in which 

these are being used. In this case, the government’s inter-agency lack of communication, which 

sent contradictory messages, hampered peace efforts ultimately rendering both Duke Energy and 

the community more vulnerable.   

NEGOTIATIONS 

Water governance and vulnerability have changed according to proceedings of the 

conflict’s negotiation. Throughout this process, while some factors affecting vulnerability have 

become more important in influencing local water vulnerability, others have become less so. 

Negotiations have affected both the structure of the lake’s transitional governance body and the 

prospects of the formation of a new water governance arrangement. Scholars studying conflict 

resolution emphasize the importance of a negotiation process in determining the outcome of 

disputes (Kriesberg & Dayton, 2011). Aspects of Parón’s negotiation - who participates and who 

does not? Who facilitates and leads meetings? Where do they take place? Do the topics discussed 

represent all stakeholders’ concerns? Do negotiators really represent their people? are important 

for the outcome (in this case, a water governance body) and how it determines changes in the 

landscape of vulnerability.  

Conflict negotiations began taking place shortly after the lake was seized in 2008. 

Initially these negotiations occurred in Lima. At first they were oriented towards briefing high 

public officials about the conflict; afterwards the topics discussed shifted to the modification of 

the contemporary governance body and implementation of new arrangements (Untiveros, 2010). 

In fact, in a meeting in Lima just a few months after the lake was seized, Duke Energy proposed 

devolving the lake’s management to a mixed commission to be lead by INRENA, and with 

possible participation of the local user-groups (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2009a). However, even 

though these included representatives from organizations such as the Ministry of Energy and 
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Mines, the Ministry of the Environment, congressmen from Ancash, and Duke Energy, they did 

not include local water users (Untiveros, 2010). Once again, a governance body was being 

negotiated and PL water users were excluded from the decision-making process.   

Even when negotiations moved to Caráz, took place at a relatively neutral location 

(Caráz’s Municipality), and began to include local water users, the meetings have always been 

under the responsibility of the government. It has always been the Water Authority that called for 

meetings and facilitated them. While according to interviews with negotiators, it appears that the 

topics discussed were of interest to all stakeholders; having the government lead discussions was 

problematic. As I was told during an interview “The users should be the ones directing the 

meetings and not the state. They should call for meetings, and think about the meeting’s agenda, 

rather than just accepting what’s being proposed to them. The users should direct meetings and 

have more responsibilities… the participatory aspect of the water law would work better if it had 

a social focus. Experts should yield responsibility to small farmers” (Personal communication, 

local public servant, August 2, 2011). 

As previously mentioned, addressing risk prevention has been a major concern for 

government agencies such as ANA and Glaciología; thus, the safe management of the lake’s 

waters was among the main topics of discussion. Particularly, negotiators arrived at a consensus 

regarding the appropriate water level for the lake and Glaciología’s role supervising its 

management.91 However, not all discussions around disaster prevention have been resolved. The 

maintenance of the lake’s infrastructure has been a very complex topic to address. It is of vital 

importance to reduce PL resident’s vulnerability to GLOF; however, given the way in which 

‘risk management’ has been used in the past to secure the interests of some, and how it is likely 

to be used to re-insert Duke Energy into the PL’s water governance body, it is unclear how the 
                         
91 For more on this particular negotiation refer to Chapter Three. 
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CHAPTER 5 

WATER AND POLITICS: A CONCLUSION 
 

In July 2008 irrigators from the different communities in PL joined forces to recover their 

secure access to water and to defend their livelihoods. As a primarily agricultural area, the 

livelihoods of most community members at Campiña and Cruz de Mayo depend on having a 

reliable access to water (Lynch, 2012). Irrigators seized the lake after having to endure Duke 

Energy’s water management regime for over sixteen years. During this time, residents and 

irrigators in PL have been deprived of a reliable access to water. But the Parón water conflict has 

grown to represent more than a struggle for access to water. With this conflict it is both access to 

water and the production of vulnerability to disasters that are being negotiated.  

The water problem in Parón rose to the surface when Cañon del Pato hydroelectric plant 

moved to private hands; however, it began long before. The problem dates back to the time when 

the government began damming and draining lake Parón. It is precisely the possibility to control 

Parón’s water that initiated this conundrum. The damming of the lake, and addition of 

hydroelectric infrastructure to it, are key moments to this study because they introduced a new 

set of actors and interests to the watershed, and in doing so, presented this area with a new set of 

social relationships. Since then, water politics became a reality in day to day life in Parón, a 

reality that has been transforming ever since. Throughout time, the forms and intensity with 

which water politics have been manifested in Parón, have been evolving. Today, water politics in 

Parón is shaped by two main discourses: disaster management and access to water.  

In this thesis I explored the political environment of water in Parón. I analyzed the ways 

in which vulnerability to disasters and access to water have shaped conversations about water 

management. Even though I acknowledge water management as an important component of my 

analysis, I expand my assessment to encompass the broader dynamics that comprise the study of 
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water governance. I examined the ways in which organizational structures, institutional 

arrangements (2009 Water Resources Law), and decision-making processes (IWRM, 

decentralization) shape the access, use, management, and regulation of water in conflictive 

Parón. Furthermore, I reviewed water governance in relation to vulnerability. Specifically, I 

analyzed the ways in which water governance and vulnerability in Parón are interrelated. In what 

follows, I will review the arguments presented in this thesis. 

REVIEW 

In Chapter Two, I situate the reader in the environmental, historical, economic, and 

cultural settings of Peru. Particularly, I focus on the department of Ancash and the city of Caráz. 

For a better understanding of the Parón conflict, in addition to providing an empirical description 

of the contextual information, I had two main analytical objectives: to provide the reader with (a) 

sufficient information to understand Peru’s water conundrum, and (b) a clear idea of Andean 

Ancash’s landscape of vulnerability. For this, first, I have told the story of water stress in Peru. I 

introduced emerging water challenges such as climate change and the country’s disparate 

geographies of water use, to then critically analyze the government’s response to these threats. In 

particular, I focused on changes in the country’s legal and institutional framework for water 

governance. Second, I have mapped Ancash’s landscape of vulnerability. Through the 

introduction of the department’s social and environmental landscapes, I have shown the study 

area’s latent risk of exposure to natural disasters. Also I have provided a picture of resilience in 

Andean Ancash, by analyzing the access to social services and livelihood opportunities. 

With a clear picture of the context in which the conflict emerged, Chapter Three provided 

an overview of the Parón conflict. Even though this chapter is mainly empirical, while mapping 

the conflict’s progression, I elucidated the ways in which access to water is determined by 
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governance arrangements, and how these arrangements are in turn shaped by changing 

institutions, laws, and politics that benefit some users at the expense of others. I provided a 

detailed description of this conflict, to critically analyze, and illuminate the complications 

behind, environmental (water) governance. I demonstrated how water governance, as a process 

of political participation and inclusion, does not necessarily have implications for “justice, rights, 

and distribution” (Bridge & Perreault, 2009, p. 482). I showed how, by encouraging the 

participation of multiple non-state actors, water governance facilitates the negotiation of different 

representations of the environment (water management for stakeholder use vs. water 

management for risk mitigation), ultimately politicizing its management and reinforcing a regime 

of accumulation. In this assessment, it was also my intention to problematize the conflict’s 

negotiation process by pointing to transparency, leadership, and representation issues. The 

resource’s heavy politicization became a challenge that ultimately weakened institutional 

processes, inter-group communication, and parties’ negotiating room, making a mutually 

beneficial outcome more difficult. 

In addition to water distribution, the management of lake Parón’s waters is key for the 

mitigation of the risk of an outburst flood. Hence, with this conflict, it is both access to water and 

vulnerability to disasters that are being negotiated. In Chapter Four, I turned from critically 

analyzing water governance to examining how it relates to vulnerability. Conceptualizing this 

relationship as mutually causal, interactive, and dialectical, I explored how water regulation and 

management decisions channel the effects of water governance on vulnerability, but also how 

discursive conceptualizations of vulnerability shape the determination of governance structures. 

For this, I explored a range of moments or instances - water flows and management, technology, 

institutions, discourses, and negotiations – that I recognized as embodying this relationship. I 
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argued that a new, more convoluted, form of water politics – introduced to the watershed with 

hydropower technology – have created a new set of social relations that reinforce social 

vulnerability upon local water users, producing a transformation in vulnerability. Vulnerability, I 

argue, became more complicated, unpredictable, and multifaceted than ever before. Furthermore, 

recognizing institutions as being shaped by politics, I argued that their effect on vulnerability 

varies according to the user group. Similarly, as I viewed this relationship as material and 

discursive, I argued that discursive understandings of ‘the lake’s proper management’ have 

shaped the formation of governance bodies, in turn favoring the interests (and reducing the 

vulnerability) of some stakeholders at the expense of others.  

WATER GOVERNANCE AND VULNERABILITY: CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE CONFLICT IN PARÓN 

Throughout this thesis I have discussed the complications behind water governance and 

the implementation of a governance framework. Furthermore, recognizing the configuration of a 

governance framework as an inherently political process, I acknowledged the ways in which they 

can have profound effects on broader aspects of water users lives. As such, I studied how water 

governance – the configuration of a governance body, the implementation of institutional 

arrangements, and the decision making processes and practices of given organizational structures 

– affects and is affected by vulnerability. Given the main findings in this thesis, I consider that 

important lessons can be drawn for both researchers and practitioners. In what follows of this 

chapter, first, I situate the main arguments in the literature and explain how they contribute to 

current debates. Second, I illustrate the importance of this thesis’ findings to practitioners for an 

improved management of future disagreements over water use and distribution.  

CONTRIBUTIONS TO RESEARCH IN GEOGRAPHY 

The main arguments presented in this thesis pertain to both water governance and 
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vulnerability literature in geography. While Chapter Three brings to light the complications 

behind decisions, processes and results of water governance, Chapter Four better elucidates 

vulnerability. By providing such a close examination of the conflict’s progression in Chapter 

Three, the arguments in this thesis support findings from previous studies on environmental (and 

water) governance in critical geography (Bakker, 2003; Bridge and Perreault, 2009; Budds, 

2004; Budds & Hinojosa, 2012; Himley, 2008; Loftus, 2006; Perreault, 2005). In Chapter Three, 

I explore the governance of water in Parón. Similarly to other geographers, I argue that the 

configuration of water governance frameworks is an inherently political process (Himley, 2008). 

First, much like other geographers, by critically analyzing recent changes in Peru’s legal and 

institutional water governance framework in Chapter Two, I elucidate how, to secure capital 

accumulation in the country, outside actors are re-framing discursive understandings of water as 

an economic good (Budds, 2004; Ioris, 2012; Loftus, 2006; Mehta, 2007). Second, by 

positioning the rescaling of water governance under neoliberalism and by examining decision 

making structures under the new legal framework, I contribute to previous findings that 

illuminate how decentralization and local participation do not necessarily result in local 

empowerment (Norman and Bakker, 2009). Third, in concurrence with Bridge and Perreault 

(2009), by closely examining the conflict negotiations and by analyzing each stakeholder, I 

illuminate how social relations (among state and private actors) shape environmental 

governance. Finally, in Chapter Four, by placing close attention to the effects of the introduction 

of drainage infrastructure and floodgates on the watershed’s social relations, similar to Loftus 

(2006; see also Mehta, 2007; Sultana, 2013), I recognized this technology as embodying social 

power and as a tool to impose a regime of accumulation. All in all, it could be argued that the 

contestation and struggle for water in Parón – the involvement of actors at multiple scales, the 
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clash of interests, the emergence of disparate discourses, the decision-making processes and 

spaces for negotiation, the uncertainties and even the injustices - is a perfect example of how the 

reconfiguration of governance structures, processes, and institutions looks like on the ground.  

While this thesis contributes to water governance discussions in geography, it also furthers the 

study of vulnerability in geography. 

 Even though the objective of my analysis was not to theorize vulnerability, I consider that 

my analysis reinforces previous debates on how to conceptualize the term. First, the vulnerability 

analysis I conducted in Chapter Four supports an integrative framework that links both 

entitlements and risk-hazard approaches. Much like other geographers, I have used this 

framework to trace vulnerability from a specific instance of risk (Blaikie, 1985; Ribot, 2009; 

Watts & Bohle, 1993). Particularly, I limited my analysis to “water vulnerability” – a term I used 

to refer to the analysis of the lake’s water management as an instance of risk. My analysis further 

validates the thoroughness of this model because it demonstrates how the use of “a multi-scale, 

multi-factor analysis of vulnerability” (Ribot, 2009, p. 6), elucidates the role and influence of 

multiple political forces.  

Second, in addition to supporting the importance of the integrative framework of 

analysis, this study borrows from and reinforces previous conceptualizations of vulnerability. 

Firstly, much like other geographers have already done, by elucidating the differential effects 

water management decisions throughout the watershed, this study understands that outcomes of 

single events vary according to social structure (Blaikie et al., 1994; Watts, 1987). Secondly, by 

examining how people (water user groups) move into and out of vulnerable situations throughout 

the conflict, this thesis reinforces the understanding of vulnerability as a dynamic concept. Being 

concerned with vulnerable situations, rather than with “simple taxonomies… of vulnerable 
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groups” (Wisner et al., 2004, p.15) allows for a better and more precise understanding of the 

process that induced such a situation. 

 As geographers have already done, findings in this thesis challenge technocratic 

approaches towards disaster management (Cutter, 2006; Wisner et al., 2004). As I argue on the 

concluding arguments of Chapter Four, previous Peruvian disaster management approaches that 

were too reliant on technology, rather than mitigating a disaster in PL ended up further 

exacerbated resident’s vulnerability. Similar to Loftus (2006; see also Carey, 2012; Mehta, 2007; 

Sultana, 2013) I problematized the use of technology illuminating the politics behind it. 

Recognizing that the struggle to control the water source in PL also affects the local water 

vulnerability, I argued that the introduction of drainage technology and floodgates have made 

vulnerability more dynamic, obscure, and unpredictable than ever before. 

PRACTITIONER CONTRIBUTIONS 

 Findings from this study provide important lessons especially regarding water 

governance efforts. The water conflict in Parón is only one of many water conflicts to come in 

Peru. As the country faces a very serious risks of water shortage, as supply and demand grow 

more geographically uneven, and as the government begins to implement a governance 

framework that appears inequitable, it is likely that conflicts of this nature will continue to 

increase in number. Cases such as Parón illuminate challenges to approaches currently taken to 

handle disagreements over water use and distribution, and to the implementation of the new 

water governance framework. The identification of these weaknesses could be of help to re-

direct these efforts as the government begins to face an increasing number of environmental 

conflicts, and continues to implement this new framework throughout the country.  

 In what follows of this section, setting aside scalar politics of water governance, I will 
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identify structural failures in the implementation efforts governance that hampered the conflict’s 

de-escalation, and that could potentially contribute to ignite or aggravate future water conflicts. 

Particularly, I focus my analysis to the participatory or IWRM aspect of the law. First, while 

IWRM principles in the 2009 Water Resources Law promise to improve participation and 

representation of marginalized populations, fieldwork indicates that excessive centralization and 

top-down decision making still persists. Assigning ANA (central government) the authority to 

create and design water related policies while giving the responsibility to implement and regulate 

to the regional and local authorities appears to be causing drawbacks because, as scholars have 

already argued, regional and local representatives remain disconnected from wider political-

economic processes (Oré et al., 2009). As a result, at least in Parón, it is still ANA who makes all 

decisions, which further discredits (1) ALA’s authority and (2) the decentralization process, in 

the eyes of the local population. Fieldwork indicates that if there is no trust especially in the 

decentralization process, it is likely that the creation of a functional ‘participatory’ governance 

framework will never be successful because local stakeholder involvement will decrease, and 

negotiations over a water management plan would hardly yield results.  

Second, while local representatives from the water authority now have the responsibility 

to implement and regulate the new water policy, fieldwork indicates that they do not have 

sufficient resources to match their responsibilities. In the case of Parón, this responsibility-

funding mismatch has further deteriorated the relationship between ANA and the water user 

groups. Being limited by time and resource pressures has forced ALA to ‘act fast’ and to almost 

force water users to abide by and familiarize themselves to the new legislation without providing 

proper training on it. Naturally, this combination of what could be seen as persuasiveness and 

secrecy was received by water user groups with suspicion. Locals interpreted this effort as a plot 
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to change their water uses, and to render their rights vulnerable. Given the historically 

contentious relationship between Andean campesino water users and the government, it is very 

likely that this story would repeat itself throughout the highlands, adversely affecting the 

possibility for a negotiation process and outcome that stakeholders could willingly accept.  

Third, a close analysis to the negotiation process in Parón elucidated a couple of 

problems that could also appear in future water conflicts in Peru. On one hand, negotiators did 

not always legitimately represent their constituencies.93 There appeared to be no mechanism in 

place to guarantee that all water users are adequately represented. While it could be argued that it 

is not the government’s responsibility to ensure adequate representation of negotiating parties, 

the case in Parón showed that it caused political instability, ultimately obstructing the 

negotiations. In addition, it is best to correct this representation issue to ensure that both the 

governance body and management plan it produces are long-lasting, received as legitimate, and 

respected.  

On another hand, the study of the negotiation process in Parón also illuminated the 

difficulty, and even impossibility, of arriving at any resolution because none of the negotiators 

appeared to have proper knowledge of how to negotiate. For instance, fieldwork indicated that all 

stakeholders approached the negotiation table with preconceived, and sometimes even opposing, 

outcomes. IWRM is based on principles of interest-based negotiation. According to researchers, 

for a negotiation process to yield outcomes that actually represent all stakeholders’ interests there 

are many requirements including: the need to plan and prepare for the process, the creation of 

negotiating rules, the consistency of meetings, the need for a common definition of the 

                         
93 In this analysis, I chose not to mention the lack of representation of all stakeholders in the negotiation process. Even though 
there were serious issues regarding the lack of representation of Duke Energy in the negotiation process, I consider them to be a 
unique characteristic of this conflict. In this case, it is still debated whether Duke Energy is a water user in PL or not because 
while the company’s infrastructure is in the watershed its use lies outside of the watershed. Hence, it is unlikely that a challenge 
like this will appear elsewhere in the future. 
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negotiation objectives and of what the process will do for them, and most of all, the need for all 

negotiators to be ready to compromise (Carpenter & Kennedy, 2001).   

These observations were made with the objective of ultimately redirecting water 

governance to become more equitable than it appears to be shaping to be thus far. Fieldwork 

indicates that, on the ground, the new governance framework is providing new spaces for locals 

to voice their opinions; however, these new spaces are failing to deliver more equitable results. 

Rather, these spaces are further aggravating local distrust and animosity against regulatory 

government agencies. This, however, is not to say that ‘more equitable’ results are unlikely with 

this new framework, but rather that these depend on how the implementation is undertaken.94 

The apparent inter-agency lack of communication, the local water authority’s lack of authority, 

sufficient funds and training has resulted in a disorderly implementation process that appears 

rushed, and that lacks mechanisms for transparency and accountability. It is important that 

critical research continues to be conducted in these areas because these deeper assessments that 

problematize development efforts better identify root causes for failures and provide guidance 

for practitioners to improve their practices.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                         
94 I emphasize ‘more equitable’ because I recognize that the extent to which this framework can become equitable is limited by 
politics and interests of powerful actors that lay outside this case study.  
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