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Preface and acknowledgements

The origin of this book can be traced to the summer of 2002. I spent a year 
in the Sonoran Desert of Arizona for my Master’s degree at Columbia 
University, examining efforts to manage groundwater overdraft in an arid 
and unforgiving landscape. Also, 2002 was one of the driest years in the 
Colorado River since at least 1977, casting Arizona’s groundwater manage-
ment challenges into sharp relief against the backdrop of climate change, 
competition and conflicts over water across the Intermountain West of the 
US. It is now 2015, and the Colorado River remains gripped by drought 
and under increasing pressure as Lake Mead – one of its primary reser-
voirs – has reached historic lows. In the ensuing period, I have travelled the 
intellectual terrain of property rights theory, institutional economics and 
comparative public policy to understand the evolution and performance of 
water allocation policy in stressed rivers of the Western US and Australia.

This book compares water allocation reform in three stressed rivers – 
the Colorado and Columbia in North America, and the Murray–Darling 
in Australia – that have attempted similar paths toward sustainable and 
adaptive water management by experimenting with water trading and 
river basin governance reforms. Investigating and comparing these insti-
tutional pathways has been the adventure of many lifetimes. My journey 
has spanned from the terminus of the 336- mile Central Arizona Project 
canal to the fields of the Mexicali Valley in the Colorado River; from the 
dry tributaries of Flathead Lake, Montana to the restored salmon habitat 
of the John Day River, Oregon, a tributary of the Columbia River; and 
from the Murray Mouth to flashy tributaries of the Darling River. In the 
process, this work has attracted interest and opened scholarly and policy 
networks. It has benefited immeasurably from a number of workshops, 
collaborations and presentations in Australia, China, the UK (Cambridge 
and Oxford), the US (Harvard, California–Berkeley, Indiana), South 
Africa, Germany (Humboldt University) and Sweden, to name just a few 
of the venues where the work in this book has been presented and debated.

I have accrued many debts to those who have offered guidance, exper-
tise and encouragement during a journey that also proved arduous and 
fraught with challenges. Thank you to Tanya Heikkila and the Biosphere 
2 team for framing the water sustainability challenges and offering the 
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encouragement and theoretical lenses to continue this work. John Horning 
taught me to think like a beaver and appreciate rivers as the lifeblood of 
the Western US ecology, culture and economy; his and Terry’s La Jencia 
ranch offered the retreat where many of this book’s ideas came into focus. 
Kathy Jacobs provided the opportunity to connect science and policy in 
the Colorado River during an unprecedented transition in the Basin with 
added thanks to Peter Culp and those at the Bureau of Reclamation (led 
by Terry Fulp) who sought to integrate climate science into water manage-
ment despite significant professional risks attached with doing so.

My PhD research in the Columbia River Basin would not have been 
possible without the steady guidance and committed mentorship from 
Carl Bauer and Edella Schlager, the co- chairs of my dissertation commit-
tee. I could not have asked for a better mix of intellectual perspectives and 
professional advice. Several other colleagues at the University of Arizona 
contributed to a vibrant intellectual environment for this work, including 
Bonnie Colby, Chris Scott, Paul Robbins, Robert Glennon, David Tecklin 
and Sharon Megdal. Bruce Aylward provided a unique blend of academic 
advice and practical experience. He guided my path in the Columbia to 
examine innovations in market- based environmental water acquisition 
and collaborative governance that were the envy of the rest of the Western 
US and gaining the attention of the rest of the world. He also showed 
me that the world was bigger than the Western US, organizing a meeting 
in Brisbane to exchange lessons between the Pacific Northwest and the 
Murray–Darling Basin, opening a path that I would pursue after finishing 
my PhD. The practitioners (more than 50) in the Columbia River Basin led 
by Andrew Purkey of the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program 
were generous with their expertise and friendship. The list is too long to 
acknowledge, but many had a genuine interest in my work and helped me 
in my attempts to bridge the divide between research and practice (a partial 
list includes Molly Whitney, Kacy Markowitz, David Pilz, Morgan Case, 
Amanda Cronin, Bob Barwin, Scott McCaulou, Rankin Holmes, Brett 
Goldin, Tod Heisler, Lisa Pelly, Steve Parrett, Brianna Randall, Kim 
Schonek, Kevin Scribner, Laura Ziemer and Stan Bradshaw).

I spent a year in Australia (2010–11) on a Fulbright scholarship. This 
provided a chance to compare institutional reforms in the Western US 
and the Murray–Darling Basin – the latter being a grand experiment 
in water reform to ‘claw’ water back for the environment. Thank you 
to sponsors at the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation (CSIRO) Ecosystem Sciences (Jeff Connor) and Australian 
National University (Daniel Connell, Jamie Pittock and Quentin Grafton) 
as well as my other hosts and colleagues throughout Australia, especially 
Rosalind Bark (now at Leeds), Onil Banerjee (now at the Inter- American  
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Development Bank), Henning and Vibeke Bjornlund, Adam Loch and 
Sarah Wheeler at the University of South Australia; Cathy Robinson, 
Anthea Coggan and Stuart Whitten of CSIRO; Mike Young and Adam 
Webster of the University of Adelaide; Graham Marshall of the University 
of New England; Erin O’Donnell and Avril Horne of University of 
Melbourne; Lin Crase of Latrobe University; multiple colleagues at 
Australian state agencies and the Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
(including Tony McLeod and Jason Alexandra); and Mark Siebentritt. In 
2013 I returned as a visiting fellow to the Australian National University 
to complete Chapter 5 of this book.

Additional thanks go to my mentors and colleagues at the University of 
Oxford where I completed a research fellowship from 2011 and 2013. Special 
thanks to David Grey, Jim Hall, Simon Dadson, Rob Hope, Mark New 
and Karis McLaughlin. David Grey instilled an ethic of putting science into 
practice to help solve the pressing water security challenges of our time; he 
reminded me that the rural settlements of the Western US and Australia were 
once inhospitable and impoverished regions – a ‘difficult hydrology’ that 
many of the world’s poor still face. Since 2014, McMaster University has pro-
vided an ideal home to advance this project through discussions with Mark 
Sproule-Jones and other colleagues in the Department of Political Science, 
Booth School of Engineering Practice and McMaster Water Network.

A number of academic colleagues have generously reviewed portions of 
this book, with special thanks to Laura McCann (Missouri) who offered 
critical feedback during my PhD and beyond. I received scholarly feed-
back from many of the colleagues noted above, with a special acknowl-
edgement of the chapter reviews by Bruce Aylward, Rosalind Bark, Carl 
Bauer, Daniel Connell, Graham Marshall, Laura McCann, Amy McCoy, 
Edella Schlager and David Zetland. Karen Devivo and Celeste Robitaille 
completed the thankless copy- editing and formatting tasks long after my 
eyes had been blinded by revisions. Jimmy Mack and Kira Moor helped 
with maps at various stages.

I have reserved the last notes of gratitude for those whose support 
and friendship have buoyed me during the most challenging moments 
and inspired me to be a better friend, brother, son, father, and husband. 
Thank you to Amy McCoy and Mike Sawicki for sharing this journey and 
deepening our friendship in the process; Nadine, Steve, Emily and Al for 
the brotherly and sisterly support, and my nieces, Amaya and Mikayla. 
Special thanks to my mom, Hannah, and dad, Arthur, for their wisdom, 
love and steadfast encouragement, and to Mark and Phyllis for treating 
me as their own. At the end of this journey, I do not have words to thank 
and honor Heather, for being by my side in every way, and Skylar for 
being the joy of our lives and the beacon of the future.
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