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Reflections: On Connecting Land Planning and Water Planning
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Land planners and water planners often work in separate silos. Though all recognize that different land uses 
have different water requirements, land use decision-making may not be tightly connected to water resource 
planning. I remember some years ago noting that land use planners were often sparsely represented at water 

dialogues, with the reverse also true. The lack of connection is understandable considering the differences in 
background and focus between the two professions. Planning professionals are very busy attending to the day-to-
day requirements of their positions, along with other professional responsibilities, such as participating in focused 
meetings and conferences.

The Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, recognizing the importance of connecting the two communities, established 
the Babbitt Center for Land and Water Policy “to advance the integration of land and water management to meet 
the current and future water needs of Colorado River Basin communities, economies, and the environment.” When 
Babbitt Center Director Jim Holway approached me about organizing a conference to bring together water and 
land planning professionals, I jumped at the chance. With tremendous help from many, we developed the July 
2021 conference, Connecting Land & Water for Healthy Communities. Co-hosted with the American Water Resources 
Association (AWRA), the conference was a dynamic three-day virtual event. In advance of the conference, the 
March-April 2021 issue of Water Resources IMPACT was dedicated to the topic, and  that issue is still available for 
free download. 

A key outcome of the conference was the development of a findings statement and call to action, which have been 
issued jointly by the AWRA Board of Directors, on which I sit, the Babbitt Center for Land and Water Policy, the 
American Planning Association (APA) Water and Planning Network, and the American Water Works Association 
(AWWA). I am pleased to share this statement, which also can be accessed from the AWRA website. I share the 
hope expressed there for continued connections in dialogues and action!

https://www.lincolninst.edu/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/our-work/babbitt-center-land-water-policy
https://www.awra.org/Members/Events_and_Education/Events/2021_Summer_Conference.aspx
https://www.awra.org/Members/Publications/IMPACT_Archive_NonMembers.aspx
https://www.awra.org/Members/Publications/Policy_Statements/Connecting_Land_and_Water.aspx


Findings Statement and Call to Action from the Specialty Conference:  
Connecting Land & Water for Healthy Communities

Policy Statement

The management of land and water are intricately related, but their interrelationships are often not adequately 
recognized or supported. The individuals working with land and water often lack opportunities for connection. 
This conference convened stakeholders across multiple disciplines, types of organizations, and professions to 
address the design, integration, and implementation of programs necessary to better connect land and water 
planning, management, and policy.

Findings

The conveners and attendees of the conference recognize the inextricable linkages between land planning and 
water use and supply, and the importance of connecting land and water professions, institutions, public policies, 
management practices, and decision-making processes at multiple scales. They acknowledge the following 
observations:

• Fostering connections between land and water resource decision-making is critical to the health and 
safety, economy, environment, and cultural enrichment and humanity of the communities and people our 
professions serve.

• Fragmentation occurs when:

 ◦ The impacts of climate change and possible responses (i.e., adaptation and mitigation) are not 
considered in integrated land and water planning and decision-making;

 ◦ There is a disconnect between local entities which drive land use decisions, states which oversee 
water resource use and allocation, and the federal government which establishes and enforces basic 
water quality standards and laws affecting land and water resources (e.g., rangelands, forests, fish and 
wildlife);

 ◦ Groundwater and surface water are not sufficiently managed conjunctively;

 ◦ Land and water governance institutions respond differently to conflicting and competing 
administrative mandates;

 ◦ Planning for water and wastewater services and local land use planning are not well coordinated;

 ◦ Disparate data sets are collected and interpreted by separate academic disciplines and government 
agencies;

 ◦ Multiple and diverse property owners exercise divided decision-making authorities over land and 
water management;

 ◦ Non-government actors and disenfranchised communities are not able to navigate the complex 
political landscape or participate in the projects that directly impact their communities;

 ◦ Short-term decision-making concerning land and water management is divorced from long-range 
planning;

 ◦ Land and water professions are siloed into their own organizational structures, areas of 
responsibilities and specialization, and professional affiliations.

• The failure to create connection often results in:

 ◦ Unsustainable growth and land use change in arid regions, at-risk flood plains and coastal zones, and 
fire-prone wildland-urban interface areas;

 ◦ Increased vulnerability of communities to extreme weather events, water scarcity, flooding, water 
quality degradation, groundwater overdraft, land subsidence, and other water-related insecurities; 
and,

 ◦ Further degradation of forests, rangelands, wetlands, flood plains, and riparian ecosystems, which 
contributes to even greater vulnerabilities for the very people and resources our professions seek to 
serve.
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We respectfully acknowledge the University of Arizona is on the land and territories of Indigenous peoples. Today, Arizona is home 
to 22 federally recognized tribes, with Tucson being home to the O’odham and the Yaqui. Committed to diversity and inclusion, 
the University strives to build sustainable relationships with sovereign Native Nations and Indigenous communities through 
education offerings, partnerships, and community service.

The urgent need to connect land and water management is exacerbated by the compounding pressures of 
economic development patterns incompatible with local land and water resources, and migration and geographic 
concentration of growing populations in areas facing water insecurities, and climate change impacts. Greater 
integration of the land and water sectors will better equip professionals in both to address critical challenges they 
repeatedly confront.

Call to Action

Land and water management must be holistically managed to better mitigate risks and uncertainty, promote 
long-term sustainability, and ensure healthy, resilient communities. The American Water Resources Association 
(AWRA), the Babbitt Center for Land and Water Policy, the APA Water and Planning Network, and the American 
Water Works Association (AWWA) promote integrated approaches to effectively manage hydrologically and 
ecologically connected lands and water resources for urban and rural communities. These organizations, along 
with conference participants, call for adoption of guiding principles to promote this aim.

Commitment

The land and water professionals of the AWRA Summer Specialty Conference on Connecting Land & Water for 
Healthy Communities commit to the following guiding principles:

• Recognize the fundamental interconnectivity of land, water, and climate to balance the health of human 
and ecological communities;

• Delineate and protect land critical to drinking water source protection in order to ensure water quality and 
availability that underpins public health and healthy communities;

• Honor, respect, and learn from traditional ecological knowledge and work with tribal and other place-
based communities to holistically integrate management of land, water, and other natural resources;

• Foster diversity in land and water integration by incorporating perspectives, knowledge, and skills of 
people from different cultural, disciplinary, gender, occupational, and other backgrounds;

• Utilize collaboration, engagement, and boundary spanning tools to connect people, institutions, water 
utilities, and governments that exert different authorities and responsibilities over land and water;

• Promote integrative conceptual, scientific, and management frameworks, practices, and technologies to 
foster activities aimed at connecting land and water policies and practices.


