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Water services in Italy were reformed in the 1990’s in order to reduce their fragmentation 

and encourage to scale and scope economies, so that they could be improved while maintaining a 

low water price. But in most of the presentations this week we focused on water for human 

consumption (drinking water), although water poses a problem of global management. We then 

decided to write about the conflicts of use that can emerge, as they are representative of what can 

occur, especially in periods of scarcity of the resource. 

 

Let us present and comment on two examples. The first one takes place in Northern 

Lombardy at the Swiss border, the second in the Southern region of Puglia. 

 

 

Lago Lario (better known in France as “Lac de Côme”) illustrates a case of important tensions 

about fluvial water use. There are many hydroelectric installations in the Adda Valley. According to a 

survey by Rodolfo Soncini Sessa, the stakeholders are the following: 

- The inhabitants (threatened by the risks of flooding, especially in downtown Como), 

- The tourist industry (especially nautic activities), 

- The fishermen, 

- The fauna and flora of the area (and thus the environmentalists and the protection 

organizations), 

- The farmers (who need irrigation), 

- The hydroelectric power operators (Enel, Aem, Edison, Edipower…). 

 

There are three kinds of installations on the Adda river: “ad acqua fluente” (directly along the 

river), with tanks, and with pumping system. The second ones interest us here, because they are 

devoted to store water between May and September (with rainfall and the melting of the glaciers), 

and to provide electricity during the peak months, which means from December to March and in July 

(for the air-conditioning). On the contrary, the farmers need water from June to August for irrigation. 

At this time, the hydroelectric industry is precisely filling in its tanks… When there is water scarcity, 

as it was the case in the past three years, a conflict emerges. 

 

Farmers claim that they were the first (the Olginate dam which helps the regulation of 

irrigation was built before the hydroelectric installations. But hydro power has a key role in 

preventing the electric blackouts and in reducing the carbon emissions. One could say that the 

problem could be solved by reducing the losses and improving water management for irrigation (the 

use of the resource for agriculture is not fully efficient), but some argue that theses losses play a role 

in rebuilding the water table… Finally,  a third actor is involved in the conflict: the inhabitants, for 

whom a low level of the river and of the lake mean economic losses in tourism, fishery… 

 

This example illustrates a conflict about timing rather than about the quantity of water, even 

if it comes to light more during dry years. The regulator needs to find trade-offs between the actors, 

according to the social, economic and political context (risk of blackout, need for irrigation, touristic 

activities…). The same conflict also emerged in Lago Verbano (another lake at the Swiss border). A 

new decisional process following the recommendations of the Water Framework Directive was 



designed, called the Participatory Integrated Planning procedure (PIP). Rodolfo Soncini Sessa and his 

team in Politecnico di Milano used this theoretical framework to analyze the cases of Lago Verbano 

and Lago Lario. 

 

 

Lake Verbano is a natural lake used as multipurpose reservoir. Its main functions are 

electricity generation, irrigation and flooding controls. There are many stakeholders: the population, 

the farmers’ leagues, the hydropower companies, a navigation company, fishermen, tourist 

operators, one Natural Reserve and two Natural Parks: all these stakeholders do not have the same 

interests. Extremely variable weather conditions cause important outbreaks of flood and drought 

periods. The Miorina Dam was built in 1943 to resolve the problems of irrigation and hydropower 

generation on both sides of the two countries. But recently the Swiss side began to regard the 

regulation range as insufficient, especially after the disaster of 1993 and 2000 which estimated a loss 

of 300 million euros. 

 

Structural actions proposed by Swiss authorities to increase the outflow rate, but without 

any Italian consent, the proposal will not be feasible, as the Italian control the dam. The Italian 

regulator suggests discussing on the ideal lake level before taking measures. Through the PIP 

procedure the stakeholders (including the two governments) agreed on a compromising alternative 

solution, prioritizing the uses of water (the first priority being environmental protection), without 

considering necessary any structural modification of the lake outlet. 

 

A similar thing happened in France at the Lac de Serre-Ponçon where hydroelectric 

exploitation had to be limited in order to maintain a certain level of this artificial lake for tourism 

(favorable landscape in summer, recreation areas). 

 

 

Another case is provided by the “acquedotto pugliese”, in the south-east part of the Italian 

peninsula. Agriculture also uses water for irrigation. There is not even a river in Puglia and 

precipitation is low: water has to be taken 600km in the North through aqueducts and pipelines.  

 

Puglia has decided to build three desalination plants to reduce the negative effects of long 

droughts, but for the time being the region of Basilicata (in the North of Puglia) claimed 

compensations to Puglia for the lack of hydroelectric power due to the transfer of water to the 

South. Rosario Mazzola studied this case in detail. Here the conflict of uses is here not only between 

two or three activities, but also between two regions. The coordination of the regions in the water 

resources management is therefore primordial. 
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