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The UN Watercourses anvention in
Force '

At the UN General Assembly in 1997, an overwhelming majority of states voted
for the adoption of the UN Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses
of International Watercourses (UN Watercourses Convention) — a global overarch-
ing framework governing the rights and duties of states sharing freshwater systems.
Globally, there are 276 internationally shared watersheds, which drain the territo-
ries of 145 countries and represent more than forty percent of the Earth’s land
surface. Hence, interstate cooperation towards the sustainable management of
transboundary waters in accordance with international law is a topic of crucial
importance, especially in the context of the current global water crisis.

This volume provides an assessment of the role and relevance of the UN
Watercourses Convention as a key component of transboundary water governance.
To date, the Convention still requires further contracting states before it can enter
into force. The authors describe the drafting and negotiation of the Convention
and its relationship to other multilateral environmental agreements. A series of case
studies assesses the role of the Convention at various levels: regional (West Africa,
Central America), river basin (e.g. the Mekong, Amazon, Nile, Aral Sea and Congo)
and national (e.g. Ethiopia and El Salvador). The book concludes by proposing how
the Convention’s future implementation might further strengthen international
cooperation in the management, use and protection of shared water resources and
their ecosystems.

Flavia Rocha Loures is a Senior Programme Officer, International Law and
Policy, in the Freshwater Programme of WWEF-US, based in Washington, DC.

Alistair Rieu-Clarke is a Reader in the Centre for Water Law, Policy & Science
(under the auspices of UNESCO) at the University of Dundee, UK.
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Foreword /

Since the beginning of time, water has been shaping the face of the Earth, not only
as a geological agent, but also as a major factor in the rise and fall of great civiliza-
tions and as a source of conflict and tension between nations. The first great
civilizations arose on the banks of great rivers like the Nile in Egypt, the Tigris-
Euphrates of Mesopotamia, the Indus in Pakistan and the Hwang Ho in China.
While all these civilizations built large irrigation systems and made land produc-
tive, by the same token, civilizations collapsed when water supplies failed or were
improperly managed.

Today, the way we think about water goes to the very heart of the increasing
worldwide concerns about human health, security, food, ecosystem collapse, chang-
ing climate, and globalization of the economy. The water crisis was glossed over at
Rio, gained some traction at Johannesburg and then fell off the screen again at Rio
in 2012. With most continental countries in the world sharing transboundary
surface basins or aquifers, most of the unfrozen freshwater on the planet is associ-
ated with these cross-border systems, and attempts to deal with a changing climate
will have to begin with cooperation and collaboration among nations regarding
droughts, floods, and infrastructure investments.

Enormous transaction costs are associated with managing these great rivers and
aquifers. This volume provides a great service in assembling up-to-date papers and
the latest thinking on these shared basins and the relevant international architec-
ture of the UN Watercourses Convention (UNWC).These international rivers will
have the best chance to have water in drought but many will be associated with
destructive floods that can rob a country of two to three percent of its gross domes-
tic product. The Convention represents a milestone in the international
community, as many of the papers argue, yet so many basic challenges seem to
remain, as a number of authors in this volume highlight.

But, in reality, nations do choose to work together on their shared water systems
in light of all the water security issues that face them. In the interim since the adop-
tion of the UNWC, the Global Environment Facility (GEF) grew from a pilot
environmental fund to a 20-year-old permanent grant facility for addressing global
environmental issues, including these international rivers. The GEF International
Waters focal area has provided US$1.3 billion in grants to developing countries
that share surface and subsurface waters, along with US$6 billion in co-financing



