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SIGN FOR IT:  

SHARING WATER FOR PEOPLE AND THE PLANET 

1. Introduction 

At the 5th World Water Forum (Istanbul, March 2009), Green Cross International, the Global 
Nature Fund (GNF), the European Water Partnership, the Norwegian Government, the UN 
Secretary-General’s Advisory Board on Water & Sanitation (UNSGAB), and WWF co-
convened the high-level event to herald the global call to bring the 1997 UN Convention on the Law of 
the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (UN Watercourses Convention) into force.  
 
The event took place in the evening of 21 March 2009, as part of celebrations leading up to the 2009 
World Water Day, which focused on transboundary waters. The event commemorated progress 
with the many stakeholders that have contributed to the UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative. 
WWF launched this initiative in March 2006 with a view to informing and accelerating the process 
for entry into force of the convention. The event succeeded in inspiring countries, organizations, and 
individuals, in fostering new partnerships, and in strengthening political support for further action to 
bring the convention into force by 2011. 
 
The event included a formal ceremony to present WWF’s “Leaders for a Living Planet” awards 
to the current contracting states for their leadership in the cooperative management of shared 
water resources. Moreover, key officials from non-parties handed over signed postcards, 
symbolizing a personal commitment to our call for additional ratifications and a pledge to 
work proactively towards having their own countries join the convention. The focus was on 
Member States of the European Union (EU) and the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS)—both regions where the initiative has achieved good progress.  
 
Representatives from international organizations attending the Forum also had the opportunity to 
sign a postcard to pledge their support for the UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative. More 
information on outcomes follows below. 
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In 1997, more than one hundred nations, including 38 co-sponsoring states, voted in the UN General 
Assembly to adopt the UN Watercourses Convention—a legal umbrella agreement that establishes basic 
standards, procedures, and rules for cooperation between states on the use, management, and 
protection of international watercourses. The convention counts today 17 contracting states—18 
short of the number required for entry into force. 
 
The entry into force of the UN Watercourses Convention is vital for providing states with an 
overarching and flexible global policy framework that will inform, foster, and guide 
transboundary water cooperation at all levels.  
 
Once in force and widely implemented, the UN Watercourses Convention can offer the world what 
regional instruments, such as the EU Water Framework Directive, the UNECE Convention on the Protection 
and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, and the Revised Protocol on Shared Watercourses 
in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), have accomplished in Europe and Southern 
Africa, respectively. 

2. Opportunity 

The theme of the 2009 World Water Day was “Transboundary Waters,” and we used this as an 
opportunity to accelerate the ratification process of the UN Watercourses Convention. We 
thanked those countries that have already joined the convention, by presenting an award for 
their leadership in achieving sustainable development, and for the example they are setting. 
 
The postcard initiative, launched in preparation for the event, aims to encourage representatives of 
governments and organizations, and key individuals, to express their support for the swift entry into 
force and widespread ratification of the UN Watercourses Convention. This is meant to be a living 
process, with successive endorsement messages adding up to help build a critical body of 
support for accelerating progress towards the goal of having the convention in force by 2011.  
 
WWF has proposed the “in force by 2011” target with a view to strengthening efforts to promote 
the sound management, protection, and development of the world’s transboundary river 
basins, in accordance with international law.  
 
The target is part of the UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative, led by WWF and several other 
partners around the world, such as the African Centre for Water Research, Conservation 
International, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), European Water 
Partnership, GWP-Bangladesh and West Africa, Green Cross, the IHP-HELP Centre for Water Law, 
Policy and Science, under the auspices of UNESCO (Centre for Water Law, Policy & Science), the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), The Netherlands, UNSGAB, the 
World Development Movement, among others.  
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Launched in early 2006, the initiative has mobilized several governments and other stakeholders in 
efforts to raise awareness, build capacity and support countries interested in becoming parties to the 
UN Watercourses Convention. Numerous stakeholders have joined the campaign over the last three 
years, as evidenced by their calls for ratifications and other activities to inform governments, the 
media and the civil society.1 

3. Specific outcomes from the event in Istanbul 

The event celebrated the accomplishments of the countries, institutions and individuals taking the 
lead in the process for entry into force of the UN Watercourses Convention. The large attendance is 
evidence of the interest and support surrounding the convention. 
 
WWF Leaders for a Living Planet awards were presented to 12 of the 17 current contracting states to the 
UN Watercourses Convention. The remaining four parties, which were unable to attend, as well as 
Tunisia, which joined the convention in April 2009, after the ceremony in Istanbul, will receive their 
awards subsequently.  
 
During the ceremony, calls on other states to join the UN Watercourses Convention came from Finland, 
Germany, Norway, South Africa, and Sweden.  
 
Moreover,  

 Germany welcomed and expressed support for the UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative, and 
called on stakeholders to join these efforts. Germany invoked the UNECE Water Convention to 
illustrate the importance of multilateral legal frameworks, and reaffirmed that the entry into force 
of the UN Watercourses Convention would strengthen the case for transboundary water 
cooperation in the context of integrated water resources management.  

 Hungary highlighted its support for the UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative’s aim to 
strengthen the legal basis enabling transboundary water cooperation. Hungary joined the 
convention so as to contribute to its speedy entry into force, thereby reinforcing the opportunity 
for watercourse states to refer to that instrument as an authoritative model for interstate 
negotiations, particularly where specific basin agreements are absent.   

 Iraq emphasized how, by joining the UN Watercourses Convention, the country has shown 
noteworthy leadership and commitment to international law.  

 

 

                                                 
1 For a list of partners and calls for ratifications, see the UN Watercourses Convention booklet, available at 
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_un_watercourses_brochure_for_web_1.pdf. 
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 Namibia underscored the role of the UN Watercourses Convention in advancing the right of 
every citizen to fair and reasonable access to public facilities and services, as well as the utilisation 
of natural resources on a sustainable basis, for both present and future generations, as provided 
for under the country’s Constitution. Namibia regards the convention as a useful legal tool aimed 
at enabling and strengthening transboundary water cooperation.  

 Norway recalled that the adoption of the UN Watercourses Convention in 1997 was a major 
breakthrough and a historical moment in the evolution of international water law.   

 Sweden pledged to push other fellow EU member states through their upcoming Presidency of 
the European Union Council, in July-December 2009. 

 Uzbekistan referred to the UN Watercourses Convention as a key international legal basis upon 
which to build an efficient system of transboundary water management in Central Asia.  

 
Following the award ceremony, the conveners collected and showcased postcards signed by key 
government officials from 13 additional countries. The postcards symbolize their commitment to 
our call for bringing the UN Watercourses Convention into force by 2011, as well as a pledge to 
champion the convention within their own governments.  
 
Those countries were Bangladesh, Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
France, Ghana, Greece, Niger, Sierra Leone, Spain, and Slovenia.  
 
The officials who attended the event briefed participants on their countries’ position with respect to 
the UN Watercourses Convention and the possibility of becoming a contracting state. In this sense, 
Benin, France, Ghana, and Spain have already started the ratification process.  
 
Furthermore, 
 

 Ms. Reba Paul, Executive Secretary of GWP Bangladesh, delivered a postcard signed by the Vice-
Minister of Water of Bangladesh. Speaking on behalf of the Government, she informed 
participants about the now completed national consultations upholding the country’s interest in 
joining the UN Watercourses Convention. A recommendation from GWP Bangladesh is now 
with the Ministry of Water Resources for officially triggering the accession process. She then 
called on neighbouring countries to consider becoming parties as well. 

 According to Mr. Ousséini Thanou, Director General of Water Resources, Burkina Faso has 
adopted IWRM as its national policy in the field. In applying such a policy, Burkina Faso 
cooperates actively with neighbouring countries sharing common water resources. It is in this 
context that his country is committed to taking all the necessary measures for joining the UN 
Watercourses Convention as soon as possible. 
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 Mr. Abba Tapsala, Director of Water Resources and Meteorology, from Chad, underscored the 
importance of transboundary water cooperation, recalling the progressive shrinking of Lake Chad 
as an example of the possible consequences of unilateralism and poor governance in the 
management of shared water resources. He pledged to raise the issue of ratification of the UN 
Watercourses Convention with his own government. 

 H.E. Mr. Laurent Stefanini, the French Ambassador for the Environment, stressed that an 
effective UN Watercourses Convention would add value to France’s existing development aid in 
the water sector. It would also signalize globally the importance of transboundary water 
cooperation. His country thus intends to join the convention to contribute to its swift entry into 
force, as well as to encourage the adoption and strengthening of watercourse agreements in 
regions where they are weak or inexistent, such as many transboundary basins in Africa.   

 Mr. Garba Radji, Director of Water Resources, underscored Niger’s commitment to IWRM and 
the key role his country has played in the Shared Vision process for the Niger basin. Recognizing 
the limitations of the existing watercourse agreements in West Africa, Mr. Radji announced that 
Niger is considering the UN Watercourses Convention among other treaties for his government 
to ratify in the near future.  

 
Representatives from some key international organizations also signed a postcard offering their 
support to our call for additional ratifications and pledging to work proactively towards the “entry 
into force by 2011” goal, including, e.g., the Organisation pour la Mise en Valeur du fleuve Sénégal (see the 
Annex for a complete list).  

Other interventions included that of Dr Shaddad Attili, Head of the Palestinian Water Authority, who 
referred to a declaration by President Mahmoud Abbas that Palestine would join the UN 
Watercourses Convention upon attaining statehood. When that occurs, the Jordan basin will have the 
most coverage of any international watercourse, with four of its five riparians as contracting states to 
the convention.  

IUCN closed the event, stating their readiness to support and promote efforts in raising awareness 
and understanding of the UN Watercourses Convention worldwide. 

4. Conclusion 

In our own way, we each have our share to contribute to the goal of having the UN Watercourses 
Convention in force by 2011. Green Cross International, the Global Nature Fund (GNF), the 
European Water Partnership, the Norwegian Government, the UN Secretary-General’s 
Advisory Board on Water & Sanitation (UNSGAB), and WWF invite all stakeholders to support 
this aim, and stand ready to work with each to make this target a reality.  
 
For additional information, please visit 
http://www.panda.org/what_we_do/policy/international_water_law/  or contact: 

 

 Flavia Loures, at Flavia.Loures@wwfus.org; 

 Mica Ruiz, at MJRuiz@wwf.org.uk. 

http://www.panda.org/what_we_do/policy/international_water_law/
mailto:Flavia.Loures@wwfus.org
mailto:MJRuiz@wwf.org.uk
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LIST OF SIGNATORIES OF THE POSTCARDS 
 

Government Officials 
 
1. H.E. Shaikh Mohammad Wahid-Uz-Zaman, Water Resources Secretary, Ministry of 

Water Resources, Bangladesh 

2. Mr. Grégoire Ale, Director of Water Planning and Management, Benin 

3. Mr. Ousseini Tahnou, Directeur Général des Ressources en Eau, Ministère de l'Agriculture, 
de l'Hydraulique et des Ressources Halieutiques, Burkina Faso 

4. Mr. Abba Tapsala, Director of Water Resources, Chad 

5. Ms. Veronika Jáglová, Water Director, Department of Water Protection, Main Advisor to 
Vice-Minister, Ministry of Environment, Czech Republic 

6. Mr. Harry Liiv, Deputy Secretary General on Environmental Management, Ministry of 
Environment, Estonia 

7. H.E. Laurent Stefanini, French Ambassador for the Environment, France 

8. Mr. Minta A. Aboagye, Director, Water, Water Directorate, Min. Water Resources, Works 
and Housing, Ghana 

9. Mr. Benjamin Yaw Ampomah, Acting Executive Secretary, Water Resources Commission,  
Ghana 

10. Ms. Maria Peppa, Head of Department, International Relations and EU Affairs, Ministry of 
Environment, Greece 

11. Dr. Hassan Janabi, Ambassador, Iraq's Permanent Representative to the UN Agencies in 
Rome Iraq 

12. Dr. Hussein A. Jabir, Agriculture Adviser, Iraq 

13. Mr. Garba Radji, Director of Water Resources, Niger 

14. Otto O. During, Director, Legal Division, Sierra Leone 

15. H.E. Mr. Danilo Türk, President, Slovenia 

16. Teodoro Estrela Monreal, Subdirector General De Planificacion y Uso Sostenible Del Agua, 
Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, y Medio Rural y Marino, Spain  

17. Eng. Ghassan Rostom, Advisor to the Minister, Ministry of Irrigation, Syria 
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International and National Organizations 
 

18. Global Nature Fund: Udo Gattenlöhner, Executive Director; 

19. Living Lakes Italia: Florello Primi, Coordinator; 

20. Promotion Association for Mountain-River-Lake Regional Sustainable Development 
(MRLSD): Meiying Liu 

21. Organization Pour la Mise en Valeur du Fleuve Senegal (OMVS): M. Salem Merzoug, 
High Commissioner; 

22. Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI): Anders Berntell, Executive Director, 

23. Association of Civil Organizations of Lake Balaton (ACOLB): Erzsébet Székely 

 


