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UNITED NATIONS FRESHWATER AGREEMENTS 

INITIATIVE 
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For more information, please visit 
www.panda.org/freshwater/unconventions 
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1. The United Nations Freshwater Agreements Project 

WWF is calling on countries to take action to give effectiveness to three policy instruments that 
promote cooperation among basin/aquifer states and establish their rights and obligations in the use 
and management of internationally shared rivers, lakes, and aquifers:  

a) United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International 
Watercourses (UN Watercourses Convention): The world’s governments are urged to ratify 
or accede to the UN Watercourses Convention, which still requires 19 additional ratifications out 
of 35 that are necessary for entry into force.  

b) Draft Articles on Transboundary Aquifers and Aquifer Systems (ILC Draft Articles): The 
world’s governments are called upon to engage in negotiations for the final adoption of the ILC 
Draft Articles, during the 63rd Session of the UN General Assembly.  

c) 2003 Amendment to the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary 
Watercourses and International Lakes (UNECE Water Convention): The member states of 
the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and parties to the UNECE Water 
Convention are asked to accept the 2003 Amendment that opens the convention for accession by 
non-member states. At this time, ten parties have accepted such an amendment and 34 are 
necessary for the Meeting of the Parties to consider requests for accession by third states. 

http://www.panda.org/freshwater/unconventions
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2. What WWF, partners and other key stakeholders have been doing 

The UN Watercourses Convention Global Initiative: 

 The WWF website has been upgraded and updated. It now contains the available regional and 
thematic assessments, past newsletters, the booklet “Everything you need to know about the UN 
Watercourses Convention,” and the text of the convention in all six official UN languages.  

 West Africa/Central America: country briefs for Ghana delivered to the competent national 
authorities; in-country meetings and workshops held in Guatemala and Costa Rica; 

UN Watercourses Convention & UNECE Water Convention: The CBD Secretariat has 
recently launched the report “Transboundary Water Resources Management: The Role of International 
Watercourses Agreements in the Implementation of the CBD,” underscoring the importance of both 
conventions for securing the protection and sustainable use of biodiversity within or dependent upon 
transboundary water systems (http://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-40-en.pdf). 

ILC Draft Articles: During its 60th session, the ILC considered the comments received from states, 
adopted a revised set of 19 draft articles, and submitted the following recommendations to the 
General Assembly: (a) take note of the draft articles in a resolution; (b) recommend to states 
concerned to make appropriate bilateral or regional arrangements for managing their transboundary 
aquifers on the basis of the principles enunciated in the articles; (c) consider, at a later stage, in view 
of the importance of the topic, the elaboration of a convention on the basis of the draft articles. 

 

3. New ratifications/accessions & other successes 

UN Watercourses Convention:  

 Ghana/Costa Rica: Participating in the 2008 World Water Week, a) a high-level official from 
Ghana formalized his government’s pledge to initiate the process acceding to the convention; and 
b) the Vice-President of Costa Rica’s Legislative Assembly made a commitment to push internally 
the legislative process for her country to become a party.  

 Calls for ratifications: UNESCO’s Director General, Mr. Koïchiro Matsuura, the former 
Director General of the International Monetary Fund, Mr. Michel Camdessus, during the 
Conference “Water for Peace, Peace for Water”. 

UNECE Water Convention: Croatia accepted the amendment on 31 July 2008; 

 

4. Outcomes from Events 

 2008 World Water Week: Stockholm, 17-23 Aug 2008  

The importance of bringing the convention into force was underscored at the opening session and 
reemphasized among other policy recommendations during the wrap-up of the World Water Week. 

During the week, WWF and partners launched the booklet “Everything you need to know about the 
UN Watercourses Convention.” (http://assets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_un_watercourses_brochure.pdf)   

http://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-40-en.pdf
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_un_watercourses_brochure.pdf
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Media release: “The World Needs Global Water Agreement Now” 
http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/press_releases/index.cfm?uNewsID=143643 

News story: “WWF Centroamérica impulsa ratificación de la Convención de Naciones Unidas sobre 
Derecho de los Usos de los Cursos de Agua Internacionales” 
http://www.wwfca.org/sala_redaccion/noticias/index.cfm?uNewsID=148561  

 Seminar “The UN Watercourses Convention: Legacy, Prospects, and Value for the Realization of 
International Policy Goals”  

 Side Event “High-Level Panel Debate: The Challenge of Improved Global Freshwater Governance and the 
UN Watercourses Convention”  

The seminar and the side event offered attendees excellent opportunities to learn about the 
UN Watercourses Convention and to assess its role in enhancing the management of 
transboundary river basins. The overall conclusion from presenters and the audience was for 
the urgent need for states to ratify and widely implement the convention. 

Ably chaired by SIWI, the seminar started with WWF International’s Director General recalling the 
focus on transboundary waters of next year’s World Water Day—a possible landmark for the 
Convention’s entry into force. He invited those countries that voted in favor, were co-sponsors, or 
have called for ratifications through other international processes to lead by example and join the 
Convention. HRH the Prince of Orange underscored that UNSGAB’s Hashimoto Action Plan expressly 
calls on governments to ratify and implement the convention, as a key action for achieving the 
MDGs. He called upon participants to work with their own governments for achieving this.  

During the technical sessions, speakers addressed the possible reasons slowing down the ratification 
process and assessed the value of having the convention in force. They also drew attention to the 
2008 CBD Decision calling on nations to ratify and implement the convention. Presentations covered 
the convention’s role in complimenting existing water agreements, filling regulatory gaps in Africa 
and Central America, and fostering cooperation and preventing conflict in a changing climate. 
Building the case for entry into force, a legal expert highlighted that, if widely ratified, the convention 
would provide certainty to the process of determining “who” should get “what” water, “how,” and 
“why.” Another speaker addressed the flipside of non-entry into force, discussing how that might 
affect the convention’s ability to support effectively the management of international watercourses.  

Chaired by the Secretary General of WWF Sweden, the side event brought together high-level 
speakers from Costa Rica, Ghana, Nepal, and Sweden, to debate the convention’s relevance and 
applicability to their respective countries and regions. Discussions led to an overall recognition of the 
value of the convention to maintain peaceful interstate relations, to offer adequate dispute prevention 
and settlement mechanisms, to provide for the minimum common rules that govern transboundary 
water management, and to guide the design of new or revised agreements. 

   

 IUCN World Conservation Congress: Barcelona, 5-14 Oct. 2008  

WWF and partners succeeded in ensuring the adoption of a resolution that gives IUCN a mandate to 
promote the entry into force and future implementation of the UN Watercourses Convention. This is 
important given IUCN’s global presence, its membership that includes governments, and the 
additional funds that are expected from IUCN’s engagement in this process.  

http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/press_releases/index.cfm?uNewsID=143643
http://www.wwfca.org/sala_redaccion/noticias/index.cfm?uNewsID=148561
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The resolution urges governments to ratify/accede to and implement the UN Watercourses 
Convention; calls on civil society, governments and development agencies to engage in the process 
for its entry into force and implementation; and calls on IUCN’s Council, members, and the Director 
General, including through IUCN’s Programmes and Commissions, to disseminate the role of the 
convention in improving global freshwater governance, to clarify its applicability in different regions 
and transboundary watersheds, and to support its implementation. 

 Water Pavilion session “Steal for it, Shoot for it or Sign for it—the stark choices ahead for the world's 
shared waters”:  

Prof. Timothy Flannery presented the potential effects of climate change on water resources. Flavia 
Rocha Loures explained her views on the possible consequences of climate change in the relations 
between co-riparian states and the increased risk for water disputes turning into violent conflict. Both 
presenters explored how the UN Watercourses Convention can aid states in responding to those 
effects in the context of cooperative water management and help maintain peace and stability within 
the world’s international watercourses. The audience reacted with numerous challenging questions, 
contributing significantly to an interesting and lively session. 

 10th Conference of the Parties to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands: Changwon, 28 Oct.-
4 Nov. 2008: The COP adopted Resolution 10.19, referring back to the CBD report mentioned 
above for more information on the relevance, utility and legal nature of the UN and UNECE 
conventions. 

 International Conference “Water for Peace and Peace for Water”: Paris, 13 Nov. 2008: Co-
hosted by the Fondation Chirac, UNESCO, and the Agence Française de Développement (AFD), 
the conference aimed to contribute to preparations for the 5th World Water Forum. Among other 
recommendations, the Conference’s synthesis report will include a call for countries to join the 
UN Watercourses Convention. 

 

5. New/updated/revised informational materials* 

 Presentations from recent events:  

 Side event and seminar during the  2008 World Water Week; 
http://www.worldwaterweek.org/programme/tuesday/tue06-1997unwatercoursesconv.asp 
http://www.worldwaterweek.org/programme/tuesday/tue10-debatechallgeimprovefreshwatergov.asp 

 Symposium on Transboundary Waters 
http://www.inweb.gr/twm4/presentations/Day_2/Session_2_I/6_Loures.pdf 

 Water 21 article building the case for entry into force of the UN Watercourses Convention 
http://www.iwapublishing.com/template.cfm?name=w21_dec07_feats 

*Please e-mail Flavia.Loures@wwfus.Org, for copies of any documents or presentations not available on line. 

 

6. Upcoming Meetings/Events 

 5th World Water Forum: Istanbul, 16-22 Mar. 2009. 

 2009 World Water Day: focus on transboundary waters. 

http://www.worldwaterweek.org/programme/tuesday/tue06-1997unwatercoursesconv.asp
http://www.worldwaterweek.org/programme/tuesday/tue10-debatechallgeimprovefreshwatergov.asp
http://www.inweb.gr/twm4/presentations/Day_2/Session_2_I/6_Loures.pdf
http://www.iwapublishing.com/template.cfm?name=w21_dec07_feats
mailto:Flavia.Loures@wwfus.Org

