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Water and Conflict

- Kofi Annan, March 2001

“Fierce competition for fresh water may 
well become a source of conflict and wars 
in the future.”
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Events Database, Example

DATE BASIN COUNTRIES BAR 
SCALE EVENT SUMMARY ISSUE 

TYPE

12/5/73 La Plata Argentina--
Paraguay 4 PRY AND ARG AGREE TO BUILD 1B DAM, 

HYDROELECTRIC PROJECT Infrastructure

1/1/76 Ganges
Bangladesh--
India--United 

Nations
-2

Bangladesh lodges a formal protest against India with the 
United Nations, which adopts a consensus statement 
encouraging the parties to meet urgently, at the level of 
minister, to arrive at a settlement.

Quantity

7/3/78 Amazon

Bolivia--Brazil--
Colombia--

Ecuador--Guyana-
-Peru--Suriname--

Venezuela

6 Treaty for Amazonian Cooperation Economic 
Development

4/7/95 Jordan Israel--Jordan 4

Pipeline from Israel storage at Beit Zera to Abdullah Canal 
(East Ghor Canal) begins delivering water stipulated in Treaty 
(20 MCM summer, 10 MCM winter).  The 10 mcm replaces 
the 10 mcm of desalinated water stipulated Annex II, Article 
2d until desalinization plant completed

Quantity

6/1/99 Senegal Mali--Mauritania -3

13 people died in communal clashes in 6/99 along border 
between Maur. & Mali;  conflict started when herdsmen in 
Missira-Samoura village in w. Mali, refused to allow Maur. 
horseman to use watering hole;  horseman returned w/ some of 
his clansmen, attacking village on 6/20/99, causing 2 deaths;  
in retaliation that followed, 11 more died.

Quantity
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Source:	De	Stefano,	L.,	P.	Edwards,	L.	de	Silva	and	A.	T.	Wolf	 2010.	“Tracking	Cooperation	and	Conflict	in	International	
Basins:	Historic	and	Recent	Trends.”	Water	Policy.	Vol	12	No	6	pp	871–884.	Adapted	with	permission	of	the	authors.

Number of Media Reported Events in Oregon 
along a Cooperation- Conflict Spectrum 

from 1990 to 2004

Source: Fesler, K. (2006) [Analysis of social interactions concerning 
Oregon’s water resources between 1990 and 2004.] Unpublished Data.
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Water Myths and Water Facts
Do the causes of conflict include: 

-- Climate
-- Water stress
-- Population
-- Level of development
-- Dependence on hydropower
-- Dams or development per se
-- “Creeping” changes:

● general degradation of quality
● climate change induced hydrologic variability
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GovernmentType Vs.Bar Scale
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BASINS AT RISK: Working Hypothesis
“The likelihood of conflict rises as the rate of 

change within the basin exceeds the institutional 
capacity to absorb that change.”

What are indicators?
Sudden physical changes or lower institutional 
capacity are more conducive to disputes:
1) Uncoordinated development: a major project in 
the absence of a treaty or commission 
2) “Internationalized basins”
3) General animosity
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Oregon Timeline
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Source: Fesler, K. (2006) [Analysis of social interactions concerning 
Oregon’s water resources between 1990 and 2004.] Unpublished Data.
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Oregon Timeline
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Phosphorus Ban
Oregon Plan
Biological Opinions
Local Watershed 
Management Plans

Source: Fesler, K. (2006) [Analysis of social interactions concerning 
Oregon’s water resources between 1990 and 2004.] Unpublished Data.

CURRENT LAW:
MOST BASIC RULES

REFLECTED IN 1997 UN CONVENTION:

Article 5: Equitable and reasonable utilization and participation
Watercourse States shall in their respective territories utilize an international watercourse in an 

equitable and reasonable manner. 

Article 7: Obligation not to cause significant harm
Watercourse States shall, in utilizing an international watercourse in their territories, take all 

appropriate measures to prevent the causing of significant harm to other watercourse States.

Article 10: Relationship between different kinds of uses 
In the absence of agreement or custom to the contrary, no use of an international watercourse 

enjoys inherent priority over other uses. 
In the event of a conflict between uses of an international watercourse, it shall be resolved with 

reference to the principles and factors set out in articles 5 to 7, with special regard being 
given to the requirements of vital human needs. 
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Three Aspects of Allocations:
“All” that needs to be decided on at the border

1. Quantity
2. Quality
3. Timing

RESILIENT TRANSBOUNDARY WATER 
INSTITUTIONS
● Adaptable Management Structure

-- public input
-- changing basin priorities
-- new information/monitoring abilities

● Clear and Flexible Allocations
-- rights to needs to interests
-- hydrologic extremes
-- new knowledge
-- changing societal values

● Equitable Distribution of (Baskets of) Benefits, Not Water
● Detailed Conflict Resolution Mechanism
● Sustainable Institution and Financing
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More recently:
• Instream flows & environmental services
• Spiritual values; eg. water for religious dips, rivers with human rights
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Nuancing	&	Elevating	the	Issue:	
Incorporating	the	Human	Dimension
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The Amu-Darya River Basin
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Four Worlds Framework:
Four Needs and Four Claims

Physical Positions

Emotional Interests

Perceptual Values

Spiritual Harmony

NEEDS FOR:
• Intrapersonal
• Interpersonal
• Groups 
• Nations

CLAIMS:
Expressions of needs 
in negotiations
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River Festivals
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River Festivals

Water is sexy!!
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Maximizing	“Benefits”
● The Pacific Northwest recognizes the value of the 

Columbia River Treaty in facilitating shared water 
resource management in the Basin to maximize 
benefits to both the United States and Canada.

U.S. Entity Regional Recommendation – December 2013 

● The primary objective of the Treaty should be to 
maximize benefits to both countries through the 
coordination of planning and operations. 

Columbia River Treaty Review B.C. Decision – October 2013 
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Medicine Wheel from 
Shoshone-Bannock 
and Oglala Lakota 
Traditions

Source: Sammy 
Matsaw Jr. 2016

New	Directions:	Spiritual	Aspect	of	Water

● River has legal personhood in in NZ; settlement gives 
standing
● 2 guardians -- one from the trust and one from the 

crown
● 2 rivers in India also received personhood, but no 

guardians
● Implications for allocations?
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New	Directions:	
Spiritual	Aspect	of	
Water

NEW	ZEALAND	NATIONAL	POLICY	STATEMENT	
for	Freshwater	Management	2014	

● “Addressing tan̄gata whenua values and interests 
across all of the well-beings, and including the 
involvement of iwi and hapū in the overall 
management of fresh water, are key to meeting 
obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi (1840).” 

● All things in the natural world have mauri (life 
force) and wairua (a spiritual dimension). Respect 
for the spiritual integrity of the environment and 
the atua (God) that created it will ensure that the 
taonga (treasure) can be protected and passed on 
to succeeding generations.
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Island Press, Fall 2017
Code 4SPIRIT for 20% discount

Thank you!


