
  
 
Briefing Note on the UN Watercourses Convention and the role European 
Parliament can play in promoting its ratification 
 
The EU Member States and the European Parliament, in particular, can and should take a lead on 
promoting international water management by supporting widespread accession by European and 
other nations to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-navigational Uses of 
International Watercourses (UN Watercourses Convention).  
 
There are 276 rivers worldwide which cross international boundaries, many of which are being 
significantly degraded through poor and uncoordinated management. These river basins cover half 
the Earth’s land surface, are home to 40% of the world’s people across 145 countries, and contain 
60% of global river flows. Lack of interstate cooperation can represent a significant threat to 
dependent communities and ecosystems, and prevent the optimal development of precious water 
resources. These problems are exacerbated by climate change, through reduced access to 
freshwater, glacial melt, increased frequency and intensity of floods and droughts and rising sea 
levels. Coordinated efforts by the international community to meet this challenge are best set in the 
context of international law. 
 
The UN Watercourses Convention codifies and clarifies the rules of international law governing all 
non-navigational uses of transboundary waters. The Convention provided inter alia the basis for the 
EU Water Framework Directive (WFD). 
 
The Convention balances the interests of all riparian states, and provides a basis for negotiation of 
regional and bilateral agreements. In sum, the Convention aims to: avoid conflict over water 
resources; minimise degradation of a river by promoting cooperation in the sustainable use of the 
entire watercourse; and – through the principle of equity – account for the special situation and needs 
of different countries. 
 
As of April 2011, the Convention counts 24 contracting states – 11 short of the number required for 
entry into force.  
 
When in force, the UN Watercourses Convention will: 

1. Improve transboundary water cooperation internationally, in line with EU development 
cooperation policies; 

2. Advance the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals and other related 
internationally agreed targets; 

3. Advance efforts to adapt to climate change in a transboundary context and provide dispute 
prevention and resolution mechanisms; 

4. Supplement international agreements on, e.g., biodiversity and wetlands. 
 
The EU has played a key role in the ratification processes of several multilateral agreements, 
recognizing the tremendous importance of international law for governing global environmental goods 
and internationally shared natural resources. The UN Watercourses Convention gives the EU a 
renewed opportunity to show leadership in the sound management of the world’s precious freshwater 
resources and is in line with the European Community accession to the UNECE Water Convention. 
 
In this sense, a coordinated ratification of the Convention at the EU level - when EU Member States 
agree to ratify and deposit the ratification instruments by a certain deadline - would facilitate and 
accelerate accession by individual Member States and ensure the Convention can enter into force. It 
would send a strong political signal to EU Partner States in trade and development cooperation that 
entry into force is imminent and that the Union – a major donor and policy leader on water – 
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recognizes the Convention’s vital importance for the management of the world’s transboundary river 
basins. Finally, it would place water, in general, and transboundary issues, in particular, higher up in 
the international political agenda, while sending a strong signal that the Blueprint to Safeguard EU’s 
waters (expected at the end of 2012) truly incorporates not only EU water challenges, but global ones 
as well. 
 
The ratification of the Convention would impose no (additional) legislative or financial consequences 
for EU Member States. The WFD, combined with the UNECE Water Convention, already provide a 
more detailed and stricter framework for water management and transboundary cooperation within 
the EU, however the Convention, as a global legal instrument would provide the following benefits, 
when in force: 
 
Ad.1.  
a) The Convention would support implementation of the EU development cooperation policies and 

provide criteria for transboundary IWRM priorities funding. 
b) The WFD calls for interstate cooperation including with relevant non-member States. The 

Convention will help fulfil Community obligations under international conventions on water 
protection and management; 

b) The EU 1998 Guidelines on Water Resources Development Cooperation referred to the UN 
Watercourses Convention as a key framework for transboundary Integrated River Basin 
Management; 

c) The EU 2002 Communication on Water Management in Developing Countries and the 2008 
European Commission Programming on Water and Sanitation identify transboundary water 
development cooperation as a priority area; 

d) The EU Water Initiative lacks a widely accepted and effective legal and policy framework to 
support and coordinate implementing and monitoring activities in a transboundary context. 

 
Ad 2.  
a) “Water” is recognized as a crosscutting issue when it comes to sustainable development and 

meeting the water and sanitation targets under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The 
recommendations from Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD 13 and CSD 17), building 
on the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) /Johannesburg Platform for Action 
2002, recognize this fact explicitly; 

b) By ratifying the Convention and thus giving a clear signal of the importance of transboundary 
water cooperation in the EU and beyond, the EU Member States will reinforce the goals of MDG7 
but also the goal of a partnership for development (MDG8);  

c) Coordination and cooperation among states within transboundary watersheds, on the basis of 
sound governance mechanisms, are vital for the promotion of human health and well-being, 
freshwater conservation, food and energy security, and global peace and political stability – all 
objectives embedded in the MDGs.  

d) Ratification of the Convention and the protocol would contribute to the 5 Year Drive on Sanitation, 
recently endorsed by the UN General Assembly. 

 
Ad 3. 
a) In the absence of appropriate joint management frameworks and solid institutions, it is 

questionable whether states will succeed in addressing the challenge of cooperative water 
management solely through interstate efforts at the basin level. Only 40% of the world’s 
transboundary basins have cooperative mechanisms in place and most watercourse agreements 
are bilateral or fail to account for some key cooperation principles and procedures; 

b) Climate change will make things worse, raising the stakes of non-cooperation. Effective 
cooperation in transboundary basin management could become the single most effective risk 

http://ec.europa.eu/development/icenter/repository/F13_water_fin_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/development/icenter/repository/F13_water_fin_en.pdf
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management strategy. The Convention will support the implementation of transboundary climate 
change adaptation agreements.  

c) As the limits of exploitation of the world’s rivers are reached, with countries under pressure to 
meet rising thirsty energy and food demands, conflicts over water are likely to grow. For example, 
as riparians states store more water and develop more hydropower, the Convention will be 
essential for facilitating negotiations on the implementation of planned measures, especially 
where dispute prevention and settlement mechanisms are missing.  

 
Ad 4.  
a) Cooperation between states is essential to protect the wider ecosystems. The UN Watercourses 

Convention offers the necessary legal framework for this collaboration to take place – something 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) has called for, but alone cannot provide. In many 
respects the UN Watercourses Convention supplements the CBD and establishes detailed 
procedures to implement CBD requirements such as notification on major measures and 
transboundary pollution.  

b) The UN Watercourses Convention can support implementation of the Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands by providing key standards, obligation and procedures for preventing disputes and 
fostering cooperation on the development and conservation of international watercourses and 
their ecosystems, including wetlands. 

 
The ratification process has gained momentum recently in the EU with Spain, Greece and France 
becoming Parties over the last years; a number of EU MS have started consultations on the 
Convention (see summary below). But overall progress remains slow. We believe, the European 
Parliament can take a proactive position on this very important issue and call on the European 
Commission and EU Member States to ratify the Convention in a coordinated way - when EU 
Member States agree to ratify the Convention and deposit the ratification instruments by a certain 
deadline to provide the following benefits: 
 
for the EU: 
• Enabling environment for the EUWI & Millennium Development Goals; 
• A globally endorsed platform for transboundary water initiatives; 
• Catalyzing bridge between donor and recipient states; 
• Awareness of the role of legal frameworks and good governance in the water sector; 
• Sustainability of water supplies in developing countries from where the EU imports vital products; 
• Increased demand for water expertise, technologies and services that the EU can export;  
• the Convention recognizes that climatic factors and variability are important in the achievement of 
the equitable and reasonable balance among states, and requires states to prevent and mitigate the 
effects of droughts and desertification; 
• the Convention, as a global legal instrument specifically designed to govern relations between 
watercourse states, will support cooperation towards responding to environmental disasters, such as 
droughts and floods, and adapting water sharing and management strategies to the effects of climate 
change; 
• the Convention can help ensure that any measures governments may take under the UNFCCC, 
such as hydropower development and water storage, neither harm freshwater ecosystems nor 
disregard the health and livelihoods of dependent communities. 
 
globally 
• Codification and clarification of international water law; 
• Framework for the progressive development of customary and treaty law governing transboundary 
waters and related issues, such as environmental protection and climate change adaptation; 
• Legal framework for drafting river basin agreements (60% of 276 international river basins are 
without management frameworks); 
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• Improved consensus building and dialogue among basin states; 
• Support for the implementation of related multilateral environmental conventions (biodiversity, 
climate change adaptation, desertification, wetlands); 
• Vital link for enabling the multi-level legal governance of transboundary waters; 
• A ready-made instrument to foster regional peace and stability, as well as food and energy security; 
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Annex 1.  
 
Status of the Convention in EU – April 2011: 
• 35 ratifications are required for entry into force 
• 24 states have ratified (April 2011) 
–  9 EU MS (DE, ES, GR, FI, HU, NL, PT, SE, FR) 
–  1 EFTA/ EEA country (NO) 
– 14 other states (including Burkina Faso, Lebanon, Morocco, Syria, Jordan, Libya, Tunisia, Iraq, 
Qatar, South Africa, Guinea Bissau, Nigeria) 
• 11 additional ratifications are needed for entry into force 
•  11 EU MS holding internal consultations (AT, BE, CZ, DK, EE, IE, IT, LU, PL, SI, UK) 
•  7 remaining EU MS unclear status: (BG, CY, LT, LV, MT, RO, SK); 
• No votes against in 1997. 
 
Status of the Conventions (April 2011): 
 
Country 
April 2011 

Signatory 
Convention 
1997 

Ratified / 
Party UN 
Convention 
1997 

Party 
UNECE 
Convention 

Ratified 
amendment 
1992 
Convention 

Signatory 
Water & 
Health 
protocol 

Ratification 
W&H 
protocol 

Albania   x  X x 
Armenia     x  
Austria   x    
Azerbaijan   x   x 
Belarus   x   x 
Belgium   x  x x 
Bosnia and Herzegovina   x x   
Bulgaria   x  x  
Burkina Faso  x     
Côte d'Ivoire x      
Croatia   x x x x 
Cyprus     x  
Czech Republic   x x x x 
Denmark   x  x  
Estonia   x x x x 
Finland x x x x x x 
France  x x x x x 
Georgia     x  
Germany x x x  x x 
Guinea-Bissau  x     
Greece  x x  x  
Hungary x x x x x x 
Iceland     x  
Iraq  x     
Ireland       
Italy   x  x  
Jordan X x     
Kazakhstan   x    
Latvia   x x X x 
Lebanon  X     
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya  x     
Liechtenstein   x    
Lithuania   x  X x 
Luxembourg x  x x X x 

http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-5&chapter=27&lang=en#EndDec#EndDec
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Malta     x  
Moldova   x  x x 
Monaco    x x  
Morocco  x     
Namibia x x     
Netherlands x x x x x x 
Nigeria  x     
Norway x x x  x x 
Paraguay x      
Poland   x x x  
Portugal x x x  x x 
Qatar  x     
Romania   x x x x 
Russian Federation   x  x x 
Serbia   x x   
Slovakia   x  x x 
Slovenia   x  x  
South Africa x x     
Spain  x x x x x 
Sweden  x x x x  
Syrian Arab Republic x x     
Switzerland   x  x x 
Tunisia x x     
Ukraine   x  x x 
United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern 
Ireland 

  (signatory)  X  

Uzbekistan  x x    
Venezuela x      
Yemen X      
European Community   x    
Total 16 24 38 16 36 24 
 
 

http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-12&chapter=27&lang=en#EndDec#EndDec

