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The UN Watercourses Convention at the 5th World Water Forum

(Istanbul, 16-22 March 2009)

In 2006, WWF launched a global initiative that aims to strengthen international law in support of transboundary water cooperation. WWF calls on governments to join and implement the 1997 UN Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses—a global and overarching legal framework governing the environmental protection, equitable use, and sustainable management of the world’s international watercourses. Currently, the convention counts 16 parties—19 short of the number required for its entry into force. 

The UN Watercourses Convention was a major subject at the 5th World Water Forum in Istanbul, Turkey, in March 2009. It was discussed at several events and sessions, both during and in preparation for the Forum: 

· During the Parliamentarian rounds, the German Parliamentarian, Ms. Ursula Eid, introduced the session on transboundary waters, urging countries to join the convention. 

· The UN Watercourses Convention also came up in the context of the thematic process:
· Topic 1.1 – Adapting to Climate Change, Session 1.1.3, Roundtable 7 – Climate Change and Transboundary Water Issues: Participants debated the role that the UN Watercourses Convention could play in order to foster transboundary adaptation to climate change and mitigate the risk for more frequent and widespread interstate conflict resulting from the impacts of climate change on shared water resources. 
The progress achieved under the UNECE Water Convention to develop guidelines on the topic was referred as a good example of how beneficial it would be to have a comparable effective framework at the global level. It was recognized that, once in force, the UN Watercourses Convention could provide such a framework. The roundtable’s report includes a recommendations for countries to join and implement both conventions.

· Topic 3.1 – Basin Management and Transboundary Cooperation, Session 3.1.5 – Synthesis Session: The topic’s Rapporteur, Prof. Slavko Bogdanovic, underscored the many calls for ratification, and reiterated a proposal for the UN Secretary-General to analyze the status and the ratification process of the convention and, as appropriate, to establish an interim body in charge of supporting and promoting its entry into force.

Turkey – one of only three countries that voted against the Convention in 1997 – served as an interesting Forum site. As expected, Turkish audience members strongly opposed the topic of ratification of the convention. Fortunately, representatives from countries that want to see the convention come into force, including both parties and other states already in the process for joining the convention, vehemently combated those negative reactions.

· In the context of the regional process, 

· The Head of the Palestinian Water Authority, Mr. Shaddad Attili, drew attention to President Abbas’ announcement that the Palestine would join the convention upon becoming a state, and urged the use of international law to find a way to share transboundary water resources.

· The Mediterranean Regional Document includes an explicit recommendation for countries to join the convention, as a useful framework for “hydro-diplomacy.”

· The European Regional Document refers to the convention, upon entry into force, as a potential platform for cooperation and knowledge sharing between Europe and other regions. The paper underscores the experience and successes achieved through the implementation of the UNECE Water Convention and the Water Framework Directive. 

When formulating policy recommendations on the topic, the paper refers to the wealth of knowledge produced under those two regional frameworks to highlight the potential role that the UN Watercourses Convention, once in force, could play globally, as a universal legal framework governing transboundary water cooperation.

· WWF closed its participation in the Forum with the successful high-level event “Sign Up: sharing water for people and the planet”, co-hosted by the European Water Partnership, the Global Nature Fund and Living Lakes Partners, Green Cross International, the Norwegian Government, and the UN Secretary General’s Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation. 

The event celebrated the accomplishments of the world’s leading countries in international water policy as they contribute towards advancing the process for entry into force of the UN Watercourses Convention. The large attendance served as a visual representation of the curiosity and support surrounding the UN Watercourses Convention.

WWF Leaders for a Living Planet awards were presented to 12 of the 16 contracting states to the convention. The remaining four parties were unable to attend, but will receive their awards subsequently. The award ceremony was followed by pledges from key government representatives from 12 countries to champion the convention within their own governments. They each signed postcards symbolizing their commitment to our call for bringing the convention into force and briefed participants on the status of the ratification process in their respective countries.

· Sunday, 22 March, marked celebrations for the 2008 World Water Day, which focused on transboundary waters. During the respective UN Water event, the Chair of the Palestinian Water Authority reiterated its previous calls for more countries to join the Convention.

For more information, please visit http://www.panda.org/what_we_do/policy/international_water_law/, where you will also find the WWF media releases during the Forum, as well as 3-page media backgrounder on the UN Watercourses Convention


