
Transboundary Water 
Management & Policies 

 
PREVENTING AND MANAGING INTERNATIONAL WATER CONFLICTS 

 

Gábor Baranyai, PhD 

University of Public Service, Hungary 



INTRODUCTION: THE AGE OF WATER WARS? 
Famous quotes… 

- „Of the elements that make for political controversy in human affairs, the control of water is one 
of the most persistent… The last community to get the water is always suspicious of the 
intentions of those upstream.” – Lord Birdwood (1954) 

- „The next war in the Middle East will be fought over water, not politics.” 

 „Water will be more important than oil this century”  

Boutros Boutros Ghali, former UNSG (1985) 

- „If the wars of this century were fought over oil, the wars of the  

next century will be fought over water - unless we change our  

approach to managing this precious and vital resource” - 

Vice President of the World Bank Dr Ismail Serageldin (1995) 

- „Fierce competition for freshwater may well become a source 

of conflict and wars in the future” Kofi Annan, former UNSG (2001) 



The logic is compelling… 

• The amount of freshwater in the planet is constant 

• Yet, water demand is constantly growing (outpacing GDP and population growth) 

• Thus per capita water availability is shrinking 

• Water – for most uses – cannot be substituted 

• This will increase interstate competition for water 

• Result: water wars are around the corner 

 



So where are the water wars then? 

• The last dedicated war to water was fought……4500 years ago between the 
Mesopotamian city states of Lagash and Umma 

• Since the 1950s only around 40 interstate armed conflict have been recorded to 
be connected with water 

• 30 of these was linked to Israel and its neighbours (before the desalination 
boom), with the last one taking place in 1970 

• During this period over 160 international water agreements have been conculded 

 

 



If you think twice ---- it does not make much 
sense 

 

• Starting a water water takes 
• A downstream agressor that is 

• superior in economic and miliatary terms 

• capable of concurring and occupying large swaths of lands  
(the relevant catchment area) 

• able and willing to bear the economic and political costs of prolonged armed conflict 

• A weak and non-cooperative upstream neighbouring riparian state 

• An unresolvable transboundary conflict so pressing that cannot be resolved peacefully 

• So water wars are very unlikely to occur as they do not make much sense 

• BUT: never underestimate the stupidity of warmongers! 

 



So everything in order?  
Not quite… 

 

• The Anthropocene  

• The global water crisis 

• The political complications of transboundary basins 

• Weak international institutions and declining multilateralism 

 



The Anthropoce 





The global water crisis 

• Population growth  

• Water use increase exceeding  
population growth 

• Urbanisation 

• Economic expansion  

• 40% global water deficit expected by 2030 

 



…all this coupled with climate change 
 

• Changing precipitation patterns 

• Decline of available renewable freshwater resources 

• Rise of hydro-meteorological extremes 

 



Eventually: water is causing us trouble… 

 „Water may become a more significant source of contention than energy or 

minerals out to 2030 at both intrastate and interstate level” (2012) 



World Economic Forum – global risk reports 

2023 2022 2015 



Transboundary river basins 



• 310 international river basins  

• 60% of global river flow  

• 47% of the Earth’s surface 

• 52% of global population 

• 145 countries affected 

• 33 countries have more 95% of their territories on 
shared river basins 

 



What drives or frustrates cooperation? 
• A collective action problem 

• Spatial misfit: political and hydrological boundaries do not match 

• Natural externalities deriving from the downstream motion of water 

• The interests of upstream and downstream countries tend to differ 

• Hydropolitical cooperation dilemma: why cooperate and at what cost? 

 

 

 

 



Key factors 1: Geographical position 



• the upstream-downstream dichotomy pervades through most 
transboundary relationships,  

• but each basin faces its own unique problems and challenges based 
on riverine geography 

• Border creator rivers tend to generate more cooperation 

• Shared lake(s shores) also tend to generate more cooperation (mutual 
exposure) 



Key factors 2: Nature of the relevant water management issues 



• Key factors 3: other geographic and 
hydrological variables  
• The economic importance of shared water resources 

• Sovereignty and national security considerations 

• Geopolitics and regional integration 

• Level of economic development 

• Domestic politics (water nationalism) 

• Cultural conditions 

• Capacity shortages 

 

 

 



So where do we stand? 

Indicators of hydropolitical resilience and vulnerability  

• presence of a water treaty: any formal agreement among sovereign states 
that substantively covers water management issues, 

• mechanisms for water allocation: treaty stipulations on methods and/or 
processes for the allocation of river flow quantities between riparians, 

• mechanisms for variability management: rules designed to deal with 
climatic extremes, such as droughts, floods or other specific variations, 

• conflict resolution mechanisms: mechanisms that address disagreements 
among signatories, 

• presence of a river basin organisation: joint commissions, governing 
councils, directorates, joint basin authorities, etc.,  

 





Individual treaty and RBO 

components 

Basin continent 

Africa Asia Europe N. America S. America 

At least one water treaty 50 40 69 64 32 

Allocation 25 25 33 42 14 

Variability mgmt. 20 18 34 15 6 

Conflict resolution 35 25 49 44 15 

At least one RBO 40 19 32 56 22 



• High conflict potential 

• Real conflicts rare: cooperation is dominant 

• Almost 90% of all conflicts on record relate to water quantity and 
infrastructure 

• Basic figures of cooperation (2013 TFDD) 
• around 250 proper basin or sub-basin agreements 

• cover less than 50% of the number of international river basins (though they 
apply to most significant river basins) 

• 70% of the world’s transboundary areas (42 million km2) and 80% of the 
people living in those regions (2.8 billion) 

• The trend of the past 50 years: about 30 new treaties are signed ever decade 

 



Ecological and political hotspots 



Fragile and vulnerable countries + water stress 



Conflict and cooperation in transboundary basins  
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